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			To Philip, Kaitlyn, Caleb, and Makayla,

			May you each become a Follower of the Word.

		

	
	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
	
		
			First Snow, Day 16 
The Year of Freedom Twenty-Four 

			

			
			

			
			
			I now begin the second part of my account of the war in the north and the reign of the Shadonae. I first met the assassin Caleb Tala in the Temanin war camp just outside the White City. He had assassinated the high lord of the White City, Gaynor Celestis, weeks before, and now worked as an interrogator for the Temanin Army. During my captivity I found him to be a cruel, cold, heartless man. 

			I escaped from Caleb during the fifth night when the Eldaran, Rowen Mar (see my entries on the current Eldaran race), unleashed her truthsaying power on the Temanin Army. I know little of what happened to him during that time, other than that, in his own words, he met the Word and became a different man. 

			I met Caleb Tala again when, during my journey back to Thyra, I was captured, along with Rowen Mar, and sold as a slave to a Temanin noblewoman, Lady Meira. My duty was to serve her male guests. Caleb Tala came days later and I was sent to his room for his pleasure.

			I ran. 

			Caleb caught me outside the manor walls. He took me back to the manor, but instead of handing me over for my due punishment, he purchased my freedom from Lady Meira. This was my first glimpse of the man I would later learn was a Son of Truth.

			I was wary of Caleb during my time with him. He treated me with utmost propriety, but I could not forget his past deeds or his profession. He brought me to the city of Azar with the promise to find me passage back to Thyra. 

			It was at the Azar Palace that I learned Caleb’s true identity. We discovered a powerful and ancient Mordra (see my notes on the shadow-wraiths) disguised as a woman, who held sway over Corin Tala, Lord of the Temanin Empire. Something within Caleb led him to the Mordra. He banished her to the unseen world, but in doing so, incurred the wrath of his cousin Corin Tala. Caleb was exiled from Azar and Temanin, never to return.

			Caleb found me and we fled into the heart of Azar. There he revealed the Mark of the Word on his hand and who he really was: an Eldaran, with power over the shadows. A Guardian of Mankind. A Son of Truth. 

			The Word had provided another way of salvation for the people of Thyra. 

			Nierne, 

			Lands Historian

		

	
	
			

Chapter

1

		

		
			All of it, gone.

			Caleb staggered against the wall inside the dark back rooms of the tavern, the shock at last catching up to him. The air was hot and stuffy, but he welcomed the darkness. He needed a moment to gather himself before going back out to Nierne. 

			A couple chairs lined the wall across from him and a candle burned from one of the rooms down the hall. The sound of laughter drifted between the wooden beads separating the back rooms from the main tavern. It smelled like a tavern too: smoke, bodies, and a subtle hint of the wines Dena stored back here.

			Caleb leaned against the wall and lifted his right hand. The mark across his palm barely glowed now. As he watched, it faded until it looked like a patch of light skin, shades lighter than his own brown tones. So normal looking, so . . . inconsequential. Yet just over an hour ago he had pulled a blazing sword from his palm and fought with a monster he’d thought only lived in stories.

			Sands! He still saw Velyni in his mind . . . her beautiful body, her long dark hair, her sensuous lips. And the way her skin had peeled back, revealing what she really was: a shadow-like wraith. A Mordra, Nierne said. 

			Velyni almost killed him. If it hadn’t been for the Word’s power–

			He closed his hand into a fist and dropped it at his side. Enough. The battle was done. He had survived. But the fight . . . 

			Had cost him everything. 

			He leaned his head against the wall and closed his eyes. Everything he had worked for, everything dear to him, gone. He could still hear Corin’s voice and the crazed look on his face when he discovered Caleb had banished Velyni from the Lands. 

			“You are no longer a Tala. I strip you of your title, your family, and your wealth.” 

			No longer a Tala. No family. No money. No title. Everything he desired from life, now gone.

			All but a handful of gold coins in the pouch hanging around his neck and a little more hidden here in Dena’s tavern. Not enough to start a new life elsewhere. And he couldn’t go back to his family’s estate. He had to leave Temanin now, and never come back.

			Caleb released a soft moan and turned his face toward the wall. He pressed his forehead against the cold, rough stone. How ironic. He’d become the hunted. An exile with a death mark on his name.

			What would he do now?

			“Caleb Tala. What a pleasure to see you.”

			He started and looked up. 

			A woman stood to his left, an empty platter held against her hip. Her deep purple silk shirt opened low, and her long dark skirt hugged her hips, flowing to the floor in liquid waves. Black kohl lined her eyes and her lips were painted a deep red. Hoops hung from her earlobes, and a matching silver comb held back the rich, dark hair piled on top of her head.

			Caleb straightened. “Dena. You look . . . well.”

			She threw her head back and laughed, a deep throaty guffaw. “Always the flatterer.” She winked. “Been a while since you visited my humble tavern.”

			“It has.” The last time was a year ago, when he staked out Delshad’s estate. How much had changed since then?

			“So what can I do for you?”

			He blinked, bringing his mind back. “My usual room. Wait, no.” He shook his head. “I need another room as well. Just for tonight.”

			Her eyes widened. “Two rooms? Someone with you?”

			“Yes. No.” He rubbed the area just above his right eye with two fingertips. “I have a woman with me.”

			Dena raised one eyebrow. “And you need two rooms? That doesn’t sound like you.”

			He dropped his hand. “It’s complicated.”

			She laughed again. “It always is with you. All right then. Two rooms. I’ll put you both at the end of the hall. Anything else?”

			“Dinner. Brought to my room.”

			“Wine?”

			Caleb shook his head. He needed his mind clear, to be ready for anything. He waited for Dena to leave, but instead she stood there, studying him. Her smile ebbed, leaving behind a frown. “Something is going on, isn’t it?”

			He didn’t respond. 

			Dena nodded. “Yes, I can see it on your face.” He opened his mouth, but Dena held up a hand. “Come now, Caleb. We’ve known each other for years. I’d say I know you better than most, if anyone can know you.” Her dark eyes searched his. “I can see there is something wrong.”

			He sighed. She was right. If anyone knew him, it was Dena. He had spent years here in her tavern, using her place as a stakeout for his missions. A foul taste filled his mouth. Missions done for that monster, Velyni. He seldom talked to Dena when he came. He did his business and she made sure he was taken care of. Her concern now . . . touched him. Perhaps she would be willing to help. “You have no idea.”

			“Anything I can do?”

			Caleb hesitated. She might hand him over to the Keepers. Then again, she had watched his back before . . .”The Keepers are after me. If they come—”

			“I’ll keep them off your back. Not the first time I’ve done that for you.”

			He let out a long breath. “I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

			Her eyes went wide. “Caleb Tala, I’m shocked. Do you have a heart now?”

			A small smile crept across his lips. “Maybe.”

			Dena shook her head. “The world must be coming to an end. Now go.” She motioned to the doorway. “I’ll take care of everything. Dinner will be up shortly.”

			“Thank you, Dena.” He pulled his pouch from beneath his tunic. “Here, for everything.”

			Her lips turned up in a wry smile and she held out her hand. He placed two gold coins in her palm. Her fingers closed around the gold.

			If he could trust anyone, it would be Dena. If nothing else, she hated the Keepers and would thwart them out of spite. 

			Caleb cinched up the pouch and turned. Time to get back to Nierne. 

			He passed through the beads strung across the doorway, sending them clattering behind him. Nierne stood a couple feet away, her hood back. Brilliant red curls cascaded past her shoulders, a bright contrast to the dark room. He stared at her hair. How in the Lands could a woman who looked like Nierne be a scribe?

			A man stood next to her, a head taller, with sandy-colored hair and a stained tunic. He could only see the back of the man’s head, but it appeared he was talking with Nierne. 

			Caleb scowled and crossed his arms. “Who are you?”

			They turned. 

			Nierne looked at him, her jaw jutting out, her chin raised. She opened her mouth—

			“You!”

			Caleb turned toward the man . . . and froze. It couldn’t be. That night in Avonai came rushing back, a river of memories surging his mind: Stabbing the guard on the balcony, stepping into the dark room, the perfect flick of his wrist and watching the dagger hit Lord Gaynor just below the jaw. Killing the other guard. Then the guard from the balcony rising to his feet with such hatred that Caleb felt singed from across the room.

			As he felt it now.

			How had that guard lived? And how was he here, in Azar, in Dena’s tavern?

			The man reached inside his cloak.

			Caleb curled his fingers. He felt the dagger at his side and the one tucked inside his boot, but didn’t reach for either. Time to face his past, to atone for what he had done.

			The man drew out a long, slender sword. “You killed two good men.” His face was white, his eyes wide. “And you tried to kill me!”

			Nierne placed herself between them. “Wait, Captain Lore. You don’t understand—”

			Caleb stood still, his gaze dropping toward the sword. It quivered in the man’s hand. This Captain Lore was close to snapping.

			“You have no idea who this man is. Or what he has done!”

			Nierne held her hand up. “Yes, I do. But this is not the place to discuss that.” 

			Caleb stared at the back of her head. Wait. Nierne was defending him? Before he could think more on that, Lore stepped around Nierne, shoved him against the wall, and pressed his blade to his neck. Caleb stared into Lore’s strange green eyes and stilled. 

			He could get out of Lore’s hold. He could kill him. So easy. One second to grab his dagger and thrust it into that sweet spot, the same spot he had stabbed Lore months earlier.

			The blade trembled against his skin. Lore’s eyes widened and Caleb saw the bloodlust in his pupils. 

			Nierne pulled at Lore’s sleeve. “No! Captain Lore, this isn’t right!” 

			Caleb stared back, every muscle screaming for him to move, to grab his dagger.

			 Nierne yanked again. “Please, just listen to me.”

			Caleb let his breath ease out. No. He would not kill Lore. He would not defend himself.

			The beads across the doorway rattled behind him, followed by a loud clattering. “There will be no violence in my establishment!” Dena appeared beside Caleb, her gaze fixed on Lore. “Drop that sword or I will call the Keepers.”

			Lore blinked. His eyes lost their bloodlust. In fact, they dimmed from the bright green moments ago to a soft grey. He lowered his sword, but stood ready to strike. 

			Caleb reached up and touched the area where the blade had pressed. Lore watched him with narrowed eyes. There was a small nick in his skin, hardly noticeable. Was this how his victims had felt when he placed his dagger to their throats? His insides tightened at the thought.

			Nierne let go of Lore’s arm. “Come. We need to talk. All of us. Somewhere other than here. There is something you need to know.”

			Caleb frowned. He doubted Lore was ready to hear anything right now. “Nierne—”

			She held her hand up. Caleb shut his mouth and clenched his teeth.

			Lore hesitated and looked at him. Caleb let his face go blank. Up to him. 

			“Fine then.” Lore still gripped his sword. “Lead the way.”

			Caleb caught Nierne’s eye. “Our rooms are upstairs.” Hopefully they could trust the man.

			Nierne nodded and turned. Lore motioned for Caleb to follow her. 

			He clenched his jaw. So now he was supposed to just do what anyone told him? He drew another breath. If there was any hope of bridging the gap between himself and Lore, he needed to acquiesce on some points. He followed Nierne. 

			Dena’s customers watched them cross the room. She might not give Caleb to the Keepers, but the others in this room would. So much for not drawing attention.

			What bounty had Corin placed on him? Ten thousand gold? Fifteen thousand? Perhaps more. Caleb followed Nierne up the stairs. He’d never taken an assignment for less than ten thousand gold pieces, and considering how angry his cousin was, his bounty would be the highest ever.

			Nierne stopped at the top and turned back. “Which room?”

			Lore pointed. “Second door on the righ—” 

			“Last door on the left.” A dark sense of pleasure slid through Caleb when Nierne passed the door Lore had indicated. The hall was dim, with a single sconce lit halfway down. Sand scattered along the edge of the walls and a tattered, faded rug covered the stone floor. The smoke from below mixed with the warm air in the hallway, pressing against his face. 

			Nierne stopped at the end of the hall and stepped back. Caleb went to open the door when Lore’s sword swung down in front of him, stopping him cold. 

			“You don’t think I’ll go in there without first checking you for weapons, do you?” 

			Caleb stared at Lore, his fingers aching to grab his dagger. Already his hand was inching along his side. This Captain Lore might be good, but he was better—

			No. That was not the way to handle this.

			He fought down the burning anger. Nierne’s presence helped douse it even more. He didn’t want her to see him like that . . . like that kind of man. “All right, if that’s what it takes.” He slid his fingers past the dagger and reached for the buckle around his waist. He gave it a couple tugs, pulled it away from his side, and tossed it to the floor. Then he held up both arms. 

			Lore held the sword away and patted him down with his free hand. 

			Caleb looked away and concentrated on Nierne: her face half-hidden in the shadows of the hallway, a particular curl curving around her eye and lying against her cheek, her lips slightly parted as she watched Lore.

			“What’s in the pouch?”

			Huh? He looked down at the lump beneath his tunic. “Money and medicinal vials.”

			“Take it off.”

			Caleb lifted the cord from around his neck and handed the pouch to Lore. Lore looked inside, then tossed the pouch. He finished his pat down, finding the dagger in Caleb’s boot. 

			Caleb would never admit it to anyone, but Lore knew what he was doing. Then again, he was a captain, most likely of the guard, given that he was on duty the night Caleb killed Lord Gaynor.

			Lore stepped back, his sword trained on Caleb. “Now, open the door, but don’t go in.”

			Caleb did as he was told. The room was small. Burlap curtains covered the single window. A clay lamp had been lit and placed on the low table beside the pallet to the left. Cobwebs fluttered in the corners along the ceiling.

			Lore picked up Caleb’s daggers and pouch and entered the room. Nierne followed. Caleb waited in the hallway. Their voices drifted out. Something about one sleeping pallet. He saw Nierne shake her head and restrained a smile. 

			So . . . that’s what the conversation was about. 

			Nierne walked back out. “You can come in now.”

			He raised one eyebrow, but didn’t say anything. 

			Nierne crossed the room and stood beside the pallet. Lore stood by the wall, his sword still drawn. Caleb shut the door behind him and folded his arms.

			“All right, I came.” Lore looked from Nierne to Caleb. “Now I want to know what is going on. What in all the Lands are you doing with him?” He pointed at Caleb. “Are you his slave or not?”

			“Caleb is not the man you once knew, Captain.”

			“Explain.” 

			All right, fine. Caleb took a step forward.

			Lore raised his sword. “Don’t move unless I say you can.”

			Caleb ground his teeth and raised his hands. “We don’t have much time. You probably gave me away. The Azar Keepers could be here any moment.”

			“What do I care . . .” Lore stared at Caleb’s right hand. 

			“So you can see it too.” Nierne studied Caleb’s palm as well. “I just found out myself.”

			Lore’s mouth opened and closed, his eyes as wide as two gold coins. “Impossible.”

			The man had no idea. “Yes.” Caleb lowered his hand. “I am an Eldaran.” He watched emotions flit across Lore’s face–moving as fast as if he were flipping through a book—until a hard look won out.

			“That doesn’t change anything.”

			“But it might.” The pieces fell together. Lore was here in Temanin because of that woman with the glowing hand . . . the woman Caleb had met up north, near the White City. And if she was the Eldaran woman, then odds were good that she was the Truthsayer Velyni mentioned. Yes . . . the more he considered it, the more he sensed it was so. “I know what happened to another Eldaran. The one called the Truthsayer.”

			Lore froze—and his eyes went wide. 

			Jackpot.

		

	
	
			

Chapter

2

		

		
			“I know where the Truthsayer has been taken.”

			Lore gave a small shudder. “You know . . . you know where Rowen is?”

			So that was her name, the woman with the glowing hand. But she was a different kind of Eldaran. A Truthsayer, whatever that was. Not like him.

			Lore took a step back, his shoulders sagging. This Rowen was important to Lore. Maybe even important enough to spare his life, for a little while.

			“But I don’t understand.” Lore looked at him again. “How can you be an Eldaran? With everything you’ve done?”

			Ah yes, the question everyone was asking him tonight. Caleb almost laughed. Being an Eldaran had nothing to do with his past actions, thank the Word. “My mother was an Eldaran.”

			“Your . . . mother?”

			He didn’t like Lore’s tone of voice. “Yes, I had one. Even killers have mothers.” Nierne cringed. Hold it, sarcasm won’t help here.

			Lore turned away from him and looked at Nierne. “What about you? Is that why you’re here with him? You trust him?”

			Nierne glanced at him. Suddenly, with all his heart, he wanted Nierne to trust him, to believe him. Please, Nierne. 

			“I know the kind of man Caleb Tala was. I was captured during the siege on the White City.” Her eyes flickered. “I was his captive. I heard what he was and saw with my own eyes his violent nature.”

			Lore cocked his head and folded his arms. “And yet you are here, with him?”

			Nierne sat down on the sleeping pallet and sighed. “Yes, I am.” She clasped her hands together and placed them on her knees. “Caleb is different now. Aren was right; I was sold as a slave. I tried to run away, but was caught. It was Caleb who saved me. He purchased my freedom. But I still didn’t trust him. Not really. Until he showed me his hand.” 

			Lore’s lips formed a long, thin line. “And you trust him now?”

			Nierne looked up at Caleb. His heart rapped hard against his ribcage. He studied her face, looking for her answer. 

			She looked away. 

			Oh Word . . . 

			“Yes. Yes I do.” 

			Caleb blinked. Had he heard her right?

			“Captain Lore, you have no idea how much this man has changed. He is a new man now. He follows the Word. But it took me all this time to realize that.” 

			Caleb let out his breath. She trusted him. Her words burned through his mind the same way wine burned down his throat and warmed his belly. The corner of his lip lifted into a half smile. 

			Lore leaned back against the wall. “So you know where Rowen is? How?”

			“Velyni, my cousin’s consort, told me.”

			“Velyni?” Lore frowned. “Wait, I know this Velyni. I met her. She’s the one who took Rowen. But how do you know she took Rowen?”

			“I fought her. She wasn’t human. She was a shadow, a—” Caleb looked at Nierne for confirmation, “—a Mordra.”

			Nierne nodded, her face tightening at the word. He understood her fear. He had only faced one. He couldn’t imagine what Nierne had seen in Thyra. She had spoken little of it so far.

			Lore held up his hand. “Wait. You fought her? But you just said she was a shadow. How?”

			Caleb rubbed his face. Long, long story. “I can feel these beings, these Mordra. That is my gift. I found Velyni inside the palace, inside my cousin’s rooms. And I used . . . my mark . . . to banish her.” He wasn’t about to say he drew a sword from his palm. Lore already didn’t trust him. He didn’t need Lore thinking he was crazy too.

			“And she told you where Rowen is?”

			“She told me about a Truthsayer. That she had sent the Truthsayer to Thyra, to her master. Rowen is a Truthsayer, right?”

			“Yes.” Lore seemed distracted. 

			Caleb studied Lore. The man was a couple inches taller than him and broader in the shoulders. Probably a couple years older too, judging from the thin lines across his face and the sprinkling of grey in his hair. But despite his age, Caleb had seen Lore in action and knew the man was still in top physical form. He could be an asset on their trip to Thyra. That is, if Lore didn’t try to kill him first. 

			But was it worth the risk? Should he help Lore?

			Caleb knew his answer. Sands, he was going soft.

			He cleared his throat. “I am not asking you to trust me now. But I would like to invite you to travel with Nierne and me to Thyra.” Lore just stared at him. Not the best reaction, but Caleb pressed on. “I’m guessing Rowen was sent by ship, which means she will travel around Hont and up the western coast. That will take weeks. And they already have a head start. But I know a faster way: through the Great Desert.”

			Nierne’s head shot up. “The Great Desert? Don’t most people die trying to cross that?”

			Lore opened his mouth—

			Something crashed downstairs. 

			Caleb spun and placed his hand on the door, his muscles tense. It could just be a bar brawl. He slid his hand down toward the handle. His fingers touched the metal when the tip of a blade pressed through his tunic and poked his side.

			“What do you think you are doing?”

			Caleb closed his eyes. Stay calm. “I was going to see what that crash was.” And see if the Keepers had been alerted to his presence here. 

			“I will.”

			“But if there are Keepers down there, I will know how to spot them.” Caleb glanced back. “I know this tavern. I know who to look for.” The blade still pressed against his side. He snarled. “Look, if you’re going to trust me, now is the time to start, or we might as well break up this little party. Your choice.”

			A small growl emanated from Lore. But the blade moved away from his side. “Go, then. Check and see what is going on downstairs.”

			Caleb gave a curt nod. He opened the door and made his way along the dark hallway, scarcely making a sound. Voices rose and fell downstairs and the laughing from a half hour ago was gone. 

			He crept halfway down the stairs and stopped. He peeked around the corner and down the rest of the stairs into the main room. The men and women sitting at the nearest tables were still, their gazes turned toward the door. He ducked his head so he could see past the ceiling and saw three men by the door across the room. One was an overweight costumer, his tunic soiled and his hair sticking up like little black spikes across his head. He was talking to two tall, lean men dressed in black. A yellow sash hung sideways across their chests. Large, curved swords hung at their sides.

			Caleb hissed softly. Of all the nine shades . . . Azar Keepers. It didn’t take them long to find him. Had the fat patron alerted them? Or did Corin know him better than he thought? Well, Corin didn’t know all his secrets . . . 

			The fat man pointed at the stairs, still talking. Both Keepers turned their gaze. Caleb swore and backed away. 

			The wooden beads across the doorway to the back rooms rattled, then Dena’s voice rang out. “What are you doing in my tavern?” 

			Caleb headed back up the stairs. 

			“You have no business here . . .”

			Dena was buying him time. He sprinted down the hall to the room where Lore and Nierne were and burst into the room. 

			Lore raised his sword in his direction. Caleb waved him off. “The Keepers are here. We need to go.” He crossed the room and shoved the curtains open. Lore and Nierne pounded him with questions, but he ignored them. He needed to find a way out of here, before the Keepers arrived.

			Pale moonlight streamed down across the city, giving faint light to the alley outside. A cart stood below, filled with something dark and lumpy. By the faint smell of it, manure. Well, it would cushion their fall.

			“All right.” Caleb turned and pointed at Nierne. “You first.”

			She crossed her arms “I don’t think you heard a single w—”

			“Nope.” Caleb grabbed her hand and pulled her to the window. 

			“Wait, what are you doing?”

			“Tossing you out the window.”

			“But is it safe? I can’t see anything. It’s too dark.”

			“It’s fine. I just checked.” He placed his hands on her waist. “Up and out. Now.”

			She placed her hands on the windowsill and paused.

			“I can hear them coming.” Lore spoke from behind them. 

			Caleb’s lips pressed tight. “Nierne, I will not let you be caught by the Keepers.”

			She looked back at him, her face a couple inches from his. Her eyes were dark and full.

			“Jump. Now.” Caleb gave her a little nudge.

			Nierne maneuvered her way out the window. 

			 “Bend your knees, let the motion carry you if you need to.” Caleb moved his hands to her back.

			She took a deep breath and nodded. 

			The door busted open behind him. Caleb gave her a hard shove and watched her fall. She landed in the cart below. He heard her gasp and say something that sounded like “crackers.” 

			He turned and faced the two Keepers in the doorway. 

		

	
	
			

Chapter

3

		

		
			“Caleb Tala.” The taller Keeper stepped forward. His face had a hawkish appearance, his nose long and narrow like a beak, his eyes black and glittering in the shadow of the doorway. “By order of the Temanin Empire, you are under arrest.”

			Caleb reached for his dagger—

			Sands! Lore took them! 

			Out of the corner of his eye he saw Lore raise his blade. Both Keepers turned toward Lore.

			“You are not our target.” The taller Keeper drew his long curved sword. “So I will give you a chance to leave, foreigner. But if you aid this man”—he nodded at Caleb—“then we will arrest you as well. Which will it be?”

			Lore stared back, his face like stone. He lowered his sword. 

			Caleb snarled. That’s what he got for letting Lore take his weapons. He would never have let someone disarm him in the past. So much for building a bridge of trust.

			Should he tackle Lore, take his sword, and fight? Or should he shove Lore at the Keepers and jump?

			His eyes darted between Lore and the Keepers. 

			With a flick, Lore tossed something into the air. “Caleb, catch!” 

			His dagger flew across the room.

			The Keepers rushed inside.

			The dagger stuck in the wall beside him. Caleb pulled it out and dropped into position, his right hand and foot forward. “Don’t kill them!” The words left his mouth before he could think on them.

			Lore nodded and brought his sword up, catching the hawkish Keeper’s blade with his own.

			The other Keeper faced Caleb. His face was more round, and his eyes were a light shade of brown. Not a pure Temanin. There was fear in his eyes, too. The man must be a new Keeper. 

			Advantage number one.

			Caleb rocked on his feet, waiting. He rarely used a dagger in a head on fight. He didn’t have to. Only twice had his victims ever turned and tried to fight him during an assassination. They didn’t live long afterward. 

			His fingers readied for the fight. It was all about the fingers, not the wrist. The stab, not the slash. A thrust, a couple twists, and the damage, hardly noticeable to a healer, would kill anyone.

			He would have to be careful if he didn’t want to kill the Keeper. And move fast. He wouldn’t last long in a sword fight.

			The Keeper swung. 

			Caleb caught the blade with his dagger and twisted the sword away. He stepped into the open space and with his palm open, hit the Keeper in the chest, using his momentum to feed the blow. 

			The man flew back and hit the wall beside the doorway. Caleb went for the sword, but the Keeper was faster. He swung at Caleb’s legs. 

			Caleb jumped back.

			The Keeper used that moment to come back to his feet. 

			Caleb cursed and readied himself again. He would feint this time, then go for the blow.

			The Keeper closed the space between them. If the man were smart, he would know his weapon was superior in this situation. That arrogance might give Caleb the opening he needed.

			The Keeper thrust again. Caleb dodged, bending to avoid the blow. The man smiled and swung again. 

			Caleb jumped back, his dagger still held forward. The wall was no more than a couple inches behind him. Better end this fight, or he might not live through it.

			The man swung. The blade cut through his tunic and scraped his skin. Caleb ignored the sting and went for the man’s shoulder. 

			The man brought his sword up to block. 

			There.

			Caleb dropped down, passing the man’s midsection and striking just above the knee. He gave the dagger a hard twist, then twisted again. 

			The Keeper cried out. He dropped his sword and fell to the ground, clutching his knee. 

			Caleb leaped back and looked to his right. Lore stood a couple feet away, his arm wrapped around the other Keeper’s neck, his sword nearby. The Keeper sagged and his eyes rolled up. Lore let go. The Keeper dropped to the ground and lay still.

			“He’ll live.” Lore moved away from the Keeper and picked up his sword. “But his head will feel like horses have trampled all over it.” 

			“He’ll live as well.” Caleb nodded toward the other man who was clutching his knee. Blood covered the man’s hands. Blood. Hands. Would he ever change?

			At least I didn’t kill him.

			Still, disgust filled his belly as he turned toward Lore. “Let’s go before more arrive.”

			Lore nodded and headed toward the window.

			The Keeper with the wounded knee tried to get up, then slid back to the floor with a moan as Lore jumped out the window. Caleb hoped he hadn’t maimed the man for good. He grabbed his other daggers and the pouch Lore had thrown to the ground. They would need the gold and medicinal vials if they kept finding themselves in fights. 

			He gripped the sill and looked out the window. Lore had already landed in the wagon and didn’t sound too pleased. 

			Caleb shook his head and scrambled through the opening. 

			The wind rushed through his hair and he was sure he’d left his stomach up in the window. A moment later he landed on a dark mound, his feet sinking into dung. 

			He lifted one foot, then the other and made his way out of the wagon. The rancid smell of manure wafted around him. He jumped out the back and hurried across the street to the dark alley where Lore and Nierne were waiting. 

			He joined them and wiped his hands on his pants. “Nasty stuff. But at least it was soft.”

			Nierne stared at him. “You knew what was in that wagon? And you had us jump into it?”

			Caleb looked up. “Yes. Couldn’t you smell it?”

			“No.”

			“Not until I jumped,” Lore said. 

			Caleb looked back at the wagon. Neither of them had noticed? Was his Eldaran blood enhancing his senses? Or was it just his assassin instincts?

			Nierne sniffed and grimaced. “What about the Keepers?” 

			Caleb turned around. “Down, but not dead.”

			“I’m sure they’ll have no problem finding us when they wake up.” Lore wiped his hands. 

			Nierne nodded. “We definitely reek.”

			“Well, at least we had something to land in.” The tension in the air was like dry tinder ready to combust. Time to move on. “We need to get out of the city. Now.”

			Lore waved at Caleb. “Then by all means, lead the way.”

			His jaw locked. “Fine.” Caleb turned and started down the alley. Lore might have helped them escape the Keepers, but he wasn’t fully on their side. Not yet.

			Caleb led Lore and Nierne down dark streets, crisscrossing through alleys and dipping under walkways. He avoided the lamplight as much as possible, making his way to the western gate. Half of him was tempted to just leave Lore behind. He didn’t need the oh-so-righteous guard. 

			However, Lore needed him. 

			Caleb sighed. Love others. Protect others. Never did he think “others” would include the captain of the man he had murdered months ago. What if the other hated you?

			The answer was clear . . . 

			Love anyway.

			•••

			An hour into their trek across the city, the long ride from yesterday and his fight with Velyni caught up to Caleb. His lungs felt like he had run for days, sweat and dung mingled along his skin, and his muscles were tightening up. 

			“Caleb, wait,” Lore said behind him.

			Animosity filled his veins. Caleb stopped and spun around. “What?”

			In the shadows he saw Nierne sag against the wall, her head lolling to the side. He had forgotten about her. She had traveled as far as he had, but she did not have the stamina he did. He should have stopped hours ago.

			“We need to rest. Nierne is exhausted.” Lore placed a hand around Nierne’s waist and pulled her to his side. Her head fell across his shoulder. 

			A fireball erupted inside Caleb, consuming him until all he could see was red. He wanted to pull Lore away from Nierne and dump the man on the ground.

			He breathed slowly through his nose and the jealousy faded, replaced with a bone-draining fatigue. “We can rest for a couple minutes. But morning is almost here and we are near the gates. I want to push on until we are out of the city, then we can rest.” He looked at Nierne. “Can you make it?”

			She nodded and staggered back up. “Yes.” 

			Lore kept his hand on her waist. Caleb drew his lips into a thin line. Get your filthy hands—

			Caleb spun around. “Let’s go.”

			“But—” 

			Caleb ignored Lore and started back down the alley. Red streaks spread across the sky above, and the darkness faded. One by one, the lamps were put out. After a couple more blocks, they reached the western gate. It was smaller than the main eastern gate, but taller than the surrounding two-story buildings. Already a crowd was forming at its base, waiting for the gates to open. Another crowd would be outside waiting to get in. Perfect time to leave. 

			Caleb stopped beside a booth. Blue and white striped canvas hung above the stall. Clay pots lined the wooden counter, ranging from the size of his fist to a large melon. He could hear someone inside the booth. 

			A gatehouse stood about fifty feet away, next to the gate. A man stood beside it, dressed in black with a yellow sash across his chest. A long, curved blade hung at his side. His gaze moved back and forth across the crowd.

			Caleb moved back into the shadows. He turned and faced Nierne and Lore. “Nierne, put your hood on.” Nierne nodded and reached for her hood. They didn’t need to attract any unwanted attention. And her hair would do just that.

			Lore folded his arms. “What’s the plan? If I were the captain of these Keepers, I would have a man stationed at every gate, checking the crowds.”

			“Yes, and I already spotted our man, the one dressed in black next to the gate.”

			Lore leaned over and looked. “Yes, I see him.”

			“Here’s what we’re going to do. You two will join the crowd out there waiting for the gates to open. Act like you belong here. Don’t stare at the Keeper, don’t make eye contact. Shuffle your feet, like these people are doing. And Lore, if you can cover your head, do so.”

			“What about you?” Nierne angled a look at Caleb while Lore untied the white scarf wrapped around his middle and brought it up to his head.

			“The Keepers are searching for me, not for you two. I will find another way.” 

			Lore finished wrapping the scarf around his head until all that could be seen of him were his eyes. 

			Caleb nodded, impressed. “You wrap your head like the nomadic tribes of the Great Desert. Who taught you to do that?”

			Lore paused, his eyes fixed on Caleb. “My contact here in Temanin. But I’m afraid I cannot give you his name. I gave him my word I would keep his identity a secret.”

			Caleb’s mind filtered through all the information brokers he knew, curious who Lore had worked with. 

			Nierne frowned. “I don’t like us splitting up.”

			“Don’t worry about me. I know how to blend in with a crowd.” Caleb glanced past Nierne and watched the Keeper. “He will never know I was here. You two will make your way through the gate when it opens.” He brought his gaze back. “I will meet you on the other side.”

			“But what if you’re captured?”

			The concern on her face caught Caleb by surprise. When was the last time someone had been concerned about him? Corin had cared about him getting the job done and not being caught. Ailis had cared about what their relationship gave her. “Then I will have to deal with that. I don’t want you involved if that happens. That is why we are splitting up. If I’m caught, you and Lore will need to head to the coast and find a ship to Thyra.”

			The sky brightened and the haze of morning dissipated overhead. Far off, the long, low tones of horns sounded. Caleb glanced back at the gate. “It is time. The gates will be opening any moment.” He turned and looked at Lore. “Take care of her. There is a road sign posted not too far from the gates near the dunes. I will meet you there.”

			“And if you don’t show up?” Lore said.

			Caleb paused. “If the sun is high in the sky and I haven’t reached you by then, leave. It means I’ve been caught.”

			The horns blew again.

			Lore gave him a curt nod. “All right. Meet at the sign.” He glanced between Nierne and Caleb. “May the Word watch over us.”

			That was new.

			Lore and Nierne left the shadows of the alley. Caleb watched them. They joined the ever-growing throng pressing toward the gates. The gates eased open. Another Keeper stepped out from the gatehouse and joined the first Keeper. Both men moved their heads back and forth, searching the crowds. 

			Now it was time for him to play his part. 

			Caleb turned around and headed back down the alley. Years ago he learned that people’s prejudices and assumptions were his greatest ploy. The Keepers would be expecting someone who looked like a young, arrogant nobleman. He would become someone else.

			He went back a block to where a clothesline hung. A couple tunics, brown pants, and robes still dangled from the line. Good. No one had come out yet to retrieve the clothing. 

			He chose a long faded brown robe and a light colored scarf. He pulled out his pouch and took a copper coin and tied it inside one of the other robes. With luck, the owner would find the money ample recompense for the missing clothing.

			Caleb hurried to a dark corner where two buildings buttressed up against each other. He pulled the robe on over his dark clothing. Then he took the scarf and wrapped one end around his head, the other end across his face, and tied the corners of both just above his right ear. All that could be seen were his eyes. But that still would not be enough. He needed to become someone different than Caleb Tala.

			At least he smelled different. The scent of dung still clung to his hands and boots. That would help. He looked around, but the corner was empty. He would have to improvise when he reached the gates. 

			Caleb left the alley and walked along the street, his body bent forward. After a couple blocks, he reached the western gates. People were still making their way in and out, a congestion of humanity. The two Keepers stationed by the wall twisted their heads back and forth. 

			Nearby, booths opened for the day. The closest one had fresh dates set out in ceramic bowls. Caleb pulled another coin out and handed it to the merchant behind the wooden counter and pointed to the dates. 

			“Do you have something to carry them in?”

			Caleb shook his head. The man reached down behind his counter and retrieved a square of cloth. “That’ll be an extra copper.”

			Caleb fished out the coin and handed it to the merchant. The merchant measured out the dates and tied them up in the cloth. Caleb took the package and tucked it inside his robe. 

			He headed back to the side street and watched the crowd. A smile slowly formed across his lips. If he kept his head down, he could probably pass without them seeing him. But just to be safe . . . He watched the crowd for a family he could join or a wagon he could follow. 

			Ten minutes went by. Then fifteen. He could wait all day; he had the patience. But Nierne and Lore were wait—

			Someone bumped into him. Caleb caught himself and turned. The man was dressed all in black, his dark hair wavy and thick. He was almost as tall as Caleb, his face full of aristocratic arrogance. A dark skinned Hont stood behind him, dressed in a short white tunic, exposing the man’s muscular calves and arms. Probably his bodyguard.

			“Watch it, you —” The man finished with a foul word related to a dog. 

			Caleb turned his gaze downward and bobbed his head in abject submission, all the while laughing inside. The nobleman had no idea who he was addressing. Or how he was going to help Caleb escape Azar. 

			A wagon came rumbling along just as one of the Keepers gave a shout. Caleb fought the grin tugging at his lips. He left the man and, like a sand viper crossing the sand, smoothly made his way through the crowd, over to the wagon, keeping his head down. 

			The Keepers shouted again. From the corner of his eye he watched them part the crowd and make their way over to the nobleman. The wagon kept right on rolling, Caleb with it. He placed a hand on its side, his whole demeanor projecting the image that he and the wagon belonged together. 

			The nobleman shouted behind him. The Keepers shouted back. Caleb could not make out the words, but he could well imagine the scene in his mind: the nobleman threatening the Keepers, the Keepers threatening back. 

			They approached the gates. People pressed in close, bumping into him. Caleb kept his head down and watched his step, his hand still on the wagon, letting it guide him through the gate. The driver didn’t seem to notice the extra passenger attached. He passed under the shadow left by the archway. A moment later, and he was outside the gates. Now free, the crowd scattered like a river bursting from a dam. 

			The wagon angled south. Caleb let go and kept going west. Sand kicked up by the throng of travelers flew into the air, creating a whirlwind of dust. He pulled the lower half of his scarf closer to his mouth and nose and moved on. 

			Heat waves shimmered above the brown hills that surrounded Azar. The sky was a pale blue with not a cloud in sight. Tufts of brown grass and dry, brittle bushes covered the landscape. A hare darted out from one of the bushes and bounded away.

			The heat of the desert slowly seeped into his clothing. It felt good now, but by mid-afternoon? Unbearable. He could handle it, but what about Nierne? She would need more than the cloak he had provided for her. That pale skin of hers would burn in the hot desert sun.

			Down the road, he spotted a caravan near the signpost he’d said he would meet Lore and Nierne at. A single tree grew a couple feet away. Beneath the tree were camels laden with heavy bags and bright blankets draped over their backs. Nearby were men dressed in long robes and headscarves. A couple women were filling waterskins at the well and three children ran around. 

			Caleb squinted against the sun. Where were Lore and Nierne? 

			He continued along the road and approached the caravan. The men looked up and nodded to him. He nodded back. He walked past the tree and camels. 

			Lore and Nierne stood about twenty feet away, both with their heads covered. They seemed to be in deep conversation. Slowly he drew near.

			“You hate him, don’t you?” 

			Nierne’s voice. 

			Caleb stopped beside the last camel. They hadn’t spotted him yet. Probably thought he was part of the caravan.

			Lore looked down, then toward the hills. “I watched Caleb kill the lord I had loved and served since I was a young man. I watched my lord bleed out on the floor, and I could do nothing about it. I have killed before, to protect others. But only as a last resort, and with regret. What Caleb did was different. He is a murderer. I cannot forgive him for that.”

			Caleb stood as if chiseled from stone. He had never viewed himself through the eyes of another. It hurt. No wonder they hated him, distrusted him.

			“I understand.” It was Nierne’s turn to look away. “I also watched a man I loved killed.” 

			She did? Caleb stared at her. He had never thought about Nierne loving a man before. Weren’t scribes above such things?

			Apparently not.

			So who was the man she had loved? How had he died? At least he hadn’t killed the man, or at least he hoped he hadn’t.

			Lore looked Caleb’s way, but didn’t seem to notice him. The camel slowly chewed its cud beside him. Nierne rubbed her forehead with the tips of two fingers. 

			Would they want him if he were just traveling with them? If they didn’t need him to reach Thyra? He had always been needed before. But now?

			Caleb scowled. He wasn’t one to dwell on morose thoughts and he wouldn’t start now. There were things to do, and a long trip ahead of them across the Great Desert. Who cared if they liked him? He had a job to do.

			He left the side of the camel and approached Nierne and Lore. They turned and recognition dawned on their faces. He did not let any emotion show. But deep inside, in a place he had kept locked up for years, he knew the truth . . . 

			He cared. 

			He cared if they liked him.

			“You made it.” Relief laced Nierne’s voice.

			“Yes. It wasn’t that difficult.”

			“Still, I wasn’t sure . . .” 

			She’d been concerned. About him. Something deep inside warmed. “We have a long trip ahead of us.” Caleb pointed down the road. “There are some ruins nearby where we can rest tonight. A river runs by it, so we can also wash up and drink.”

			Lore nodded. “Sounds good.” He started down the road. Nierne followed. Caleb took a couple steps, then stopped. He looked back. Azar stood tall and glorious, with people flowing in and out of the gates. Black banners bearing the head of the wolf fluttered in the wind along the walls. 

			A small ache opened up inside him. He would never see Azar again. He would never walk along the halls of his family’s palace, or stand on the balcony on a hot summer’s night, or hear the horns welcome those outside the gates each morning. He was an exile now. 

			He would never come home.
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			Rowen lay in the dark bowels of the ship, curled up on the floor, her hands bound behind her by iron manacles. The metal bands dug into her wrists and rubbed the skin raw until it was healed by her Eldaran power. For weeks she endured this cycle, over and over until blood was permanently crusted around her hand.

			The air around her was stale and cold, and filled with the scent of ship life: a cross between sweat, urine, and salt. Her hair, long since fallen out of its usual braid, lay in a matted mess around her face and across the floor. Slips of light shone between the wooden boards above, leaving patches of light across the ground. Shadows passed, followed by the clap of boots. 

			She ignored the activity on the top deck. Instead, she stared at the shadows inside the hold where the ship’s cargo was stored: crates and boxes stacked on one another and tied to the sides of the ship. It was the same view she’d had for the last few weeks, chained here like an animal to the bottom of the ship.

			An ocean swell rocked the ship. Rowen brought her knees in toward her chest. A shout went up on the deck above. She turned and looked up. Bits of dirt fell between the cracks and across her face. She blinked and shook her head, then looked again. Sailors ran across the boards. More shouts.

			Strange. Usually there was very little activity. Something stirred inside her. She lifted her head and watched the sailors move above her. One called out, “Land ho!”

			Land. The word brought a rush of life. Land meant sun and sky and firm ground. Rowen struggled until she was sitting upright. She shifted across the floor, the chain from her manacles clattering behind her. She reached the side of the ship and leaned against it. 

			The sun. She closed her eyes. She had missed the sun the most down in this filthy place. Soon she would be able to stand and move around. She would no longer be at sea, and no more sickness—

			Her stomach plummeted and a cold sphere filled her chest. Rowen sat back and opened her eyes. 

			She would finally meet the Shadonae.

			Visions of pale men in long, dark robes filled her mind. Beings with the power to kill with just a touch of their hand. Beings the entire world feared.

			The cold sphere expanded. Word, what can I do against such men? I have no weapon, no power that can stop such people. I can only show the truth. 

			No voice answered her. Only the harsh patter of boots overhead and someone yelling for a rope. 

			For one heartbeat she imagined disembarking from the ship and making a run for it. Across the pier onto the beach, and then away. Let someone else save the world. Someone stronger, more powerful than she.

			The image died. Rowen stared again at the shadows across the hold of the ship. No. No running. No hiding. When she first agreed to come with Nierne back to Thyra, she knew, deep inside, it was her destiny to meet these Shadonae. This was her long, dark road . . . 

			And it was time to meet its end. Once her confrontation with the Shadonae was over, she would be free. Free to be with Lore.

			Rowen lay her head down. Hope mingled with the coldness inside her chest. She missed Lore. He was her closest friend and more. Lore was a part of her, her bondmate.

			His face filled her mind: The way his hair would fall on either side of his temples, the bits of grey amongst the sand colored strands. His eyes a strange green blue. His hands, strong and calloused from the sword. The first time he touched her. And the first time they kissed.

			The ship shifted. Rowen blinked and sat up. Sailors ran back and forth along the deck above, calling out instructions. 

			She listened, then let her truthsaying senses spread out for the first time since Velyni took her back in Azar. She briefly touched the sailors’ consciousness. Some were excited. Others were uneasy. Most were simply relieved that they had arrived. She drew back in and waited.

			Minutes later, a small orb of light appeared in the darkness. A sailor walked amongst the crates, making his way through the hold, holding small lamp out in front of him. He bypassed the cargo and made his way to Rowen.

			He stopped just past the last crate, a couple feet from where she lay. He stared at Rowen, his eyes just as dark as his hair. He was not the sailor who had been taking care of her all these weeks, bringing her food and releasing her from the manacles for use of the bucket.

			He held the lamp out above her head. His gaze was now focused on the spot just below her chin, a look of disgust on his face.

			She knew what he was staring at: the scar that ran along her neck. Unlike the other scars she bore from her healings, this one was repulsive, encompassing the entire right side of her neck up to her jaw. The scar was an ugly red and distorted her skin so that it looked more like the leather hide of a reptile than a woman’s soft, smooth look. Marred enough to evoke revulsion in most people. 

			Rowen stared back, daring him to say something. She’d learned her lesson. Showing weakness only invited cruelty. Not that any of them came close even before that. They feared her power more than they enjoyed teasing her. 

			“Turn around.” 

			Rowen did as he commanded. She was more than ready to leave this ship. The light moved behind her and the lamp came to rest on the floor to her left. He shoved something on her right hand, tugging it over her fingers and securing it around her wrist just below the manacles. “Don’t even think about taking the glove off.”

			“I won’t.”

			He snorted behind her and worked on her manacles. The sailor had no idea how many times she had thought about using her mark. Sitting in the dark, she would find herself imagining what it would be like to free herself by using her power, to make others fear her—really fear her—and leave her alone.

			But the sobering reality of what that would make her brought her back. She was no monster. And she never wanted to be one. The Word did not give her this power to hurt others, no matter how much they hurt her. However, the temptation never left. It sat in the back of her mind, taunting her, promising her freedom if she would only give in.

			The manacles dropped from her wrists. Before she could bring her hands around, rope replaced the manacles, tightening around her wrists. Not even a moment of freedom. Rowen clenched her hand. The sailor must have seen it because he scooted away from her as fast as he could and pulled on the rope, whipping her around. 

			Rowen slammed down on her knees. 

			He grabbed the lamp, keeping as much distance between him and her as possible. He gave the rope a tug. “Get up. Time to go.”

			She struggled to her feet, her legs wobbly. She took a step toward the side of the ship and fell against the wall. The man gave another tug. She ignored him, testing her leg muscles, stretching them until confident she could walk. 

			The sailor glared at her. What was he going to do? Carry her out? The thought made the corner of her lip twitch. He’d rather clean out her bucket ten times than touch her. 

			She took one step forward. Her legs held up. She took another, then another. The sailor turned and led the way across the lower hold. As they passed the first set of crates, a large, black rat scurried between the boxes. Neither she nor the sailor reacted. In another life, the creature would have startled her. But after weeks spent inside the bowels of the ship, she had grown used to the vermin, unafraid to lash out at them if they got too close.

			A square of light appeared ahead. Narrow, rickety stairs led to the top deck. The sailor went first, the rope tightening as he made his way up. Rowen hurried behind him, almost tripping on the first stair. Halfway up, her legs began to shake and sweat broke out along her face. 

			She reached the top, panting. A faint, cool breeze brushed her face and her whole body sighed. Sweet, salty air filled her lungs to bursting. At last! 

			The sky above was a dull blue, almost grey. The canvas sails were closed and tied; the masts naked and bare like an oak tree in the winter. She stepped onto the deck. Coils of rope and barrels were lined up along the railing. Two sailors stood by the main mast, a couple more on the upper deck. Dark blue water spread out on three sides of the ship. 

			To her right stood the captain, his dark, wide-brimmed hat pulled low over his head, leaving only his dark eyes and lower face visible. The white feather tucked inside his brim fluttered in the breeze. He stood beside a gap in the railing, like a guard on duty beside the gates of a city. 

			Past the captain and the railing were hundreds of piers and walkways, a crisscross of wooden docks spanning the length of the coast as far as the eye could see. Ships as large as houses down to dinghies fit for one were tied to the docks. Broken crates and tipped-over barrels lined the wooden planks. Dark green water lapped gently below. Gulls flew overhead, following the wind, gliding through the air and rising on the gusts.

			Beyond the docks, ships, and weathered shops stood the walls of a large city. Thyra. The ancient city of wisdom. 

			Though not quite as large as the desert city Azar, Thyra was still bigger than the White City. The outer walls stretched for miles in either direction. Two archways led from the piers into the city. Neither set of gates were closed.

			 Inside the walls were thousands of white buildings, with columns and orange-tiled roofs. Tall, thick trees grew between the buildings and along the streets. Most of the trees were bare, with only a handful of colorful leaves still clinging to their branches. 

			One building caught her eye. In the middle of the city, rising high above any other, was a tower that looked like a thick white column, with windows encompassing the very top. The conical roof looked to be made of gold and for a moment she could imagine how it would shimmer in the sunlight. But under this grey, drab sky, it looked more tarnished than beautiful.

			The wind pulled at her clothing and hair, and held a trace scent of salt and fish. Rowen stood still, watching, listening. A shadow passed over her heart. 

			Something felt . . . off. 

			The walkways were empty. So were the ships, archways, and the streets inside the city. Not a person in sight. A city this size should have been bustling with activity. Instead it was quiet, save for the waves and the few birds. 

			Rowen shivered. Out of the corner of her eye she noticed the sailor next to her shift uncomfortably and mumble, “Not natural.” 

			The captain held up his hand and slashed the air. “Quiet, men.” 

			Silence fell across the ship.

			Rowen looked back at the piers. 

			A figure emerged through one of the archways. It was a man, tall and lanky, with short dark hair and simple clothing. As he passed beneath the archway, the street behind him faded, then came back into focus as if a fog had passed behind him. 

			Rowen frowned, staring at the spot as the man continued along the dock. 

			He passed two other piers before turning and heading down the one where the ship was docked. No one spoke. He disappeared along the side of the ship, the only sound the clop, clop of his boots. The man emerged again, walking up the plank that led to the ship’s deck. 

			The captain held up his hand. “Are you the herald from the tower?”

			The man stepped onto the deck. Instead of answering, he looked around, his gaze lingering a moment longer on Rowen. He did not react to her scar, not like the sailors or the captain. Rather, he seemed to stare through her, as if she weren’t there. A chill ran down her spine. The sailors shifted again around her, their gazes on the deck or out on the ocean, not on the man before them. 

			Rowen stared harder. He looked like a man, talked like a man. So what was wrong with him? She watched his eyes. They never moved, never blinked. The chill spread throughout her body. 

			He turned toward the captain. “We have been waiting for you.”

			The captain folded his arms. “The journey took a day longer than I expected. The winds were not cooperative. Not something I have control over.”

			The man ignored the captain. Instead, he looked at Rowen again. Her truthsaying power tingled, but she did not sense anything from the man. He stared at her, his lips never moving, his body unnaturally still. 

			“Well”—the captain dropped his hands and cleared his throat—“if it’s all the same to you, my men and I would like to be paid and on our way. Thyra seems to be lacking, er, accommodations right now.”

			That was an understatement. Thyra seemed to be lacking everything. Mainly life. 

			The herald turned back to the captain. “Yes. Your payment. I will send you your payment once I have the woman.”

			The captain’s face turned dark. “How do I know you’re not going to double-cross me?”

			“You don’t.” 

			Rowen expected the herald to shrug, but he stood motionless. 

			“However, it would not be a wise business move for my masters not to give you what you are due. You and your men will be paid, but there will be no exchange until I have the woman off the ship.”

			The captain worked his jaw, his eyes narrowing as he stared at the herald. His men waited, glancing between the captain and the herald. What promises had been made to the captain and his crew? What had they been offered that they would sail all the way to Thyra?

			And what was wrong with that man?

			“All right, then.” The captain turned and motioned to the sailor beside Rowen. “Give her to him.”

			The sailor gripped her arm and shoved her toward the walkway. The herald looked at her, his eyes never moving. Her heart beat against her ribcage. Death dwelt here, not life.

			And yet this is where the Word had led her. She had been called to Thyra, she couldn’t back out now. She was too far down the dark path. The only way out was the light at the end. The light the Word had promised. 

			Rowen fixed her thoughts on that light. Don’t look at the herald, don’t look at the empty city. Adrenaline washed over her, leaving a trail of tingling nerves. 

			“Follow me.” The herald turned and stepped onto the plank that led down to the dock. Rowen hesitated. The sailor holding the rope to which she was tied shrugged and dropped it. The other sailors murmured quietly amongst themselves. She could feel their fear now. It overpowered every other feeling they’d had over the last hour. There was no way they were going to escort her off this ship.

			Their fear melded with hers. She didn’t want to go either. She looked at the walkway ahead and took a step. And another. It took all her willpower to walk across the deck. 

			The men watched her. 

			Rowen lifted her chin and swallowed her heart back into her chest. She placed a foot on the plank. It was a narrow piece of wood, hardly the width of both her feet. Taking a deep breath, she made her way down it. 

			The herald stood on the dock, his blank stare fixed on her. Don’t look at him, just watch your step. Seconds later, she reached the dock and stepped off the plank, her heart beating fast.

			The herald did not acknowledge her. Instead, he turned and headed along the dock toward the piers as if he expected her to follow without question.

			Rowen looked back. The crew stood along the railing, watching her. No love, no concern on their faces. Only hardness.

			She straightened her shoulders and turned around. She followed the herald to the end of the dock. He stood a head taller than her, lean and angular. His hair was a faded black, as if color had been stripped away, but it had not turned a silvery grey. 

			The sounds from the ship behind her grew faint as they approached Thyra’s wall. Nothing moved, except for a lone seagull swooping overhead. They walked along the base of the wall toward the nearest gate. A few minutes later, they reached the archway. 

			Inside the walls were rows of white buildings on both sides of grey cobblestone streets. Matching columns were positioned in front of the buildings.

			Windows were open, but nothing moved inside. A wagon sat abandoned by one alley. Farther down the street was a cart, splintered, with a wheel laying a couple feet away. 

			Rowen and the herald passed a clothing shop. She glanced through the broken window. Silk cloth of every color fluttered inside. Broken glass crunched beneath her boot.

			A slow breeze pushed her hair away from her face. A minute later, the breeze grew stronger, cold and brisk. Soon, Rowen found herself pushing against the wind. She moved close to the buildings lining the street for shelter. 

			Then the screams began. Echoes drifting on the wind.

			Rowen stopped. She adjusted her head so the wind held her hair away from her face, then stared down the street at the piers, ships, and ocean that lay beyond the gates. The screams came from the docks–

			The captain and his crew.

			Dear Word.

			One by one, the screams faded until all she could hear was the rush of the wind in her ears. Rowen stood there, frozen. Then, the wind slowed to a light breeze. The sun seemed to brighten, as if it had been hidden behind a cloud and was now coming back out again. 

			A second later the breeze died. Now all was still and silent. 

			The hairs along her arms and neck rose. From the corner of her eye she saw the herald began to walk again, never looking back at her. Rowen turned and watched him, unable to make her feet move. 

			She could feel it now. A presence. A chill that soaked right into her bones. She’d felt this before. From the woman in Azar.

			Velyni. 

			A rustling sounded behind her. Rowen spun around. Brown, red, and yellow leaves skittered across the cobblestone from an alley nearby. But there was no breeze now. No wind.

			Rowen turned and ran.

			She caught up to the herald, almost bumping into him. He continued toward the tower. Rowen looked around. Nothing else moved. But she still could not shake that cold feeling. Every part of her remained alert for whatever invisible presence was trailing them. 

			She followed the herald past more buildings, each one grander than the last. Statues of men and women wearing long robes and holding flowers or books in their hands were carved into the columns. Words were engraved over doorways in a language she did not recognize. 

			After a half hour, her feet began to throb and her legs tightened up and began to shake. Her head throbbed right above her eyes. She looked up. Ahead stood the tower she had first seen from the ship. 

			 They reached the end of the street. It converged with six other streets, all around the compass, forming a large fifty-foot circle around the tower. The herald led her across the circular street toward the columns that surrounded the bottom of the tower. Past the columns was an arena the size of a large field. The arena sank down below street level, with stone steps surrounding it. It looked like it could fit thousands of people. Like an outdoor audience chamber.

			On the other side of the arena a stage jutted out from the tower–a platform where government officials or nobility could stand and address the people.

			High above the arena and columns stood the tower. It was even taller than she had thought, even taller than the city walls.

			The herald led past the pillars and down the steps into the arena. Rowen followed. Anyone could see her here in this open space. She glanced up. Was someone up there? Were they watching her now?

			They crossed the arena and walked up the steps toward the stage. Past the stage stood a door leading inside the tower. The tower itself was made of smooth, white stone. There were no statues, no carvings, none of the artistry she had seen throughout the rest of Thyra. 

			The herald reached the door and opened it. For the first time, he turned around and waited, his strange, unblinking stare fixed on Rowen. “They are waiting.”

			The Shadonae. 

			Beings who could kill with a touch of their hand. 

			Would they do that to her?

			But then, why bring her here? Why take the trouble of hiring—and then murdering—a ship and crew just to bring her here and kill her. No, they wanted her.

			Cold sweat broke out across her body. 
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5

		

		
			The desert stretched out for hundreds of miles, a sunburned landscape with barely a tree in sight. Heat poured down from the sun, washing across Nierne and soaking through her thin linen clothes. The sky was a pale blue, as if it had seen too much sunshine and faded away. Stunted bushes with coarse, brittle branches were scattered across the desert. Hardy, brown grass grew in clumps alongside the brush. There were no colors, no flowers, no greenery. Only bleached hills and heat waves. 

			How could anyone love this land? 

			Nierne scratched her arm and flakes of dung came off. What she wouldn’t do for water right now. Just a pitcher and a bowl, something to wash off the filth that covered her skin and a place to lie down. Caleb had said they would stop to rest outside of Azar, but they hadn’t stopped yet, and it had been over an hour since they left. 

			Lore walked beside her, his body bent forward, his gait slower now. Was he tired too? He still wore a headscarf, but he had long since dropped the part that covered his face and now it hung over his shoulder. 

			Caleb walked along to her left, his back straight, his arms swinging casually. He still wore the brown robe and headscarf he had arrived in. Unlike Lore and her, Caleb seemed to fit in with the desert. All he needed was a camel and a pack and he would look like those nomads they had met at the signpost after leaving Azar. In fact, neither she nor Lore had noticed him standing there until he had approached them and called out their names. 

			Apparently the Keepers hadn’t noticed him either. They’d let Caleb leave the city without stopping him. 

			Nierne glanced at him. Was that a smile on his face? No, more like a boyish grin. It transformed his features, relaxing hard lines and creating new, inviting ones. He looked almost . . . normal. 

			Catching her gaze, Caleb looked over at her. “Not much farther. There are some abandoned ruins just west of us where we can rest.”

			“But won’t there be people there?” She didn’t feel like meeting anyone.

			Caleb shook his head. “No. Treasure hunters have long since taken everything of value from there. And many others think the place is haunted.”

			“Haunted?” 

			“Yes. By the Trickster.”

			“Trickster?”

			“Yes. Stories about him are told to Temanin children, but there are many adults who still believe in the Trickster and Mirelukahn, the Mother Healer.”

			“And you?” Lore asked, joining the conversation, his tone cold. “What do you believe in?” 

			The smile faltered across his face. “For the longest time, I only believed in myself. Until . . .”

			“Until?” Lore pressed.

			“Until I met the Word.”

			Lore closed his lips into a grim line. 

			Nierne fell silent. The fatigue from the last two days crept back. Why would people think the ruins were haunted? She had copied enough scrolls to know that behind every story was a kernel of truth. Worse still, she had seen nightmares with her own eyes.

			Memories of the Mordra filled her mind, the way the shadow-wraiths drifted along streets of Thyra, wrapping their smoke-like bodies around a person, sucking the life out, and leaving the body to fall to the ground, pale and dead. Their banshee screams, their red eyes, their—

			Fingers snapped in front of her face. Nierne gasped and took a step back. The desert rushed into focus and the heat hit her again. 

			Caleb stood a foot away. He dropped his hand and stared at her. His smile was gone. “Nierne, are you all right?”

			She moved her mouth, but her throat was dry. She settled for nodding.

			“Are you sure?” Lore’s strange green eyes roved her face. “You stopped and went into some sort of trance.”

			Her jaw dropped. “I did?” Nierne looked between both men. 

			Caleb folded his arms and frowned. His gaze pierced her, forcing its way past her face, looking inside her—Crackers! He couldn’t do that, could he? 

			“Yes, you did.” Lore studied her. “Are you sure you feel fine?”

			Nierne took a step back and shook her head. “I-I’m fine now.”

			“‘Now’?” Lore’s brows deepened. “So something did happen.” 

			Nierne waved her hand. “It was just a bad memory.”

			“Do you want to talk about it?”

			Nierne shivered and looked away. She rubbed her arms and watched a buzzard circle far away. “No. It’s been a long day and I’m tired.”

			Lore raised an eyebrow. “All right.” He turned and started back along the road. 

			Caleb hadn’t said a word during her exchange with Lore. He just stood there, arms crossed, watching her. Nierne passed him. He seemed genuinely concerned, but she wanted to forget her memories, not rehash them. 

			And the thought of resting in a haunted ruin—

			No! She closed her eyes. No. I’m not alone. The shadows aren’t looking for me. Not like when Father Reth and I—

			She squeezed her eyes even tighter, forcing her mind away from Thyra. She stumbled over a rock. Her eyes flew open and she caught herself. Lore didn’t notice. She didn’t look at Caleb, who now walked beside her. Instead, she lifted her chin and acted as if nothing had happened. 

			But she wasn’t fooling Caleb. 

			•••

			The sun was still high, but easing its way down toward the hills ahead when the three of them reached the ruins. They weren’t much to look at. Just a bunch of broken blocks, each the size of an ox cart, with pictures chiseled across their sides. They were stacked on top of each other, providing shade from the sun. More jutted out from the sand. The desert had claimed the ruins a long time ago. 

			On the other side of the ruins, a small stream carved its way through the brown landscape. Nierne collapsed along the shore and washed her hands, then scooped up the water and drank until her thirst was satiated. The water was lukewarm and tasted like mud, but she didn’t care. Caleb and Lore knelt down on either side of her and did the same. 

			Caleb stood and waded out into the water. It only came up to his knees. He pulled off the brown robe he wore across his dark clothing, tossed it onto the shore, and started splashing water across his arms and face. He paused and looked over. “Wash up. Last chance you’ll have for a while.” 

			Nierne took off her cloak, dropping it beside his robe, and waded out. The warm water felt like a bath. She scrubbed her arms and anywhere else the dung had touched. Lore did the same thing farther down the stream. Caleb finished and headed back to shore, toward the blocks. He laid the brown robe down in the shade and sat down next to it. 

			Nierne finished washing her face and hair and headed back toward the shore. The sun beat down on her again, drying her clothes and hair. Caleb patted the robe. “Sit down. Rest.”

			She grabbed her cloak, sat down in the shade, and let a long sigh out. A gentle wind blew across her face, her wet hair pulling back into curls. 

			Lore sat down on her other side and leaned back against the blocks. He ran a hand through his wet hair, leaving it standing straight up. 

			Caleb pulled out a large, wadded cloth from inside the robe and unwrapped it. Inside were brown, shriveled lumps the size of her thumb. Caleb looked up. “I bought some dates before I left Azar. Thought we would need something to eat before we reach Kutab, a small village near here. It’s not much, but it will keep away the hunger. Here, take one.”

			Nierne wiped her hands on her cloak. At least they were clean now. She looked at the dates and wrinkled her nose, then held out her hand. 

			“They’re actually quite good. Just watch for the seed inside.”

			She took the brown lump and held it up to her nose. It had a subtle, sweet scent. She lowered the lump and opened her mouth. The date had a leathery texture and gave when she bit down. The inside was soft and pulpy, and tasted as sweet as it smelled. She could think of other things she would rather eat, but it wasn’t bad.

			Caleb popped a whole one into his mouth and chewed, then offered one to Lore. Lore wore the same suspicious look. He sniffed the lump, then bit it in half. He chewed slowly. Nierne got the distinct impression this was Lore’s polite face, for when he didn’t want to let on he disliked something. However, he did eat the other half of the date. 

			Caleb ate two more. “Want another one?” He held the cloth up. Nierne took one. At least it satiated the belly. Lore took another one as well. Caleb popped one more into his mouth. Nierne and Lore chewed quietly together.

			Caleb wrapped up the dates and tucked them back into his robe. “I’m sorry there isn’t more. We’ll pick up more supplies and hopefully horses in Kutab.”

			Nierne nodded, her eyes growing heavy. She could still feel the heat here in the shade, but it was bearable. And it was making her sleepy. 

			Lore leaned back against the blocks. “I’ll take first watch. You rest.”

			Nierne didn’t wait for another invitation. She lay down, her back to Caleb, and curled into a ball. His robe was warm beneath her. She closed her eyes and relaxed. Caleb said something, but, thanks to days of riding and getting little sleep the night before, she was already drifting off.

			

•••

			Nierne stood outside the gates of the Monastery. The sky was a deep blue and the sun shone overhead. The dark red bricks of the monastery wall and building contrasted with the whitewashed homes that lined both sides of the grey cobblestone street. Tall, full trees provided patches of shade. The wind flowed through the leaves and caused the wrought iron gate behind her to clatter as it hit the edge of the wall. It swung back and hit it again.

			She frowned. Something was wrong. 

			She turned and looked down the street. A mile away, past Thyra’s walls, she could see the shipyard: hundreds of ships, their white sails flapping. 

			Nierne twisted around, searching, listening. No birds, no dogs, no voices. Only the wind. 

			She froze. There were no people. No living things. Slowly she began to back away from the street. The sun dimmed above her. Her back hit the gate. 

			The screams began. 

			Oh Word.

			She turned and grabbed the gate. She wrenched it open and cut across the prayer garden toward the back door. Bright yellow flowers lined the gravel path. She crushed the flowers beneath her boots. The screams mingled with the wind, which now pulled and tugged at her face and clothes. 

			She had to get inside. 

			Nierne hurried up the steps and reached the door. The handle would not budge. She grabbed it with both hands and pushed down with all her might. “Please open!” 

			She looked over her shoulder. A wisp of smoke flowed between the iron bars. It made its way across the garden, floating over the crushed flowers. The smoke spun round and round. 

			It was drifting against the wind. 

			Her breath stopped. Her mouth opened, but the scream lodged inside her throat would not come. Her hands froze in a claw-like grip over the door handle. The wind whipped her hair around her face and pinned her clothes back. Screams continued to fill the air.

			Red eyes appeared in the smoke. It drew closer. 

			She let go of the handle and pressed her back to the door.

			Fangs grew below the glowing red eyes.

			Nierne screamed.

			

			
			

			
			“Nierne, wake up!”

			Nierne fought. She couldn’t see it, but she knew the shadow was consuming her. She flailed her arms and kicked. Something grabbed her upper arms with a viselike grip and stopped her hands. 

			“Wake up!”

			“No!” The dark veil remained across her eyes. “I don’t want to die. I don’t—” She screamed again and tried to wriggle out of the grasp. 

			“It’s just a dream.” 

			Wait. She sucked in a lungful of air. 

			“No one is trying to kill you.”

			The voice was right. Shadows didn’t grab people. They consumed them. Nierne let out her breath. The darkness faded from her vision. She opened her eyes. Caleb’s face came into view, a foot away from hers, shadowed by the darkness of the night sky above.

			Caleb let go and backed away. 

			She lay there, staring up at the night sky. Thousands of stars twinkled above her. A fire burned nearby, its orange light bouncing off the stone blocks next to her. She turned toward the fire. 

			Caleb sat nearby, his arms resting across his knees, his gaze on her. A long lump lay to the right of the fire and never moved. Lore.

			Nierne sat up and rubbed her face. The air was cooler now, almost cold. 

			“So what happened?”

			“What?” She looked at Caleb.

			“Who was trying to kill you?” His eyes were as dark as the shadows, with pricks of light from the fire reflecting in his gaze. “You said you didn’t want to die.”

			Nierne scooted closer to the fire and rubbed her arms. She watched the flames dance across the scorched wood and debated whether she should tell Caleb.

			He waited. An insect thrummed far off in the darkness.

			“A shadow.” 

			“You mean the Mordra?”

			Nierne nodded and shivered.

			Caleb reached back and a moment later pulled out her cloak. “Here. The desert can get pretty chilly at night.”

			She took the cloak and draped it across her shoulders. “Thank you.” 

			Caleb placed his arms over his knees again. “Was your dream about Thyra?”

			“Yes.” 

			“Do you want to tell me about it? I know a thing or two about nightmares.”

			He was right. He did. He had even fought one.

			Nierne stared into the fire. “I never told you about Thyra, about where I came from, and why I left.” She had never told Caleb anything about her past. Why would she have? He had been her captor, then her master. But now . . . 

			She played with the hem along the edge of the cloak. “A year ago, my city fell. Not by war, not by an invading army. It was taken over by the Shadonae.” Even now, she could see them, standing in her cell, the pale one pulling his black glove off, finger by finger . . . 

			“Shadonae? I’ve never heard of them.”

			Nierne came back to the present. “No, not many people have. It was assumed they had been destroyed after the Nordic wars. They are not human, but look human. And have power. They came into our city a year ago and twisted our military—”

			“Twisted?”

			She glanced over at Caleb. How did she describe a twisting? “They twisted the minds of our soldiers. Changed what they knew, from the inside, so our soldiers saw a different reality than the one before them.”

			Caleb let out a low whistle. “These Shadonae can do this?” 

			“Yes. I don’t know how often, or how many people they can twist. However, when they attacked Thyra, they already controlled most of our military.”

			“And what do shadows have to do with this?”

			Nierne pulled at the cloak again. “The Mordra are from the unseen world. Somehow the Shadonae can pull them into ours.”

			“In the same way I can banish them?”

			“Yes, I believe so.” 

			Caleb turned his gaze back to the fire. “Interesting. So between your military and the shadows, they took over Thyra.”

			“Yes.”

			They both sat quietly, the fire growing low.

			“So then what happened?”

			She pulled on the cloak harder, working the fabric between her fingers. “Most people”—she swallowed— “most of them died, killed by our own soldiers or by . . . by the shadows.” She saw the shadow again from her nightmare, drawing near, with clawlike hands stretched out. She squeezed her eyes shut. 

			“Nierne, if this is too much—”

			“No.” She opened her eyes. There was nothing to be afraid of. There were no shadows here. And Caleb had his mark.

			“How did you escape?”

			She watched the fire. “I was captured at first. Held inside Cragsmoor, the Thyrian fortress. I was there for weeks, until a breakout occurred. I escaped.” Silence filled the air. “I was one of the few who did.”

			The fire was now only a couple glowing embers. Caleb sat back against the blocks behind him. “But you still dream about that time. Your nightmares are about Thyra.”

			She drew her knees up and placed the cloak over them, then wrapped her arms around herself. “Yes.” 

			Caleb threw a small log on the fire. Sparks flew up into the air and the embers flared up around the wood. “The memories will never go away. But they do fade. And so will the nightmares.” He sat back again. “Mine have.”

			What were Caleb’s nightmares? What horrors had he seen? She glanced over at him. He sat again, his arms hanging across his knees, the orange light flickering across his face. “What were your nightmares?”

			Caleb didn’t move, didn’t respond. The fire crackled. Maybe he hadn’t heard her, or didn’t want to talk abou—

			“My victims.”

			Victims? What did he mea—Oh.

			“I used to dream about them. Once in a while at first, then more and more as the years went by. Each and every face, waiting for me when I closed my eyes.” He pulled out his dagger and held it up, turning it between his fingers. 

			She had never looked at Caleb’s dagger closely before. The blade was thin and jagged with a black handle etched in silver. It was a wicked looking thing. Once in a while she caught a glimpse of the man he had once been. But she couldn’t imagine him using that on someone now. How did he do it? Stab them— 

			No, I don’t want to know. Nierne turned back toward the fire. That’s in the past. “Do you still dream about them?”

			Caleb twirled the dagger one more time, then tucked it back into its sheath. “No. I still remember them. I always will. But they no longer haunt me.” He looked at her. “As time passes, your memories will no longer haunt you. But if it is any consolation, you do not need to fear the shadows. As long as I’m around, I will never let them touch you.”

			She glanced at his hand, now empty. Though palm down, she could see a soft glow around the edges of his hand and between his fingers. 

			“Now get some rest. You’ll need it for our journey tomorrow.”

			Nierne nodded. She lay down and pulled the cloak up around her. She glanced over. Caleb stared into the fire, his mind miles away. “Thank you.”

			Caleb blinked and glanced her way. 

			“Thank you for sharing.” She curled her legs up to her chest so that all of her was underneath the cloak. 

			A ghost of a smile spread across his lips.
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			“Time to go.”

			Nierne opened her eyes. The sky was a pale blue and the landscape had turned from shadows to a cool tan. A scoop of sand was thrown onto the fire a couple feet from where she lay. She sat up and rubbed her face. Bits of sand clung to her cheek and in her hair. Her cloak slid off her shoulders. She couldn’t remember falling asleep. 

			Caleb threw another handful of sand on the fire and stamped out the rest with his boot. “I want to make it to Kutab before the sun is high in the sky.”

			Lore stood and brushed the sand from his pants. “How far is Kutab?” 

			Caleb looked toward the west. “A couple hours’ walk. Hopefully we can find some horses. I don’t want to cross the entire Great Desert on foot.”

			Nierne made a face and shook the sand out of her cloak. She hated riding. But she also hated this hot, dry place. If a horse could make their trip faster, she would endure one.

			Lore wrapped his scarf around his head, but left his face exposed. 

			Nierne put the cloak on that she had worn since the palace and pulled the hood up her head, letting its cowl shade her face. She wished she had a scarf too. The cloak was warm and stifling.

			Caleb handed out the rest of the dates. Nierne took a handful and ate them in a couple bites. Her stomach felt like it was pulling back toward her spine. 

			“Drink one more time before we leave.” Caleb popped a date into his mouth.

			Nierne followed Lore down to the stream where she washed down the dates with warm, muddy water. Her stomach gurgled. She sat back and patted it, wishing for a large bowl of porridge, or a slice of bread slathered in butter, or even a hard biscuit to gnaw on. When was the last time she’d had real food? Not since Thyra. 

			The sun rose behind them as they left the ruins. Their shadows led the way in front. Nothing but sand stretched across the hills ahead of them, dotted with scrub brush. A single path led toward the hills, the path they were currently following. Heat filled the air, promising another hot, dry day. 

			An hour later, their shadows shrank and the sun rose across their shoulders. Nierne kept her head down, watching each step kick up dust. Lore walked behind her. Caleb walked ahead. His scarf hung from his belt and his hair glistened with sweat. 

			“There we are.” Caleb pointed west. Dark tan rectangular shapes formed a small cluster along the horizon between two hills. “Kutab.”

			Nierne squinted. The town wasn’t much to look at. Then again, that was her assessment of almost everything in Temanin.

			Near midday, they approached the village. A handful of tan stone buildings with small square windows, a couple sparse trees, and a large well were all that made up Kutab. A woman stood outside the door of the first building, sweeping away the sand that covered her doorstep. Her skin was reddish brown and leathery, and her dark hair was covered by a bright red scarf. She leaned against her broom and watched them approach. 

			The buildings were set around the well. Other women stood in the doorways, beating rugs or sweeping out the ever-encroaching sand. Children played in the shade cast by a tree near the well. The well itself was the life of the village. It was waist-high, built from square foot stone. A thick wooden pole stood on either side. Suspended between the poles and above the opening was another pole, with a bucket and rope attached. 

			Caleb led them through the village toward the well. Five men stood beside it, chatting. The men looked up as they approached. 

			Caleb stopped a couple feet away and bowed his head. “Peace upon you.”

			The oldest man in the group bowed his head. “And peace upon you.” The other men then bowed and said the same words. 

			“I come as a traveler.”

			The oldest man nodded. “I see.” His gaze moved from Lore to Nierne. “And you travel with foreigners.”

			“Yes, they are my friends.”

			The man’s gaze lingered on Nierne. She looked away, thankful for the hood over her head. 

			“We are here to purchase supplies and horses, if you have any available.” There was an edge to Caleb’s voice now. Nierne glanced at him and found him staring at the man. Tension seeped into the air.

			“I can help you with that.” A short man in a faded white and blue robe stepped forward from the group. “I carry supplies in my small shop. And there are horses out back.”

			Caleb nodded. “Then lead the way.”

			The man turned and headed toward the nearest building, a two-story structure. A broken sign hung above a narrow door, the paint so faded that the words could not be distinguished. 

			At the door, Caleb turned. “Wait out here. I will arrange everything with the man inside. It will be easier if there are no distractions.” His gaze rested on Nierne as he said those words. 

			Nierne frowned. It wasn’t her fault the men were staring at her. “Is it safe, then?”

			Caleb glanced at Lore. “Yes.”

			Lore gave a small jerk of his head at the unspoken question. He pulled at the pouch that hung around his neck. “Here.” Lore tipped the pouch over and two sparkling rocks fell out. Diamonds. “To help with the supplies.”

			Caleb hesitated, then took the gems. He looked at Lore as if trying to read his face. Lore ignored him and cinched his pouch shut. 

			Caleb closed his fingers over the gems. “This should cover the horses.” He turned and entered the store. 

			Nierne stepped closer to Lore and glanced at the well from the corner of her eye. The men had closed their little circle and were talking again. All but one woman had disappeared into their homes. The children continued to play some form of chase around the tree on the other side of the well. No one was paying them any attention.

			“When I passed through a village on the way to Azar, no one spoke to me. I filled my waterskin and left.”

			Nierne looked back at Lore. “Perhaps it was because you’re not Temanin.”

			“Could be.” Lore scanned the village, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. “However, I will feel safer once we are gone.”

			“Do you see something?” 

			“No. But there is hostility in the air.”

			Nierne watched the children playing nearby: two girls and three boys. All were about the same height and age. They ran around the tree, laughing and chasing each other, the dust kicking up around them. 

			She missed seeing children. A small smile spread across her lips. Children would flock around Father Reth every time he left the monastery. They would laugh and reach for his hands. Father Reth would beam with joy.

			She kicked at the sand, a familiar ache filling her middle. She missed him. But her memory of him was fading. She could barely remember the details of his face. Only his smile: big and wide.

			Her life as a scribe was a distant memory now. She had been traveling for almost a year, running from one city to another, chasing people, trying to stay alive. In fact, the only constants were the Word . . . and Caleb. 

			Nierne frowned and glanced at the door. Caleb. He had been there at the White City, and in Temanin when she was sold as a slave, and in Azar, and now here as they embarked on a journey back to Thyra.

			Strange. She had not thought about that before.

			“Nierne, stay close to me.”

			Lore’s words drew her out of her thoughts and back to the village. Lore moved and stood between her and the well. The group of men walked their direction. The village had grown quiet. 

			Nierne looked toward the tree and found the children had left. And the women were gone too. 

			“We don’t want any trouble,” Lore said.

			“And who are you to speak, Avonain?” The taller man stopped and spat on the ground near Lore’s boots. “I saw your eyes, I know what you are. And you are not welcome here. Your people killed my son.”

			Nierne swallowed. She had wondered when the war would catch up to them.

			Lore held up his hands. “The war is over. And I am sorry about your son. If you just let us go, we will be on our way.”

			“And just where are you heading?” The oldest man spoke this time.

			“Across the Great Desert to Thyra.”

			The men gaped at each other.

			The tallest man turned back toward Lore, his eyes slits. “I say we kill him now. He did the same to my son.”

			The oldest man held up his hand. “If the Avonain is truly guilty, then the desert will judge him. We have extended our welcome to this man’s companion. To take it back would be to bring the wrath of the All down on us.”

			The tall man snarled at Lore. “So be it. The desert will show you.”

			“Come now.” The elder man placed a hand on the other man’s arm and turned him around. “Let them be.”

			The other men glanced at Lore, then Nierne, and turned and walked away. They headed out toward the eastern part of the village.

			Lore kept his gaze on the men, his face tight, his body rigid, his hands curled into a fist. 

			“It’s not your fault, Lore.”

			He didn’t move. 

			“The war, the man’s son’s death. You didn’t kill him.”

			“I don’t know. Maybe I did. Who knows? And the sad thing is”—Lore sighed and glanced back at Nierne—“I would do it again, if I had to.”

			Her jaw dropped. “What?”

			Lore shook his head, his hands uncurling. “I defended my people during the war. I do not regret that. I am a guard; it’s what I do. The Temanins attacked, and so I stopped them.” He ran a hand through his hair, his gaze now on the backs of the men. They disappeared beyond the last house. “But it doesn’t mean I liked what I did. And I am sorry if his son died.”

			Nierne frowned and watched Lore. She couldn’t imagine doing what he did: using a sword, giving commands, making choices that ended men’s lives. Yet it hadn’t seemed to harden him. Except where Caleb was concerned.

			The wind blew across the desert and the sun now hung high in the sky. Lore and Nierne moved toward the shade of the tree and waited for Caleb. He emerged a half hour later, with three more packs, stuffed, and a couple waterskins. 

			The merchant followed him out. “I’ll take you to the stables once you have filled your skins.”

			Caleb nodded and walked toward them and held out the stuff. “A pack for each of you, with dried food and a blanket.” He held out a light colored scarf to Nierne. “For your face and head. It will be more comfortable than the cloak.”

			Nierne took the scarf. “Thank you.” She undid the cloak and held it out to Caleb. He rolled it up and stuffed it into his rucksack. She took the scarf and wrapped it around her head and neck. It wasn’t perfect, but it would keep the sun out of her eyes and off her skin. 

			They filled their waterskins and the extra ones Caleb had at the well, then followed the merchant to the stables in back. 

			It was a crude building. Stalls lined both sides, six in all. Five of the stalls held horses. They were small and sleek, with light-colored coats. Caleb approached the first one and held out his hand. A white mare came up to the wooden boards and touched his palm with her muzzle. He smiled and patted her softly. The horse looked like the one Caleb had ridden to Azar. Did this mare remind him of his own horse? 

			Nierne shook her head and looked over at the other stalls. Caleb was an enigma. An assassin, a killer. And gentle with horses. 

			Lore led out a grey mare and the merchant brought a red one to Nierne. Bright-colored blankets and simple leather saddles were placed on the horses. 

			 Lore and Caleb secured the waterskins and packs to their horses. Nierne stood a couple feet away and watched. The reddish horse raised her head. Her stomach began to twist inside her. A strong desire to walk across the desert came over her. Walking was easy, safe. They would get there, eventually, right?

			Caleb walked over and placed a light blue blanket on the back of her horse and secured the saddle. He glanced over at her. “There is nothing to be afraid of.” He patted the horse. “The man assured me this is his most gentle horse.”

			Nierne didn’t say anything, just eyed the horse. 

			“Here, give me your pack.”

			Nierne handed it over and Caleb secured it behind the saddle. Then he grabbed the reins of her horse and those for his own mare and led the two horses out of the stable. Lore already stood outside with his horse. 

			The village was empty and quiet. A breeze blew, lifting bits of sand into the air and brushing the stray curl away from Nierne’s face. The sun beat down on her, soaking through the scarf on her head.

			“Do you need help up?”

			She shook her head. “No. I can do this.” I think. She faced the left side of the horse, grabbed the saddle, and placed her boot into the stirrup. With one strong heave, she went up and brought her leg around and settled into the saddle. 

			She looked at Caleb and grinned. “See?”

			He lifted the corner of his lips as if holding back a laugh and went back to his own horse. 

			Nierne grabbed the reins. Maybe this won’t be so bad after—

			The horse took a step forward and she almost lost her balance. She clung to the horse with her knees and straightened up, reins now in hand, her face hot. 

			Caleb settled into his saddle and looked back. He didn’t say anything, but the smirk on his face had widened. 

			Nierne straightened her shoulders and sat tall. She gave her horse a small kick. “Let’s go.” She rode past Caleb and Lore. “Before it gets too hot.” 

			She swore she heard Caleb say, “Yes, milady.”
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			Rowen slowly approached the door to the tower. Torches flickered inside, lighting up the interior. Wide stairs made of pale stone curved up and around. The walls were white too. The only color was a red runner that ran up the middle of the stairs. She looked up, then back inside the door. The stairs must lead to the room at the top. From the corner of her eye, she noticed the herald watching her. 

			Rowen took a deep breath and entered the tower. The air was cool inside, and smelled of dust. Upward she went, following the curve of the stairs. Torches were set on either side of the tower, so the staircase always had light. She was careful with each step. One slip and she would fall with no way to catch herself, not with her hands still bound behind her. 

			A door shut below her with a muffled thud. The flame from the torches sputtered, then returned to their constant burn. She looked back. Should she wait for the herald? He appeared a moment later and stopped a couple stairs below her. He did not say anything, just waited for her. With a small sigh, she turned around and continued up the stairs.

			One minute passed. The stairs went around and around a pillar in the center of the tower. Two minutes. Her calves, already tight and shaky from the long walk here, began to burn. Three minutes. How far up was she now? Four minutes. She panted, sweat streaming down her face. 

			Five minutes. Just when she thought she could go no farther, she saw the top of the stairs and a wide, arched doorway. Bright, white light filtered into the stairway from the door. Voices echoed inside the stairway, low and quiet.

			Rowen stopped and leaned against the wall to catch her breath. The voices sounded almost musical. Not what she thought the Shadonae would sound like. She had expected gruff and sharp, something to match the pale men she had imagined. 

			She stared up at the doorway. So what did they look like? 

			Rowen pushed away from the wall and continued up the stairs. She was done with waiting and wondering. Best to get it done now and meet these beings she was somehow supposed to destroy. But her resolve did not stop her limbs from shaking. 

			Word, don’t leave me now.

			Rowen reached the top. There was a small space between the top stair and the doorway that led inside. She stopped just outside the circle of light and looked in. 

			The room inside was large and round, about the size of the training room back home. The walls were painted a brilliant white. Tall windows encircled the room, letting in natural light. Paintings of elaborately dressed men and women, framed in gold, hung between the windows. In the middle of the room were high back chairs made of polished wood, about twelve in all, placed in a large circle. There were no other furnishings in the room: no tables, no other chairs, not even a bookshelf, at least that she could see.

			Past the circle of chairs at the far end of the room were two men. They stood beside a window and seemed to be peering out. One was taller than the other, with pale hair that hung down his back. He wore a light silk shirt with dark pants and boots.

			 The other man was a couple inches shorter, his hair dark and wavy. His silk shirt was the color of the sky, the color Lady Astrea loved to wear. 

			Those were the Shadonae? But . . . they looked like men.

			Both men turned at the same time and began to cross the room, still talking quietly amongst themselves. They had not noticed her yet.

			Rowen entered the room and waited. These men were not the Shadonae she had envisioned. In fact, they were quite the opposite. Long, straight noses, high cheekbones—features that looked almost unnaturally beautiful. Even feminine.

			As they circled around the chairs, the dark-haired man looked up. He jerked to a stop and put a hand out in front of the other man. The pale one stopped as well. They both stared at Rowen, eyes wide. 

			Were they not expecting her? Had they not seen her approach from the very window they had been staring out moments ago? 

			The dark-haired man closed his mouth, then opened again as if he were trying to speak. The pale man stared at her neck, his nose wrinkling. 

			Rowen wanted to hide her scar, but that would only show weakness. Instead, she stood there, rigid.

			The dark haired man sputtered. “Mercia?”

			Rowen didn’t answer. Her mind refused to work. These men, they couldn’t be Shadonae. They were neither terrifying nor sinister, nothing like how the stories had described them. She blinked and stared again. How could such evil beings look so . . . so beautiful?

			The dark-haired man walked around the chairs and came near the doorway. His eyes, wide at the moment, were a brilliant blue, matching the blue color of his shirt. His lips were full and pink. His skin flawless, as if he had been chiseled from marble. “Mercia?” 

			That name again.

			The other man stayed back and folded his arms. His hair was even paler than her own, almost the color of moonlight. His face was more angular than the dark haired man, his eyes a watery blue. His skin was also pale, but not how she had imagined. Instead, the pallor of his skin made him appear more exotic than eerie. 

			The dark-haired man continued toward her, a hungry look in his eyes. His gazed stopped on her scar, but he did not flinch. Rowen dared him to say something. Instead, he continued his perusal downward, his gaze taking in all of her. 

			“You look like her.” His words broke the silence in the room. He stopped a couple feet away and began to walk around her. 

			She smelled from her time on the ship, but he did not react to her. Instead, he continued around, stopping when he was in front of her again. He peered at her, his look so intense it felt like he could see inside of her. He shook his head. “But you are not Mercia. So who are you? What is your name?”

			Rowen glanced from the dark-haired man to the pale one behind him. They may not look terrifying, but there was a darkness to their presence and it seeped into the air around her. She took a step back.

			“Regessus, hold her in place.”

			She had forgotten about the herald. A hand clamped down on her shoulder, fingers digging into her skin.

			“Now”—the dark-haired man turned his attention again on her--“I promise I won’t harm you. I only want your name.”

			Liar. Rowen could feel deceit mingle with the darkness flowing from the man, like smoke from a fire. But what he really wanted she couldn’t tell.

			“Your name. That is all.”

			The pale Shadonae crossed the room and stood by the dark-haired Shadonae. 

			“You look so much like her, like Mercia.” The dark-haired Shadonae lifted his hand toward her face.

			“Valin,” the pale Shadonae seethed. 

			Valin drew his hand back, but his gaze remained fixed on Rowen. “You cannot deny she looks like her, Malchus.”

			Malchus’s face grew even darker, almost hate-filled. “You know what we need to do.”

			Valin shrugged and took a step back. “Perhaps.”

			“There is no other option.” 

			“And what if I had thought that of you? You would not be here.”

			Malchus glared at Valin. “Tread carefully, or we will lose everything we have fought for.”

			“We might gain something as well.” 

			Rowen shrank under his stare.

			Valin turned and walked toward the circle of chairs a couple feet away. “Please—” He extended his hand, a hand covered by a black leather glove. “Come, take a seat.”

			A small growl came from Malchus.

			Rowen stood still.

			Valin laughed. “What are you afraid of? If I wanted to harm you, I would have done so by now.” He smiled, his teeth white and straight.

			Malchus growled again. 

			Valin ignored him and waved Rowen over. “I just want to talk.”

			Rowen took one step, then two. The light from the windows bounced off the white marble floor beneath her feet. 

			Valin motioned to the chair beside him. The chair was made from a rich brown wood, with a high back that curved at the top. Letters from an ancient language were carved into the sides and back of the chair. Thin slips of gold were inlaid inside the carvings, causing the letters to stand out and glimmer in the bright sunlight that filled the room.

			Each chair in the circle was equal in size and shape. Not one towered over the others. Like twelve thrones. 

			She approached the chair. The rope hanging from her hands dragged behind her.

			Valin’s gaze turned toward the rope, then to her bound hands, and he frowned. 

			Rowen came around and sat down on the edge of the chair. 

			Valin watched her, still frowning.

			“No. I don’t trust her.” Malchus came around the other side and stood two chairs away, a dark look on his face.

			Valin nodded and sat down in the chair next to hers. Strange, he seemed unaffected by the scar on her neck. His eyes barely moved down, unlike everyone else who looked at her. Instead, he seemed intent on her face. 

			Her chest tightened.

			“So, back to your name. Who are you?”

			Why? What purpose did her name serve? 

			Valin’s smile wavered. He sighed and rubbed his face. “I could find out a different way. But I would rather not. It tends to be more painful.”

			What did she have to lose by giving him her name? They were just talking, talking! Not fighting, not torturing, not any of the things she had envisioned would happen once she met the Shadonae. 

			Yet she sensed it would change everything. Still . . .”Rowen.” 

			His face lit up. “Rowen? Rowen. Rowwwwen.” Her name rolled off his tongue. “It’s different. Do you have a surname, Rowen?”

			“Mar.”

			“Mar. I do not know a Mar.” He sat back and rapped the arms of his chair with his fingers. “No, no Mar. Who are your father and mother?”

			 The whole situation was unreal. She had finally met the Shadonae and it was like they were sitting down having tea and discussing the weather. “Commander Jedrek Mar. And Ann Mar.”

			“Commander? Commander of what?”

			“The Northern Army. He died during the war with Temanin.”

			Valin steepled his fingers and tapped them together. “Interesting.”

			Malchus never moved, never took his eyes off her. Like a cat crouching and waiting.

			“Which part of the north are you from?” Valin said.

			“A small village near Anwin Forest in the Ryland Plains.”

			“Ryland Plains.” Valin glanced at Malchus. “The White City is located there, is it not? That would only have been a couple months journey, if not more . . .”

			The two men stared at each other, something passing between them.

			Malchus spoke. “Could be. But we both agreed she is not Mercia.”

			“No, she isn’t.” Valin sat back. “Your mother. Tell me more about her.”

			Rowen frowned. Why would these men care about her mother? Ann had been a simple woman, the daughter of a farming family that lived near Cinad. “What about my mother?”

			“Who was she? What did she do?”

			Her frown deepened. “My mother was the daughter of a farmer. She met my father when he fell off his horse and hurt his back near her village. She took care of him during his convalescence.” Rowen glanced down at her knees. “They fell in love. He came back and bonded with her after his time in the military was over.”

			“And when did you come along?” 

			Rowen looked at Valin. “I’m not Jedrek and Ann’s blood daughter. I’m their adopted daughter. I was left on their doorstep years ago. I was only a baby at the time.”

			Valin placed his hands along the arms of the chair. “So these people were not your real parents?”

			“Yes, they were real!” Her nostrils flared. “As real as any parents could be.”

			“I’m sorry, I did not mean to imply that. What I want to know is who are your blood parents?”

			Rowen sat back, her hands still secured behind her. “I don’t know. No one knows.”

			Valin glanced at Malchus again.

			“She couldn’t have survived,” Malchus said. “Nothing could escape the wolves.”

			Valin gestured toward Rowen. “What about her?” 

			Malchus stared at her through hooded lids. “Perhaps. If Mercia had borne a child, the wolves would not have detected the Eldaran blood in one so young. But Mercia herself would not have survived. The wolves would have hunted her to the ends of the Lands and beyond.” His lips turned upward. “That is why I chose them.”

			Valin drew his gloved hand into a fist. “Without my consent.”

			“I did what I needed to do. What you would not do.”

			A silent fight waged between the two men. 

			Pieces of their conversation drew together inside her mind. Was this Mercia her mother? Was she the woman who left Rowen on that doorstep all those years ago? It was strange to put a name to a woman she had barely thought about until her mark appeared.

			Time for her own questions. 

			Rowen looked at Valin. “Who is Mercia? This woman you keep talking about?”

			Valin stroked his chin with his fingers. “She was an old friend.” 

			A horrible thought dawned on her. “You’re not related to her, are you?” Please Word, don’t let me be related to this man.

			Malchus laughed beside her, a harsh, grating laugh.

			Valin shook his head. “No.”

			“Then who was sh—”

			“Enough!” Valin’s sharp tone silenced Rowen. He rubbed the area near his right eye with one finger. “Enough for today. Regessus?”

			The herald came forward and stood near the chairs. Rowen had forgotten about him. He could have been a statue for all the movement he made. Even his eyes never moved, never blinked. He looked human, but was he?

			Valin stood and walked over to him. He whispered something into the man’s ear, covering his mouth with his hand as he spoke. Then he backed away, his eyes still on Regessus. The man did not move. “Regessus will escort you to a place where you will stay while you are here.”

			Rowen pictured a small room made of stone, with a slit for a window. Dark, damp, and filled with vermin. 

			“Now go.” Valin waved her off. 

			Regessus approached Rowen, gripped her by the arm, and pulled her up. His fingers were like claws, digging deep into her flesh until her eyes watered. He maneuvered her between the chairs and toward the doorway through which they had first entered. 

			Rowen glanced back. 

			Valin stood beside his chair, watching her with an intense gaze. Malchus remained in his seat, a scowl on his face. 

			Regessus never let up on his grip, pulling her through the doorway and down the stairs. Rowen hurried to keep up, afraid she would stumble and fall. Down and around the staircase they went. Torches flickered as they passed. Her arm throbbed where he pinched her.

			After a couple minutes, they reached the bottom. Regessus opened the door and pulled her outside. Pale sunlight met her eyes. They were back on the stage near the arena. He led her across the open area and up the stairs to the streets of Thyra.

			They turned left and followed the street. After a couple blocks, Rowen glanced back. The tower was distant now, only bits of it showing through the tree branches above. What were Valin and Malchus doing now? Were they watching her through one of the windows in the room at the top? Were they discussing her?

			Rowen turned back, her whole body cold. 

			Regessus walked beside her. His eyes were focused ahead, his gait unnaturally stiff. He looked human and moved like a human, but it was as if his soul had been taken out and only an empty shell remained. A walking corpse. 

			“Who-who are you?” Her voice echoed along the street. Rowen swallowed and looked around. Regessus kept walking. “Who are you? Can you hear me? Understand me?”

			He didn’t react. He simply kept going. 

			Rowen shivered and plodded along.

			Two blocks later he turned and approached a three-story home. Thick white columns lined the front of the house. A double set of red doors marked the entrance. Arched windows lined all three stories and light colored curtains fluttered out of two of them. 

			He opened one of the doors, then turned back and looked at her. “You will stay here.” 

			Rowen stared at the house. Where was the jail cell? Perhaps they meant to lock her up in the cellar. 

			She stepped inside. In the large, white entryway cobwebs clung to the corners, swaying in the draft. Dust had settled across the white and silver veined marble floor. A short column stood on either side of the wide hall, each with a bust of a man on top, sculpted from white stone. 

			Regessus walked past the busts and headed down the hall. 

			As Rowen walked by the busts, she glanced at one and jumped back, eyes wide. The bust was the face of the same man she followed.

			Was this his house? What had happened to him?

			Pulse racing, Rowen hurried down the hall to Regessus. 

			They passed by rooms on the right and the left, all filled with empty furniture and dust. The hall ended at a staircase leading up. 

			Regessus started up the staircase. Rowen followed. He passed the second story and continued to the third. At the top, he followed the hall to the first door on the left. He opened it and looked back. 

			Rowen reached the top, her clothes clinging to her body, her breath hot and fast.

			He waited, a distant look on his face.

			Rowen swallowed and entered the room. It was large, with a window set against the far wall. The walls were painted a light green, like spring grass. A fireplace made of white marble stood to the right. To the left was a large bed covered in white linens and pillows, a wardrobe, and a small chamber pot.

			A guest room.

			Why would they have her stay in a guest room? Shouldn’t she be locked up? Wasn’t she their prisone—

			The door shut behind her. Rowen spun around. There was a soft click. 

			She stared at the handle. Yes, she was their prisoner, no matter how nice the room. 

			She sank to the floor and laid her head down, her hands still bound behind her. She wanted to cry, but was too exhausted. Even the bed seemed far away. She closed her eyes, the name Mercia the last thing on her mind.

			

			
			

			
			Malchus rounded on Valin. “What are you doing? We had a plan.” He pointed at Valin. “And you are not following through with it. She will be the end of us if we don’t do something about her now.”

			“You don’t know that.” Valin walked toward the nearest window, the one that let him see to the door below, where Rowen and Regessus would soon emerge. “How long do you think we will survive, just the two of us? Yes, we have an army now, thanks to your access to the otherworld. And yes, I can twist more people as we catch them. But I want to see if Rowen will turn before we do away with her.”

			“You want her because she looks like Mercia.”

			Valin shrugged. Malchus knew him too well for him to deny his statement. Fact was, apart from the awful scar on her neck, she was even more beautiful than Mercia. And powerful. He could feel it. He longed to touch her, to feel that core power radiating inside her. It was like a sliver of the sun resided in her. And he wanted it.

			Rowen stepped out into the arena below, a small speck on the grey stone. From here, he could ignore the scar and imagine her, the way he used to imagine Mercia.

			She followed Regessus across the arena and up the stairs to the streets. The canopy of trees hid her from his view. 

			“You’re playing with fire, Valin. Mercia never turned, and I doubt her daughter will either.”

			Valin turned away from the window. “So you believe that Rowen really is Mercia’s daughter?”

			Malchus stood a couple feet away, his arms crossed. “The woman is an Eldaran. And she looks almost exactly like Mercia. I would find it hard to believe otherwise. Perhaps Mercia was already with child when you let her go.” Accusation hung heavy in his eyes.

			Valin clamped his mouth shut and looked away. The only mistake he had made during their entire campaign: letting Mercia go. A moment of weakness. A blunder he’d thought Malchus corrected with the wolves. Until now. But maybe it would turn out to be for their benefit, if Rowen could be brought to their side. 

			“Who do you think her father is?”

			Valin turned back around. “What?”

			“Her father.”

			Blood flooded his face. 

			Malchus saw and a vicious smile moved across his lips. “She also looks like Anwar.” 

			Anwar. The very name made Valin’s insides boil. But he had destroyed Anwar in the end, the very last Truthsayer. Unless Rowen was indeed . . . 

			Valin gripped the windowsill and breathed slowly until his pulse returned to normal. It didn’t matter. He had won in the end. And he would win again. And if Rowen could be turned . . . 

			All the sweeter.
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			The Great Desert was anything but great, except in size. Golden sand as far as the eye could see, spread out beneath a pale blue sky. No trees, no vegetation, no clouds, and the air so dry it felt like it was leeching the moisture from her face and body. Nierne pulled her scarf further over her head and sighed.

			Caleb and Lore rode ahead of her, leaving a trail in the sand. Caleb sat straight, his gaze ahead. Lore rode slightly to the right. Nierne followed the men, the gentle rocking of her horse and the dull landscape lulling her into boredom.

			No one said anything. Each night they set up camp, ate dried fruit and meat, and slept. Then they would leave before the sun was up the next day. They did this every day until time blurred into one long, hazy memory of sand, sun, and heat, with occasional stops at watering spots Caleb knew of to refill their skins. He had mentioned his mother was from the Great Desert. Perhaps that’s where his knowledge came from.

			“Here.”

			 Nierne looked up. She hadn’t even noticed Caleb had dropped back. He held his second waterskin out to her. “Drink. Remember, you need to—”

			“I know.” Nierne took the skin. Caleb narrowed his eyes and dropped his hand. She popped off the cork and took a drink, her conscience wriggling inside her. He was right. She needed to keep drinking. Every hour he had said when they first started out across the desert. But his continual reminders, his happy attitude, and this blasted heat were getting to her!

			She took another draught, placed the cork back on, and handed the skin to Caleb. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped at you.” She wiped her face. “I’m just not used to the heat. It’s making me . . .” 

			“Irritable.” 

			Nierne made a face at Caleb. “Yes.”

			“There is a small oasis not too far from here. A day or two’s ride.” He looked off into the distance. “It is a usual stop for the nomads crossing the Great Desert. We will fill our skins and rest for a while.” He hooked the waterskin to his side. “I think we could all use some rest.”

			Nierne closed her eyes and nodded. “That would be nice.” Water, not just a waterskin, but actual, real water, with maybe some plants or trees around it, sounded heavenly. The Great Desert was definitely one of those places that she never wanted to return to again.

			Caleb pulled his horse around and caught up to Lore. The sun moved across the sky and time ticked by with each hoof beat. Nierne rode with her eyes half-shut. Sweat beaded her face. The heat seemed even worse today, as though she were being cooked alive.

			So hot. She pulled at her tunic to let air circulate through her clothing, but it seemed to do little. She plodded along behind Caleb and Lore. Was Lore this hot too? Being from the cooler north, and being an Avonain, he had to be miserable.

			So hot. Nierne pulled again at her tunic. Her vision slowly swirled, causing the sky and sand dunes to mesh together. Her head throbbed, drums beating against her forehead. If only she could cool down. She pulled harder at her tunic, widening the neckline. What she wouldn’t give for a breeze right now.

			Sunlight pulsed across her eyes. Nierne closed them and sagged forward in her saddle. If only she could slip off and lie down in the shade. Did the desert make everyone this hot? 

			Nierne grabbed at the scarf wrapped around her head. She gave it a hard tug and pulled it off. The sun blazed down on her face in a shower of heat and light, soaking through her hair. She dropped the scarf and closed her eyes. She swayed in the saddle.

			So . . . hot. She pulled at her tunic again. When she opened her eyes, everything looked blurry. Her tongue felt ten times bigger now, filling up her entire mouth. Her cheeks burned and her body felt as though it were on fire. If only she could get these wretched rags off . . . 

			Nierne tugged at her tunic again, but her fingers were weak. She could hardly see Lore and Caleb. They were two large blotches against the light brown landscape.

			So hot . . . She started slipping from her horse. She tried to catch herself, but her fingers wouldn’t latch onto the saddle.

			Thump. 

			She lay still on the warm sand. Her hand went back to her neckline, barely tugging now. A voice called out her name. She tried to lift her head, but it felt as though it had swelled too. 

			So hot . . . 

			

			
			

			
			Caleb was one with the desert. The heat invigorated him, washing down on him, spreading across his body. The air, dry and hot, but also free of the smells of Azar and civilization. 

			He saw life where no one else saw life: the waves in the sand left behind by a desert viper, a sand fox slipping behind the dunes at dusk, light brown-speckled lizards racing across the hot sand in search of insects. 

			Nierne and Lore did not see the desert the same way he did. He saw their peevish looks each morning and heard the complaints under their breath. Such a shame. The desert was a beautiful place, especially in the spring when the rains came and the brush went from dull to a riot of colors. Flowers of every shape and size: oranges, purples, yellows, and pinks. They only lasted until the last rains fell and the desert dried out again. But it was a sight to be seen, like a rainbow spread out across the sand.

			A desire rose up inside him. He wanted to bring Nierne here again someday. He wanted her to see the desert bloom, and see the look on her face. He wanted her to see it the same way he did, to see the beauty of his home. Strange. He shook his head. He had never desired such a thing with someone before. Always the loner. Until now.

			Speaking of Nierne . . . 

			“Nierne.” Caleb looked back. “How are you—Nierne!” 

			She lay face down on the sand a hundred feet away, her horse still plodding forward. 

			He gave his reins a hard yank and turned around. “Nierne!” 

			Lore stopped and looked back. 

			Caleb flew past him. What happened? Did she faint? Heat exhaustion? Something more? He had made her drink every hour. What had he missed?

			Lore shouted behind him. 

			Caleb ignored him and jumped from his horse. He fell to his knees beside her and pulled her up to his chest. Her head slumped to the side.

			“So hot . . .” Her eyes rolled up inside her head, her fingers tugging at her neckline.

			Caleb felt her forehead, then swore. Word, please. Not this. 

			“What is it?” Lore knelt down beside him. “Too much sun? Does she need more water?”

			“No.” Caleb drew her hand away from her neckline. He had to make sure. He laid her head across his knees and, holding her hand back, pulled her tunic away. 

			Lore grabbed his wrist. “What do you think you’re doing?” 

			“Sands, Lore! I’m not looking down her shirt! I’m checking for . . .” His gaze swept across the area beneath her collarbone. A red rash spread across her pale skin. He closed his eyes. “She has desert fever.”

			Lore let go. “Desert what?” 

			“No time.” Caleb brought her tunic back up and covered the area. “We need to get Nierne out of the sun.” He looked around. Nothing but sandy hills shimmering with heat waves. And night wouldn’t be here for a couple more hours. He glanced at Lore. “Help me get her on my horse. I’ll ride with her. Then retrieve her mount.”

			Before Lore could say anything, Caleb laid Nierne back on the sand. He stood and turned toward his horse. With one swift motion, he mounted and looked back. 

			Lore lifted Nierne up. Her hair fell away from her face, a cascade of deep red curls. Somewhere along the way she must have pulled off her scarf. Caleb reached down and grabbed her beneath the arms. Together, the men hoisted her up onto Caleb’s mare. Caleb placed her in front of him, her legs dangling off the side of the horse. 

			Lore waited, hands still up, ready to catch Nierne if she fell. “You have her?” 

			Caleb tugged a little more. “Yes.”

			“I’ll go get her horse.” 

			Nierne moaned and laid her head down on his chest, just below his chin. The fever definitely had to be messing with her mind. The Nierne he knew would not be so comfortable this close to him. 

			Where could they find shade until nightfall? He stared toward the northwest. A gorge lay not too far in that direction. It was narrow, but they could probably fit and stay there until evening.

			He pulled at the scarf around his head. After a couple tugs, it came loose.

			“Here you go.” He pulled the cloth over her head. 

			“No.” Nierne pushed her face into his shirt. “Too hot . . .”

			He laid the cloth over her head. The less she was exposed to the sun, the better.

			As Lore rode toward him, the reins of Nierne’s horse in his hand, Caleb pointed toward the northwest. “There is a small gorge not far from here. We will head there and let her rest in the shade. Long exposure to the sun can intensify desert fever.”

			“Is this desert fever fatal?”

			Memories of his mother flashed across his mind. “Yes. My mother died from it.”

			“Then lead the way.”

			Holding Nierne tight with one hand, Caleb reached behind and retrieved a small compass from his bags. He held the device in front of him and watched the needle move until it found north. Then he turned the horse until they faced a couple ticks west. 

			He could see nothing but hills of sand. But he knew the ridge lay somewhere in those hills. He tucked the compass back in his bag. “This way.”

			He was tempted to urge the horse into a full out run, but he couldn’t hold Nierne and the reins securely. So he settled for a fast pace that kept the rocking down. 

			A minute later, Lore caught up to him, riding a few feet away with Nierne’s horse trailing behind him.

			The men made their way across the empty desert. Nierne tried to pull the scarf away from her face. 

			“No.” Caleb transferred the reins to the hand holding Nierne and pulled the scarf back up. “You don’t want to do that.”

			She didn’t seem to hear him. Her hand fell back down and she muttered incoherent words. His gut coiled. How long had she had the fever? Hours? A day? She hadn’t seemed any different that morning. The fear settled down a little. Hours then. 

			“Have you considered healing her?”

			Caleb frowned. “What do you mean?” Did Lore think he was a miracle worker? Sure, he knew a thing or two about herbs, more along the line of poisons than anything else. But not enough to combat desert fever. 

			“Healing her. Or maybe you can’t.”

			Caleb shook his head. “I’m afraid there is no herb or flower here in the Great Desert that can help Nierne. If we were back in Azar, then maybe I could find a healer skilled enough to heal her.”

			“No, I mean you.” Lore glanced at Caleb. “Eldarans can heal others. Or at least Rowen could.”

			What the—? “Wait, you think I have some kind of power that can heal people?” 

			“You might. It depends on how strong your Eldaran blood is.”

			Caleb looked down at Nierne, her face shaded by the scarf, her eyes closed tight. He could heal her? “Sands . . . what else don’t I know about myself?” He turned toward Lore. “How does it work? What do I do?”

			“With Rowen, the power came through the mark on her hand. All she had to do was touch someone.”

			“That’s it? I just touch Nierne and the fever will be gone?” 

			“Not necessarily.”

			Caleb scowled. “Then what?”

			“Rowen could only heal herself. By touching someone, she took the person’s broken bones or sickness. Or knife wound.” Lore gave him a pointed look.

			Why was Lore looking at him like . . . Oh. He sat back in the saddle, his arm still wrapped around Nierne. So that was it. That’s how Lore survived the night Caleb stabbed him. Rowen had healed him. Or taken his wound. He could hear the trace of bitterness in Lore’s voice. Lore had not forgiven him for that night. 

			“So if I have this power, when I touch Nierne, I will take the fever from her.”

			“Yes.”

			His heart beat faster. He remembered the searing heat and hallucinations from his own experience with desert fever as a child. It was also what killed his mother when he was sixteen. 

			Caleb held his hand up. The mark, usually faint, now stood bright white against his tan skin. Did he have that power? 

			“How long would I be sick?” Caleb looked over at Lore. “If I take the fever from Nierne, how long would I be sick?”

			Lore shook his head. “I don’t know. Hours. A day. I think it depends on how serious the sickness or wound is.” 

			Nierne moaned and moved her head. The scarf fell away from her face. Her eyelids fluttered. An unnatural flush colored her cheeks. The red blotch was now spreading up her neck. She opened her eyes. Her eyebrows drew together when she saw his face. “Caleb?” 

			A strange feeling coursed through him at the sound of his name. She moved her mouth again, but no words came. Slowly, her eyes shut and her head rested once again against his chest. Caleb readjusted the scarf across her face, making sure none of her skin showed. Word, he wanted to help her. But if he took her fever, and became as incapacitated as she was now, who would lead them across the desert? He would be in no shape to help them. And one misstep in this place meant death. 

			But if he didn’t heal her–assuming he even could–she might die. 

			After an hour they reached the top of the hills. Down below a crack formed between the mounds of sand. The gorge. Caleb led the way, carefully finding a path down toward the crack. The gorge was narrow, only a couple horses wide with rocky walls the color of reddish brown reaching just above his head. It was small, but it would hide them from the sun.

			He found a spot where they could enter the gorge. Pebbles fell from the path with soft plinks and scattered across the stone bottom of the gorge. His horse hesitated near the bottom.

			 “It’s all right, girl.” Caleb gave her a soft pat. The mare stepped onto the floor and into the shadows. He urged her farther in, and looked back. Lore followed a couple feet behind him. 

			Tufts of coarse grass grew along the walls. Good. It would give the horses something to eat. And they had enough water to make it to the Merida Oasis. A minute later, Lore approached Caleb’s left side and reached for Nierne. Caleb lifted her down. Sweat soaked the front of his tunic and arm where she had laid moments before. 

			Lore carried her to the other end of the gorge, away from the horses. Caleb dismounted and grabbed his pack. As he approached, Lore placed Nierne down on a blanket he had laid out for her in the shadows of an overhanging rock. 

			Could he do it? Caleb turned away. It wasn’t so much if he could physically do it, but could he selflessly do it? Part of him didn’t want to. He didn’t want to experience the heat, the hallucinations, the pain of desert fever.

			So you’ll let Nierne experience that instead?

			How could it be that after all he had been through, after all the Word had done for him, that he was still so selfish? Wasn’t he a new person? A changed person? Then why did he seem to still combat old desires?

			Well, not this time. Caleb turned back around, his marked hand clenched. He would not let his baser self win out. He walked toward Lore, his fear and revulsion tucked away. He knew how to act without feeling, and he would do so now.

			Lore looked up. “So you will try then.” It was more of a statement than a question.

			“Yes.”

			Caleb knelt down beside Nierne and cupped her cheek. 

			And waited.

			A sluggish warmth rose inside him. It slowly moved through his chest and toward his hand. He felt it fill his palm. His shoulders sagged in relief. Good. He had the power.

			The warmth continued to swirl inside his palm. Seconds ticked by. Far off, the horses munched on the coarse grass. Caleb lifted his hand and cupped her cheek again. The heat from her skin radiated across his own.

			Still the warmth swirled in his palm.

			Caleb swore under his breath. Nierne moved her head back and forth and moaned. “Why isn’t it working?” He held her face still with his hand, willing the warmth inside him to move forward, to do whatever it was supposed to do. He felt a flicker of heat, then nothing.

			Caleb swore again, louder, and looked up at Lore. “I’m touching her, but nothing is happening. What am I doing wrong?”

			Lore sat down on his heels and looked at Caleb’s hand, then back at Caleb. He shook his head. 

			Caleb gritted his teeth. Why couldn’t he do it? He closed his eyes and pressed his hand to Nierne’s face. Come on! I can feel you, just work! A vision of Nierne gaunt with sickness filled his mind. He closed his eyes and leaned forward, focusing on the warmth in his palm. Please.

			Far off, Nierne moaned again.

			“You’re hurting her.”

			Caleb blinked. 

			Lore pulled on his arm. “You’re hurting Nierne.”

			“What?” Caleb looked down and found he was gripping her face tightly with his marked hand. He let go as if he had been burned. Small, red spots marked where his fingers had dug into her skin. 

			He stood, his mouth tight. He spun around and headed toward the path that led out of the gorge. Up he went, along the path, until he was out in the sun again. The heat inside him cooled to a deadly cold. He stood there on the ledge, his face toward the setting sun, his body still. The only movement he made was to clench his hand. 

			He watched the sun, a fiery ball of red sink slowly behind the sandy hills. Clench. Unclench. 

			Minutes later something moved behind him.

			Clench. 

			He measured his voice, letting none of the rage inside come through. “You said I could heal her.”

			Lore stopped behind him. 

			Caleb didn’t look back. Instead, he focused on the ball of red. 

			“I said you might.”

			The warmth still swirled inside his palm. Caleb squeezed his hand even tighter, digging his nails into his palm. “Well, it didn’t work.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			Caleb turned around. “What good is having a power like this when I can’t even save the one person I—!” Oh Word. He took a step back. 

			“You care about?” Lore watched him. 

			Caleb turned back toward the sunset and crossed his arms. Lore was right. Word, he was right! Never had he cared about someone like this. Not even his mother or father, though perhaps his mother came closest. Certainly not enough to entertain the thought of actually going through pain on their behalf, though. 

			Only Nierne. 

			And he couldn’t even save her now.

			Maybe he should stop caring. It hurt too much.

			“I know what that is like. To watch someone you love suffer pain.”

			Caleb growled and clenched his hand again. 

			“You might not be able to heal Nierne.” Lore moved closer. “But she still needs you. She needs you to be there for her. When she wakes up.”

			Word, it was just easier when I was alone, when I only had myself to care about. But it was too late now. A piece of his heart lived outside his body. It now lived inside Nierne. He didn’t know if he had the strength to watch her . . . Caleb swallowed. “And what if she doesn’t?” A different kind of chill rushed through him.

			“Then you need to be with her at the end.”

			Was he strong enough? He had left his mother in the end, unable to watch her die. Could he stay with Nierne? Everything inside him urged him to grab his mare and ride off across the desert. 

			Caleb dropped his head. No. Not this time. 

			“All right.” He turned back around. His insides were a whirlwind, but he held his emotions in check with iron determination. If nothing else, Nierne would not be alone.

			He headed back down into the gorge. The shadows were longer now and the sky darker above. They would stay here a couple more hours, then ride through the night toward the Merida Oasis. Then Nierne could rest as long as she needed.

			He found her where he had left her, lying on the ground, her head slumped to the side, her hair splayed out around her. Her breathing seemed labored, causing adrenaline to spread throughout his entire body. 

			He wanted to run again, but instead he knelt down beside her. Word, I wish I could heal her. He found her hand and held it between his own. Heat radiated from her like hot stones placed in a steaming room. His power pressed against his palm, but it never went further than that. 

			His gift was not strong enough to heal another . . . 

			But his heart was. 

			He would stay. 
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			A hard rap sounded at the door. 

			Rowen blinked, her head resting against something hard. A knock sounded again. The room came into focus. Light green walls, white trim, and a pale marble fireplace. 

			Where am I? 

			She sat up. The right side of her body was bruised from lying on the cold floor. Weariness clung to her like a dense, grey fog. Images flashed across her mind: Two men, one dark, one pale. Following the strange herald man through the streets of Thyra. Collapsing to the floor. 

			A third rap pushed the fog from her mind. Rowen looked over her shoulder at the door and frowned. The door was locked. She remembered the click after the herald left.

			A key clanked softly on the other side. 

			Fully awake now, she scrambled to her feet, her hands still bound. The door opened with a long creak. In the doorway stood Valin. His hair was damp and fell in soft, dark curls around his face. His eyes were an icy blue, a shade lighter than the dark blue cloak thrown over his shoulders. 

			Without waiting for her to speak, he walked into the room as if he had been beckoned inside. A chill entered with him. He stopped a couple feet away and looked at her. “I have something for you.” 

			He held up what looked like a small piece of metal armor. “I think you will find this more accommodating than that leather glove you currently wear and having your hands tied behind your back.”

			The piece of metal he held was a glove of sorts, made from thin, small metal plates and chains. 

			Rowen lifted her chin. “Why not simply untie my hands?”

			Valin arched one eyebrow. “And allow you access to your mark? I think not.”

			“As you said, I have a leather glove on.”

			“That you could take off.”

			“Why are you afraid of my mark?”

			Valin laughed. It sounded neither lighthearted nor humorous. “I know what you are, Eldaran. I know of the power you possess. Perhaps even more than you know yourself.”

			Was he implying he knew more about her and her Eldaran blood? Was that possible? He was a Shadonae.

			Her eyes fell on the small, metal glove. Where did he find such an odd contraptio—

			She stifled a gasp. The metal glove—it was made to cover the mark on her hand. 

			Valin took a step closer. 

			Rowen shrank back.

			“I promise it doesn’t hurt.”

			“How do you know? Have you worn it?”

			Valin held up the glove. “I personally tested it myself when I first had it made.”

			“And who did you have it made for?” Who else had worn it? Her mother?

			He smiled. “So many questions. But answers will only come when I can trust you. Wearing this will help both of us.”

			“How?”

			The smile slid from his face. “I would advise you not to test me, Rowen. I am being more than generous to you. Malchus would have you thrown into the dungeon or worse. By wearing this, we are assured you will not use your mark on us. And in return, I will give you your freedom.”

			He might be beautiful, but Valin was frozen beneath his attractive visage. Rowen glanced back at the metal glove. “So my choices are to either be locked up or to wear that.”

			“Yes.” He held the glove up. “Those are your choices. Personally, I think this is a better option. The metal will provide full freedom of your hand, almost as much as a leather glove. The only thing is that it will be locked around your wrist.”

			Cold sweat broke out across her neck and back. “How?”

			“Here.” Valin turned the glove around. A small keyhole was drilled into the half-inch wide metal band at the bottom of the glove. 

			The blood drained from her face. She could never take it off. Never.

			“Why keep me here?” Rowen took a step back. “If I am such a threat to you, why keep me alive?”

			His face grew hard. “Do you really want that? Do you want death? Malchus thinks the same way you do: kill all that threaten us. But he does not see what I see . . .”

			Valin closed the distance between them and lifted his hand. Rowen twisted away. His fingers brushed her cheek. They were warm, not cold, not how she thought they would be. He did not turn her face, instead, he stroked her skin with his thumb. “There is so much inside of you, so much potential. To kill you would be such a loss. I want to give you a chance, Rowen. But I must also protect myself. Please, won’t you consider it? Won’t you consider life?”

			His words were like warm honey, seeping into her mind. Was this small, metal glove worth dying over? That couldn’t possibly be her end. 

			Rowen glanced back. “Can I leave this room if I wear the glove?”

			His face thawed. “Yes. Like I said, you will have complete freedom if you wear this glove. I would rather you be my guest than my prisoner.”

			It didn’t matter. In the end, she would still be trading one bondage for another. But if she could leave this room, perhaps she could find out why she was here, why the Word had brought her to Thyra. And how to stop Valin and the other Shadonae, Malchus. “All right. I’ll do it.” Her stomach plummeted as she said those words. 

			Valin walked around her. Her insides twisted as he brushed his hand along her arm, down to her hands. Gently he untied the ropes. 

			Confused, Rowen glanced back. She had expected him to jerk her hand, or twist the rope. To hurt her. Instead, his touch was tender. 

			He removed the leather glove and dropped it to the floor, but still held her by the wrist. He came back around, bringing her hand along with him. He brought her hand up between them. Warm light glowed from her palm. He paused, his eyes drawn to her hand. “Such beauty. Such . . . light. Pity we need to cover it up.” 

			He brought the metal glove up and placed the tip of the first finger over her own. The metal slid across her skin, the tiny plates and chain set in such a way that there were gaps for air and she could bend at the knuckles. He placed the rest of her fingers into the glove and slid the glove the rest of the way on. Fine loops of chains woven together covered her mark, the chainmail attaching at the base of each finger and to the half-inch wide metal band that now encircled her wrist. With a quick snap, the band closed around her wrist, leaving her hand bound inside the metal glove. 

			Rowen stared at her hand, her mouth dry. 

			“Go ahead.” Valin stepped back. “Move your hand.”

			She moved one finger, then another. The metal plates moved smoothly, the sound like small bells. There was complete movement with the glove, almost as much as she had with her leather one. Only this one could not come off without a key. 

			Valin looked at her. “Better?”

			Rowen hated to admit it, but it was. Save the part where her mark was now completely covered. “Yes.” She moved her hand, half horrified by the metal glove, half marveling at the ease with which it moved. She had never seen this kind of workmanship before. 

			“Good. I had a bath drawn for you while I was in here. I thought you might want to clean up and change into something a bit more comfortable.”

			Rowen looked down. Her tunic was streaked with mud and sweat, her pants torn in two places and her boots were dark with dirt. 

			“This way.” Valin motioned toward the door. 

			She didn’t know what to say. She stared at Valin, then the door. “Am I still your prisoner?”

			“Do you think I would treat a prisoner so nicely?”

			No, she did not. “So what am I to you?”

			Valin smiled. “You are my guest.”

			“You chained up my hand.”

			“A precaution. But other than that, you are my guest. Now, I don’t think you want to bathe in cold water. So come.”

			There was a command underlying his words, one that would not entertain any more questions. He motioned toward the door.

			Rowen headed toward the door. Fighting with Valin would not improve her circumstances. It was only a bath. What harm could come of that? If he was going to truly treat her like a guest, she would accept it. He had asked nothing of her, other than to wear this chain on her hand. A chain that gave her freedom. 

			

			
			

			
				Rowen sank into the steamy hot water. Swirls of vapor swept past her face and hair, and a sigh escaped her lips. She settled down at the bottom of the copper tub and sat back, her hands resting on either side. Every part of her melted within the water. 

			The bathing room was wide and spacious, tiled in white, with one large window a couple feet away. No sunlight poured in today. Instead, grey dismal clouds covered the sky. Candles were lit and placed to one side of the wooden table set against the far wall. Linen cloths, an ivory comb, and a pale dress rested on the other side. To her right was a fireplace. A kettle hung above the glowing coals inside.

			She closed her eyes. She could almost pretend she was home, in the White City. It would be the second day of the week, the day she usually bathed. Lady Astrea would be in her private sitting room working on her correspondence. The rest of the castle would be busy with their usual business of the day. Lore might be training a new guard. Aren would be attending to Lord Gaynor. The first snow of winter would be falling outside.

			Rowen opened her eyes and reality came back, along with it the familiar ache she carried deep inside. It gnawed at her now. She sat up and wrapped her arms around her knees. Word, what am I doing here? She looked over at the window. Tree branches scraped across the glass as the wind blew outside. 

			The ache expanded until her stomach hurt. She rested her chin on her arms. Here she was bathing inside Thyra instead of stuck in a cold, dark cell. Small ripples moved along the surface. From what little she knew, she was supposedly the enemy of the Shadonae. The one who could stop them. If that was true, then why did Valin treat her so nicely? 

			Well, that wasn’t fully true. She lifted up her right hand. Water dripped from the corner of the metal glove. He had protected himself from her in a fashion. But why not do away with her? 

			She turned her hand until her palm was upright. She could not see her mark beneath the chains, but she could feel it. Her power had become a part of her. Stronger now, ever since her time in Temanin.

			 Valin feared her mark. And was fascinated by it at the same time. Why? She could see inside people and heal. That was it. And she didn’t need to see inside Valin to guess how dark he was. So why did he fear her? Was he afraid of what he was inside?

			Rowen laughed, the sound a cheerless echo inside the room. No, there was more. He knew more. He knew something about her. And she wanted to know what it was.

			She reached over the tub and grabbed the soap bar that lay on the ground. It was a dull brown with no scent and it took a lot of rubbing to create a lather. She washed her hair twice and her body more until every bit of her time on the ship had rinsed away. By now the water had cooled and had a hazy grey look to it. 

			Rowen scrambled out of the tub and crossed the room to the table. She grabbed one of the long linens and dried off before the fireplace. Wrapping another linen around her body, she began to work on her hair. Drops of water hit the floor as she worked a comb through the long strands. The hair warmed and dried as she held it close to the fire. 

			She felt almost human again, except for the metal contraption on her hand. Rowen placed the comb down on the table and paused. No, she wasn’t human. Neither were Valin or Malchus. Were there any humans left in Thyra? Did that strange herald count?

			She reached for the dress and pulled it over her head. It was long and flowing, and gathered just beneath her breasts. The sleeves were made from a translucent material that opened at her shoulders and flowed around her arms. The material was cool and silky. She stood by the fire again, letting the warmth from the flames soak into the material of the dress. By now her hair was almost dry. She braided it, tying the end off with a bit of cloth she ripped from her old tunic. 

			Rowen paused and touched her neck. Distorted skin and ridges. With her hair back, her scar would be fully visible. She reached for the braid, intending to undo the strands, then stopped. She didn’t care. Let Valin see. Let Malchus see. 

			Valin didn’t seem repulsed by it anyway. The first person not to be. 

			Why?
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			Rowen woke up the next morning, this time in bed. Pale sunlight struggled through the window across the room. Dust motes moved in and out of its beam. She stared at the light from the bed, the thick cover pulled up to her neck. 

			Emptiness filled her room. It expanded across the house and out into the streets. There were no people outside her window, shouting their wares or wishing each other good morning. There were no servants bustling around the house. No dogs barking or birds singing. The emptiness was invisible and all consuming. It pressed down, choking her, dragging her toward the darkness—

			Rowen tossed back the covers and sat up. I need to get out of here.

			A wardrobe stood against the far wall, in a dark corner where the sunlight barely reached. She left the bed and opened the doors. Long, simple gowns hung inside, left behind long ago by a woman about her size. 

			Her fingers trailed the fabrics. Something warm.

			She lifted out a light blue gown. The clothing style was different here. The gowns gathered beneath the breasts and flowed down the body with little decorative stitching, unlike the more form-fitting gowns in the White City.

			Rowen held the gown up and sighed. What she wouldn’t give to wear her varor uniform. Just a simple tunic and pants. And a warm, thick cloak. 

			She placed the gown on the bed and rummaged around some more until she found a grey wrap similar to her cloak. That would work.

			After dressing, Rowen looked around for shoes. She had left her boots in the bathing room, along with her old clothes. They were so grimy and foul they were best put in the fire and burned to ashes.

			At the bottom of the wardrobe she found some kind of shoes with leather straps. 

			Curious, she took them back to the bed and sat down. She tried the first one on her right foot. The shoe fit across the bottom of her foot, with a leather strap that settled between her first two toes and another, longer strap that wound around her ankle. She was not used to having her feet exposed. It felt . . . odd. 

			She placed the other one on and walked around the room, testing the shoes. They weren’t uncomfortable. Just different. 

			She glanced at the door. Valin had said she had freedom to move about if she agreed to wear the metal glove. Now to see if he told the truth. 

			She crossed the room and tried the handle. It turned. Slowly she pulled back. The hallway was dark, save for light that came from the window at the end of the hall. 

			Rowen stepped out from her room. The corridor was empty. Not a picture or tapestry hung on the walls, no side tables, no runner on the floor. To the right, at the end of the hall, was the stairway. 

			She crept along the hall. Silence filled the air. A weight settled again, right between her shoulder blades, pressing down . . . 

			Rowen flew down the stairs to the first floor. I need to find the door, need to get out of—

			She skidded to a stop at the bottom of the steps. She took another deep breath. A wheaty, yeasty smell.

			Her stomach grumbled loudly and dizziness washed over her. 

			Rowen turned and stumbled past the stairs to the back of the house. Two doorways. One led to the kitchen, the other to a small dining room.

			She followed the scent into the dining room and found a loaf of bread and a crock of butter sitting on the table.

			She hadn’t eaten in over a day. 

			It took everything inside her not to grab the bread and tear out a large chunk. Instead, she looked around. Where had the bread come from? Was it safe to eat?

			She swayed and her mouth watered. If Valin or Malchus wanted to kill her, she doubted they would do it by giving her poisoned food. 

			With that thought, she tore into the bread, not even bothering to use the butter. Crusty on the outside, soft and warm on the inside. She barely chewed before swallowing and tore another piece with her teeth. 

			Halfway through the loaf she slowed. Rowen closed her eyes, stopped chewing, and held the bread up. Thank you, Word. It wasn’t much, but she couldn’t remember being more grateful for something to eat. 

			She had broken off another piece when the clop of boots sounded out in the hallway. Rowen dropped the bread onto the table, scurried to the wall near the doorway and waited. The boots drew closer. She held still. She had no weapon—Wait. The metal glove. She could use that. 

			Slowly, quietly she brought her hands up and meshed her fingers together into one tight fist. 

			The boots stopped outside the doorway. 

			“Rowen?”

			Valin. 

			She didn’t come out.

			He entered the room and looked around, pausing at the half-eaten loaf of bread. He turned and found her next to the wall. “I see you found the breakfast I sent for you. Looks like you enjoyed it too.”

			“Yes.” She dropped her hands. “Er . . . thank you.” She picked at the half loaf. “Where did you get the bread?”

			“We have servants to attend our needs.”

			“Servants? I haven’t seen anyone in the city.”

			“We have very few.” 

			Rowen studied the bread. Were they real people? Or like the herald, Regessus? 

			“I thought we might take a walk this morning. Through one of the gardens.” He stared at her, his gaze slowly moving across her body. Her appetite vanished and Rowen pushed the bread away. His eyes paused on her scar, but he did not react. 

			Rowen turned back toward the stairs. “I would rather go back to my room.”

			“I insist.”

			She stopped. Invisible cords seemed to wrap around her body, urging her to turn back. She did, slowly. 

			“After all, it is a nice day. Perhaps one of the last days before winter.” His eyes pierced hers. Such an icy blue.

			Rowen slowly nodded. It was like she couldn’t say no. 

			He waved to her. “Come, then.”

			She fought the impulse enveloping her. Valin would not control her. 

			Seconds ticked by. Each one brought her more freedom. 

			His face grew stern.

			Once she knew it was her own choice, she nodded again.

			A satisfied smile spread across his face. “This way.” He turned and headed toward the hallway. 

			Rowen followed, her head bent down. She should go back to her room. Turn and go right up those stairs. Instead, she continued along the hall, her stomach rolling inside of her. 

			Valin was dangerous. 

			But the silence and loneliness scared her more.

			“What is this place?” Her voice echoed along the hall. 

			“A former Thyrian senator’s home.”

			“And where is he now?” 	

			Valin laughed, but did not answer.

			Turn back! 

			She wrapped her arms across her middle and kept on walking.

			At the end of the hall, Valin opened the door and stepped back. 

			Rowen passed him and stepped outside. A high stone wall surrounded the spacious garden. Paths made of small pebbles crisscrossed through the garden beds, which were unkempt and dotted with weeds. In the middle of the garden was a grand tree, its branches spread out high overhead. A bench was placed at its base, a perfect place to sit in the summer. 

			Only it was autumn now. The sun looked faded and its rays gave no warmth. The tree was empty and dead leaves were scattered across the bench and ground. The garden itself still held a couple flowers, but they looked shriveled and unloved. Dead leaves clung to the dying plants. Weeds poked out between the flowers, the only healthy looking things in the entire place. 

			At one time, this garden was probably a masterpiece of vibrant colors and smells. But now it was nothing more than decaying patches of vegetation.

			Death seemed to be everywhere in Thyra.

			Valin stood beside the first flowerbed. “Tell me about your life. Where do you come from? What was it like growing up different?” He bent down and picked the only white flower left in the patch.

			Rowen pulled her arms even tighter across her middle. “Why do you want to know?”

			Valin straightened and sniffed the flower. “I could find out your history other ways. But it is usually much easier to ask questions.” He held the flower away from his face. “And to receive answers. Generally that is how people find out about each other. I have no hidden agenda, I assure you. I simply want to know more about you.”

			There was that threat again, of his ability to find out about her, without her cooperation.

			He started down one of the overgrown paths. “Let’s begin with where you grew up.”

			Valin seemed intent on becoming acquainted with her. What harm would there be in sharing a small part of her life? “I grew up in a small village in the Ryland Plains, near Anwin forest.”

			“Yes, you said that yesterday. Were there only humans in this village?”

			“Yes. I believed I was one, too, until . . .”

			Valin looked over at her. “Until you discovered you weren’t.”

			Rowen hesitated. “Yes.”

			“How did you find out?”

			A sick feeling pooled inside her middle. Maybe she didn’t want to answer his questions. What happened to her back in Cinad was personal and still carried a lot of hurt.

			Valin held the flower between his fingers, waiting.

			“I touched someone. A man.” She still remembered everything she had seen inside Cleon, all the anger and hatred. She grabbed the edge of her wrap and curled the hem between her fingers. “It scared him.”

			“What scared him?”

			She licked her lips.

			He twisted the flower between his fingers. “You saw things, things you never knew about him. Am I correct?”

			Rowen watched the petals move back and forth. “Yes.”

			Valin stopped and turned toward her. “I suspected you were a Truthsayer. After all, there must always be a Truthsayer.” His tone held a bitter note to it. “Let me guess, when your village found out, they turned on you.”

			 The sick feeling intensified. “Yes.” She could no longer see their faces, but she could still feel the village’s fear and hatred of her. 

			“I had the same experience.”

			Her head whipped up. “You did?” 

			“We scare them, people like you and me.” Valin pulled back his cloak and tugged at the neckline of his tunic. About two inches down from the base of his neck was a long, jagged scar. 

			 Rowen touched her own scar across her neck. 

			His gaze followed her movement. “Is that how you received that scar? Did your village do that to you?”

			“What? Oh, no. Not this.” She dropped her hand. “My village banished me.”

			“I see.” Valin dropped the flower onto the path and crushed it beneath his boot. “At least they offered you more mercy than they did to me.”

			“So what happened?”

			“I lived. And they did not.”

			Rowen stared at him. For one moment they had connected. But now . . . 

			He picked another flower, this one blue. “So your village banished you. Then what?”

			“I . . .” Rowen watched Valin sniff the flower. “I . . . I found a new place to live. In the White City.”

			“Really? They just let you in?”

			“I hid my mark beneath a leather glove. No one knew.”

			“Smart woman. That is how Malchus and I have survived all these years. It was how we were able to enter Thyra. We hid who we were. It seems our kind must always hide who we are.”

			What exactly did Valin mean by ‘our kind’? They were nothing alike. He was a Shadonae and she was Eldaran. Still, he did wear a black glove . . . 

			He started down the path again. “So did they discover what you were?”

			Rowen stopped, that night rushing back, the night she healed Lore and he learned what she really was.

			Lore. His name sent a deep ache surging through her chest. 

			Lore never turned on her. Instead, he loved her, all of her. 

			Where are you? The last she had seen him, he was being dragged away by Velyni’s men. Rowen closed her eyes. Word, please let him still be alive. That’s all I ask. Let Lore be alive. “Eventually the people learned what I was. But not everyone feared me. There were those who stood up for me.”

			“Really?” There was genuine surprise in Valin’s voice. 

			Rowen glanced at him. “Yes. Does it surprise you that not all humans are bad?”

			Valin shrugged. “In the end, it doesn’t matter. Those who fear us vastly outnumber those who do not. And they have a good reason to fear.” He stopped and faced her. 

			Rowen didn’t look away. Instead, she was struck by how different Valin was from Lore. Lore’s eyes shifted with the moods of the sea: blue, green, grey. But there was always warmth in them. Valin’s eyes were icy blue and hard. Like life had frozen inside of him, and nothing would ever thaw him out. 

			Valin broke away from her gaze and slowly circled her. His fingers brushed her shoulder. “What you don’t realize is that humans are beneath us. No matter how kind or how accepting they are. Fear is their place, as it should be. Subservient beings should fear their gods. And Rowen—” he leaned in. His breath brushed her cheek, his mouth close to her ear. “What you haven’t realized is that we are gods. Their gods.”

			“What?” She twisted her head around. His face was only inches from hers. Rowen took a step back. “What are you talking about? We are not the same. And I am no more a god than—” 

			The sober look on his face stopped her. Valin believed that. Really believed that. 

			“No, you are wrong. We both have power, power humans only dream of. The power to influence the mind, to heal the body, to bring an army from the otherworld.”

			“What do you mean?” 

			“There is more to you than you know. I can feel it. That is why I have kept you safe. You have this power inside of you. You only need to unlock it and you will never fear again.”

			“I know who I am.” She closed her eyes. I am a Daughter of Light. I follow the Word—

			“Do you?” His breath moved across her cheek. “Do you really know? Or, perhaps, could it be you were never told.”

			She looked over her shoulder. “Never told what?”

			Valin backed away, the corner of his lips turning up in a knowing smile. “That is why you are here. So I can show you who you really are.”

		

	
	
			

Chapter

11

		

		
			Lore studied Caleb as he sat by Nierne. Caleb never touched her, but his gaze was always upon her, guarding her. He might not have been able to heal her, but he would protect her. 

			It was hard to hate Caleb when the man acted so . . . good.

			Lore looked away. Shadows spread across the small ravine. The horses munched away at the coarse, dry grass that grew along the sides of the rocky wall. Overhead the sky changed from blue to a dirty orange. 

			Still, he could not let the hatred go. No, that wasn’t true. He wouldn’t let it go. Every time he tried, he saw Lord Gaynor again, lying on the marble floor, shock across his face. A dull ache would then burn inside him.

			It burned now. 

			All the hurt Caleb had caused, all the pain. He should pay. He should be brought back to the White City to face justice. Sometimes Lore almost acted on that impulse and reached for his sword. Then he remembered his own failure as well. He had failed to protect Lord Gaynor. Because of both of them, his lord had died.

			Lore ran a hand through his hair. Now was not the time for condemnation. He needed Caleb if he was to cross the desert and reach Rowen. 

			Only Rowen held him back. 

			You need to let go.

			The voice spoke inside his mind, like the desert breeze caressing his face. Lore didn’t answer. 

			You need to let Caleb go. 

			He had already argued with the voice before, reminding the Word of what Caleb had done. Still, the voice would insist. And the Word was right. This burn was consuming him from the inside out. 

			Peace will come when you let g—

			Lore slammed the doors of his mind shut and stood. No. He would not make that choice now. But he would have to soon, or he would be swallowed up.

			Caleb looked at Lore, then at the sky. “Night is almost here. We should go.”

			Lore didn’t answer him. He wouldn’t be able to control his words if he did. Instead, he retrieved their packs and stuffed their belongings in with a certain brutality. 

			“We should reach Merida by morning,” Caleb said.

			Lore nodded and strapped their packs to the horses. Caleb lifted Nierne and carried her over to Lore, who softened at the sight of her listless body. Her face was as pale as the white stone from back home. Even her lips were pale. Sweat glistened across her forehead and along her upper lip. Lore held out his arms. “How is she doing?” 

			“I don’t know.” The words came out raw. 

			Lore knew what Caleb was going through. He remembered sitting by Rowen in that cave near Avonai almost a year ago, driven crazy by fear that she would die from the stab wound she had healed him from. The half that wanted to forgive Caleb softened further by this connection. But the hatred deep inside squelched the merciful feeling.

			Lore held out his arms and Caleb placed Nierne gently down. She felt lighter than she had yesterday. 

			Caleb mounted his horse and reached back for Nierne. “We will be able to rest more in Merida. And there will be water, so we can bathe the fever.”

			Lore lifted Nierne up. Caleb grabbed her and pulled her across his lap, her head resting on his shoulder. His face looked tight and hollow in the shadows. 

			He almost said something, then turned away. No, he couldn’t keep doing this for much longer. He would either need to forgive Caleb . . . 

			Or let his hatred consume him.

			

•••

			Caleb held his map up and the small, round compass. “This way,” he said pointing toward the dark hills in the distance. He gave his mount a nudge and the mare started moving. 

			Lore followed, with Nierne’s horse attached by a long piece of rope to his saddle. 

			Moonlight turned the sand into a pale landscape, dotted by the silhouettes of scrub brush. The desert was pretty, in a way. But he still missed the trees and the ocean. 

			He drew his cloak up closer to his chin. It amazed him how cold the desert could get at night. Caleb had told him that first night that it grew even colder in the winter. But the heat of the day drove away all memories of the chill from the night before. 

			The moon moved across the sky. The scrub brush disappeared altogether, leaving the desert empty, like a white ocean as far as the eye could see, except for the trail of horse tracks left on the virgin sand. 

			It was hard to picture an oasis in this empty place. Still, Caleb led on and he followed. 

			Near morning, Lore spotted a patch in the crevice of two hills. Caleb turned and led them toward the patch. As they drew closer, palm trees and shrubs came into focus, the greenery a lush contrast to the rest of the desert. 

			Beyond the trees water sparkled in the morning light. The sight of water released something inside him. Up until then, he hadn’t realized how much the heat and sand had leeched the life out of him. Avonains rarely traversed the desert, and now he knew why. His people belonged by the ocean. The very heartbeat of their soul was connected to water. To be away from water was to slowly die. And he had been, until now.

			Past the tree line, they found a clear spot underneath a group of palms near the water. Charred remains from an old fire sat in a scooped out hole in the sand.

			Caleb had said the nomadic tribes of the Great Desert used Merida as a watering hole. The fire seemed to indicate someone had been here recently. 

			Caleb looked back at Lore. “Here is where we will make camp.”

			Lore nodded and dismounted. He let the horse wander over to a patch of tall grass while he walked over to Caleb and reached for Nierne. Her body was hot to the touch. Her eyes fluttered beneath her lids and a deep flush covered her gaunt cheeks. 

			He drew his lips into a firm line and held her. He didn’t know much about desert fever, but he did know death. There were traces of it etched across her face. His chest tightened. Death was cold and cruel and left a wake of hurt behind. How much would her death affect Caleb?

			Caleb spread a blanket out beneath the palms and rolled a cloak into a makeshift pillow. “Place her here.” 

			Lore crossed the sand and laid Nierne on top of the blanket. Caleb, in the meantime, used his dagger on an extra tunic, tearing it into strips. 

			He turned and went to the water’s edge. The water was cool and clear. He scooped up the water and drank, then splashed more across his face. 

			Caleb joined him, drinking first, then wetting the strips he had made.

			Lore looked over. “Is there anything I can do?”

			Caleb finished wringing out one of the strips and looked around. “Do you know how to track animals?”

			“Yes. What kinds of animals live here?”

			“Desert hares. Desert foxes. Snakes. Birds. See if you can find any trails or dens where we can set some snares. Since we will be here a couple days, we should restock our supplies. I will make sure Nierne is comfortable, then I will join you.”

			“Sounds good.” Lore started through the trees. After a couple minutes, he spotted a small trail leading from the water. Most likely a rabbit or fox. He looked around, memorizing the spot and where it was in relation to their camp, then moved on. 

			The oasis was quiet except for the occasional bird. A soft breeze blew along the trees. Lore leaned against one of the palms and closed his eyes. A moment later, he looked across the water to where their camp was. Caleb knelt by Nierne, holding her up, tipping the waterskin into her mouth. 

			His chest tightened again. He doubted Nierne would live through the night. The thought hurt, even though he hardly knew her. Death always hurt deep inside. 

			Why hadn’t Caleb been able to heal her? Was his blood so diluted that he no longer possessed the ability to heal, or at least heal others? Lore rubbed his face. He knew what it was like to be close to saving the one he loved, and losing her. 

			He looked over the water again. Caleb laid Nierne down and placed a cloth across her forehead. Warmth flooded his middle.

			How could he wish harm on a man in pain?

			Then he saw Lord Gaynor again, blood pooling around his head. 

			Lore pushed away from the tree and made his way back into the palms. 

			

			
			

			
			Caleb joined him a half hour later. 

			Lore knelt by the water and cupped a handful to his mouth. It tasted like sand, but at least it wet his throat. He stood and shook the water from his hands. “I found a couple trails.” 

			“So did I. Hopefully we can catch something for dinner tonight. Do you know how to make snares?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then let’s do it.”

			The men spent the next hour making snares and setting them up along the game trails. Afterward, Caleb went back to Nierne and Lore gathered dates and other edibles he could find.

			The sun now shone overhead and the heat quickly soaked through his clothes. He checked the snares and found two hares. He brought them back and gathered wood for a fire. 

			Time passed. Lore sat beside one of the palm trees that surrounded their little camp, his gaze on Nierne. Caleb sat next to her. Neither man spoke.

			Nierne whimpered, the first sound she had made since they arrived. Lore sat up. Caleb was already at her side. 

			She gave a small jerk. “Father Reth!” She gasped and tried to sit up. “Don’t leave—don’t leave me!” Her eyes were out of focus.

			“Shhhh.” Caleb leaned down and placed his hands on her shoulders. “No one is leaving y—”

			“Noooo! You can’t—” She struggled against Caleb. Her face scrunched up. “I don’t want to be alone!” She grabbed Caleb by the shirt, her eyes seeing beyond his face. “Please, don’t leave me. I can’t do this!”

			Lore stood and came over, bending down next to Caleb.

			“She’s hallucinating.” Caleb guided her back down. “You’re not alone, Nierne.”

			 Her eyes rolled up into her head and her body went slack. Caleb wetted one of the cloths and dabbed her face. On closer inspection, Lore realized Caleb’s face was also pale and glistening with sweat. 

			The man was scared. 

			Funny. He would never have thought death would scare an assassin. But perhaps it was more than that. Caleb had mentioned that his mother had died from desert fever. And watching Caleb and Nierne the past couple weeks, Lore knew there was something between them. 

			Caleb laid the cloth across her forehead and closed his eyes. 

			Was he . . . praying?

			Lore looked away and shifted uncomfortably. 

			Let him go.

			

•••

			All Caleb could see in his mind’s eye was his mother: her body wasting away until nothing remained but skin and bones. In the end, she hadn’t even recognized him. The fever had eaten her mind, leaving behind only fragments of her past memories. 

			On her last day of life, he ran. He couldn’t watch death anymore. It terrified him with its all-consuming maw. And so he had let his mother die alone. 

			When he took his first assignment from his cousin Corin a couple years later, he swore he would never let death affect him again. He had buried his heart so deep inside that death was simply an act he committed, with no emotions attached. 

			But now . . . 

			His focus came back. Caleb stared down at Nierne. She was slowly wasting away, just like his mother. Her lush, red hair now lay in brittle strands around her face. Her cheeks stuck out unnaturally, tinted with the heat of the fever. 

			And now the hallucinations had set in. It was only a matter of time until—

			His heart beat faster. He wanted to run again. Coward! 

			Caleb dropped his head. Yes, he was a coward. But he would not leave Nierne. 

			So he bowed his head instead. There were no words he could say. He had stood over countless bodies and watched the life drain from them, death brought about by his own hand. He had learned to control death. 

			But now? There was no controlling this. Even his Eldaran blood had failed him.

			His hands began to shake and sweat broke out along his forehead. He closed his eyes. Word, I don’t want to watch her die. Please, don’t let Nierne die.

			He stayed beside her until his legs went numb. Still, he never moved. The sun began to sink in the west. The smell of cooked rabbit filled the air. He continued his vigil.

			“Here.” 

			Caleb looked up. Lore held out a strip of bark with chunks of meat and a couple dates on it. 

			“Eat.”

			Caleb nodded and took the bark. He placed a chunk of meat in his mouth and chewed. He ate a date as well, then put the makeshift plate to the side.

			After a while, Lore came by and took away the food. “I will watch her if you need a break.”

			Caleb shook his head. If he left, he might not come back. 

			Lore brought him a waterskin. “For both of you.”

			“Thank you.” He took a long drink, then placed a hand beneath Nierne’s head and held her up. The water dribbled out the sides of her mouth and down her neck. She was so far gone she didn’t even seem to notice. Caleb placed her back down, his heart frozen. 

			The sky darkened. Lore laid out his blanket on the other side of the fire. An hour passed before he heard Lore’s soft, even breathing. The air cooled. 

			Fatigue pressed down on his body. His eyelids grew heavy and sleep called. He fought it. He stoked the fire instead. Red sparks flew up into the sky. The moon came out, its pale light washing across the oasis and reflecting off the water. 

			Unable to stay up, Caleb laid down near Nierne, his gaze fixed on her. Her chest rose and fell every few seconds. He closed his eyes. Word, I will need your help. He squeezed his eyes tighter. I am not strong enough to face this. Help me.

			
•••

			Voices echoed across the sand. 

			Caleb grabbed his dagger and sat up. His heart rapped hard against his ribcage. How long had he been out? The fire nearby had died. Overhead, the sky was already turning a light blue. 

			“There is a caravan—”

			Caleb swerved around and pressed his dagger to Lore’s throat.

			“—approaching.” Lore looked down at the dagger. “Remind me not to be this close to you when you first wake up.”

			Caleb pulled the dagger away and rubbed his face. “I don’t startle well.”

			“I noticed.” 

			Voices hummed through the air. Caleb looked up and around. 

			“They are approaching from the south.” Lore pointed toward the thickest patch of trees. “I don’t think they’ve noticed us yet.”

			Caleb didn’t answer. He turned toward Nierne instead. For a moment, she looked . . . different. But he didn’t have time to figure out why. He covered her with the cloak, grabbed the end of the blanket, and pulled her across the sand into the bushes nearby. 

			Lore already had his sword out and was now crouching beside one of the palm trees. Caleb pulled the branches over Nierne, then moved toward Lore. 

			Lore pointed between the trees. 

			Caleb stood above the bushes and looked. Past the tree line and almost a half-mile out was a caravan of about twenty camels, horses, and people. He crouched back down. “Probably one of the nomad tribes.” 

			“Hostile or friendly?” 

			Caleb held his head just above the bushes and watched the caravan approach. “I don’t know. I don’t see any insignia.”

			“So what do we do?”

			Caleb looked back at where Nierne lay hidden. “I will go meet them. Better someone familiar to them than a foreigner like you. If things go bad, protect Nierne. All right?” 

			“You know that without you, we won’t make it across the desert.”

			Caleb checked his side. His other dagger was there and ready. “Then let us pray that the tribe approaching is friendly.” He straightened up and headed toward the caravan before Lore could say anything else. 

			He started calculating how many men he could take out if the group proved hostile. A heaviness settled across his middle. Please don’t let it come to that . . . 

			One of the men looked his way and pointed. A shout went up. The caravan slowed to a stop. 

			Three men broke away from the group. Two of them were thin and young. They walked on either side of a larger man, broad in the shoulders and a half head taller than his companions. They all wore headscarves across their heads.

			Caleb forced his body to relax. If a fight broke out, he didn’t want to be stiff. 

			We can’t afford a fight.

			Don’t think about it. Just do it. 

			Haven’t I shed enough blood for a lifetime?

			Focus.

			The large man in the middle stopped. His eyes widened. The other two men stopped as well. 

			“Well, well, Caleb Tala. We meet again.”
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			Caleb stared at the older man. “Balthazar?”

			The man smiled. “It has been a long time.”

			“Yes, it has.” Caleb took a step closer, but kept his blade out and ready. “Fifteen years at least. What are you doing here?”

			Balthazar threw back his head and laughed. The men on either side of him glanced at Balthazar, then back at Caleb. “Why, I am here for the water, of course. And why are you here, son of Selene?”

			Caleb lowered his blade a fraction. “I am traveling across the Great Desert with friends. We are heading to Kerre and to Thyra.”

			At the name of Thyra, Balthazar frowned. “Thyra, you say. What is in Thyra? What do you seek there?”

			“Answers.”

			“Then perhaps you have not heard. Thyra is no more.”

			Lore stepped from out of the trees. “What do you mean? Has the city been razed?”

			Balthazar’s men drew their swords, long curved blades that flashed in the sunlight. 

			“Wait.” Caleb threw his arm out in front of Lore, his dagger pointed at Balthazar’s men. “This is one of my companions. He is no threat to you.”

			Balthazar shifted his gaze between Caleb and Lore. “Your companion, you say. Will you vouch for him?”

			“Yes. On my name.”

			Balthazar nodded, apparently satisfied. “I am Balthazar Shalom, High Chief of the Great Desert tribes.” He gave a small bow and waved his hand.

			Lore bowed. “I am Lore Palancar, former Captain of the Guard of the White City and varor to High Lady Astrea Celestis.”

			Balthazar straightened. His men still stood on guard, their swords held before them. “Captain, you are a long way from home. And if I am not mistaken, you are Avonain.”

			“I am. And please call me Lore. I am no longer captain.”

			“I see. Well then, welcome Lore Palancar to the oasis Merida.” Balthazar held his hands up and looked around. “This place must be a wonderful haven in the midst of this hot and dry land for a sea dweller like yourself.”

			“It is, thank you. But back to Thyra. What do you know of that city?”

			Caleb eyed the two guards. “Yes, I am curious as well.”

			Balthazar clapped his hands. “All in good time. It is a conversation that will take more time than I wish to spend here in the hot sun. Come. Let my people make camp. I invite both of you join me for dinner.”

			Caleb bowed. “As you wish. One more thing. Do you travel with a healer?”

			“I do. Are you ill?”

			“No, but my other companion is. Desert fever.”

			“Hmm. I will see what she can do, but you know as well as I that little can be done for those afflicted by desert fever.”

			“I know, but any help is welcome.”

			“I will have Thamina’s tent set up first. As soon as it is ready, I will send someone to let you know.”

			Caleb bowed. “Thank you, Chief Balthazar.”

			Balthazar waved his hand. “Just Balthazar, please. I would do anything for the son of Selene.” Balthazar turned and headed back to the caravan waiting behind him. His guards gave Caleb and Lore one last look before following their chieftain. 

			Caleb turned around and headed toward their own camp. 

			Lore came up beside him. “How do you know this man?”

			“He was a friend of my mother’s.”

			The sand crunched softly beneath their boots. “And do you trust him?”

			Caleb kept his dagger loose in one hand. “Most men I would say no. But Balthazar, yes, I trust him.” 

			“So this Selene was your mother?”

			“Yes. My mother lived with his tribe before she met my father.”

			“I see. I did not realize you were only half Temanin.”

			Caleb glanced over at Lore. “Half Eldaran. My mother was not from Balthazar’s tribe. Nor was she Temanin. Balthazar found her wandering the Great Desert, half dead and with no memory. His people nursed her back to health. She lived with his tribe until my father stumbled upon his camp, injured during a border skirmish with Hont. I don’t know where my mother came from. Neither did she. But now I know what she was before she met Balthazar. She was an Eldaran, at one point in time.”

			“One time?”

			“My mother relinquished her role as Guardian. She gave up her blood rights and lost her power. Perhaps that is what caused her to lose her memory as well.”

			“Your mother lost her Eldaran blood?”

			Caleb looked over at him. “Yes.”

			Lore shook his head. “I have never heard or read of such a thing.”

			“Interesting. The Word gave me a choice to stay human or become an Eldaran.”

			“And you choose Eldaran. Why?”

			Caleb shrugged. “Perhaps as penance for my former life. To save lives instead of taking them.” He reached the bushes where Nierne lay and pulled back the leaves. She never moved and her breathing was shallow. Still, there was something different about her. He touched her cheek. It didn’t seem as hot. Or maybe that was just him hopin—

			“Everything all right?”

			Caleb glanced up at Lore. “What? Oh, yes.” He bent down and grabbed two corners of the blanket Nierne lay on and pulled her out. He brought her to a shady spot near the water. 

			How fortunate that he had met Balthazar out here. No, not fortunate. Caleb filled the waterskin from the spring and knelt down by Nierne. He lifted her head and let the water dribble into her mouth. Word, I know it was you. You brought Balthazar here.

			There was no answer, outside or inside his mind. But the wind blew gently through the trees and across his face. 

			Thank you.

			Caleb sat beside Nierne and watched the water lap along the shore. Lore sat across from him, his eyes half shut, sweat beading his face. Behind him, past the trees, Balthazar’s people set up camp. 

			He kept his dagger out. He might trust Balthazar, but that didn’t mean he trusted his other men. Lore kept his sword out as well. Smart man. In another time and another place, they might have been friends. They thought a lot alike. Unfortunately, that nasty business in Avonai loomed between them, probably permanently.

			A half hour later, a small trim woman who looked to be about his age approached him. Her long, dark hair was tied back and covered with a linen scarf. The rest of her clothing was coarse and dark, much like the rest of Balthazar’s people. Her eyes were large and shaped like almonds, set above a small and pretty nose. 

			She stopped a couple feet away. “Caleb Tala?”

			Caleb stood to his feet, keeping his body between the woman and Nierne. “Yes?”

			“I am Thamina. I was sent by Balthazar. He said you have someone sick with desert fever.”

			“Yes, my companion here.”

			Thamina glanced over his shoulder. “The young woman?”

			“Yes.”

			“Could you take her to my tent? I think she would be more comfortable there.”

			Caleb nodded. He turned and picked up Nierne. She was lighter than she had been, and felt almost fragile in his arms, like a bird with a broken wing. He stood and faced the healer.

			“This way.” She headed toward the tents set up along the outer edge of the oasis, scattered amongst the palm trees. 

			As he approached the camp, the people gathered turned to look at him. Most of them were short, with dark coarse clothing and linen cloths wrapped or draped across their heads. He did not recognize any of them, but then again he had not visited his mother’s people in years. 

			Thamina stopped in front of a long, narrow tent set up at the edge of the camp. She pulled the flap back and glanced at Caleb. “Bring the young woman inside and lay her on the blankets.”

			He nodded and stooped inside. The tent was small, with a table set up along the left wall, canvas sacks hanging along the back wall, and a pile of blankets to the right. The subtle scent of aloe hung in the air.

			Caleb placed Nierne on the blankets and pushed her hair back. He frowned and touched her forehead again. Her skin was cool rather than hot to the touch. He ran a finger along her cheek and jaw. Her face, though thin and pale, was beautiful. Perfect. Down to the last little red speck across her nose.

			“I’m afraid we both won’t fit in here.”

			He looked around, then back at Thamina. “You’re right.” He stood and headed toward the entrance. The healer stepped back to let him out. “You will let me know how she is.”

			The smile across the woman’s face faded. “Yes, when I know anything. Is she your wife?”

			“What?” Caleb glanced back inside. “No, no. A friend I am helping across the desert.”

			“Good, very good.” Her smile brightened again. “Now off with you.”

			Caleb narrowed his eyes. Before he could say anything, she swirled around and entered the tent. 

			He would keep an eye on her.

			He headed back to his own makeshift camp near the spring. Lore sat beside the palm closest to the water, his eyes closed. Caleb watched him, then stalked off. He couldn’t just wait here. He had to do something. So he spent the next thirty minutes checking the traps. A fox and two rabbits. He brought the animals back, skinned them, then sliced the meat and laid the strips across a hot rock. The meat would add to their dwindling stocks. The skins he laid out too. Perhaps Balthazar and his people could find use for them. 

			Next, he started gathering more dates. He would dry those out as well. 

			Every hour or so, he would head back to the healer’s tent, but still no word. So he kept busy, setting more traps, gathering more dates. 

			As he dumped the last of the dates into a pile, the brush moved behind him. In a flash, he had his dagger out and turned.

			Thamina held up her hands, her eyes wide and focused on the dagger in his hand. “I came to let you know about the young woman.”

			Caleb tucked it back into the sheath at his side. 

			“I’ve heard stories about you, Caleb Tala.” 

			Caleb glanced up. 

			She tapped her chin. “I’m wondering if some of them might be true.” 

			Before he could respond, Thamina turned around and headed back through the trees. He followed, puzzling over this young woman. What stories?

			She led the way through the tents to the back one. When they reached her tent, she turned around and folded her arms. 

			“Why aren’t we going in?”

			“I want to speak to you first.”

			A shard of ice formed inside his middle. “Why? What happened? Is she—” 

			“No, she is not dead. Actually, quite the opposite. You will be happy to hear that the young woman is no longer sick.”

			Wait, what? “You mean she no longer has the fever?” The air left his lungs.

			“No. Judging from her appearance and weakness, I would say the fever broke last night.”

			That’s why Nierne had looked different to him this morning. All strength drained from his limbs. She wasn’t going to die. He wouldn’t have to watch her—

			“Are you all right?”

			Caleb looked up. “I am now. I’ve seen desert fever before, and when it hits adults—”

			“I know.” Thamina clasped her hands in front of her. “My oldest brother succumbed to the fever a couple years ago. I’ve seen children live, they usually do. But not adults. I don’t know how she survived. Perhaps Mirelukahn had something to do with it?”

			Mirelukahn. Was Thamina a follower of the Temanin healing goddess? Wait. His mind went back to what she had first said. If the fever had broken last night . . . He folded his arms and glared at Thamina. “Why didn’t you tell me when I first brought her?”

			“I didn’t know. She was very weak. And I still wasn’t sure. So I used what herbal remedies I knew to help her. But I believe she was already on the mend.”

			Caleb looked over her shoulder at the tent. “Can I see her? After all, isn’t that why you brought me here?”

			Thamina stepped to the side. “Of course, just be warn—”

			Caleb ignored her and entered the tent. It was dark inside, with just a small lamp lit on the table nearby. He knelt down beside Nierne. A blanket lay across her body, her arms stretched out over the top, her hair splayed out around her like a halo of fire. She slept, her head tilted toward the side, a curl near her mouth moving with each breath she took. 

			Something twisted inside his chest. He moved the curl back, his hand briefly touching her cheek. The thing inside twisted tighter. He felt the words before they reached his lips. Thankfulness was not a virtue he was well known for. But it now swelled up inside of him. He rubbed the curl between two fingers before letting it fall, and looked at Nierne’s face. 

			It wasn’t Mirelukahn who had healed Nierne. Nor was it him, or some herb, or time. He knew firsthand the power of a true healer, one who could mend the body, the heart, and the soul. 

			Word, thank you. Thank you for healing her. 

			Thamina entered behind him. 

			He let out a long sigh. “What?” He half turned his head toward her. 

			“The woman needs her rest. I would like her to remain in my tent for the next couple days.”

			“Of course.” He tucked the blanket back around Nierne. She was still pale, so deathly pale, but there was the quick of life in her again. He could feel it. 

			“I brought you here so you could see her. But we should go now.”

			Caleb tightened his jaw, but he knew Thamina was right. Nierne needed uninterrupted rest. He sighed and stood, his head brushing the top of the tent. At least she was better. 

			He turned and found Thamina already outside. He ducked through the flaps and followed her.

			“The woman inside my tent. You seem to care a great deal about her. Do you plan to bond with her?”

			Caleb folded his arms. “You are very forward for a desert woman. And a young one at that.”

			Thamina shrugged. “Merely observant. And I take it from your answer that she is not yours, or you would have said so.”

			“No. Our story is long and complicated. Nierne is a scribe from the Monastery in Thyra.”

			“A scribe? From the Monastery?” Thamina tapped her chin with her finger. “Now that is interesting. And considering what I know about you”—she looked pointedly at Caleb—“I’m sure your story would make a fascinating tale around the spirit fire.”

			Caleb narrowed his eyes. “What exactly do you think you know?”

			“I know you’re no ordinary prince of Temanin.”

			Caleb clenched his hand, but before he could say anything, she turned and waved at a couple women who came walking around the corner. 

			He went the other way, toward the trees and back to his camp. What was with that healer? He looked back. 

			And why did she seem familiar?
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			Rowen stared out the window from her bedroom on the third floor. The sky was dark grey and a gentle rain fell across Thyra. Droplets hit the glass with soft patters, the only sound inside her room. 

			Valin’s words from days before rang inside her mind, searching out the deepest part of her thoughts. We are gods. Their gods.

			He was crazy. And yet . . . 

			 She couldn’t deny that he was right in one aspect: They were different from humans. They might look human, feel human, but the power that lived inside her separated her from those around her, an endless chasm that could never be crossed. 

			In some ways she had more in common with the Shadonae than she did with anyone else she had met.

			Rowen gripped the front of her gown and spun away from the window. What am I thinking? I am different. I am an Eldaran. 

			But what did that mean? She knew so little about her people. And from what she had seen so far, she wasn’t that much different than Valin or Malchus. 

			I don’t kill people. 

			But had she seen either of them kill someone? Nierne said they killed people with just a touch of their hand. Was that why Valin wore a black glove? To cover up his ability?

			Rowen went back to the window and looked out. The rain had stopped. Maybe she should investigate for herself, find out what really happened here. Perhaps it would help her understand why she was here and how she could stop them.

			Her stomach churned. Stop them? How? She breathed faster. I can’t, I can’t . . . 

			Slow down. She closed her eyes. One step at a time. Just one step. Today she would find out what happened here. 

			She turned and headed toward the wardrobe and grabbed the grey wrap inside. She pulled it over her shoulders and went to the door. Down the hall and stairs she went to the first floor. Instead of taking the back door that led into the garden, she followed the hall to the front of the house. 

			Outside, the air was cold and misty. Rowen pulled the wrap tighter around her body and shut the main door. 

			She looked down one side of the street, then the other. Where should she go first? High above the trees, she could see the senate tower. She stepped back beside a tree. No. Not there. Definitely not there. 

			But then where?

			Rowen looked back at the senate tower. The streets were like spokes and the tower was the hub. She remembered that from her first day here. So as long as she knew where she was, and used the tower as her guide, she could explore the city and make it back without getting lost. Hopefully.

			She turned left and started down the street. For the first hour she explored that street, only finding houses and small stores. Next, she crossed over to the next spoke-street. More houses. This time she found a large building made of red brick. It contrasted with the white buildings around it. Seemed older too. 

			A wall made from the same red bricks stood around the building. Rowen approached the metal gate. It banged against the wall and slowly swung open again. She looked around, then walked toward it. A plaque was set inside the brick wall to the right of the gate. 

			The Monastery of Thyra.

			This was the famous Monastery of Thyra? She looked between the metal bars at the brick building within. So this was where Nierne was from. And where the historical annals of the Lands were kept. Even the history of the Lands over the ocean. 

			The gate banged again, disrupting her thoughts. She should get back before she was discovered. Valin may have said she could move about freely, but she still wasn’t convinced he meant it. Or did he really believe she wouldn’t leave?

			Rowen looked at the monastery one last time, then headed back toward the street that would lead her back to the house. 

			The air grew colder. Her fingers tingled and her chest began hurt. She blew on her fingers and turned a corner—

			A soul-rending chill exploded inside her chest. She fell against the nearest building, her lungs aching with each breath. Frosty waves rose in front of her face. 

			She looked up, half expecting snow, but only rain came down from the grey skies above. Her teeth began to chatter and she could barely feel her fingers. 

			Something moved a couple blocks away. 

			Rowen held her breath, her heart racing inside, her fingers splayed across the wall behind her.

			There. Like fog, only darker, almost black. And moving. It glided along the street, then turned down an alley two blocks away. 

			Rowen watched the wispy end disappear beyond the building.

			She didn’t move, didn’t breathe, only stared at the spot until her lungs reminded her she needed air. She drew in two quiet gulps. Already, she was feeling warm again, or at least warmer than she had a minute ago. 

			She stepped away from the wall. The air seemed to brighten around her, as if a cloud had passed before the sun, and now the sun was back. Only there was no sun out today. 

			Rowen turned in the other direction, opposite of the smoke, and ran. 

			A minute later she reached the house and entered, making sure to fully close the door behind her. 

			She turned and placed her back against the door and slid to the floor, her heart still drumming. By now, she was fully warm again, only wet. She stared down the long, dark hallway. She had felt that chill before. Back in Azar, when Lore—

			Her throat tightened. 

			When he arrived at Drake’s place to rescue her. 

			She hugged herself and leaned against the door. Velyni had felt the same way, like an icicle had been thrust into her heart—

			She sat up, eyes wide. Was she here? Was Velyni here?

			No . . . same chill, but this one felt weaker. And Velyni had not looked like smoke. But if it wasn’t Velyni, then did that mean there were more like her?

			Rowen stood up. She rubbed her arms and looked back at the door. Whatever it was, she didn’t want to run into it again.

			

			
			

			
			The next few days, she studied the routine of those who served her. A meal was brought three times a day and left on the dining room table on the first floor. She had yet to catch a glimpse of whoever brought the food. 

			Valin came late in the morning. She welcomed his company when the loneliness and quiet became too much to bear. But within a half hour, she longed for different company. Valin either asked lots of questions or just stared at her. And the darkness around him was almost overwhelming.

			At least she had the afternoons to herself. She spent most of her time wandering the city. So far she had only found more empty homes and shops. When evening came, she went back to her room hollow and quiet. Valin may claim she was a guest and not a prisoner, but she was no guest, and this city was her prison. 

			A clock ticked on the nearby mantle inside the sitting room. Valin sat in one chair, Rowen in the other. A table stood between them with a tea tray set on top. Curls of steam rose from the amber liquid inside the cups. Rain pattered against the large window across the room. 

			Valin took his cup, blew, and sipped the tea. 

			Rowen sat with her hands folded in her lap. She had discovered another section of Thyra yesterday, a section that might still hold people. She wanted time to explore it today, rain or no rain.

			Her gaze darted toward the window and she watched the rain fall against the glass. Tap. Tap. The room had grown quiet. She looked back. 

			Valin lowered his teacup. “Do you have a pressing appointment?”

			Her face grew hot. “No.” 

			He looked at the window, then back at her. Did he know? His face was impassive as he placed his teacup back on the table. 

			Rowen glanced at her own tea, barely touched. “Why do you keep me here?” 

			He folded his hands. “Here? Do you mean this house? I believe I said you had your freedom.” He leaned back into his chair. “I don’t keep you here. Rather, I hope you will choose to stay here. But I must warn you, if you do decide to wander the city, be on your guard. Not everything here is safe.”

			She looked again at the window. “Why? What do I need to be afraid of? There isn’t anything left in this city.” Or was he referring to the smoke creature?

			“Oh, you’d be surprised.”

			She looked back. “Then tell me.” Yes, please tell me what that thing was.

			Instead of answering, he steepled his fingers together and studied her. 

			Rowen stared back. What went through his mind when he looked at her? 

			Valin leaned toward the table and lifted his teacup. “There are still people here.”

			“People?” She laughed. “What people? I haven’t seen any.”

			Valin took a sip. “There are still people here. Hiding.” His eyes grew hard. “You can’t see them from your window. And there are other things here too, besides people.”

			Rowen frowned and picked up her own cup. If there were people here, why hadn’t she met any? Where were they? She sipped at the earthy tasting drink and made a face. Her tea had gone cold. “Why should I fear those people? The ones hiding?”

			Valin smiled, but it did not reach his eyes. “Because the moment they realize who you are, they will hate you.”

			“Why? I have done nothing to them.”

			“You don’t have to. Remember what you said about your village. They banished you even though you had done nothing wrong. Just the fact you are different will give them cause.”

			“Not all humans are so biased.”

			Valin chortled. “There you go again. Tell me, how well were you treated while you were in Temanin?”

			Rowen looked away. 

			“You can say all you want about those few people who stood by you. They were an exception. An anomaly. So rare as to not be counted. Both of our pasts prove that humans either fear us or use us. So heed me when I say be careful if you wander the streets of Thyra.”

			Rowen clenched her hand. 

			His cup chinked softly as he put his cup down. He stood and straightened his cloak. “I think it is time for you to learn more about who you are.”

			“What do you mean? What makes you think you know who I am?”

			Valin shrugged. “We are more alike than you know.”

			Rowen shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

			Valin ignored her and turned toward the door. “Tomorrow. I will show you what I mean.” He opened the door and walked out. 

			The door clicked shut and she sighed. Why did Valin come here? Why was she here? She looked at the ceiling and raised her hands. “Why am I here?”

			There was no answer. There never seemed to be an answer. Rowen closed her eyes. Word, please. Why am I here? Why do you leave me alone here?

			Silence.

			Rowen swallowed the lump in her throat and stood. What did she think would happen? That the Word would just appear and lay out exactly why she was in Thyra and what she was supposed to do with the Shadonae?

			Yes, a small part of her whispered. 

			But what if the Word told her to kill Valin? And Malchus? Could she do it? Would the Word really ask such a thing? 

			Word, I don’t think I can kill them. I don’t think I can kill anyone.

			No answer came. 

			Rowen went to the window. People were here in Thyra. She found that hard to believe, but she could not erase that hard look she had seen on Valin’s face. Valin was not happy with them. So they must exist. And if she found them, maybe she would find her purpose for being here. Perhaps it was to save these people, and not kill the Shadonae.

			She liked that idea better, although how in all the Lands she would do that, she had no idea. But it was something to go on.
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			It was a strange sight, a fortress in the middle of Thyra. The fortress loomed before Rowen, tall, cold, and impenetrable. A high wall surrounded the structure with only a double gate in the front. Weeds grew along the wall and in the corners. Past the gates was a courtyard, a mud-filled pit with puddles of water. Rain drizzled down, darkening the mud and sending ripples across the water.

			Past the mucky courtyard was the fortress itself. Three stories high, with battlements and arrow slits along the top. An iron door stood in the front, solid and thick. 

			Rowen stood in the rain, just on the edge of the outer wall. Her hair fell in wet tendrils around her face and water ran the contours of her cheeks. She pulled the grey wrap tighter around her, clutching it at her neck to keep the rain out. 

			It appeared the city of Thyra had grown up around the fortress, swallowing this ancient place of protection until it was no longer needed. Until now. A torch burned to the side of the iron door and hundreds of footprints were scattered across the mud. 

			This had to be where the humans were. But were they locked up? Or were they like the herald, human in body but not in mind.

			As if in answer, a man came walking around the corner. 

			Rowen stepped back and around the wall. After a second, she glanced back. 

			The man came to a stop beside the iron door. He stood there, the rain drizzling down on his body, his hands down by his sides. His face was hidden beneath a metal helm with a long metal piece that covered his nose, leaving his eyes and chin exposed. A faded yellow tabard covered his chainmail vest and his boots were covered in mud. 

			Rowen watched him, squinting in the rain. She was too far away to see his eyes, to see if they blinked or if he was simply a shell of a man.

			She held still, searching inside for that core heat that lay deep within. She may not be able to access her mark, but she could still feel the moods around her. Her power slowly stirred, like an ember being breathed upon. It grew inside her until she warmed with its heat. 

			Rowen concentrated on the man. Go there. 

			Her power reached out and touched the man—

			And rebounded on her in a wave of invisible flame. 

			Rowen staggered against the side of the wall and gripped the wrap with her chained hand. Her truthsaying power came roaring to life. The fire burned its way through her chest and down her arm to her palm. But there it stopped, blocked by her metal glove, a pulsing ball of heat.

			She fell to her knees, the mud squelching beneath her. Her power hadn’t triggered since Temanin. Why now? 

			Daughter. 

			Rowen froze. “Word?” 

			He needs you.

			Something inside her broke. “Where are you? I’ve missed Your voice.” 

			Her heat turned to warmth, like a caress across her soul.

			She curled her hand next to her chest, a sob making its way up her throat. I’m so lonely. And I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t know why I’m here. The cry reached her lips, but she held it in. She couldn’t be heard. Tears mingled with the rain running down her face. 

			Hurry, daughter. He needs you.

			She looked back up. What did the Word mean—Wait. The soldier in front of the fortress. Did He mean him?

			Yes.

			Already she could feel His warmth receding inside her. She raised her head. “Don’t leave me! I need you!”

			I am always with you.

			Her face scrunched up. “But I don’t always feel you or hear you.”

			The warmth withdrew, replaced with the fire of her own power. Another sob welled up inside her throat. “Please, I need you.” She dropped her head. “It’s so dark here.”

			The rain pelted down across her back and neck, soaking through her wrap. She wanted to curl up into a ball and lay down, but the mud was icy cold. Instead, she leaned against the wall. Her power continued to burn across her palm. She looked down at the metal glove. How was she supposed to help that man? She couldn’t touch him. And she didn’t even know what was wrong with him.

			Rowen pulled herself up. I will do this. Somehow

			She stepped around the wall and into the courtyard. One step. Two steps. The mud squelched beneath her boots. 

			The man did not respond to her movement. Did he not see her? 

			The fire moved from her chest to her palm. Her insides churned until her stomach cramped. 

			She stopped in front of the man. 

			He never blinked. Just like the herald.

			Her hand began to shake. I can’t do this.

			Her power surged inside again, reaching toward the man. 

			Yes, I can. I have to.

			Rowen held her hand up. Light seeped between the chains and plates like sunbeams. Pinpoints of light appeared in his grey eyes. She lifted her hand higher. Heat burned across her palm. “Can—can you see me?”  

			The man did not move. The only sign of life was the rise and fall of his chest. 

			Rowen looked up at the sky. Rain fell across her face. I have no idea what I’m doing.

			There was no answer. 

			The Word said the soldier needed her help. All right. She would do what she could. 

			Rowen spread her fingers apart and placed her hand on his neck, the only exposed place she could find. He did not react to her touch. Her power pressed against the metal glove. She closed her eyes and sank deep inside herself until all she could feel was the beat of her heart and the heat across her palm. 

			She pictured the light blazing from her palm, blocked by the metal glove. Then the light spread across the metal, heating it to red. 

			Rowen gasped and opened her eyes, pulling her hand away. The metal looked fine. She touched it with her other hand. No heat. She placed it back on his neck and closed her eyes again.

			She pressed harder with her mind, willing the light to pass the metal barrier. Her face grew warm. She took in long, hard breaths. Come on! 

			The metal grew red again inside her mind. 

			Push through it. 

			The metal glowed with the fiery red of a blacksmith’s apparatus. Sweat ran down her face and her arm shook. 

			I can’t do this for much longe—

			Her truthsaying power burst through the metal, flowing into the man like a raging river. Someone gasped far away, but she was too deep inside her own mind to come back. 

			The man’s name was Rory.

			Flashes from his life rushed across her vision, moving so fast she hardly caught a glimpse before the scene moved on. He grew up in Thyra. Trained as a soldier. Loved the baker’s daughter. Served the senate.

			His memories changed at that point, splitting into two paths. There was a tainted one, a shadow of a memory over the clearer one. One showed his service to a tall, lanky man. The other showed him kneeling before Valin.

			What in the Lands?

			The fire inside her rushed toward the shadowed memory. The memories burst into flames, burning like dry leaves until nothing remained but the clear memories. 

			Stars erupted across her vision and her temples throbbed. The weight of her power pressed down on her lungs. 

			Just . . . a little . . . more. 

			The last of the shadow memories burned away, leaving Rory’s mind exposed to the light. 

			He yelled from far away.

			Rowen dropped her hand and fell to the mud, the darkness swallowing her.

			

			
			

			
			Someone shook her shoulder. Rowen blinked and opened her eyes. Grey clouds filled her vision. A raindrop fell across her forehead, another across her cheek. Her body was encased in something cold and thick. She tried to sit up. 

			“Here, let me help you.” A hand came to rest beneath her back and helped her. The mud squelched as it released her body. 

			Rowen grimaced at the mud, then turned. 

			Rory crouched next to her. He drew his hand away, his palm and fingers slick with muck. “What happened? Why am I at Cragsmoor? And who are you?

			“I—I don’t know. I don’t know what happened.” Rowen grabbed the side of the wall and used it to help herself up. 

			“I don’t remember anything.” Rory shook his head. “Nothing. Wait—there were two men, newcomers to Thyra. Important men, from up north near the strait. Senator Regessus told me to take them around the city. I took them back to the house they were staying at, and then . . . nothing.” Rory pulled his helmet off and held it beneath his arm. His reddish hair was damp and plastered to his forehead.

			Rowen wasn’t sure what to say, or if she should say anything. 

			Rory remained quiet as he looked around. The only sound was the soft patter of rain. “Where is everybody?” He turned back toward Rowen. “And who are you?”

			Rowen sagged against the wall. How did she answer that? She glanced toward the tower. They shouldn’t stay here, out where Valin or Malchus could see them from the tower windows. She pushed away and steadied herself. “I’ll tell you all I know if you come with me.”

			His forehead creased. “I don’t know. I think I’m on guard duty, but I don’t remember being assigned to Cragsmoor . . .”

			“Rory, your mind was twisted. That is why you don’t remember anything. The false memories you had, I have erased.”

			“What the—what are you talking about? And how did you know my name?”

			Rowen glanced again at the tower. “We are not safe here. They could be watching us.”

			“They? Who are they?”

			“The ones who did this to you.”

			Rory backed away from her, holding his helmet out like a shield. “Now hold on a minute—”

			“I’m leaving. Come with me or not.” Rowen started toward the gates. She had freed Rory. She could do no more for him. And she couldn’t help anyone else if she was caught. He had to choose. 

			The mud squelched with each footstep until she reached the cobblestone street. Tiny rivulets of water ran between the stones. She stepped onto the street and headed south. She would need to take a couple side streets in order to avoid the tower. Hopefully she could make her way bac—

			A hand grabbed her arm. 

			Rowen whirled and yanked her arm away. 

			“Wait.” Rory dropped his hand. “I’m coming with you.” His gaze darted back and forth. “There is something wrong here. I want to know what is going on. You said you had answers.”

			“I do. But we need to go. Now.” Rowen turned and started down the street. 

			Rory hurried to her side. “Could you at least tell me how you knew my name? I don’t recall ever meeting you.” 

			“I’m afraid that will also have to wait.” 

			She would rather tell him where—if he chose to make a scene—Valin and Malchus would not see. If either Shadonae knew she could access her power despite the metal glove . . . Rowen shivered and moved on. 

			They turned down the first side street, then another. Familiar shops and homes appeared. Just one more street to go.

			“The White District?” Rory glanced at her. “Are you related to a senator?”

			“No.” She led him up to the house with the bright red door. 

			Rory stopped. “This is Senator Regessus’s house. I thought you said you weren’t related to any of the senators.”

			Rowen pressed down the handle and opened the door. “I’m not. I am staying here as a guest.” The inside of the house was as chilly as the outside, minus the falling rain. She pulled the wet wrap off and hung it across the side table. Rory remained outside. She looked back. “Are you coming in?”

			“I don’t know if it would be right. I have not been invited in by the senator.”

			Rowen sighed. “And you won’t be. He is not here. No one is.”

			“But you said you were staying here as a guest.”

			“I am.”

			“Then how—?”

			“I will explain everything once you are inside.”

			Rory hesitated, then stepped through the doorway. 

			“I am sorry about the chill.” Rowen walked around Rory and shut the door. “I do not have any wood to light the fireplaces.” 

			Rory placed his helmet down beside her wrap. “What about the servants?” 

			Rowen sighed again. “Come, follow me.” She led Rory down the hall to the back kitchen. Most likely he would be more comfortable there than in the formal dining hall. 

			A tall brick fireplace took up most of the eastern wall inside the kitchen. The fire had died long ago, leaving only soot and bits of charred wood. In front of the fireplace was a long wooden table with stacks of ceramic mixing bowls and a linen cloth. Above the table hung bunches of dried herbs: rosemary, thyme, and a long braid of garlic. Only a faint scent remained of their once potent smell. 

			Rain pattered softly against the side window, and the dark, dreary outside seeped into the kitchen. 

			Rory came to stand beside the table. “I have a feeling I will not like what you have to say.”

			Rowen pulled over two wooden chairs and placed them at the corner of the table. “I’m not sure you would even believe me, other than you have seen for yourself how empty Thyra is.”

			“Yes.” Rory took a seat. 

			Rowen sat down in the other chair. 

			“Did a battle happen? Or perhaps a plague.” He rubbed the side of his face. “And why don’t I remember anything?”

			Rowen lifted her hands to place them on the table, then caught sight of her metal glove and thought otherwise. She didn’t want Rory asking about the strange contraption on her hand. “What season and year do you last remember?”

			His gaze went out of focus. “End of the High Sun, year 1282 after the High Council.”

			“It is no longer High Sun. And no longer year 1282. It is now Harvest’s End. And a year later than you remember.”

			“What?” The little bulge beneath his chin moved up and down along his throat. “That’s—that’s not possible. You can’t be right. Where did all the time go?”

			Rowen looked down at the table. “Do you remember the names of the men you were sent to escort around the city?”

			He paused. “Yes, I think so. One man’s name was Valin, the other Malchus. They were visiting diplomats from the far north.”

			So that was the cover Valin used. “Those two were not men, and they were not diplomats from the far north. At least they weren’t diplomats.” She gave a small snort. The very thought of Malchus as a diplomat. Valin, on the other hand, would definitely have woven a beautiful story with his words and lived up to the part. He could be a real gentleman at times, when he wanted to show that face.

			“So who were they? And what do they have to do with what’s happened in Thyra?”

			Rowen looked up. “Valin and Malchus are not human. They have abilities. I believe one of them tampered with your memories. You have been living in a very different world, one inside your own mind. Perhaps even obeying whoever changed your memories.” The first shadowed memory had been Rory bowing to Valin. 

			Rory scratched his head. “I don’t understand.”

			“Valin and Malchus are Shadonae.”

			“Shadonae?”

			He didn’t know what Shadonae were? Then maybe he didn’t know what she was either. Rowen tucked her hand beneath the table. “Powerful beings who can warp a person’s mind.”

			“And they did this to me?”

			“Yes.”

			He placed a finger on his temple. “They . . . changed my mind? Is that why I don’t remember anything?”

			“Yes.”

			“How is that possible?”

			“I don’t know.” But she had her suspicions. After all, if she could see inside someone’s soul and reflect it back, then it was possible Valin had the power to tamper with someone’s mind. 

			“What happened to the rest of the people? Were their minds warped as well?”

			“No. The scribe I met said Thyra was taken over and its people rounded up.” Her heart grew heavy. “They were rounded up by Thyrian soldiers.”

			Silence filled the kitchen. “So not only were my memories tampered with, I was forced to . . .”

			“Yes.” Rowen took a deep breath. “You, and others like you were used to capture Thyra.”

			A red flush crept up his neck. “What did we do to the people we captured?”

			“Some you took to Cragsmoor and locked them up. Most were . . .” She looked away. “Most were slaughtered.”

			The room grew cold. The silence extended into minutes. She glanced back and found Rory bent over, his head in his hands. His shoulders shook.

			Rowen hesitated, then reached over with her left hand and touched his arm. “You were not in control of what you did.”

			“I killed people.” He moaned between his fingers. “I knew I might when I joined the military, but not my own people.” He shook his head. “Not my own people.”

			Rowen closed her eyes. Oh Word, I don’t know what to say. Please help him, please comfort his heart. 

			His sorrow drew around her like cold water. If only she could siphon his hurt like she could with physical wounds. But the heart was beyond her. Only the Word could do that.

			Rory looked up, his face twisted and blotchy. “How do I go on? I can’t go back and undo what I’ve done.”

			Rowen shook her head. “No, you can’t. There is only way you can go: forward.”

			“And how do I do that?”

			“By living again.”
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			Valin entered the tower and found Malchus collapsed in one of the high back chairs. His eyes were shut and dark circles spread beneath his lids. His face was even paler than usual, almost corpse-like in appearance. Only his lips had color. Red, like blood.

			Malchus must have brought another shadow over from the unseen world. Lands, how much longer could he do this? As much as they were bickering lately, mainly over Rowen, he couldn’t do all this without Malchus. They were brothers in purpose. He needed him.

			Valin crossed the room and stood before Malchus. 

			Malchus opened one eye. His pupil dilated, then contracted into a small sphere. “Valin.”

			He went right to the point. “Did you really need to bring another shadow over?”

			“And good afternoon to you, too.” Malchus sat up and pushed back his hair. His face looked thinner than it had a couple weeks ago. “Yes, I did. We are spread thin with the Mordra patrolling Kerre. We need more protection here in the city.”

			“And who do we need protection from? We haven’t seen a soul here in months. There is no one left here in Thyra, other than those locked up and those under my control.”

			Malchus went rigid. “Do not be so quick to think we’ve won. Those we did not capture or kill will eventually come back. We need to be ready. I can only tear the veil every few months. Each time it siphons my life. I can feel it. It is better to do it when I can, so when the people do come, we are ready.”

			A decanter of red wine sat on the table beside the door, along with two crystal goblets. Valin walked over to the table and picked up the decanter. “Can you control the Mordra here? It doesn’t do us any good if we can’t control the ones we already have.”

			“I can control them.”

			Valin shrugged and poured a drink for Malchus, then one for himself. “Have you heard back from any of the shadows patrolling Kerre? Have they found any refugees?”

			“A group was found up north, in a set of caves near the wetlands.”

			Valin crossed the room and handed a goblet to Malchus. “Caves, you say? Makes sense. Dark, humid places. Perfect for rats.”

			“Hopefully we can flush out more of those rats, if any other refugee groups still exist.”

			“Oh, they still exist. Of that I have no doubt.” Valin took a sip and held the cup just below his chin. He wasn’t really afraid of a resistance. After all, what could a group of badly nourished people do to the shadow-wraiths and his army of twisted soldiers? It was more the idea that there actually were still humans somewhere here in Kerre that irked him. A job unfinished. 

			Malchus held his glass up. “I am a little worried about our partner in Temanin.”

			He came back from his reverie. “Oh?”

			Malchus placed the goblet on the arm of his chair. “I haven’t received a message from Velyni in over a month now. That’s not like her.”

			Valin shivered inwardly at the mention of the shadow-wraith. He didn’t trust her. The other shadows Malchus brought over were new to the Lands, newborn babes with untried legs. Velyni, however, had been in the Lands for centuries and had grown powerful on her feast of human souls. She had submitted herself to Malchus’s control because she feared he would send her back. But if she was like any of the other shadows, darkness ran deep inside her. “Do you think her position in the Tala household has been compromised?”

			Malchus laughed. “As if those humans could do anything to her. And Lord Corin already knows what she is, although he thinks she is in service to him.”

			Little did that man know. Were they just as foolish? “Then why the silence?”

			“Perhaps her messenger was killed.” Malchus did not look convinced as he took another drink of his wine.

			“Or maybe she is no longer on our side.”

			Malchus didn’t answer. 

			That did not reassure him. Every other time he had brought the idea up, Malchus had dismissed it immediately. “So how does this change our plans? We cannot take on the Temanin Empire. That was Velyni’s job: to keep Corin Tala under control. And use him to gain access to the Ryland Plains.”

			Malchus took a drink before answering. “It doesn’t. Until we know more, we continue on as we have. We have Thyra. We almost have Kerre.” He swirled the wine and watched it. “Besides, Temanin would be foolish to march an army across the Great Desert. And they do not have the knowledge or resources to sail here.”

			“What about Hont? With the province of Hont now under Temanin’s control, they could sail.”

			Malchus waved his hand. “The Hont navy was never anything to boast about. Not like Avonai. Or the Lands beyond. And Velyni would tell us if Corin was planning such an attack.”

			“If she could.” Valin drained the rest of his cup and placed the goblet down. “It seems our main priority now should be to contact Velyni. Find out what is going on in Temanin.”

			Malchus didn’t answer. Instead he stared at his cup. “Why do you keep her?”

			Valin blinked, his mind struggling to change thoughts. “Her?”

			“The Eldaran.”

			He went still. “How long do you think we will survive with just two of us?”

			“I think we are surviving just fine.”

			“But only for so long. We need new blood, Malchus.”

			“And what makes you think she will join us?” Malchus gave him a hard look. “She doesn’t know what we really are.”

			“I’ve been talking to her, slowly. Tomorrow I will introduce her to one of our prisoners.”

			“And how do you think she’ll take it?”

			Valin shrugged. “Badly at first. But she can’t escape that first taste.”

			“No.” Malchus swirled his cup again and smiled. “She can’t. Not even Anwar, with all his power, could turn away once he realized what he could do.”

			Valin tensed. 

			Malchus saw and his smile widened. “Pity Anwar died. He, too, could have been an asset.”

			“Never!” It didn’t matter that Anwar was dead. He took Mercia away. And the evidence of their love now lived in Regessus’ house. 

			“You never gave him a chance.”

			“Mercia would have turned him away.”

			“Maybe.” Malchus studied his fingernails. “It doesn’t matter now. They’re dead. Perhaps we should not have been so hasty to kill them all. There is no one left now. Except that Eldaran. What is her name?”

			“Rowen.”

			“Ah, yes. Rowen. Well—” Malchus stood. “It will be interesting to see how she reacts tomorrow when you test her on a prisoner. I would like to be there to watch.”

			Valin stared at his empty goblet. “Of course.”

			“Speaking of prisoners, I am in need of one this evening.”

			“How much longer do you think you can control the veil?”

			Malchus shrugged, but his eyes grew hollow. “The shadows on the other side are pushing back.” 

			Valin almost asked what the unseen world was like, but clamped his mouth shut. No. The look Malchus wore every time he spoke of the veil was enough. They each did their part, and never spoke of what the other did. Malchus controlled the shadows and he twisted minds. If it weren’t for the prisoners to replenish their strength, they would have given out a long time ago.

			He glanced down at his hand. It was starting to shrivel again, a sign of his own waning strength. Perhaps he would join Malchus this evening. They would need more prisoners soon. Only a handful remained. 

			Malchus left without saying another word. 

			Valin tapped his chin. They should bolster their efforts in finding more refugees. Perhaps even search the outer edges of the desert to fill Cragsmoor again.

			And then there was Rowen. If she could be turned, they would be that much more powerful. But if not . . . Valin dropped his hand. Well, she could be used in a different way.  
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			Caleb stood in the entrance to Balthazar’s tent, Lore beside him. 

			The tent was spacious; double the size of any other one here. It consisted of a main room and two side rooms. Bright red rugs were laid across the sand, their patterns colorful and intricate. Large striped cushions sat around the tent with low tables set in between. Incense wafted up from a clay jar, filling the tent with a heady smell. Lamps hung from the middle posts, lighting the tent.

			Balthazar emerged from one of the side rooms. 

			Once again he was struck by the size of the chieftain. Most of the desert people were small and thin. Balthazar, in contrast, was a head taller than anyone else, with a wide girth and broad shoulders. He looked more like one of the councilmen from Azar than a leader of the desert people. 

			Balthazar spotted Caleb and smiled, his teeth white against his dark skin. “Thank you for coming, Caleb Tala. And Lore of the White City. Please, both of you, take a seat.”

			Caleb chose a cushion near the back. Lore took one near the tent’s entrance. Balthazar sat on one across from both of them. 

			Once seated, Balthazar clapped. A young man appeared in the doorway. “Saif, please bring some hot black and food for my guests.”

			Saif bowed. “Yes, my lord.” He turned and left. 

			“Now, Caleb. Let us talk. I want to hear what has brought you and your companions to the Great Desert.”

			Caleb glanced at Lore. How much should he share? How much of it was his to share? “I am looking for information. Nierne, the woman who is traveling with us, is a scribe from the Monastery of Thyra.”

			“Really? A woman scribe. Interesting.” Balthazar sat back. “How did she escape Thyra? How did you meet her? And what about Captain Lore here?” His gaze switched to Lore. “You travel with interesting people, Caleb.”

			Caleb studied Balthazar. Could he trust the chieftain? And—he rapped his fingers along the low table— was it possible Balthazar might know something about his mother? After all, she lived with him and his people for a couple years. Did he know that she had not always been human? How to get that information . . .”I met Nierne up north, near the White City.”

			“The White City? I heard Temanin was waging war with the north. Were you a part of that?”

			“Yes.” His fingers stopped. “My cousin, Lord Corin, sent me north to help with more . . . delicate matters.”

			Balthazar laughed out loud. “You may speak plainly here. There are no Temanin politics in the desert. You were sent to make sure Corin’s wishes were fulfilled, weren’t you? 

			His lips curled into a small smile. “Yes, I was sent to make sure the latest Temanin commander didn’t lose his nerve like the others did.”

			“And did the empire succeed in its endeavor? Did it take the north? The smile slid from Balthazar’s face. 

			There was no love lost between the desert people and Temanin. Temanin would have conquered the desert long ago if it had had any strategic or commodity value. Balthazar and the other tribes knew that, and resented it. “No, Temanin did not.”

			Balthazar brightened again. “Never underestimate a people’s desire for freedom. So, tell me, how did you meet that beautiful young scribe and escape the war unscathed?”

			“Unscathed would not be accurate.” Caleb sat back and placed his hands around his knee. “What can you tell me about my mother?”

			Balthazar tilted his head. “Your mother? You mean Selene? Why?” 

			Before Caleb could say something, Saif entered the tent with a silver platter topped with three tiny ceramic cups filled with a dark, steamy liquid, and a plate of plump dates. The young man placed the platter on the table near Balthazar, bowed, and left the tent. 

			“Here.” Balthazar held out one of tiny cups to Caleb. 

			He took the cup. 

			Balthazar held another cup out to Lore, who took it with a firm nod. 

			Caleb blew on the steam, and took a small sip. The liquid filled his mouth with its dark and bitter taste. It had been a while since he’d had the hot black drink, common both here and in Temanin. Usually he preferred wine. “What can you tell me about my mother? Was there anything . . . unusual about her when you first found her?”

			“Beside the fact that she had no memory of her past?”

			Caleb nodded and took a date.

			“I believe you already know the answer.”

			He finished chewing and swallowed. “But I want to hear it from you. You tell me first, then I will share what I know.”

			Balthazar sat back and glanced at both men. “What about Captain Lore?”

			“He can stay. In fact, he’s probably as curious as I am.”

			Balthazar took a sip from his cup. “I found Selene near the Kerre and Great Desert border. She was dehydrated, starving, and out of her mind. I was a new leader at the time. Some of my people advised against taking the young woman in. But hospitality was something my father had taught me, and I could not let the young woman die in the desert. So I took her in. As my healer cared for her, it became apparent the woman had been through a traumatic event, one that had . . . changed her.”

			So Balthazar knew. “Selene wasn’t an ordinary woman, was she?”

			“No.” Balthazar looked at Caleb. “She spoke of her people, a people with powers I had never heard of: the power to heal, to bind, to even twist a man’s mind. She didn’t want a part of it anymore.”

			“Do you know why?”

			He shifted on his cushion. “Not really. During her deliriums she talked about her burden, and trouble brewing amongst her people. And her desire to live a normal life.”

			“Did she have any strange marks on her body?”

			Balthazar shook his head. “Not that my healer found. After a couple days, and with care and nourishment, Selene recovered. She never spoke of those things again. In fact, when I questioned her later, she didn’t seem to remember anything. Like her memories had been erased.”

			“Are you sure that what she said during her deliriums was true?”

			“No, I’m not. It could very well be she really was out of her mind. But I couldn’t shake her words from my head. Still can’t, even after all these years.”

			Caleb took a small sip from his cup. “Did my father know? Did you ever tell him?”

			“No, I never said anything. I figured whatever happened in her past, it was done now. Selene was a new woman, with a new history. I saw no reason to share her past. Until now.” He narrowed his gaze. “But you already knew all this. I can tell by your eyes. So why the questions?”

			“Because I wanted to know what you knew.” Caleb placed his cup down on the table. “I wanted to know if she ever remembered who she was. And why she never shared with me.”

			Balthazar folded his hands. “Perhaps because she never remembered again. Or what she said during the height of her fever wasn’t really true.”

			“Oh, it was true.” Caleb pressed a finger against the table. “You asked why I am heading to Thyra. I am heading there to find out who I am, what I am. Meeting you was unexpected. I had hoped you would have some answers.”

			“I don’t understand . . .”

			Caleb slowly lifted his hand.

			Balthazar’s eyes widened and he leaned back. “What is that?”

			Caleb sighed and turned his hand around. The mark was a dull white and spread across his palm. It looked ordinary enough, like a scar or a birthmark, except for the soft glow around it, which was hard to miss in the shadows of the tent. “It is the Mark of the Word. A symbol of who I am, of who my mother once was—an Eldaran.”

			“But no such mark was ever found on Selene.”

			“No, I suppose not.” Caleb lowered his hand. “She gave up her power, her responsibility. And the Word granted her wish. I had hoped you might know why.”

			“I have no idea. This Word, I have never heard of him before. Or these Eldarans. Are they the people Selene talked about? People with . . . power?”

			“Yes. And I am one of them.”

			Balthazar licked his lips “And what power do you possess, Caleb Tala?”

			“Nothing you need to fear.”

			“Can you heal? Or twist minds?”

			“No. Nothing like that.” Caleb looked at his palm again, remembering the sword that came from his mark. “There is more to our world than we realize, beings who walk among us who are not human.”

			“Like you?”

			“Yes. And no. There are shadow-wraiths that cannot be killed with physical weapons.”

			“You mean those creatures in Kerre? We have not seen them, but we’ve heard of such sorcery. Shadows that kill the soul.” Balthazar pointed at him. “Can you kill them?”

			“No, I can’t kill them. I don’t know if anything can kill them. But I can banish them.”

			“How?”

			Caleb held his hand up again. “With this mark.”

			“You’ve done it before?”

			“Yes.”

			The tent grew quiet. Voices of people echoed outside and the bleat of goats could be heard nearby. Balthazar studied him, then picked up his cup and took a long drink. 

			Should he have shared? He hadn’t really learned much from Balthazar. But how long could he have really kept his secret from him? Balthazar would have wondered at his questions about his mother. 

			Balthazar placed the cup down and meshed his fingers together. “So you are heading to Thyra to banish these shadow monsters.”

			Caleb paused. He hadn’t really thought about that. His focus had been on finding information about who he was. But that’s what Nierne was hoping, wasn’t it? An Eldaran who could banish the shadows.

			Lore leaned forward. “Just how many of these shadow-wraiths are there in Kerre?” 

			Caleb had forgotten Lore was there.

			Balthazar turned his attention to Lore. “No one really knows. A handful of refugees fleeing Kerre spoke of entire villages wiped out by shadows. How many shadows would it take to do that?” He glanced at Caleb.

			Caleb shrugged. Considering how powerful Velyni had been, perhaps only one. Then again, she hadn’t seemed intent on wiping out Azar, only on influencing his cousin Corin and inciting a war in the north. That was devastating enough.

			“So do your companions know what you are?”

			“Obviously Lore does.” Caleb nodded toward Lore. “And so does Nierne.”

			“And what do you think, Lore Palancar?”

			“About what?” 

			What did they think? Was that Nierne’s motivation for bringing him to Thyra? It made sense. But could he do that? Could his power work against all those shadow-wraiths?

			“About Caleb?”

			Lore sat back, his face impassive. “So far, I haven’t seen anything that would make me fear his abilities.” 

			That didn’t mean Lore didn’t fear him.

			“However, Caleb is not the only Eldaran. I travel to Thyra in search of another, an Eldaran who has been taken prisoner.”

			“There are more of you?” Balthazar looked from Lore to Caleb.

			“Only one other that I know of.” Could there be more? Hidden away, like he was?

			“Can she do what you do? Can she banish these shadows?”

			“I don’t believe so. She is called a Truthsayer. She has the ability to see inside people.” Caleb shifted. He still remembered the piercing light and watching his life play out in front of her, and her disgust. 

			Lore straightened up. “I know a bit more about the Eldarans. They each were given a special power to help mankind. Rowen, the woman I seek, can see inside people. And Caleb can banish shadows, beings who do not belong in our world. They each have their own gift, and neither can fill the other’s place.”

			“Interesting.” Balthazar sat back. “Why are you seeking this other Eldaran?”

			“We were to be bonded, before she was taken from me.”

			“Oh. I am sorry to hear that. Then I hope you find her.” Balthazar glanced at Caleb. “And what is the relationship between you and this woman scribe? Are you also to be bonded? I thought scribes did not bond.”

			Caleb stiffened. “They don’t. But she has not taken her vows. Not yet.”

			“And you hope she doesn’t?”

			His jaw tightened. “Right now, I just want to find out who I am.”

			Balthazar nodded and stood. “I can understand that. And I am sorry I was not able to tell you more about your mother. Selene was a strong woman. I see a bit of her in you. I wish you favor in your travels to Kerre. We are having our Feast of the Waters tonight. You and your companions are invited to come.”

			Caleb stood and bowed. “Thank you, Balthazar. Your hospitality is most generous.”

			“Of course. Anything for the son of Selene.”
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			The flames slowly faded, morphing into darkness. The heat inside died with them. And the voices, and the red eyes . . . they disappeared as well. 

			Nierne breathed. In. Out. A weak light appeared at the end of a long dark cave. 

			So tired . . . of the dark . . . and the heat. 

			She lifted herself off the ground and crawled toward the light. Wait— Why am I crawling . . . ? The thought faded. She didn’t care. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but the light. 

			The light expanded. Just beyond the cave were trees and patches of sunlight. 

			She stopped again. Why can’t I hear anything? The thought faded. Just the light. She just needed to get to the light.

			Nierne crawled forward. Her heart stirred inside her. Life was out there, and she wanted it. The entrance was now only a few feet away. Almost there. She crawled faster. At the threshold, she held out her hand . . . 

			She opened her eyes. The cave and entrance vanished. Instead, dull grey fabric hung above her. 

			“Welcome back to the land of the living.”

			Nierne clutched the blanket to her chest and looked over. 

			A woman sat at a table across from her, smiling. They were inside a small tent. 

			But . . . the last thing she remembered, she and Caleb and Lore were traveling across the Great Desert. 

			“Who are you?” Nierne glanced around again. Tent flaps moved gently with the wind down at her feet. Canvas sacks hung from a pole near her head. “And where am I?”

			“You are at Merida, oasis of the Great Desert. I am Thamina, healer for Balthazar’s tribe.”

			Nierne shook her head and closed her eyes. Was she still dreaming? “Where is Caleb? And Lore?”

			“Caleb is meeting with Balthazar. I’m afraid I do not know who Lore is.”

			Her mouth went dry. Had they been captured? Was Lore dead?

			She threw back the blanket. She needed to find them. She needed to know what was going on. 

			“Wait! You’ve just recovered fr—”

			Nierne ignored the woman and stood. She held out her hands and swayed slightly.

			The woman stood as well and reached for her. “You shouldn’t move yet, you’ve only jus—”

			Nierne pushed past her. I have to get out of here. She stumbled toward the tent flaps. Sand cushioned her steps. Sand. Was she still in the desert? 

			She pushed back the flaps and stepped outside. The sun blinded her. She blinked and held a hand up to her eyes. Palm trees and small brush surrounded her. Light reflected off the surface of water beyond the trees. Sand covered the ground. What was this place? 

			“Nierne!” 

			She turned and let out a small sob. “Caleb!” 

			He came running. Behind him were more tents, all grouped together. 

			She took a shaky step toward him, tears prickling her eyes. Oh Word, at least he was still here. “Where are we? Who are these people?”

			Caleb caught her by the waist. “What are you doing out here?”

			She fell against him and looked up. “I-I don’t feel so good.”

			He looked over her shoulder. “Thamina, what the sands are you doing letting her leave that tent?”

			“I didn’t let her leave my tent.” A shadow appeared on the ground beside them. 

			Nierne looked over and found the woman from the tent. 

			The woman glared at Nierne, then at Caleb. “She walked out on her own two legs.” 

			“And you let her?”

			“I was just coming to take her back.”

			Caleb growled. Not a good sign. “I will take her back.” He looked down at Nierne. “You shouldn’t be up. You’ve just recovered from desert fever and need to rest.” With one motion, he scooped her up. “You’re going back to the healer’s tent.”

			She didn’t even bother protesting. She felt as weak as a newborn kitten. “Desert fever?”

			“You’ve been very sick for the last couple days. You don’t remember?”

			“No.” She laid her head against his chest. All she could remember was the heat and darkness. And the nightmares.

			Thamina moved toward the tent and held back the flaps, a dark look on her face. 

			Caleb glared back. “I’ll talk to you after I place Nierne back down.”

			“She barely left the tent, Caleb.”

			Nierne frowned. The woman knew Caleb by name. 

			Caleb placed her down on the pile of blankets inside the tent and looked back. “Nierne needs rest.” 

			Thamina put her hands on her hips. “She also needed reassurance. She woke up in place she did not recognize. She needed to see you.”

			Caleb pulled a thin blanket up across Nierne. “I was nearby. You could have called out.”

			“If you didn’t notice, I was going after her.”

			Nierne grabbed his hand. “Caleb, it’s fine. I just needed to see you.”

			He paused and stared at her. 

			“See, I told you she needed to see you,” Thamina said from the tent entrance.

			Caleb closed his eyes and breathed in through his nose. 

			“Where are we?” Nierne hoped to distract him from the woman.

			He opened his eyes. “Merida. An oasis here in the Great Desert.” 

			“And Lore?”

			“He’s fine.”

			“Are we . . . safe?” Her gaze darted to Thamina.

			“Yes. These are my mother’s people.”

			“Your mother?” Nierne closed her eyes and sighed. “Apparently I missed a lot while I was sick.”

			“Yes, but everything is fine now.”

			“Caleb?” She kept her eyes shut.

			“Yes?”

			“Don’t fight with her. Don’t fight with Thamina.”

			“I’m not fighting.”

			“I needed to see you.”

			“I never left you.”

			There seemed to be more to his words, but Nierne was too tired to figure it out. 

			His hand took hers and gave it a quick squeeze. His fingers were warm, slender, and strong. 

			“Thank you, for not leaving me.”

			Caleb didn’t answer. Instead, he squeezed again and let go. 

			She slipped away.

			

			
			

			
			Caleb emerged from the tent. 

			Thamina stood nearby, her arms folded. “She will still need to rest for a couple more days before you continue on wherever you were heading.”

			“Yes, I know. But if you can’t keep her in your tent, then Nierne comes with me.”

			“I don’t tie down my patients.”

			Caleb grunted and turned to head back to his own camp. 

			“By the way, where are you heading?”

			“That is none of your business.” 

			Thamina caught up to him. “But maybe I can help.”

			“Help? How?” Caleb kept going. 

			“You really don’t recognize me, do you?”

			He stopped and turned around. It was hard to see past his annoyance with the young healer. “No.”

			“We knew each other as children.”

			Caleb raised an eyebrow. He rarely spent time thinking upon his past, especially his childhood. “All right.” He folded his arms and studied her. “Who are you?”

			“Balthazar’s daughter.”

			He shook his head. He still didn’t recognize her. 

			Thamina sighed. “We would play together when your mother brought you to visit. And you’re still just as bossy as you were then.”

			“That was a long time ago.” Caleb turned and started through the trees. 

			“I’ve followed your lifepath. Even after you reached manhood.”

			“And?”

			“I heard about your mother. I understand why you reacted the way you did to the young woman’s desert fever.”

			Sands, did Thamina think he wanted sympathy? Caleb kept right on going. Still . . .”How did a high chief’s daughter become a healer?” He looked back. “The position seems a bit beneath you.”

			“When my brother died, I wanted to help others. Times have changed here in the Great Desert. I can help my people more by healing than I could by an arranged bonding.”

			Caleb smirked. Balthazar probably couldn’t say no to his daughter either. 

			“I heard you were part of the war in the North.”

			He grew cold again. If they knew about his part in the north, did they also know about his exile? About the price on his head? Gold like that could feed this tribe for a year. His hand slid to the dagger at his side. What else did Thamina know? “Yes. I was.”

			“How did a Temanin prince end up in that war?”

			“Long story.”

			“You seem to be filled with long stories.”

			He glanced at her from the corner of his eye. “Yes, I guess I am.” Old tactics came rushing back. Subtle ways to get information. Thamina was too open, too curious. In his hands, she would give him everything he wanted. And more. 

			I can’t use her that way. I’m not that man any more.

			But what if they knew? What if they planned on turning him in? He needed to save himself. And Nierne.

			Word, help me. 

			Caleb realized he hadn’t heard what Thamina had said. They were near the end of the tents. Was she going to follow him all the way back to his own camp?

			She stopped and folded her arms. “You don’t scare me, Caleb.”

			He looked back. “Then you don’t know me as well as you think.”

			

			
			

			
			Lore looked up from the wooden rack set up against a tree. Strips of meat lay longwise along the rack, drying in the sun. “What was that about?” 

			Caleb glanced over his shoulder. Thamina had turned around and headed back to the tent. Good. She had a patient to care for. “You mean Thamina?”

			“Is that her name? Yes.”

			“I think we have a problem.” The seriousness in his voice must have alerted Lore.

			“Let me wash my hands.” Lore walked over to the spring and dipped his hands in twice. He wiped them on the cloak tied around his waist. “Now.” He turned back around. “What is the problem?”

			Caleb stood and watched the people beyond the trees, moving between the tents. If it was just him, he knew what he would do—get information and run. Look out for himself. Just like he did that night in Avonai, when he left those other men. Alone, he could travel fast. Alone, he could protect himself and live.

			Alone.

			Caleb walked over to the rack of meat and pretended to inspect the food. “There is a possibility these people know about the reward Corin is offering for me if I set foot back in Temanin.”

			Lore joined him and turned a strip of meat over. “So you think they might capture you and drag you back to Azar?” He snorted. “I would like to see them try.”

			Caleb shrugged. “Many men I know would have no problem taking me back. I have a feeling Corin would rather execute me than see me still free.”

			“So why did he exile you? I never understood why there is a price on your head if he exiled you.”

			“He had to let me go first. It’s a family thing. Give me a chance to run before hauling me back and killing me. Lets him save face with the council.”

			Lore shook his head. “So you think Balthazar might be planning something?”

			“No. But I want to be ready, just in case.”

			Lore looked back at Balthazar’s camp. “What do you propose we do?”

			“Pack our things. But don’t make it look like we are leaving. Nierne still needs rest, and I want to give her as much time as I can. There is a feast tonight around the spirit fire. We will go to that. Perhaps I can find out some information.” Without compromising who I am.

			Lore turned another strip of meat over. “Spirit fire? What is that?” 

			“There are many religious beliefs in Temanin. Thamina referred to Mirelukahn and the spirit fire. I think Balthazar’s tribe follows the healing goddess. Or perhaps only Thamina does. I don’t know. Before the Word, I didn’t follow anything except gold and women. My cousin worshipped power. I guess we all follow something or another.”

			Lore nodded, his face thoughtful.

			“I will keep an eye on Balthazar and his people. Hopefully nothing will happen. But if something does, you need to be ready the moment I say run. Understand?”

			“Sounds like a good plan to me. I almost have enough meat to last us a while.”

			“Good. Because where we are heading, there will be little to eat.”
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			Thamina reminded Nierne of Father Karl, only less gruff and more talkative. Always moving. Busy writing, or crushing herbs, or straightening the stuff inside the tent. 

			Nierne watched her from the makeshift bed made of blankets spread out across the sand floor. Thamina was now sitting at her table, scribbling more words across the half rolled parchment.

			“What are you writing?” 

			Thamina looked up, puzzled. Then she saw Nierne. The woman had forgotten she was here. 

			“Actually, I’m not writing.” She held up the parchment. Instead of letters scrawled across the parchment, it was a picture of a plant. The plant stemmed from one root, then separated into a dozen long, lean spikes with fluted flowers at each tip. “This is a drawing of a particular plant found west of here in the Great Desert. It is used to help with stomach pain. I hope that my drawings can help other healers not familiar with desert fauna.”

			“It is really good. I’ve never drawn anything myself. My skill is more in the area of script and calligraphy.”

			“Yes, I thought as much. Caleb said you are a scribe from the Monastery.” Thamina tapped her quill against the table. “Tell me, how did a woman become a scribe? I’ve heard it is an honor only given to men.”

			Nierne nodded. “Yes, you are correct. There are very few women who become scribes. I was left at the Monastery at a young age. One of the fathers chose to train me in the ways of the scribe. I would have taken my vow a couple months ago, except . . .”

			“Your vows?”

			“Yes. If, after training, a person wishes to stay with the Monastery, a vow of celibacy and dedication is taken.”

			“A scribe can never bond?”

			“No, not one who has taken the vow.”

			Thamina continued to tap the table with her quill. “But there are some scribes who do not take the vow?”

			“Yes. Some, after training, choose to leave the Monastery for other professions. Or for love.”

			“And you have not taken your vow yet?”

			“No. I would have, but then . . .”

			Thamina looked at her inquisitively.

			“Then Thyra fell.”

			Thamina stopped tapping, her quill poised just above the table. “You were there in Thyra? What happened? We’ve heard stories, but no one ventures into Kerre anymore. There are whispers of shadows that consume people and dark men who live in the tower. Are those stories true?”

			Nierne looked away, her throat tight and dry. Her nightmares came rushing back. The empty streets of Thyra, trying to get back into the Monastery, the shadow coming to consume her.

			“Why are you going back?”

			Why indeed?

			Lore was heading to Thyra to find Rowen. Caleb wanted to find out more about himself.

			But why was she going back? She had done what she and Father Reth had set out to do—to find the Eldarans and bring them back. 

			Well, there was an Eldaran there now, and another one on the way. Her job was done. But if she didn’t return to Thyra, where would she go? What would she do? The only skill she possessed was writing. 

			Perhaps there was more. She knew hidden ways to get into Thyra. She knew a little of the outlying lands. And . . . she couldn’t imagine leaving her companions, at least not yet. 

			She wasn’t ready to be alone.

			Nierne looked up. “I’m going back to Thyra to finish what I started. I left to find help. And I did. And now I am returning.” She wasn’t about to reveal Caleb’s secret.

			Thamina laughed. “Help? Who? Caleb?” She turned more serious. “I don’t know you, Nierne. But I know some things about Caleb. He may not be the man you think you know.”

			Nierne smiled. Thamina had no idea. 

			

			
			

			
			Nierne sat a couple feet away from the spirit fire. Flames and smoke stretched up toward the black sky. The fire’s heat spread across her face and front. The rest of her was covered by a thick, wool blanket. The scent of roasted meat and spices filled the air. 

			Tents surrounded the bonfire, but far enough away so that a stray spark could not catch on the fabric. People moved in and out of the tents, bringing food or more blankets for the feast. Beyond the fire’s light, the bleat of sheep and neigh of horses echoed in the darkness. 

			“Here.” 

			Nierne looked up and to her right. 

			Caleb squatted beside her and held out a ceramic cup. “Something to drink.”

			“What is it?”

			“Spiced wine.”

			She took the cup, which was warm in her hands, and sniffed. The dark red drink smelled like cherries and a spice she didn’t recognize—sweet, yet tart. She blew on its surface, then took a sip. Yes, sweet, then tart. And warm. The warmth flowed down her throat and into her belly. 

			“Do you like it?”

			“Yes. I’ve never had anything like it.”

			“I thought you might enjoy a warm drink on a cold night like this.”

			She took another sip, savoring the warmth flooding her body. Caleb left, disappearing somewhere past the tents. She watched the fire dance between the logs. How different this evening was compared to her quiet, solitary life back in the Monastery. A cold, autumn night like this would have been spent in the library beside the fireplace, talking quietly with the other scribes or fathers, or reading a book. 

			Nierne sighed and took another sip. Those days were long gone. Would she find anything left of the Monastery or her order? Were any of the fathers still alive? Any of her fellow scribes? Was the Monastery even still standing?

			Her pulse quickened. Not much longer and she would know. Just a couple more weeks and she would be home.

			She spotted Lore sitting with a group of men on the other side of the fire. His knees were drawn up and his arms lay across his kneecaps. He looked thin, his face weary. His search for Rowen was slowly whittling away at him. 

			Nierne clutched her cup. Please, for Lore’s sake, and more, let us find Rowen.

			Laughter and chatter filled the air as more people joined around the bonfire. Roasted meat on sticks was passed around, along with more cups of spiced wine. Wooden bowls full of plump dates, platters topped with sliced white cheese, and hard crusty bread were placed on low tables that had been brought out from the tents. 

			A young woman offered Nierne a stick with meat. She took the meat and thanked the woman. She sniffed the meat, then took a small bite. The texture and taste were like poultry, only she hadn’t seen any chickens around. Perhaps some native bird to the desert?

			She took a few more bites, then held the stick to the side. Although famished, the fever had left her weak and unable to eat much in one sitting. She sipped the wine and watched the people.

			There were people of all ages and sizes, at least fifty or more in the tribe. They all shared the same dark hair and rich brown eyes and skin the color of a walnut shell. Their clothes were dark and coarse, mostly handspun. The scarves worn during the day were gone, leaving their dark hair long and wild. Yes, they definitely looked like Caleb’s people. 

			Drums and some type of fluted instrument began to play. People sat down and ate. A moment later Caleb joined her. He held a chunk of bread in one hand and a stick of meat in the other. He alternated between the two. Even with the rough surroundings and food, he ate with a certain dignity. Was that because he was a prince, or was he just precise in everything he did?

			She continued to watch him eat until he looked at her and paused. “I’m sorry, did you want something? I saw the meat in your hand, so I thought—”

			“No, I’m fine.”

			He looked at her as if he didn’t believe her. The orange light from the fire made his skin look even darker, and his eyes like black orbs. Caleb could truly be intimidating.

			Except, he wasn’t. Not to her. Not anymore.

			Strange. When did that happen?

			“And how are you feeling?” 	

			Nierne shrugged. “Just tired. But normal, now.”

			His gaze switched to the meat in her hand. “You should eat more. It will help you gain your strength back.”

			She shrugged again, but raised the stick of meat and took a bite.

			Caleb went back to his own food, his gaze wandering around the campfire and along the people. 

			She finished half the meat, then left the stick on the ground. That was all she could muster for the moment. 

			A half hour later, people began to gather around the fire. Tables were pulled back. The drums grew louder and another fluted instrument joined the first one. 

			Thamina stood before the fire. She had changed. Her hair was loose and fell around her shoulders and down her back in a black cascade. Instead of dark, course clothing, she now wore a long red silk tunic that reached to her knees. Beneath it she wore a matching sarong. Both pieces were trimmed in gold and bells were sown along the hem. 

			Nierne shifted and looked away. The outfit reminded her of the blue one she had been forced to wear the night she was sent to Caleb’s room months ago. Only Thamina’s was more modest. Much more.

			The crowd grew quiet. Slowly, Thamina began to move. First her arms, in a fluid motion. Then her body. Then her legs. The bells jingled in sync with the drums. Each minute, she moved faster and faster, weaving around the fire, but never too close. The gold thread glittered in the fire’s light, the bells jingling more rapidly.

			Nierne glanced at Caleb. 

			He seemed mesmerized by the dance. 

			Frowning, she turned back to Thamina. The woman was now swirling, lifting her hands and throwing back her head. People started clapping. Everything moved in rhythm: her body, the bells, the music, and the people. The music reached a crescendo then stopped. Thamina stopped too, her hands raised, her eyes toward the night sky. 

			The entire camp was silent. Thamina looked down and smiled at the crowd. “Come, gather.” She beckoned with her hands. “Let us join and dance.”

			She spotted Caleb and walked over to him. She extended her hand. “Guests first.”

			Caleb shook his head. “I’m not much of a dancer.”

			“That does not matter here. We always celebrate when we reach Merida. Water is the life of the desert. We celebrate that by dancing. You should join us, son of Selene.”

			Caleb shrugged and took her hand. With one swift motion, he was on his feet. 

			Thamina led him toward the bonfire, where others were gathering. The music started up again. The group began to move around the fire, slowly at first. As the music increased in tempo, so did the people. Even children joined in. 

			Nierne wasn’t sure what to think of it. There was no dancing in the Monastery. She had seen children dance in the streets, but it was not structured, more play than anything. Any real dancing she had only read about in books or scrolls. 

			The people moved around the fire like moths around a flame. She spotted Caleb amongst the group. He moved with grace and strength. His muscles, long and lean, moved in perfect rhythm with the music and the people around him. Thamina wove around him, her skirt sweeping past his legs. 

			He was . . . beautiful. 

			Heat spread across her cheeks, but she could not look away. She watched him with a kind of hunger. They were so different, she and Caleb. He was dark and energetic and passionate. She was pale, meticulous, and from a strict background. So opposite.

			Yet, what would they be like if they were together?

			Nierne sucked in her breath. Where did that come from? The heat from her cheeks spread throughout her body. She took a hasty sip of wine, but she could not shake that thought. Instead, she saw a future, a different one that she had ever imagined. One away from the Monastery, where her vows were never taken. 

			As Caleb moved around the fire, she saw him in her future.

			She took another gulp of wine and watched the older women clearing the tables behind her.

			Minutes later the music stopped and so did the people. Laughter and loud talk replaced the music as people went back to their groups and sat down. 

			There was movement to her right. Caleb sat down. She turned and found his face a couple inches away. He grinned and looked as if he was about to say something. His scent, a mixture of spice and man, filled her nostrils. She could feel his breath and the heat from his body. The smile on his lips slowly died and his face changed.

			The heat inside her began to churn, from her belly upward. He swallowed, his eyes growing darker. He leaned in closer. Her heart rapped hard against her ribcage, her throat tight. He was so close now his breath brushed her lips and smelled of wine. “Nierne . . .” 

			“Nierne should probably rest.”

			Lore’s voice broke the connection between them. 

			Caleb sat back as if burned. 

			Nierne glanced up at Lore and the heat inside washed away. She felt like a child who had been caught snitching an apple from the Monastery kitchen. 

			“You’re right.” Caleb rose to his feet and brushed off his clothing. “She is still recovering.”

			Nierne looked back and forth between the two men, not sure what to think. Her mind was still muddled from moments before, still filled with Caleb’s presence. If only he had leaned in a little bit—

			Her eyes went wide. 

			Caleb held out his hand. “Come, I will take you back to our camp.”

			She hesitated, then took it. His hand was warm, almost hot. And strong.

			With one firm pull, he helped her to her feet. They stared at each other, the heat spreading again across her middle. 

			Nierne let go and picked up the blanket that had fallen from her shoulders. Her cheeks and ears burned, and her heart thudded inside her chest. She wanted him to take her hand again, she wanted to see his face—

			No! 

			She squeezed her eyes shut. Remember your disciplines. She breathed in slowly through her nose. I can do this. And Lore is here. 

			She turned back around. 

			Lore took her arm. “I will take Nierne back to our camp. I’m ready to turn in myself.”

			Caleb looked at her, his eyes dark. The fire inside her flared. “Are you sure?” He seemed to be addressing her rather than Lore.

			She nodded, her heart racing. Yes, let Lore take her back. It was safer that way.

			“I’ll watch over her.” Lore exchanged glances with Caleb. 

			Nierne narrowed her eyes. What was that about? 

			Lore turned her away from the fire and toward the trees. The light from the bonfire grew dimmer the farther they went. Ahead, she could see the pale reflection of the moon across the water’s surface. 

			“Are you all right?” 

			She considered Lore’s question as she picked her away through the darkness. “Yes, I’m fine.”

			Liar.

			“If you need . . . anything, let me know.”

			Was Lore talking about Caleb? Had he seen them? Yes, he had. Would she have really—? Her face grew hot again. She had never done anything like that in her life. Not even close. 

			She touched her cheek. Her skin was feverish beneath her fingers. 

			What would the fathers have done if they had seen her? Father Karl? Father Cris? She would have been reprimanded and put on probation.

			Father Reth, however, would have talked to her.

			She hugged the blanket to her chest. I wish you were here.

			

			
			

			
			Lore placed logs in the fire pit and stuffed dried leaves and twigs beneath them. He brought his flint stone out, struck it twice, and watched the spark fall onto the woodpile. The spark grew into flames and spread. 

			He turned back and found Nierne lying on her side, her blanket pulled up across her chest. She watched the flames, a thoughtful expression on her face. 

			He moved to her right, unrolled his blanket across the sand, and lay down on his back. The air was cool, but not cool enough yet to need a cover. Away from the bonfire, the stars appeared overhead by the thousands, dotting the night sky. He sighed and placed his hands behind his head. 

			Caleb and Nierne were in love. Or at least highly attracted to each other. He had seen enough of his own guards fall for a pretty face to know. But would it last? Only time would tell. 

			He glanced at Nierne. Her eyes were closed. Good. She needed sleep. One did not come back from the brink of death brimming with life. Not even an Eldaran. And Nierne was only human.

			He studied her face. She was young and pretty. Smart, clever, and capable too. She would never have made it this far without those qualities. He could see why Caleb would be attracted to her.

			Lore looked back up at the stars and a deep ache spread across his chest. Caleb and Nierne reminded him of his own loss. He took in a deep breath and let it out slowly.

			He missed Rowen. 

			No, not missed. A person missed a lost a boot or favorite shirt. More like his heart had been ripped in half, but he still lived on. And every beat hurt. Every day, every minute.

			I miss you. He lifted his hand and stretched out his fingers as if he was cupping the night sky. Did Rowen see these same stars tonight? If only he could write a message to her and let her know he was coming. 

			Word, please let her be alive. 

			Lore tilted his hand. One of the scrolls back home said the Word held the sky in His hand. He looked at his hand, then back at the night sky. How small his hand was compared to the sky. If the Word could hold the sky, just by His words, then He could take care of Rowen. Right?

			He dropped his hand. But what if the Word’s plan for Rowen did not involve her living? Could he give her up if her death saved everyone else?

			The ache came back. He rolled onto his side and crossed his arms, his back to the fire.

			I just want to see her one more time. And tell her that I love her.
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			Rowen stood before the mirror. Over the last few weeks, her strength had returned. Her bones no longer protruded and the bags were gone from beneath her eyes. But the scar was still there, right below her chin, ugly and red, like someone had pressed a torch to her throat. 

			If only . . . 

			She pulled her hair across her neck until the scar was covered. Even then, bits of red skin showed through.  

			Rowen spun away from the mirror and went to the wardrobe. She pulled out a blue silk scarf and walked back to the mirror. She wrapped the silk around her neck until it covered all but the highest part of her scar. 

			There. The blue from the scarf matched her eyes. Blue, like a bright summer’s day, her father used to say. A heavy lump filled her throat. Father, Lady Astrea, Balint, Aren. 

			Lore.

			The lump expanded into her chest.

			Rowen swallowed and turned away. No use pining for what she had lost. It only sapped her strength. And today she would need all her strength to face whatever Valin had planned.

			She braided her hair and let the braid hang over her shoulder. The scarf looked a little odd, but it made her feel less vulnerable. 

			She grabbed her grey wrap and headed out the door. 

			The hall was dark and silent. She crept out and shut the door behind her. A chill hung in the air. She shivered and hurried down the hall, down the stairs, all the way down to the first floor. The scent of bread hung in the air. Another loaf probably left by the invisible servants.

			As she entered the dining room, a figure moved. 

			Rowen clutched her wrap.

			Human, male, medium build, reddish hair.

			Rory.

			She let out her breath. “Rory, you scared me.”

			He didn’t say anything. Instead, he focused on her hand. The one with the metal glove.

			She dropped her hand and took a step back. 

			“What is that on your hand?”

			“Rory, please . . .” Her back hit the wall.

			He crossed his arms. “You never did say how you freed me. I thought at first that you had merely found me. But now that I’ve had time to think . . .”

			Black spots appeared across her vision and her heart raced. Cleon from her village. Prince Evander. Almost every human she met. They all feared her once they knew.

			Would Rory fear her too?

			He stepped forward, his gaze pinned to her hand. “So who are you?”

			She didn’t have to tell him. He didn’t know, and he didn’t need to know—

			Lore’s words from over a year ago came rushing back. Is that how you want to live? And more important, is that how you think the Word would have you live?

			No. She closed her eyes and shook her head. No lies. 

			“My name is Rowen. I am not from here. I am from the White City. I was brought here because . . .” She held up her hand. “I also have power. The Shadonae thought that by trapping my mark within this metal glove I would be powerless. But I was able to touch you despite the glove. That is how I freed your mind.”

			“Are you one of them?” His voice cracked. “A Shadonae?”

			“No.” Rowen lowered her hand. “I am an Eldaran. A Truthsayer. I reveal the truth inside people. When I touched you, I found the true you beneath the shadows of memories and I showed you who you really are.”

			“I—I remember that. The light, and the memories. That was you?”

			“Yes.”

			His face grew hard. “How do I know I can trust you? How do I know this is reality and not the other memories?”

			“You don’t. You have to choose which you will believe.”

			Rory glanced at her hand again. 

			“Perhaps if you heard my story, you would understand.”

			Rory leaned against the wall. “I’m listening.”

			“It all started the day I touched a man in my village . . .” Rowen spoke in a quiet voice, reliving memories from over a year ago. They were less painful now–less of a wound and more like a scar across her soul. Every few minutes she checked down the hall for Valin, but the front door remained shut.

			Rory listened, his arms uncrossing and sliding to his side. His posture relaxed and his eyes widened when she reached the part about saving the White City. But he made no comment.

			She shared about her time in Temanin, and how she was forced to heal for Drake. 

			He held up his hand. “Hold on. I don’t understand. Why didn’t you run? With that kind of power, I would have destroyed Drake and anyone else in my way and run.”

			Rowen froze. With that kind of power . . . I would have destroyed . . . 

			Wasn’t that what the Shadonae did?

			She crossed the room and took a seat in one of the chairs. For the last few weeks Valin had used the words we and us. She had dismissed them, but now . . . 

			 Was the only difference between her and Valin . . . their names and choices?

			 Shaken, she pressed her hands together in her lap. “I could have. I thought about it.” She stared at the metal glove. “But to use my power like that would have changed me.” A shiver ran down her back. “It would have made me into a monster.”

			“Like them. Like the Shadonae.”

			Rowen swallowed. “Maybe.” 

			“How did you end up here in Thyra?”

			“I . . . um . . .” Rowen took a deep breath and slowly drew back into her story, ending with Valin imprisoning her hand in the metal glove. But she couldn’t shake the connection now between her and Valin. 

			“How do you not become like them? Like Valin and Malchus.”

			Rowen glanced at the window. There was no rain today, but it was still dark and cloudy. “The Word,” she said softly. 

			“The Word? You mean that ancient follower religion?”

			“No, I mean the Word Himself. He controls my power, because I let Him.” 

			Rory picked up his helmet from the table and held it beneath his arm. “Then let us hope this Word continues to guard you.”

			She nodded, but inside she stood at the edge of a cliff overlooking a black abyss. One false step and she would fail. And if she failed . . . 

			“Thank you for sharing.”

			She looked back at Rory. He wore a guarded look now. It was better than the terror and hate she usually saw on people when they discovered her secret, but it still pierced her to the core.

			Alone, always alone.

			“Here.” She picked up the loaf of bread, not wanting to reveal her hurt. “You can have this.” He looked at it, surprised. “You need to eat. And Valin will give me more.”

			He tentatively reached for it. “Thank you.”

			“Now you should go.” Rowen glanced at the doorway. Any minute Valin would be here. “Hide, do something, before Valin arrives.”

			“I will.” Rory took the bread. “I plan on making my way back to Cragsmoor today. I want to know why I was there, and if there are more people like me.”

			Rowen nodded, her eyes still on the doorway.

			“Farewell, then. I will be careful. And I will return tonight.”

			“Farwell, Rory.” She looked back, but he was already gone, having disappeared through the kitchen door. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could keep him hidden from Valin. But if he could help her rescue more people, it was worth the risk.

			Rain began to fall outside.

    

		
		

		
		
		Valin brought Rowen to the senate tower later that morning. The stairs no longer winded her. Walking around the city had brought back some of her former physical strength. 

			They reached the top and entered. Malchus stood in the middle of the room, behind one of the throne chairs, his hands resting along its back. Valin joined him and spoke to him for a moment.

			Rowen stopped, struck by the image of the two men standing there. Malchus and Valin were two sides of the same coin. Valin was dark, Malchus pale, and both as cold as ice. 

			Valin looked back and motioned toward one of the chairs. “Please, take a seat.”

			Rowen took a seat opposite Malchus. 

			He watched her with an intense, fevered stare. 

			Valin sat between them. “Yesterday I said I would show you who you really are.”

			Rowen lifted her chin. “I already know who I am.”

			He leaned back in the chair. “You only know what you’ve been told. You are an Eldaran, correct?”

			“Yes.”

			“And a Truthsayer.”

			“Yes.” Where was Valin going with this?

			“And who told you that?”

			Rowen frowned. Balint, the chief healer of the White City, had been the first one to tell her she was an Eldaran, and a Truthsayer. “A man from the White City.”

			“Oh really. And how would he know?”

			“He was an Eldaran too. An Oathmaker.”

			His eyes widened. “Interesting. How powerful was he?”

			Rowen remembered the faded Mark of the Word on Balint’s hand. “He could only bind. He said his blood had been diluted.”

			Valin smiled, that not-so-kind smile. “So a man, excuse me, an Eldaran who barely possessed the power of his people, told you what you were. And you believe him?”

			“Why not?” Rowen sat at the edge of her seat. “The Word Himself confirmed what Balint said.”

			“I doubt either of them told you what you really are, what you are capable of.” Valin leaned forward. “I said I would show you who you are. I will not hide those parts they don’t want you to know. Your power is not a trigger mechanism. It is under your control. You can do whatever you want with it. I told you humans are beneath you, that you are a god. And now it is time to show you.”

			Rowen crossed her arms. “Why should I believe anything you say?” 

			Malchus watched the proceedings with a curve of his lips and a glimmer in his eyes. 

			Valin shrugged. “You don’t need to. I’m not going to say anymore. Instead, I’m going to show you. Regessus!”

			The herald walked through the doorway. Her heart slowed. Another human Valin had twisted. Was that his plan? To force her to twist a person? Then he was mistaken. Even if she could, she would never do such a thing. 

			Valin motioned toward Regessus. “Bring in the prisoner.”

			Regessus bowed and left. 

			Rowen gripped the arms of her chair. “I refuse to hurt anyone.”

			Valin smirked. “You won’t.”

			She narrowed her eyes. 

			A minute later Regessus came back, dragging a man in chains along with him. The man’s face was gaunt, his skin stretched across his face until his cheekbones protruded. His beard and hair converged into one stringy mass reaching to the middle of his chest. A rancid odor trailed him and spread throughout the room. His clothes were half decayed and hung across him in threads.

			The prisoner looked up. At first, he did not seem to realize Rowen was there. Then he saw her and a spark of life came back into his eyes. 

			Something moved inside her, and her throat grew tight. “What are you going to do to him?”

			Valin didn’t answer. 

			The man moved his lips, but she couldn’t hear what he said, just a string of heavy breaths and murmured words. 

			She leaned forward. “Valin, why is he here?”

			“Please.” The man’s voice cracked. A tear trickled down his cheek, leaving a muddy path across his face. “Please, milady, help me.”

			A chill swept over her, followed by fear. His fear. She could feel him. “Valin, don’t hurt him.” She held up her hand as if to stop him, although Valin hadn’t moved. “Let him go. Please. There is no need for any lesson today—”

			“Bring him here, Regessus.”

			Regessus brought the man inside the circle of chairs. As he passed, his rancid smell forced her to turn away and breathe through her mouth. 

			“You’ve touched a human before, right?”

			“You know I have.”

			“And what did you see or experience?”

			Rowen clenched and unclenched her hands. “I see inside of them.” 

			“Correct. But that’s not all that happens when you touch someone. What else?”

			What else? That was her power. She was a Truthsay— Oh. “I can also heal.” Did Valin want a demonstration of that? She glanced at the man. Yes, she would be willing to heal him. “Is that what you want?” 

			Valin studied her, his finger tapping his chin. 

			She tried to feel Valin, but couldn’t sense anything, not even the dark aura he usually wore. Well, if he did try and do something, she could still use her healing power on the prisoner. “All right. I’ll do it.”

			Valin dropped his hand. “Good.” He drew a key out from beneath his tunic and stood. “Hold out your glove.”

			Rowen lifted her hand.

			 He walked over and gripped her wrist, turned her hand over, and placed the key inside the keyhole located within the metal bracer. Click. The bracer loosened. He pulled the glove off and placed it on a chair nearby. 

			Rowen rotated her wrist, the air cool on her exposed skin. She held up her hand. The mark glowed with soft light.

			The prisoner watched her. He took a jerky step back, but was stopped by Regessus. “Are you one of them? Are you going to kill me, like the others?”

			She dropped her hand. “No. I’m not here to kill you. I want to—”

			Valin grabbed her hand and the man’s wrist. 

			She pulled back. “What are you—?” Her voice left her throat and her eyes went dark.

			Falling.

			Her stomach rose to her throat and wind rushed through her hair and clothing. A hand still held her, but she could see nothing. 

			Her body jerked to a stop and the air left her lungs. The vibration ricocheted through her arm and down her back. 

			The hand still held her, gripping her by the wrist. The only thing holding her. Her legs swung useless beneath her. 

			She twisted and moved, but there was nothing. Just empty air and darkness. If the hand above her let go, she would fall. 

			Rowen screamed.
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			Her scream cut short. A fire erupted within her mark, the same hand gripped by another in the darkness. Her power was triggering, but it was different. It centered inside her palm rather than her chest.

			Rowen glanced up. She could see nothing, only inky blackness. A scream filled her throat again, but it stayed there, stuck behind her teeth. Instead of her power rushing out, another power entered her through her palm. 

			The fire spread, past her wrist and down her arm, leaving a trail of warmth across her limbs. Her breath stalled.  

			The foreign power reached her chest and spread, stretching toward her legs and up to her face. The moment it reached her neck, she gasped. Thousands of tiny tendrils raced across her throat, pricks of pain, then pleasure. 

			Rowen sighed and her head slumped to her chest. She was still suspended in the darkness, but she didn’t care. A laugh escaped her lips. She didn’t care about anything except the fire now coursing through her body. Her healings never felt like this. They always hurt. Each and every one. 

			But this? 

			This was incredible. 

			Her truthsaying power flared to life. She lifted her head and her heart beat faster. This . . . this wasn’t right. But why? It felt so good. 

			No. There was something wrong. 

			Rowen began to squirm. She twisted and turned, her hand still held tight above her by the unseen hand. Wait. She stopped and focused on her own power. Eyes closed, she willed the heat inside her chest to move toward her hand. 

			It moved.

			Her eyes flew open and she pushed again. Always her power had been reactionary. But not this time. 

			She pushed her power through her arm and up to her palm. Far away she heard a gasp and a cry. She pushed harder until her palm exploded in a blaze of light.

			Another light appeared above her, like the opening of a well. She shot up toward the light, palm first. Up, up . . . 

			 The connection broke and Rowen fell to the floor. The darkness was gone and she was no longer suspended in the air.

			She sucked her breath and hunched over. Slowly her hearing came back. Someone panted nearby. She looked up.

			Valin knelt on the floor a couple feet away, his head bowed, his hand cradled to his chest.

			Near Valin lay the prisoner on his back, limbs spread wide across the marble. He stared at the ceiling, his eyes unmoving, his skin pale. 

			Rowen sat up and rubbed her face. What just happened?

			 She glanced at Valin, then at the prisoner again. The prisoner’s chest did not move. And his lips were blue. 

			She clutched her throat. Valin had grabbed her wrist. Then the darkness appeared, and the other power. That heady, blissful power. He said he wanted to show her another use of her abilities . . . 

			“Wha-what did you make me do?” Her voice cracked. 

			Valin looked at her. He did not smile this time. Instead, he grimaced and hunched back over. 

			She trembled. “Did I—did I kill that man? Did I kill him?”

			“No.” Valin’s voice came out weak. “We siphoned his life.”

			The room was spinning out of control. “We—what?”

			The color seeped back into Valin’s face and he slowly sat up. “I reversed my own healing. Instead of pouring my life into him, I drew his life out and transferred it to you.”

			Rowen scooted back. “No, I couldn’t have . . .” That fiery warmth, had that been the prisoner’s life entering her? 

			She curled up next to one of the chairs, her stomach so tight it hurt. She had laughed and reveled in the exhilarating power. Bile filled her mouth. How could she? How could she have enjoyed takin—

			She turned over and retched, but nothing came up. Oh Word. Help me! She heaved again. If only she could vomit those memories and feelings! I didn’t know! 

			Rowen curled her hands and turned toward Valin. “You, you monster! You lied to me. You said I wouldn’t hurt the man!”

			Valin shrugged and pushed up off the floor. Color seeped back into his cheeks. “What I said was true. He isn’t in pain now. And you weren’t the one who hurt him. Besides, his life healed you. Isn’t it about time someone did that for you?”

			Rowen froze. “What do you mean?”

			Valin pointed at her. “Touch your neck.”

			Hesitantly, she reached up beneath the scarf and felt the skin along her throat. No leathery texture, no ridges. Just smooth and cool. No, no . . . She ran her hand up and down a couple more times. It can’t be. 

			She spotted one of the windows and stood. Her legs shook as she staggered across the floor, past the chairs, toward the window. She gripped the windowpane and stared at her reflection. Past the scarf, the red skin was gone. She jerked the scarf down and touched her skin again. 

			Rowen turned. “How did this happen?”

			Valin pulled his glove back on. “Like I said, you used his life force to repair your body. That nasty scar is gone.”

			Her eyes widened. “No, it can’t be.” She turned back toward the window and rubbed her throat. “I can’t do that. I can’t take someone’s life for my own.”

			“Too late. He’s dead and you’re healed.”

			Rowen spun around. “You vile . . . !” She screamed and rushed Valin, her hands outstretched. She would use her mark and end him! Now! 

			A force hit her from behind. She stumbled forward. A hand grabbed her shoulder, another seized her right wrist. 

			Rowen snarled and tried to yank away, but the grip held. 

			“I don’t think so.” Malchus stood behind her, his fingers like claws in her shoulder, his hand tight around her wrist. 

			She twisted around and scratched his face with her other hand. 

			Malchus grabbed her other wrist, pinning her in place. He stared at her with an icy look. “I told you this wouldn’t work, Valin.” 

			Rowen pulled and twisted, but Malchus had an iron grip. 

			Valin came up beside her. “She cannot deny her power now. She has tasted it.” He lifted up her metal glove. 

			Rowen pulled back. “No, no!”

			Malchus held her hand in place while Valin tugged on the metal contraption. 

			The metal was cold against her skin. Tears streamed down her face. 

			Valin gripped her chin and turned her face toward his. “We will leave you to think about things.” He ran a thumb along her jaw and wiped away a tear. “I am patient, but eventually you will need to choose.”

			“Choose what? To join you? I’ll never join you!” 

			He dropped his hand. “Just think about it.” He turned and headed toward the door. 

			Malchus squeezed her wrists and leaned until he was only a couple inches away from her face.

			Rowen looked away. 

			“Valin might desire you, but I do not. You are just like your mother. She did not fool me, and I will not be fooled by you. I will be watching. And if you try to run . . .” He squeezed again, digging his nails between the tendons in her wrist until she cried out. “I will enjoy hunting you.”

			He let go and crossed to the door. Valin was already gone. The door shut with a hard thud, leaving her inside the empty senate room. Rain pounded against the windows, drumming across the glass and echoing inside the room. 

			The prisoner lay where he had fallen, in the middle of the circle of chairs. Shadows danced across his pale face, his eyes void of life. 

			I said I would heal him. I would help him.

			A tear fell across her cheek. 

			Instead, I took from him the one thing he had left. His life.

			Rowen spun toward the door. She couldn’t stay here. 

			She raced across the floor, past the chairs and the dead prisoner. With a hard pull, she opened the door and rushed down the stairs. She had no idea where Valin and Malchus had gone. She didn’t care. At the bottom of the tower she pulled the door open and raced out into the rain. 

			It fell in sheets, ice cold and hard. She ran across the arena and slipped on the stairs as she made her way to the street. Water flowed along the sides of the buildings and down the columns. Turning left, she followed the street all the way back to her house. 

			The scarf around her neck began to slip. She tore it off and dropped it to the ground. Nausea filled her stomach and she brought a hand across her middle. 

			Fifteen minutes later she reached the house and flung open the door. Her eyes were drawn to the bust of Regessus that stood to the left. That soulless shell of a man who served Valin. The same man who had once called this house his home.

			Rowen stepped into the foyer and doubled over. Even now she was using people—their homes, their lives.

			Get dry first, then figure out what to do next. 

			She staggered back up, shut the door, and made her way down the hallway toward the staircase. Don’t let Rory be here. I don’t want him to see me. 

			He might see the truth on her face. That she had become like Valin and Malchus.

			That’s not true! She reached the second floor and made her way up to the third. Valin tricked me. I didn’t touch the man. Rowen slowed as she made her way down the hall to her room. So how did Valin do it?

			He had held her marked hand, but instead of her power flowing out, his had somehow flowed in. Until she pushed back.

			Rowen stumbled into her room. At least she’d fought back. Still, the prisoner was dead because of her.

			The mirror in the corner caught her eye. She stared at it, then walked toward it. Her reflection expanded across the silver glass until she stood full length in the mirror. Tears still clung to her lashes. Her cheeks and nose were tinted red from the cold. Her wrap covered her neck. Hesitantly, she pulled her wrap down away from her skin. 

			The scar she had grown accustomed to seeing was gone. She reached up and touched the skin again. Smooth and fine. She was beautiful once more. Unmarred. No, more than that . . . 

			She leaned toward the glass, her breath fogging the surface. There. The tiny wrinkles that had started to form along her eyes were gone too. Had the healing brought youth as well? That would explain why Valin and Malchus still looked so young.

			But at what price? She closed her eyes. The heady warmth came back, but only a shadow of it. Not as powerful as the actual sensation. The real thing . . . her lips parted and a sigh came out. It was like nothing she had experienced before. To feel it again . . . 

			No! Her eyes flew open and she saw her reflection. 

			 With a scream she hit the mirror with the side of her fist. The mirror cracked. She hit it again and again, shards of glass cutting into her hand. The mirror shattered, falling from its frame and scattering across the floor into a thousand shiny pieces. 

			Rowen slid to the floor, gasping and sobbing. “Oh Word, help me! I don’t want to become that! I don’t want to be like them!”

			But a small part of her relished the fiery feeling. And the power! All during her time with Drake she had felt powerless, abiding in the belief that the Word would save her. And all that time she could have saved herself. One touch of her hand and Drake would have been writhing on the ground, begging her to stop—

			“Word, no!” She covered her face with her hands. “No! That is not who I am. I will not be like Valin or Malchus. I will do what is right. I will use my power for good, not evil.”

			But a shard of darkness now hungered inside of her.
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			Caleb stood in front of his horse. Everything was packed, secured to the horses, and ready to go. Nierne waited behind him. She would get on her horse the moment they left, and not a second before. He could not understand her fear of horses. He found their strength and dignity appealing. 

			Lore was already in his saddle, his face set toward the west. In front of him, Balthazar’s people were tearing down tents and stowing away their belongings. They would be moving east, opposite their direction, toward the next watering hole. 

			There had been nothing to fear. Even if Balthazar knew about the bounty on his head, he had never said anything, or done anything. Caleb let out a small sigh of relief. 

			Balthazar approached him. 

			Caleb held out his hand and Balthazar clapped him on the arm. 

			“It was good to see you, Caleb.” His voice rumbled. “I’m sorry you’re not traveling the same direction we are.”

			“I am sorry too.” And he meant it. “But I need to visit Thyra first and help my companions.”

			Balthazar nodded. “I understand. I hope you find what you are looking for there.” His gaze moved past Caleb. “Perhaps the young scribe will help you.”

			Caleb frowned. Did Balthazar mean something more? “I assume she will, being privy to the Monastery library.”

			Balthazar just smiled. “Once you are done with your travels and have found the information you seek, you are welcome back at our fires. You will always have a home here, with us. Just like your mother did.”

			Balthazar’s words struck a chord inside him. A home. He had a home with these people, should he ever want it someday. “Thank you, Balthazar. I will remember that.” He patted the pack that hung from his shoulder. “And thank you for the supplies. Hopefully these should see us through the rest of the Great Desert.”

			“They should, so long as you don’t run into any trouble. And stay on the path I marked for you. There are some small watering holes along the way. It is the path my people take.”

			“I will.”

			Balthazar clapped his arms again. “Farewell, Caleb, son of Selene. May your Word smile on your journey.”

			“And may He smile on yours as well, my friend.”

			The men parted. Caleb turned and placed his foot in the stirrup. With a strong shove, he mounted and settled down into the saddle. Nierne gave a little sigh and mounted up as well. She was getting better at handling her horse. Perhaps by the end of their journey, she would actually like horses.

			Caleb lifted his hand in farewell. Balthazar did likewise. Then he pulled on the reins of his mare and started westward, toward the setting sun.

			

		
		

		
		
		Caleb rode in silence beside Nierne. The stars came out, one by one, with a moon rising just above the horizon.

			“What do you think we will find in Kerre?” Her voice echoed across the empty desert. 

			He paused. He hadn’t thought a lot about that. Well, not exactly. He had thought about Kerre, and what they would find. But not having been to that country before, or witnessed what Nierne had, he didn’t have much to base his thoughts upon. “I don’t know. If these Shadonae act like other human despotisms I have known, then you might find your city empty or gone. What purpose would there be keeping humans alive? Other than to consume them. And how many would they need?”

			“It’s just like how I see it in my dream.”

			Caleb shifted in his saddle and looked over at Nierne. “You mean your nightmares?” She hadn’t spoken much about them since that first night at the ruins outside Azar.

			Nierne hesitated, then nodded. “I’ve been having this dream, where I’m in Thyra. The city is empty, except for . . .”

			“Except for what?” 

			She shivered and drew her cloak closer. “The shadows.” Her voice lowered. “I’m at the Monastery, trying to get in. And . . . this shadow comes. It draws closer. I can’t get into the Monastery. It is almost upon me. Then . . . I wake up.”

			Caleb placed the reins in his left hand and looked at his right. There was a faint glow around the mark on his hand. “You know I wouldn’t let them touch you. I would never let them come near you.”

			“But you might not be there.” She didn’t look at him. Instead, she faced forward, the pale moonlight spread across her face. “You have no reason to go to Thyra. You’re just going to find out information.”

			He frowned. “Yes, that is true. But perhaps I am going for more. Maybe the Word has more planned for me.”

			There was silence. “You would stay? And help us?”

			“Did you really believe I would go, and then leave?”

			Nierne shrugged, her gaze still forward. “I don’t know. A month ago, I would have said yes. But now . . .”

			“And where would I go back to? Azar? Somewhere else in Temanin?” Caleb sighed. “I am not welcome anywhere.” Saying that out loud cemented his reality. He had nothing left. Except for Balthazar’s offer. 

			“I know. I don’t know if you would be welcome in Thyra, either. My people do not think highly of Temanins. And I suspect your mark and power would frighten them more. Men with supernatural power already conquered us. Another man with similar power, well, you can understand.”

			Caleb nodded, but it made his middle tighten. He had never really thought about how other people would react to his Eldaran blood.

			“But I’m not afraid of you.”

			He jerked his head up. 

			Nierne looked at him and smiled. 

			A twisting wistfulness filled his belly. He wanted to see that smile on her face again. More so, he wanted to be the cause of that smile. The words that came next were foreign, and tasted odd in his mouth, but he needed to say them anyway. “Thank you.”

			Her smile changed into a humorous, puzzled look. “What for?”

			“For not being afraid of me. I used to want people to be afraid of me. Fear was power. But that kind of power is lonely.” That was more than he’d meant to say. Caleb shifted in his saddle. He never bared his innermost thoughts and wasn’t sure why he was doing it now.

			Her smile returned. “Well, I know you better now than most people. You aren’t the same man you once were. You are still strong, still powerful. But your heart has changed, for the better.”

			Word, he hoped so. Although he still heard the call of darkness beckoning him, sometimes daily, even hourly. Would he always be fighting it? Did Nierne fight that inner darkness too? And Lore? 

			They rode along in silence, Caleb turning over her words inside his mind. You aren’t the same man you once were. 

			

			
			

			
			
    Three days passed, full of sand and heat and sun. They stopped by the first watering hole Balthazar had marked on Caleb’s map, refilled, and continued west. 

			Caleb wiped his face. Even he was now growing tired of the Great Desert, and he had lived in this arid country most of his life. Lore reminded him of a fish out of water: his skin burnt and peeling, his lips cracked. Avonains never fared well in the desert. Nierne looked a little bit better, but she seemed weary of the heat and sun as well. 

			The horses plodded along, the dullness as dense as the heat. Caleb rode with his eyes half shut. They would reach the next watering hole by tonight. Good thing, too, since their waterskins were almost empty.

			Lore rode up beside Caleb. 

			“Yes?” He didn’t bother to open his eyes. 

			Lore pointed toward the north. “That doesn’t look good.” 

			Caleb sat up and looked north. Billowing sand clouds filled the horizon, reaching almost to the sky itself. The clouds rolled over each other, tumbling faster and faster as the sandstorm raced across the desert. Lightning flickered in and out of the tempest.

			The dullness vanished. Caleb swore. “Of all the nine shades . . .”

			Nierne stopped beside him and sucked in her breath. “What is that?”

			Caleb looked around, barely hearing her question. A rock, a boulder, they needed something to protect themselves and the horses. Word, please let there be something. By now the roar of the storm echoed across the sand, a churning mass of sand and wind.

			Nierne touched his arm. “Caleb?” 

			He held up a hand, silencing her. There, just off to his left, a small cleft. And they just might have enough time to reach it.

			“This way. Follow me.” Caleb spurred his horse toward the outcropping of rocks. The roar grew louder. Sweat broke out all over his body. He had been in sandstorms before, but never one this big. Then again, he had never traveled this deep into the Great Desert.

			Once he reached the rocks, he jumped off his horse and clawed at his pack. His fingers slipped as he tried to unlatch it. He swore again. “Get your blankets and cloaks out,” he shouted to Lore and Nierne. The latch unbuckled. Finally. He pulled everything out. 

			“Lore, help me get the horses down. Nierne, put your cloak on and keep all the waterskins and food with you. Get as close to the rocks as you can.”

			He tugged at his mare’s bridle. “Down, girl. There is nothing to be afraid of.” She looked at him and slowly knelt down. “That’s it. Good girl.” He patted her on the neck and threw the blanket over her, covering her up to her ears. Lore already had his mount down and covered in the same way. Both men moved toward Nierne’s horse. Already the sand was kicking up into the air and the roar was almost deafening.

			Caleb ignored the sand and focused on what still needed to be done. Horses were secure, now to make sure they were ready. He turned toward Nierne and squatted down. “Everyone, put on your headscarves. These rocks should give us some protection, but just in case . . .” He pulled out his scarf and began to wrap it around his head. Lore did the same. Nierne fumbled with her own. Caleb tucked the corner in up by his ear, then scooted over to assist her. 

			“What’s happening?” she said as he wrapped the cloth around her head. 

			“Sandstorm.” The words came out muffled through the cloth.

			She glanced up. The sky had grown dark now and sand flew across the top of the rocks. “Will we be all right?”

			Caleb tucked the end of her scarf behind her ear. He wouldn’t lie to her. “I don’t know.” He looked around. “And I don’t know how long we’ll be here.”

			The three huddled together with their backs against the rocks. The overhang provided some protection, but sand still found its way into their cove. The horses’ heads were lowered and their faces were pressed up to their knees. Within minutes, the sky was almost as dark as night. 

			A hand touched his knee, and made its way up until it found his arm. Nierne’s hand. She held onto his sleeve with an iron grip. Lore moved until their knees barely brushed. Caleb heard the horses move, but could no longer see them. 

			Everything was pitch black. Sand bit at his exposed face and hands. The winds roared and in the distance thunder rumbled. 

			“How long will the storm last?” Lore yelled over the wind.

			Caleb turned toward Lore, but couldn’t see the man’s face. He couldn’t see anything. “Might be a couple hours,” he yelled back.

			Lore didn’t answer him. Caleb settled back against the rock. “Rest if you can. Until the storm blows over.”

			Nierne shifted on his other side. Neither of them said a word. Caleb crossed his arms and closed his eyes. His vision didn’t change. Didn’t matter. He would use this time to catch up on some rest.

			

•••

			

		
		

		
		Red light filtered through Caleb’s eyelids. His body gradually surfaced from sleep. One more breath. He opened his eyes. Bright sunlight replaced the red vision. He blinked again and squinted until he adjusted to the light.

			Well, at least the storm had passed. Sand covered everything now. His mare lifted her head and shook the sand off. He hadn’t even realized she was there. Her entire back was buried in sand. The two other humps were the other horses. 

			Caleb tried to stand and found his right side pinned down. He glanced over. Nierne lay curled up beside him, her head buried between the folds of his cloak. All he could see were her lips and lower jaw, and a mess of red curls. A small snore escaped her lips. 

			That same, twisting feeling came back. It wasn’t the passionate fire he had known with Ailis or any other woman, although a hint of it was there. It was . . . different. Warm, like wine. 

			A curl moved and he brushed it aside. She didn’t wake.

			What would it be like to wake up next to Nierne? To see her like this, in a bed draped in silk, concealed by hanging gauze. Then his thoughts jumped to what the night before would have held. The warmth turned to a slow burn.

			Lore rustled on his left. Caleb blinked, and the thought from heartbeats ago vanished, leaving behind a smoldering fire inside his chest. Just as well. He didn’t need to dwell on those thoughts. One woman, one life. Not easy, though, when a desirable woman was sleeping next to him.

			He brushed the sand off of his legs. The movement woke Nierne. 

			She lifted her head from his shoulder, still sleepy and now disoriented. Her gaze found Caleb. She frowned, as if she didn’t recognize him. 

			Only inches separated their faces. “Good morning,” he said quietly.

			Her eyes went wide. Nierne sat up and scooted back. A red tinge spread across her cheeks. “Did I fall asleep on you?”

			Caleb nodded. He couldn’t help the grin that spread across his face.

			“I’m sorry! I had no idea. I didn’t mean to . . .” She brushed her curls back away from her face. 

			His grin faded and a hunger stirred inside him.

			Nierne stared at him and paused. Thoughts flit across her face, her features changing from embarrassed to something less defining. “I take it you slept well.”

			Caleb frowned. Wait. Was she teasing him? The grin came back. “Very.” He shouldn’t push it, but he was going to anyway. “I could get used to that.”

			Her whole face lit up like a torch. 

			He should apologize, assuage her sensibilities. That’s what a gentleman would do. Instead, he just grinned at her. He liked leaving her speechless.

			Nearby, Lore chuckled. 

			“I . . . well . . . I should . . .” Nierne’s fingers pulled and twisted the cloak in her hand so hard he thought she would tear the garment. “I should pack. Yes, pack.” She looked away, still twisting the cloak in her hand.

			She hadn’t yelled at him, or given him the cold shoulder. True, he had unnerved her, but she hadn’t backed away from his playful advance.

			The warm feeling returned. 

			

		
		

		
		
		Caleb tore through his bag again, then through his cloak and scarf. Where were they? Where were his compass and map? Sands!

			Lore looked up. His hand was in his own pack, where he had been placing his blanket. “What’s wrong?”

			Caleb wanted to swear long and hard, but instead he took a deep breath. “My map. It’s gone. And so is my compass.”

			“Your map? You mean the one Balthazar gave you?”

			Nierne glanced over.

			“Yes. I can’t find it.” He turned his pack over and dumped everything out on the sand: his blanket, two waterskins, dates and dried meat wrapped up in strips of linen, and a cloth bag filled with grain.

			Lore started rummaging through his own bag. Caleb opened up the sack of grain and combed through it, even though he knew it couldn’t possibly be in there. He had a feeling he knew where the map and compass were, and if he was right, there was no way they would ever find them. 

			A couple more minutes went by as the three of them checked through everything. Caleb stood and threw his pack as far as he could. It sailed through the air about twenty feet and landed in the sand with a soft thud. “They’re gone.”

			Nierne shook her head. “You don’t know tha—”

			“Yes. I do. I had them out when the sandstorm came. I put them in the outer pocket of my pack, but I was in a hurry and didn’t secure the flap.” Caleb clenched his hands. How could he have been so foolish? “They fell out, and now they are buried.”

			“You’re sure?” Lore said.

			“Yes.” Caleb ran his hands across his face and up through his hair, pulling on the ends. How were they going to make their way across the Great Desert now? One false step and they would die here. 

			And it was his fault.

			 Lore looked around, then back at Caleb. “Well, do you remember where we are now?”

			Caleb thought back, picturing the map in his mind. “Yes,” he said after a moment. “We are near a long ravine. After that, we were to head straight west until we reached the ocean, then follow the coast up to Kerre.”

			Lore nodded. “Then all we need to do is find that ravine and continue west.”

			Caleb peered across the desert. Sand as far as the eye could see. “The problem is the ravine will be easy to miss out here.”

			Lore stood and cinched up his pack. “Then we will have to work together.”

			He had never really worked with others before, even during this trip through the Great Desert. He had led, and Nierne and Lore had followed. And he hadn’t even liked that. He worked alone, always worked alone. Until now.

			Caleb worked his jaw, his eyes still on the sandy expanse before him. “All right.” He turned around. “We head west. Look for anything that might be a ravine. That is where the next watering hole will be. If we miss it . . .”

			“Then we keep going west.” Lore hefted up his pack. Nierne looked between the two men and lifted her own pack. 

			Caleb knew he could survive if they didn’t find the ravine. Maybe Lore could too. But Nierne?

			He hoisted up his pack and swung it onto his shoulder. He paused. Word, please get us across the desert. If this journey is the one we are to take, then help us. 

			It still felt odd to talk to a being he could not see. If he hadn’t met the Word all those months ago, he wasn’t sure if he could even speak to Him now. Or really even believe in Him. But he had seen the Word, and felt His power first hand. If the Word could carry him from the White City all the way back to Temanin and to his own home, then the Word could lead them across the desert.

			The tension across his shoulders loosened. Lore and Nierne were already mounting their horses. He studied Nierne for a moment. How did she believe? And Lore? As far as he knew, they had never met the Word, not in the way he had. And yet they followed Him, sometimes with more faith than he possessed. How? Perhaps he could learn from them more about what it meant to be a Follower.

			“Ready?” Nierne brought her horse around. 

			“Yes, I am.” Caleb walked over to his own mare, secured his pack, and heaved himself onto her back. He turned her toward the west, where the sun was heading. “Let’s go.”
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22

		

		
			Bright, piercing sunlight tore across Lore’s vision until his head throbbed. His tongue filled his mouth like a piece of cotton cloth, and his body ached from the heat. By now he thought he would have grown accustomed to the desert, but his Avonain blood refused to adapt to the heat and sun. 

			Sand. That’s all there was. Mounds and hills of sand. No plants, no bushes, no vegetation, just sand stretched beneath a bright blue sky. Usually he could find beauty in almost anything, but he could not find it here. He loved trees, and greenery, and water. His body literally ached for it now. If only he could dip his fingers into a pool of water and wet his tongue.

			Hours passed until the sun set in front of them. Then he and Caleb made camp while Nierne dug out food from their dwindling stores. She laid out small bits of dried meat and fruit on the blanket. The grain had run out yesterday.

			Lore picked up a piece of dried rabbit and held it between his finger and thumb. He didn’t really want to give thanks for this meager meal. Not that he wasn’t thankful, he was. But his prayers had turned more desperate. The reality that he might not make it to Thyra was slowly setting in. Their water was almost gone, along with their food. And they still didn’t know where they were. He saw the anxious look on Caleb’s face when the man thought no one was watching.

			As much as he wanted to find Rowen, he’d decided days ago he would be the first one to go without food or water. He could never live with himself if he let Nierne, or even Caleb, die because he had to have his portion. 

			Lore took the meat and placed it in his mouth and chewed, making the bite last as long as possible. Better enjoy this meal because it might be his last.

			Nierne looked at him, then at Caleb, before eating a date. Caleb kept his head down, his food untouched. After a moment, she reached over and touched Caleb’s hand. He drew back and glared at her. 

			“Caleb, it’s going to be all righ—”

			“No, it isn’t. I know the desert, I know what can happen—will happen—out here.”

			Lore went still.

			“You don’t know if that will happen, if we will . . .”

			“Die? Is that what you were going to say?”

			Her face flushed and she looked away. 

			“I’ve seen death before, Nierne. I’m no stranger to its presence. And I feel it here, now.”

			Her head spun back around. “You don’t know that. Why would the Word have us come so close to Thyra, just to have us die in the desert?”

			“Then why would He let me lose our map? Why would He let a sandstorm come? I’ve asked for guidance, a lead, something, to let me know we are going the right way.” His nostrils flared. “I’ve heard nothing.”

			“Sometimes the Word doesn’t say anything.”

			“Then how do I trust Him? How do I follow Him?”

			Nierne opened her mouth as if she was going to say something, But Caleb’s last words seemed to hit her. “I don’t know.” She looked down at her hands. “I’ve asked the same question. This whole journey, from Thyra to losing . . . losing Father Reth.” she glanced at Caleb. “Then caught by you. And meeting you again in Azar . . .”

			Something passed between the two of them. Apparently there was a lot of history between them, more than Lore knew. Interesting.

			“But every time I wanted to give up, or thought the Word had forgotten me, He provided a way.” Nierne sighed. “And not in the way I thought it would happen.”

			Lore’s heart grew heavy. Yes, what Nierne said was true. And then sometimes things happened and you had to trust the Word knew what He was doing. Like when Lord Gaynor died. 

			Lore looked at Caleb then. He couldn’t help it. It was as if his whole being was drawn in his direction. He waited for the bitterness to rekindle inside his chest, the twisting, fiery feeling to emerge again from his heart. But it never came. 

			Caleb continued to talk to Nierne, never seeming to notice his stare. Lore blinked. Instead of an assassin, a murderer, he simply saw a man. A man who was afraid of being lost. A man who had never been out of control before. A man who was taking his first shaky steps in following the Word. 

			Just a man.

			“What do you think?” Caleb directed his question at Lore.

			And with that, the bitterness was gone. The hurt was still there, it would always be there. After all, deep wounds left scars, even after they healed. But the wound had healed. He had finally forgiven Caleb. “I’m sorry, I’m not sure what you are asking,” He had lost track of their conversation. 

			“Would the Word really let us die here?”

			Lore let out a long breath. “I don’t know.” 

			Caleb crossed his arms and looked away.  

			Nierne frowned.

			“The Word orchestrates events that sometimes I don’t understand. Sometimes He does provide a way. And sometimes events happen that only the Word knows why.” Lore shook his head. “So I don’t know. What I do know is that we don’t give up. Not yet.” 

			He wasn’t about to tell them his own decision to not take anymore of their provisions. He had led too many men, been a captain too long not to think of the needs of others above his own. He would be the first to go. But they didn’t need to know that, not yet. 

			His answer didn’t seem to satisfy either Nierne or Caleb. 

			He crawled into his bedroll shortly after. There was no fire tonight; there was nothing to burn. Nierne and Caleb whispered nearby, but their voices were low and did not carry.

			Lore stared up at the stars until he drifted off to sleep.

			

•••

		

		
		The sun was even hotter today. Lore longed for water, his body begged for it, but there was none left, at least not for him. He shoved the empty waterskin out of sight and focused instead on the horizon. Nothing but sand.

			Nierne rode to his right and Caleb rode ahead of them. No one spoke. No one wanted to say what they were all thinking: today was the last day. If they didn’t find water, or food, or something, then it wouldn’t be long before . . . 

			Lore left those thoughts behind and kept his eyes on the horizon. If it came, it came. He would face his end without whimpering or pleading. The Word would carry him home. His only regret would be leaving Rowen behind.

			Rowen. 

			His heart throbbed inside him. At least he’d told her he loved her. He would have loved her to the end of his days. Or hers. Whichever came first. But he would have loved her fully. Completely.

			Watch over her, Word. Wherever she is, whatever she is facing. Watch over her.

			

			
		

		
		Midday came. The sun burned through Lore. His tongue filled his mouth and his skin burned. Even his horse seemed listless. How long could his mount keep going? They had given as much water as they could to the horses this morning. But it couldn’t have been enough. Not as much as they all needed now.

			A half hour later, all he wanted to do was drop from his horse and lay in the sand. The feeling grew stronger by the minute.

			Caleb sat straight in his saddle, but Nierne was leaning across her mare. 

			Lore tugged on his reins and brought his horse near hers. “Don’t give up.”

			She sat up and looked at him.

			“Don’t give up. I don’t know what will happen today, but don’t give up.”

			She shook her head. “I’m so tired. And . . .”

			“Thirsty.” 

			She nodded at Lore and pressed a hand to her cheek. 

			“It is not weakness to admit that.” Lore reached over and touched her arm. 

			Her face scrunched up, but tears never came. She laughed and choked. “I can’t even cry.” She wiped her face, but there was nothing to wipe. 

			Lore patted her arm. “I know.” Word, help me be strong, help all of us to be strong. He looked again to the horizon. Be with us at the en—

			His eyes widened. Something stirred inside of him. Lore pulled up on his reins and froze.

			 No, it couldn’t be. 

			Wait. There. Ahead of him, and slightly to the right. His heart started beating again, the hot rush of life moving through him. 

			He knew that feeling. The ocean inside his veins. Close, too. Why hadn’t he felt it before now?

			“Lore, are you all right?” 

			He blinked. Caleb had stopped and was now staring at him. “Yes.” It didn’t matter. His mouth stretched into a huge grin, his dry lips cracking. 

			Caleb pulled back, probably thinking Lore had gone insane. Maybe he had. Maybe the feeling was a phantom. Only one way to find out.

			“This way!” Lore gave his horse a small kick. Startled, the horse leapt forward. Lore looked back. Nierne and Caleb were staring after him, their images growing smaller as he rushed across the desert. Then they started riding. 

			“Wait, Lore, what’s going on?” Nierne shouted behind him.

			 Caleb came up on his left. 

			“Water!” He laughed. He couldn’t stop. Relief burst through him like an unplugged spring. They were going to live!

			“Water?” Caleb shouted, his horse neck and neck with Lore’s. “What do you mean water?”

			Lore pointed toward the horizon. “I can feel it. We made it. The ocean is ahead of us.”

			Nierne caught up. “You can feel the ocean?”

			“Yes. And more.” His insides expanded. Not only could he feel the ebb and flow of the ocean, he could feel a storm coming. Lands, he hadn’t felt a storm in months! “There’s a storm coming.” A big one too. And for once, he didn’t fear what the storm would do to him. A storm meant water. 

			Oh Word, thank you. Thank you!

			“But I don’t see anything,” Nierne said.

			Lore just laughed. “Follow me.”

			The three of them raced across the sand. He spotted clouds forming to the south. Wonderful, life-giving clouds. Caleb must have too, because he shouted to Nierne and pointed. 

			He leaned in toward his horse and patted her neck. “Come on, sweetheart, we’re almost there.” She needed water just as badly as he did. If the storm hadn’t been coming, they would have had to find a way to turn the saltwater to drinking water, not an easy task. And a time- consuming one as well. 

			Lore looked back at the storm clouds, now billowing up into the sky. It was going to hit hard and hit fast, but never had he been more grateful for a storm.

			A minute later he spotted a thin line of greenish blue along the horizon. The ocean. He slowed his horse. No need to tire her out. The others, seeing him slow, did the same themselves. 

			Lore shuddered as the feeling of the ocean swept over him. Powerful, cool, with a sharp tingle at the end. He opened his eyes and found Nierne staring at him. 

			“I’ve never seen that before,” she said, awe in her voice. “Your eyes, they’re a brilliant green now.”

			Lore touched the skin below his eye.

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

			“You didn’t. It’s been a while since I felt the ocean and changed.”

			“I can’t imagine what that is like . . .”

			“It’s amazing.” And he meant it. The connection of his people had just saved their lives. 

			The ocean expanded in front of them as they approached the coast. To the south, the storm clouds drew closer. Judging from the churning inside his blood, they didn’t have much time before the storm hit. And as much as he would love to just stand in the rain, they should find some kind of protection. 

			“Start looking for a rock ledge, or a cave, or some kind of shelter from the storm. We’re going to need it.” 

			The wind picked up, first a gentle blow, then stronger and stronger. The temperature in the air dropped from hot to warm. The end of his scarf came loose and began to whip around his face. Lore unwrapped the whole thing with one hand and stuffed the cloth inside his pack. 

			Slabs of rock jutted out from the sand. Ahead, there seemed to be a drop-off right before the edge of the ocean. Perfect. 

			The sound of the waves mixed in with the wind. The clouds were above them, blocking out the sun. Lore spotted a place where they could maneuver the horses down onto the beach. “This way,” he shouted over the wind.

			Caleb and Nierne followed him down the path. His blood pumped fast as the storm took over his body. Exhilaration filled his veins. His hair whipped up and around his face and the scent of salt filled his nostrils. There, to the right, a slab of rock about ten feet high hung out across the sand. It wasn’t much for three people and three horses, but it would provide some protection. Not that he needed it. He was going to stand in the deluge and let the water wash off every bit of the desert.

			Lore led them to the shelter and jumped down from his horse. The rocks nearby had natural holes and creases to catch the rain. That, along with anything they could put out to catch water would help them replenish their stores.

			It was almost like the Word had planned this storm just when they needed it. 

			He looked up and the first drop of rain hit his cheek. He smiled. No, not probably. The Word had provided. Just when they needed it.

			Another drop came down. 

			“Unpack anything we can use to catch water,” Lore shouted back at the others.

			 Caleb was already off his horse and helping Nierne down. 

			She looked over at Lore and nodded.

			Lore pulled open his pack and dug out the animal skin bags that had held the grain. He pulled the top as far open as it would go. More drops of rain fell and the sky grumbled above. His fingers ached now from the rushing blood inside him. He placed the bag on one of the rocks and looked back. Caleb and Nierne were doing the same. The horses pawed at the sand and whinnied. 

			He went out past the rock ledge and dropped to his knees. He began to dig a hole in the sand. Hopefully it would fill with enough water for the horses. The raindrops came faster and the sky rumbled again. 

			Caleb joined him. “I can’t believe this.”

			“Believe what?” Lore dug into the sand.

			“Just when we needed water . . .” 

			At the awe in Caleb’s voice, Lore smiled. Baby steps. Caleb was experiencing his first steps in following the Word. As he grew, he would find that the Word didn’t always provide this way, but for now, the man’s young faith was reenergized. 

			The clouds split and rain came gushing down. Water pelted across his back and head, soaking his clothes in seconds. Lore looked up and opened his mouth. The water tasted heavenly. He swallowed and caught another mouthful. A shudder passed through his body as the ocean nearby churned in the storm. His limbs ached, but he didn’t care. He stood and raised his hands, laughed, and swallowed another gulp of water. At this moment, he was one with his blood, one with the ocean, one with storm.

			Thank you, Word.

			

•••

			The rain hit Caleb and shoved him to the ground. He coughed and pushed back up. Someone was laughing. He glanced across the hole and found Lore standing, his hands raised, his face toward the heavens, rain pounding down around them. 

			The hole began to fill. Caleb cupped the water and drank, then cupped it again. He ignored the sand and grit, so great was his thirst. After a couple more handfuls, he sat back and closed his eyes. The rain pushed against his hair and skin, running along the contours of his face, and molding his clothes to his body. It was warm, like a spring. 

			Something shoved his shoulder. He looked over and found the horses gathering around the hole he and Lore had dug. Caleb stood and backed away to let them by. They had been good, faithful mounts, carrying them across the desert. They deserved a nice long drink.

			He patted his white mare and smiled. ”There you go, girl. Enjoy the—” His hand froze.

			Nierne stood a couple feet away, the rain pounding down on her. The water weighed down her hair until it curled just above her breasts, darkening it to a deep blood red. Her clothes clung to her body, showing how fully feminine she was: Short, curvy, and nothing like a stuffy scribe from Thyra.

			Caleb looked away. His mouth was dry and his heart beat hard inside his chest. A memory surfaced. He was back in the Azar palace with Velyni. She shifted into Nierne, with nothing but smoke covering her body. Velyni had shown him what he most desired. And that desire still remained. 

			He wiped the water from his face, his back still to Nierne. He had a feeling she would not want him thinking of her that way. And for some reason, he cared about what she would think. He snorted at the thought. He couldn’t remember ever caring how a woman felt or what she thought. Actually, he couldn’t remember caring about what anyone thought. But now he cared.

			He glanced back at Nierne again. Her head was tilted up, delight on her face. A picture of innocence. He kept his gaze on her face. 

			He knew then what he wanted. He wanted her. Not just her body, not just the physical, but all of her: Her heart, her mind, her trust. To know her fully. To be . . . worthy of her.

			Was this bonding?

			One woman for one life. That was the way of the Word. Months ago when he read that, he wasn’t sure he could ever do it. But now?

			Nierne brushed her hair back from her face, the rain still falling around them. She spotted Caleb and smiled. 

			He slowly smiled back. 

			She walked toward him. “Wonderful, isn’t it?” She lifted her hands again and looked up at the sky. The rain began to taper off, but the sky still grumbled. “I never liked getting wet when I was a child, but after weeks trekking through sand, I have never felt anything so good.”

			He didn’t answer. The ache inside his gut intensified. Yes, maybe he could bond with one woman. 

			Maybe he already had.
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			Nierne held the cloak to her body and sat as close to the fire as she dared. The night was black like coal. No stars, no moon. Just darkness except for the small circle of light emitted from the fire Lore had built with dry driftwood he had found in between rocks and in small alcoves. The air was warm, but not hot, not like it had been crossing the Great Desert. Behind her the surf whooshed, but she could not see the waves in the darkness.

			Nearby her clothes hung on a long stick Lore had procured and propped up between two other sticks. Caleb’s black pants and shirt hung alongside them. Lore’s clothes were draped across a log. All were steaming as the rainwater vanished from them. 

			Caleb sat to her right, wrapped up in his own blanket. Lore sat on the other side of the fire, carefully placing crabs upside down on large slabs of rock he had placed in the fire. The smell of crab began to fill the air. 

			Her stomach gurgled. She didn’t care much for crab, but she was hungry enough to eat it now. Caleb seemed to be watching Lore with interest. 

			“Almost done.” Lore pulled a smaller crab from the rock with two thin sticks and caught it on a piece of bark. 

			Caleb leaned even closer to Lore, his blanket falling from his shoulders. “How do you eat them?”

			“First, twist off the legs and claws.”

			“You eat the legs and claws?”

			“The meat inside, yes.”

			Caleb readjusted his blanket so that it was only wrapped around his middle. His attention was totally focused on Lore as Lore demonstrated how to open the crab and pull the meat out. The glow from the fire accentuated the curves of his muscles as he moved and pointed out his questions. 

			Nierne didn’t hear what the men said, her attention on Caleb. 

			She blushed and looked back at the fire, pulling her blanket tightly around her. Lore had no shirt on either, so why did Caleb’s bare form make her feel odd? Then again, she could barely see Lore over the fire, whereas Caleb was sitting only a foot away, with nothing—

			She tore her thoughts away. Crackers, what was wrong with her? Father Karl had always said her curiosity would get her into trouble. She had lived with men almost her entire life, but the fathers and scribes wore long brown robes, revealing nothing. The only time she had seen a man undressed was when Caleb had emerged from the bathing rooms back in the Azar Palace with just a towel wrapped around his middle. Much like he looked now. And it was rekindling those strange feelings inside her, compelling her to look at him. Those urges of the flesh. Best to walk away until she could think clearly. 

			She stood. 

			Both men looked at her. 

			Caleb frowned. “Nierne, is something wrong?”

			“No.” She turned and grabbed her clothes. They were dry enough. Surely she wouldn’t get sick from damp clothing, would she? Well, she didn’t care. She needed to get away. She pulled her shirt off the rack, then her pants, knocking Caleb’s clothing onto the sand in the process. 

			“I don’t think they’re dry yet.” 

			Nierne turned to find Caleb standing behind her, his hand holding the blanket in place around his middle. Really, the man had no concept of modesty. 

			“They’re fine. I’ll sit close to the fire.” The light from the bonfire brought his body into sharp relief. For one moment she wanted to reach out and touch his chest. Did his skin feel different than hers? She spun around. Time to go. 

			She started for the ledge they had first found when they arrived at the beach. The horses whinnied nearby in the darkness. 

			“Wait, Nierne!” Caleb grabbed her arm. “I don’t want to see you get sick again. Let them dry out. Wearing wet clothe—”

			“I know.” She turned back. There was fear in his eyes. But . . . the Caleb she knew wasn’t afraid of anything. Lore had said something about Caleb staying with her during the desert fever. Did he worry she would succumb to a fever again? That thought struck a chord deep inside.

			“I know,” she said again. She looked past him toward the fire. “But I . . . that is . . . I feel uncomfortable.” 

			Caleb frowned and touched her forehead. 

			She blinked in surprise. 

			“You don’t feel warm.”

			“No, no, not sick.” Crackers! How did she explain to him that she needed to get away from him, in a nice way? That his half-clothed body was doing weird things to her? Her face flamed at her thoughts. “Look. I just need some quiet time. And getting dressed seemed like a good excuse.” There.

			“Oh. Well why didn’t you say so?” He took a step back and gestured toward the dark beach. “Don’t wander too far.”

			“I won’t.”

			“I’ll be watching you.”

			“Getting dressed?”

			“Well, no.” A grin spread across his face. “I would suggest using the ledge back there for that.”

			“I will.”

			“Then go.”

			“I’m going.” Nierne turned and headed toward the ledge again. Cheeky man. A couple weeks ago his comment would have made her blush or get mad. But she was learning to take his teasing. In fact—she smiled—she kind of liked it. 

			She reached the ledge and ducked underneath. Hardly any light from the fire reached inside. The clothes in her hand were fairly dry. Good. She dumped the cloak onto the sand and pulled on her clothing. She draped the cloak across her shoulders and walked out. Caleb had already returned to the fire, a black image against the flames. Nierne watched him for a moment, then turned her attention toward the ocean. 

			The soft whoosh of the hidden waves soothed her. She sat down and listened. She could almost imagine the sound as wind rather than waves. Wind blowing through her window back at the Monastery on a cool spring night when clouds hid the moon and stars. 

			She sighed and brought her legs up to her chest. The closer they drew to Thyra, the more she thought about home. After being gone for over a year, what would she find? Were there any people left? Was the Monastery still there? What about Father Cris? Or Father Karl? Or even Simon? Was anyone she had known still alive?

			And what did her future hold? She laid her chin on her arms. Would there even be an order left for her to take vows? She glanced back at the fire. Did she even want that life?

			Nierne stayed on the beach, her thoughts drifting between past memories and various futures, some that involved Caleb somehow. After fifteen minutes, she stood and headed back to the fire. Caleb and Lore were laughing, and that brought a smile to her face. When Caleb and Lore had first met, she was sure one of them would kill the other. But something had broken through Lore’s chilly, bitter silence. Somewhere along their journey, he’d finally accepted Caleb. 

			“I can’t believe how good these crabs are.” Caleb held up a claw as Nierne took a seat again. “Hungry? There are plenty more.”

			Her stomach gurgled and he laughed. Before she could answer, he passed over a whole crab. He had a tunic on now, but hadn’t tied the loops at the top, revealing his chest beneath. “You do know how to eat them, right?”

			She nodded. “Yes, although they are not my favorite food.”

			Caleb cracked the claw open with his dagger. “I’ve eaten a lot of things, but not crab. You don’t find a lot of seafood in Azar.”

			Lore laughed. “I can’t imagine why,” he said with a wink. “As a child, whenever I visited the coast, my mother’s family would catch lots of crabs and eat them on the beach at sunset.”

			Nierne cracked the crab leg. “Sounds like a nice childhood memory.”

			Lore sighed, a smile still on his face. “Yes, it is.” He turned his attention back to Caleb. “So you’ve eaten other things. Like what?”

			Caleb finished chewing and tossed the claw into the fire. “I learned to eat whatever I could, wherever I was. But that didn’t mean I liked it. Snake is pretty good—”

			“Snake?” Nierne shuddered. Ugh. 

			“Why, yes.” He looked at her with a grin. “You’ve eaten it, too.”

			“What?” She lowered her crab.

			“What do you think you were eating during Balthazar’s feast?”

			She thought back to that night, and the meat on the sticks. “Poultry?”

			His grin grew even bigger. “And where would they have gotten the birds? But snakes, there are plenty of them in the desert.”

			Suddenly she wasn’t so hungry. “I ate snake?”

			“Yes.” Caleb grabbed another claw. 

			She held up the crab in her hand. “I ate snake.”

			“Mmm-hmmm.” He cracked the claw open.

			“Simon would never believe it.”

			Caleb stopped. “Simon?”

			“One of the scribes I grew up with. I was thinking about him tonight.”

			He lowered his claw, his grin gone. Instead, a dark, serious look appeared on his face. “This Simon, do you miss him?”

			“Well, yes. We arrived at the Monastery at about the same time when we were children and were both trained by Father Reth.”

			“Is he still a scribe?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t even know if he is still alive.”

			“Did he ever take his vows?”

			Nierne frowned. Why did he care? Lore seemed to be watching both of them with a thoughtful expression. “Yes, he did, a couple months before I was to take mine.”

			“Are you still planning on taking your vows?”

			She shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t even know if the Monastery is still standing, or if there is even an order left.”

			“Would you ever consider a different kind of life, one apart from the Monastery?”

			Nierne looked sharply at Caleb. His words reminded her of Father Reth’s question the night before he died. And her own thoughts just now on the beach. “I haven’t thought that far. Right now, my only goal is to reach Thyra.”

			Caleb stared at her, his deadly gaze replacing the mirth from minutes ago. “Then let us reach Thyra and see what is left.”

			

			
			

			
			Caleb’s words haunted Nierne as they traveled along the coast the next morning. What did he mean? Why did he want to see what was left of Thyra? And his aggressive attitude toward Simon. Caleb didn’t even know Simon! So why did he seem so hostile toward him? Almost like he was jealous of—

			Her eyes went wide. She watched Caleb as he rode alongside Lore. Was he jealous of Simon? She frowned. But why? There was nothing between her and Simon, only friendship and camaraderie. Perhaps he thought there was more. But if he was jealous of a relationship between her and Simon, then could that mean–?

			Crackers!

			Caleb glanced back and waved. 

			Nierne stared at him, frozen in her saddle. He cocked his head to the side with a puzzled expression and pulled up on his reins. 

			Crackers, Caleb, not now. 

			He waited until her horse came up alongside his. A gentle, salty wind blew across his face, pushing his hair to the side. Lore kept on going ahead of them.

			“You look like you’ve seen a ghost, Nierne. Everything all right?”

			“Oh, yes. Everything. Just Fine.” She kept her face forward. 

			“You’re lying.”

			She scowled. “I am not.” 

			He narrowed his eyes. 

			“All right, yes I am.” Nothing escaped him. She bit her lip and stared at her reins. Could he be interested in her? How did people know? Perhaps if she had grown up like a normal woman, she would know when a man was interested in her. Instead, she grew up in a monastery where there were no such feelings, at least not openly expressed. And none of the fathers or other scribes were women.

			“You look like you are trying to solve the Land’s greatest puzzle inside your head.”

			“What?” She hadn’t realized she had been quiet for so long.

			“What are you thinking about?”

			Her cheeks grew hot. How did she answer that? That she was trying to figure out his feelings? And what that would mean to her, to her life? He was doing it again, that hard stare that made her feel like he could see her soul. “You can’t read minds, can you?” 

			Caleb sat back and laughed. “Why? Are you thinking thoughts you shouldn’t be?” 

			“No! I mean, that is, I’m trying to figure out—Oh crackers.”

			 He laughed even more. “Crackers? What is that? Wait”—he waved his hand— “Is that some kind of swear word for scribes?” 

			“No, it’s not a swear word . . .” Was it? Crackers. Oh . . . 

			“Well, whatever it is you’re thinking about, it seems bad enough to make you swear.” He smirked. “And that makes me curious.”

			For one fleeting moment, she wanted to ask him what he thought of her. Get it over with. But if he said yes—because he never shied away from a straight answer—what would she say? Did she reciprocate his feelings? How would she answer him? 

			Her head began to throb right above her eyes. She rubbed the spot with her finger and thumb. How did things become so complicated so fast? Her life used to be simple. Transcribe scrolls, research old texts, put books away. She never had to examine her feelings. Feeling were a moot point in the Monastery. That’s the way it was supposed to be.

			“It’s that bad?”

			“Huh?” 

			“Your thoughts.” 

			Nierne gave her forehead one last rub. “They’re complicated.”

			“Does it have to do with Thyra and how close we are?”

			“Yes.” Partly.

			“Are you having nightmares again?”

			Nierne blinked.

			“You know, the ones about the shadows.”

			Oh. “No, although I’ve thought about them too.”

			“Then what?”

			Nierne sighed. “It’s something I’m not ready to talk about.” Probably never.

			He stared at her, their horses slowing to a plod. “All right. If there is anything I can do to help, let me know.”

			Huh. Caleb would never have said something like that a couple months ago. He wouldn’t have cared. Life was easier back when he was cold. He was easier to deal with. But this new Caleb scared her. He could tear down her defenses faster than anything else. 

			He gave her one last look, then spurred his horse forward and caught up to Lore.

			Nierne continued along behind them. Maybe Caleb was right. She should just focus on the task at hand. Reach Thyra and see what was left. 

			She could figure her life out later.
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			“I found Senator Regessus.”

			Rowen nodded, but didn’t look at Rory. He would see the guilt and hunger in her eyes. Ever since yesterday, a black maw had formed inside her chest, sucking in all life. And it wanted more. Lands, it wanted more. 

			He stood across the dining table, his hands splayed across the surface. 

			Rowen sat in one of the chairs, her body angled away from him. Nearby, the sun shone through the window, but its light was weak and pale, and it provided no warmth. 

			A single tear rolled down her cheek. Word, please help me. But He didn’t answer. Was she tainted now? She felt tainted. Tainted, dirty, unclean. Valin had forced his mind and power upon her, and she was soiled from it. Maybe that’s why the Word didn’t hear her. 

			“Will you help him?”

			Rowen emerged from her dark thoughts. Rory didn’t flinch or step back. He looked at her, a pleading expression on his face. Perhaps he couldn’t see the stain on her soul. 

			“I believe his mind has been tampered with, same as mine.”

			A thread of life struggled up from the maw. Redeem yourself. Show that you have not changed. You are not chained to what Valin did to you. Go with Rory. Heal the herald.

			Rowen held up her hand and stared at the metal glove encased around her mark. Perhaps saving someone would heal the maw, or at least assuage it. She took a life. Now it was time to give one back. To undo the hurt Valin had brought upon these people. 

			“Yes. I will help him.” 

			Rory’s face relaxed. “Good. I’ve been watching him. He seems to be a personal servant of Valin. There are times he is alone, usually in the evening before sundown.”

			A thought darkened her mind. “If I free Regessus, Valin will know. I will no longer have the freedom I have now.”

			Rory nodded. “Yes, I thought about that. We will only have a short amount of time after we free Regessus to free Cragsmoor.”

			“Cragsmoor?”

			“Yes. There are still prisoners in the Thyrian fortress.”

			Prisoners. A sick wave flowed through her body. She leaned and grabbed the table for support. “And they are not twisted?”

			“No. I believe they are kept there for other reasons.”

			She saw the prisoner again from yesterday, his thin, frail body and threadbare clothes. She heard his voice, his plea, and—

			“Are you all right?”

			She bobbed her head and swallowed the bile in her throat. Never would she let Valin do that to her again. “Yes. It’s just a lot to plan, to think through.”

			“I wish we had more time, but with each day that passes, more prisoners are taken.”

			“You’re right.” If there were no prisoners, then there would be no people for Valin or Malchus to consume.

			“I would do it myself, but I do not have the . . . power you do.” Rory hesitated on the word ‘power’. “I cannot free these people, not without your help. I know I’m asking a lot. But maybe you can leave with us. Leave Thyra.”

			Rowen paused. Could she leave? Was she simply here to rescue the few people left in Thyra? “But what about the other mind-twisted people?”

			“We can come back for them. Sneak back into the city. Eventually with your help, we can free everyone.”

			But would that stop Valin or Malchus? She doubted their only goal was Thyra. Still, it was something. Freeing the people here in Thyra would certainly slow them down.

			“All right.” Rowen stood up. “I’ll do it.”

			

•••

		

		
		Rowen stood in front of Regessus and looked down the hall. No one. She looked the other way. Empty. He continued to stare through her.

			They were inside the building behind the senate tower, the place where the Thyrian senators would hold individual conferences and conduct business. It was just as flamboyant as the tower room above, with white marble floors polished until her image shone across the surface, paintings framed in ornate gold casings, tables and chairs made from rich mahogany. Dust covered the furniture and frames. The building was completely silent. 

			“I can’t believe they did that to the senator.” Rory’s voice echoed down the hallway.

			Rowen glanced at him. “They twisted you, why not him?” And if Valin could do that to a human, could she? Could she twist—? 

			Don’t think about it. 

			She placed her palm on Regessus’ neck. His skin was warm, living. Living dead. Heat pooled inside her chest. She kept her gaze on his face. “Come on.”

			The heat grew into an inferno, sucking the air from her lungs. She curved her hand around his neck, forcing the heat from her chest and down her arm. The heat swirled inside her palm, but stayed there, blocked by the metal between her mark and his skin. She closed her eyes and imagined the heat in her palm as a fire, burning, swirling, just behind the metal. Then she imagined her blood as water, pushing toward her palm. Harder. Harder. Push the fire past the metal. 

			Her hair began to whip around her face. Her face grew hot and a trickle of sweat ran down her temple.

			She thought of Valin and grit her teeth. You . . . will not . . . have him!

			Her power broke past the metal and entered Regessus. 

			With a gasp, Rowen sank into his mind. Images flashed across her vision, faster, each one burning up in the flames of her truthsaying power. The false images Valin had forced into his mind crumbled.

			Regessus, come back. Come back from the darkness. 

			Fewer images burned. Instead, they morphed to his real memories. She watched his life, a blur of color and shapes and sound. Regessus, a young man. Regessus courting a woman. Regessus, a servant of the court. Regessus, a senator. This was his life, his true life. The good, the bad. The darkness and the light. She exposed it all. 

			Regessus, see who you are, who you fully are. 

			Far away, something moved beneath her hand. 

			Come back.

			She started to pull away from the plane of his mind. Find the light. 

			The hall came rushing back. Rowen dropped her hand and fell to her knees. Her palms hit the marble, her metal glove clanking. She gulped in air, her face hot and sweaty.

			Regessus sagged against the wall. “What happened? Where am I?” He placed a hand on his head. “I feel . . . terrible.”

			“It’s all right, senator.” Rory came to his side and helped him up. “We freed you. Actually, she freed you. Your mind was twisted by Valin.”

			There was a pause. “That traitor.” Regessus hissed through his teeth. “That vile, evil—!” He broke into a long cough. 

			 “We’re going to get you out of here.”

			“No.” He held up his hand and coughed again. 

			Rowen looked up. 

			He finished coughing and saw Rowen. He paused, his hand hovering near his mouth. “Are you the one who freed me?”

			“Yes.” She used the wall and pulled herself up. Rory came to her other side and aided her.

			“How did you free me?”

			She leaned against the wall and held up her hand. Light still beamed between the metal links. 

			“My Word.” His eyes went wide. “An Eldaran.”

			 She lowered her hand. “You know what I am?”

			“Yes.” Regessus coughed again. “Before I was captured again, there was a father from the Thyrian Monastery who claimed there were still those among the Lands who could free us.”

			Rory scratched his neck. “Captured again?” 

			“Yes. I escaped the initial purge of Thyra. But I came back weeks later, hoping to free those still in Cragsmoor. Valin caught me.” Regessus went still, his mind seeming to be somewhere else. He shook his head. “Anyway. Father Reth claimed the only ones who could free us from the Shadonae were the Eldarans. No one really believed him, most of all Cargan, our leader. But Father Reth finally convinced him.” He tilted his head. “Was Father Reth the one that found you?”

			Rowen shook her head. “No.”

			“Then how did you end up here?”

			She glanced down the hall. “I’m afraid I don’t have much time to explain. A scribe named Nierne found me, in Avonai.”

			“Avonai? But that’s so far away.”

			 “Yes.” They needed to go. Valin or Malchus could show up any moment. And Valin would be most unhappy to find that she had freed his prized human. 

			“So how did you get here?”

			“I was taken in Azar and brought here.”

			“In Azar? But you just said you were in Avon—”

			“Sorry, senator, but we need to go.”

			Regessus grimaced. “By the Lands, how far does the Shadonae’s power stretch?”

			Rowen ignored his question, her mind already away from the conversation. The hallway to the right would lead them to the back door and alley. They could use that to reach the eastern gate. 

			“Senator, how well do you think you can walk?”

			Regessus was silent for a moment. “My body seems fine. My mind was the only thing Valin twisted.”

			“So you think you could make it to the eastern gate?”

			“Yes. But what about the others?”

			“Others?”

			“Yes, those still in Cragsmoor.”

			“We already have plans to free them,” Rory said. “But we want to get you to safety first.”

			“No.” Regessus waved his hand. “The prisoners there are the reason I came back. I’m not going without them. I owe it to those people. I was one of those who helped the Shadonae rise to power.”

			What did he mean? She opened her mouth to say more, but stopped. They were running out of time. “All right.” She motioned to Rory. “Lead us to Cragsmoor. But we need to hurry. The sun is setting, which leaves us very little light to escape by.”

			Rory nodded. “I’ll lead the way.” He started off down the hall. 

			Rowen followed with Regessus at her side. Her stomach was a tight knot inside her middle. Everything that could possibly go wrong flashed across her mind, each image reinforcing the thought that there was no way they could pull off this rescue. 

			“Word, help us.”
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			Rory led Rowen and Regessus across Thyra to Cragsmoor. By now the sky had turned to shades of grey and a dull purple as the sun set. The air had grown colder since they had first left the house that afternoon, and the scent of rain hung in the air. 

			Rowen pulled her wrap tighter across her shoulders. Rory’s boots clopped against the cobblestone. A wind stirred up the bits of rubbish and leaves that lined the sides of the buildings. 

			After a couple blocks, she spotted the fortress, the same place she had found Rory.

			Cragsmoor looked as intimidating as ever in the twilight, with high stone walls almost black in the dusky light, tiny barred windows, and a dark muddy courtyard from the last few days of rain. A single torch blazed beside the door. 

			The three of them looked around, then quietly stepped off the street into the courtyard. Rowen lifted her dress and her feet sank in the mud. The mud clung to her boots, making each step a task. A full moon rose above the outer wall, a pale disc of light. 

			By the light of the torch and moon they made their way to the door. There was no sound, other than the small squelching noise when they lifted their feet from the mud. The flame from the torch was the only warm-looking thing around Cragsmoor. 

			Rory reached the door first and pulled out a set of keys. The keys jingled as he placed one in the lock. He turned the key and the lock clicked. He pushed the door open. 

			There was no light inside, only darkness. Without saying a word, Rory took the torch from its hook and went inside. 

			Regessus caught her eye and motioned for her to follow. Rowen nodded and entered the dark fortress. He brought up the rear. 

			A chill filled the narrow hall. She shivered and pulled her wrap close again. The light from the torch bounced along the dark walls. Every thirty feet, on either side of the hall, was a thick wooden door with a small, barred window. Rowen glanced in one and saw nothing. 

			“There is nothing there.”

			Rowen jumped and turned.

			Regessus pointed to the door they had just passed. “The people who were once in these cells are now gone. Either they escaped, were twisted, or consumed.”

			Consumed.

			Nausea filled her middle. An apt word for what Valin made her do to that prisoner yesterday. 

			At the end of the hall was a set of stairs leading down. Rowen followed Rory, their boots clapping against the stone floor. The sickness grew inside her and she pressed a hand against her middle. 

			A foul smell came wafting up the stairs. She gagged and covered her nose and mouth. 

			A hand tapped her on the shoulder. She turned. Regessus held out a square piece of linen. She took it and gave him a weak smile, then clutched the linen to her mouth. Not here, not now! 

			Regessus rubbed her shoulders as she panted. 

			Rowen closed her eyes. He had no idea what she was, what she had done! If he did, he wouldn’t be touching her now.

			As if beckoned, the dark hunger awoke inside her. She clutched the linen.

			“Just take your time,” Regessus said. 

			Rowen turned away. Word, I don’t know if you are here with me, or can hear me. Please don’t let this darkness overtake me. 

			 Seconds ticked by. The hunger dimmed. She would never do that again. She would rather die than consume another human being. 

			Fingers rubbed her shoulders again. She straightened and took a deep breath, and inhaled the foul smell. “What is that?” 

			Rory’s face turned hard in the torchlight. “It’s the smell of those who are here to die.”

			Regessus dropped his hands from her shoulders. “Not if we can help it. We all escape tonight or we don’t escape at all.”

			Yes. They had a mission to finish. And then she would be free.  

			Rory turned and continued down the stairs, seemingly unaffected by the smell. 

			Rowen held the square linen to her face and breathed through her mouth. 

			At the bottom, Rory led them down a hall to where a barred wall stood. He took the keys out again and placed one in the door. Past the bars was a large, dark room with a single wide stone column from which hung torches, one on each of the four sides. The smell made her eyes water and what little she had eaten that morning came rushing back up. 

			“There.” Rory drew back his keys and pushed on the door. The door squealed on its hinges. 

			Regessus stepped inside the room. He wore a cold stare as he looked around. “Anyone in here?”

			Rowen stepped inside as well. What she had first thought was one large room was more of an open area with prison cells built around it. Bars lined each side of the octagonal room. A rat dashed across the dark stone floor.

			“A woman,” someone said with a croak. “It’s a woman.”

			More figures moved in the other cells. A man came to stand beside the bars of the first cell. His face and head were covered with long, dark, matted hair. His eyes were so sunken in that he looked half dead. His body was skeletal; his fingers thin and pale, more like bones than fingers.

			He stared at Rowen as if he had never seen a woman before. “Why are you here?” 

			“We are here to rescue you.” Regessus moved to Rowen’s side. Rory was already opening the cells.

			The man looked at Regessus. “Rescue?” He said the word as if savoring it. “Rescue?” Others were muttering around the room.

			 Rowen approached the cell, a bitter taste in her mouth. How long had the man been here? He watched her approach like a wary animal. She stopped and reached out her hand until she touched the knuckles that surrounded the bars. He flinched, but didn’t move. 

			“Yes, rescue.” She stroked the bit of skin. 

			His mouth opened and closed. “Then . . . then you’re real.”

			“Yes, we are real. And we are getting you out of here.”

			“Oh, Word.” He reached through the bars. His fingernails were long and black, like talons. “Oh, Word.”

			Rowen grabbed his hand with her left one and squeezed. Her power swirled inside her and reached out. 

			Hope blaze from the man, like the dawn, and tears pooled in his eyes. “I had given up, made peace with the fact that I would never leave this place alive. I was ready. But now . . .”

			“Now you are free.”

			“The Word did not forget us.”

			Rowen smiled. “No, He did not.”

			“How did you get here? Are the Shadonae finally gone?”

			Rory was halfway through the cells behind her. Regessus was talking to a man in the next cell over. 

			Her smile faded. “No, they are not gone.”

			The man went rigid and dropped her hand. “Then how are you here? How will we escape?”

			“I am helping you.”

			“But there are shadows, and soldiers . . .”

			Shadows? Did he mean the smoke-like beings? She shivered and looked away. That awful chill, reaching into her very soul—

			Wait. She could feel these shadows. Her eyes widened. And if she could feel them, they could avoid them, right?

			Regessus approached the cell. “And who are you?” 

			The man switched his gaze from her to Regessus. “Simon, first scribe from the Monastery.”

			“One of the scribes. Anyone else in your cell?”

			“Yes. Father Karl.”

			“Can he walk?”

			Simon looked back into the cell. “I believe so. But he is not in his right mind.”

			“What do you mean?” 

			“He doesn’t speak or notice anything. And he only eats when I feed him.”

			Rowen looked past Simon into the shadows. She could see no one. Rory was now at their cell and opening the door. Behind them the prisoners congregated around the pillar. Threadbare clothing hung across their limp, shivering bodies. 

			A burning knot formed inside her. She clenched her hands, her metal glove clanking at the movement. How could Valin do this? Chain people down here like animals. Her nostrils flared. She wouldn’t even treat animals like this! Leaving them in the dark in their own filth, with no light, and no fresh air.

			Is that how Valin and Malchus saw mankind? As animals? To consum—

			Rowen clutched the bars where Simon had been moments ago. A gag reached her throat. She had enjoyed the consuming. She closed her eyes, but she could not forget the prisoner inside the senate tower. She squeezed the bars until her fingers hurt. I would gladly take my scar back. But there was no going back.

			Regessus touched her shoulder. “Time to go.” 

			She licked her lips. Did he remember what she did? He was there. 

			She turned around. There was no look of disgust on his face. 

			Perhaps in the haze of lies he never saw what took place before him.

			She dropped her hands. “All right, let’s go.”

			The prisoners watched her as she moved across the room. Word, you’ve brought us this far. Please help us get these men out of Thyra. For their sake, not mine. 

			Regessus grabbed one of the torches hanging from the pillar and led the men to the stairs. Rowen stayed near the front while Rory brought up the rear. Many of the men were weak from months of imprisonment and could barely shuffle along. 

			A man stumbled behind her, bumping into her as they headed up the stairs. 

			Rowen turned and caught him by the shoulder. The man was old, his hair grey and matted to one side of his face, his beard reaching to the middle of his chest. His eyes were blank, dark orbs beneath his eyebrows. He wore a long and tattered robe, the scent of decay wafting off of him in waves. 

			Simon grabbed his other side. “Father Karl, are you all right?” 

			Father Karl did not acknowledge Simon. Except for the occasional blinks, Rowen would swear Valin had twisted the man. He was more dead than alive.

			“Here, let me help you.” Rowen assisted Simon with Father Karl as they went up the stairs. Father Karl slipped again. She caught him across the chest, her chained hand clanking on impact. “Easy, father.”

			In the torchlight, she caught the look on Simon’s face. He stared at her chained hand. Her heart sank. Please don’t let him ask any questions.

			He gave her a puzzled look but he did not say anything.

			She swallowed the lump inside her throat and continued to help Father Karl up the stairs. The other prisoners hobbled behind them. Simon’s gaze darted between the stairs and her hand. She dropped it from Father Karl’s chest.

			“Why is your hand chained?” 

			She shook her head. Not now. If these men discovered she wasn’t human, how would they react? After all, they had been imprisoned by men similar to her. Her stomach clenched. Yes. She was just like Valin and Malchus.

			“What are you hiding?” Simon would not stay silent. 

			She kept her gaze forward. “I am also a prisoner of the Shadonae.”

			“You seem free to me.”

			“I am a different kind of prisoner.”

			“Yet you walk without restraint.”

			They reached the next level. Simon eyed her again, but didn’t say anything. They passed rows of barred doors until they reached the next set of stairs and headed up.

			A pale light appeared at the end of the last corridor. Muffled voices broke out and the men moved faster. Even Rowen wanted to leave this place and moved along with the prisoners. 

			They stumbled out of Cragsmoor and into the muddy courtyard. Night had fallen and a full moon shone above. Shadows stretched across the courtyard like fingers groping for the prisoners. 

			In the moonlight, the destitution of the men was evident. Open wounds and rashes covered their bodies. Their skin was so pale they looked almost white. Their hair and beards were long, and their limbs skeletal. 

			Simon helped Father Karl across the courtyard, toward the gates and the street beyond. Most of the prisoners followed. 

			Warmth swirled inside her chest, her healing power. But she dared not do anything. There was no time. And exposing her power might not be the best—

			“Who are you?” 

			Rowen glanced back. 

			A small man covered in tattered hair and oozing sores stared at her. “You’re one of them, aren’t you?”

			“What do you mean?” Sweat broke out across her body.

			He stared at her hand. “What are you hiding?”

			“Hiding?” She clutched her hand to her chest. “I’m not hidin—”

			He came on her like an animal, his hands out like claws. 

			Rowen gasped and took a step back. 

			He grabbed her forearms and shoved her down into the mud, his body on top of hers. His fist caught her across the face.

			Smack!

			Her head rocked and her eyes watered. “Wait! Please—!” 

			Smack. Stars burst across her vision. 

			Rowen pulled an arm out and shielded herself. “You don’t understan—”

			“I know what you are!” He wrenched her arm away and hit her again.

			Stunned, Rowen lay there, feeling only her healing power now, rising up inside her. 

			“What the—!” 

			The man was lifted off her, twisting and yelling. 

			Rory pinned the man to the wall. “What do you think you’re doing?”

			Rowen slowly sat up. Mud clung to her dress and legs. Her face throbbed where the man had punched her. 

			“She’s one of them. Look at her hand!”

			Rory swore and pulled the man close. “No, she isn’t!”

			Her healing warmth raced across her cheek, soothing the area. But it could not heal that part of her that now throbbed deep inside. 

			“Rowen, are you all right?”

			She didn’t look up. Instead, she twisted around and stood. The mud made a sucking noise as she freed herself. 

			The man flinched. “Don’t let her near me!” 

			“Come now, you’re fine.” 

			Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Rory escort the man across the courtyard. She staggered to her feet and held onto the wall. Her face no longer burned and the warmth inside receded. She made her way toward the street. By now everyone but Regessus, who waited beside the gate, was gone.

			He looked solemn as she approached. “He didn’t know what he was doing. These men have been locked up for months.”

			“I know.” The words came smoothly to her lips, but they didn’t reach inside. She was numb all over.

			“He saw your hand and reacted.”

			“I know,” she said again. 

			But it was the same thing she had experienced before: fear, anger, hatred. Even from those she was helping.

			Rowen reached the street and stepped up. The mud soaked through her clothes and her feet were cold. 

			“Are you all right?”

			“Yes.” 

			Regessus studied her with a frown.

			A block away, the ragged group made their way through Thyra. 

			Rowen looked to her right. The senate tower stood far away, but she could still see it. Even now Valin could be looking out of one of those windows. “We need to go.”

			Regessus glanced toward the tower and nodded.

			They caught up to the group. Rowen stayed behind while Regessus made his way through the men, whispering to them. The group moved to the edge of the buildings, keeping close to the walls and shadows, moving from one tree to the next. 

			Every few minutes one or two of the men would glance back at her. Ahead in the group was the man who had attacked her. Every time his head bobbed into view, her stomach tightened and the hollowness inside expanded.

			They moved for the better part of an hour, a slow ramble toward the gates. As they drew closer to wall, her heart thawed. Freedom. She was almost finished. All she had to do was help this group leave the city and her job was done. 

			Yes, she would come back and help those had been twisted. But it would be a much easier task once the metal glove was removed. Perhaps she would even find a way to stop the Shadonae. Surely there were people outside of Thyra who knew more than she did and could give her wisdom. 

			The gates had come into view when she first felt a chill contract around her heart. 

			Rowen stopped and held a hand over her chest. Oh no.

			Regessus looked back and saw her. Without stopping the men, he wove his way through the group and came back. “What is it?” he said quietly.

			Her lungs felt like ice shards and her teeth chattered. “A-a shadow.” 

			“You can feel them?”

			“Yes.” How could Valin and Malchus stand to be around these shadows?

			“Can you pinpoint where it is?”

			The men were now a block away from the gates.

			She closed her eyes. Everything inside her urged her to turn and run. Instead, she focused on the chill, reaching outside herself.

			Right . . . there. 

			She opened her eyes and looked down the side street. It was still far off, far enough that she couldn’t see it yet. She glanced at Regessus and pointed. 

			“How far?”

			“I don’t know. I can’t see it, so at least a couple blocks.”

			Regessus pressed his lips into a thin line. “We won’t make it. Once it spots us, it will be upon us before we can get away.”

			The hollowness returned. 

			He stared down the street again. “Down that street, right?”

			A lump formed inside her throat. “I know what you’re thinking, senator, but I won’t let you go.”

			“We don’t have time to discuss this.” He took a step toward the side street. 

			Rowen grabbed his arm. “No. I’ll go.” Her mind whirred with a burst of thoughts. “Valin would never have let me wander the city if these shadows were a danger to me.”

			Regessus turned back. “You don’t know that.”

			“Like you said, we don’t have time to discuss it.”

			“You can’t go. We need you.”

			“I know.” She stared past Regessus, down the street. The shadow was not yet visible, but they were running out of time. She could feel it drawing closer. “I’m not meant to leave Thyra, not yet.” Her lip trembled. All I wanted to do was leave.

			“Rowen . . .”

			“Go.” She walked past him.

			“Rowen!” 

			She ignored his loud whisper. If she stopped walking, she wasn’t sure she would be able to start again. She crossed the street and entered the side street. She never looked back. If Regessus had any sense, he would leave. Now.

			With each step, the chill inside her grew, until her breath came out in frosty waves and her lungs ached. A block later she stumbled against the wall and pressed her hand to her chest. 

			She could no longer hear the men. Her hand began to shake and tears gathered. Her mouth tasted of ash. No, she had no time for this. She wiped her eyes and staggered back up. 

			A minute later, she saw the shadow, a fog drifting along the ground. 

			The hair along the back of her neck rose. 

			It wove its way along the street like a snake through grass. 

			She swung around the corner and out of view. She gasped in air and clutched the wrap across her shoulders. The only shadow she had ever met was Velyni. Velyni had looked human. But that thing . . . 

			She glanced back around the corner. The fog, a foot wide and five feet long, moved steadily along the street. It was alive, and looked nothing like a human.

			Her hands shook. What if she was wrong? What if these things could hurt her? What if—

			No.

			She straightened and walked around the corner, right into the fog’s path. 

			The fog stopped and swirled a couple feet away. 

			Her mouth went dry.

			Eyes appeared in the fog, ruby red. It stared at her. 

			She stood rooted to the spot. Those eyes . . . 

			Just like the black wolves from Anwin Forest. 

			She was back in the field outside the White City, staring into the blazing yellow eyes of a black wolf, yelling at Lady Astrea to run for the White City. The same chill rushed through her now, freezing her in place. The only thing moving was her heart thumping inside her chest. 

			Long limbs spread out from the fog, like arms. The eyes converged at the top of the fog where a head slowly emerged. 

			The edges of her vision darkened. What had possessed her to throw herself in front of this monster? Why was she saving men who beat her and feared her?

			No, can’t think of that now.

			Word, help me!

			A familiar warmth blazed up inside her chest. She lifted her hand. Light shot between the metal glove like tiny sunbeams. 

			The shadow, now fully formed, hovered above the street, his gaze moving from her face to her hand. A hissing sound came from where his mouth would be, if he had one.

			Rowen held her hand up higher. Her lungs burned and her breath came out in cold, wispy clouds. A chilly wind blew her hair away from her face. 

			The creature hissed again and stretched out its claw-like fingers.

			She lifted her chin. 

			Word, give me courage. 
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			A hand grabbed her arm and pulled her back. “I thought Valin told you to be more careful.” 

			Malchus.

			He pulled Rowen behind him and stood between her and the shadow. He stared up at the creature. “This one is not for you.”

			The shadow’s body weaved between smoke and shadow. It raised bonelike claws and hissed at Malchus.

			Malchus lifted his hand, palm out. “I said leave!”

			A war of wills raged between Malchus and the shadow. 

			Rowen stood behind Malchus, clutching her wrap across her shoulders. The chill around her heart contracted like an iron band. The moon came out from behind the wispy clouds, full and bright. Its light filtered through the shadow. Whatever these creatures were, they were not corporeal, not like she was. Not like Malchus. Or was he one of them?

			The wind pulled Malchus’s long pale hair to the side, exposing his back and neck. His muscles were bunched together beneath the white tunic he wore. His feet were spread apart in a defense stance, as if he were ready for a fight. 

			The shadow hissed again. Malchus raised his hand higher. “Now!”

			The shadow shuddered, then turned and flew down the street. 

			She let out a sigh of relief. It did not go in the direction the men had gone. 

			The chill in the air dissipated. She took a deep breath and let the warm air fill her lungs.

			Malchus turned. His face, once beautiful, was now gaunt in the moonlight, pulled and stretched across his skull. 

			Rowen shrank back. What had happened to him? 

			He snarled at her and grabbed the front of her dress, pulling her toward him until she was inches from his face. His breath came out hot and fast, and smelled like sweet wine. His pale blue eyes looked almost white in the moonlight, save for his pupils, which were large and dark. “What are you doing out here?”

			“I-I . . .”

			“Valin told you to stay in your room.”

			She stiffened. “He said I could go wherever I wanted.”

			“He did now, did he? Did he tell you what roams the streets? Especially at this time of night?”

			Rowen shook her head and swallowed. Malchus leaned in even closer until she was forced to turn her head to the side. “Shadows.” His breath moved across her cheek. “Mordra. The biting ones.”

			She wanted tear away from Malchus and run. A sickness clung to him, a rotting of his soul. She could feel it coming off him in waves. 

			“I only saved you because Valin wants you.” He said the last few words in a scathing tone. “Next time, however, I will let the shadow have you.” He shoved her away. 

			Rowen stumbled across the street and hit the side of a building. 

			“Now let’s get you back to your room.”

			She stood and readjusted her wrap. “I can find my way back to the house by myself.”

			Malchus smiled. It reminded her of a dog with bared teeth. “I don’t think so. More shadows roam Thyra. Valin would be most displeased if something happened to you.”

			She looked down the street where Rory, Regessus, and the men had disappeared. 

			Malchus looked the same way and frowned. 

			“All right.” She turned the opposite direction. “Let’s go.”

			Malchus turned back toward her. He didn’t say a word. Instead, he pointed toward the middle of the city. 

			Rowen started down the street. Did Malchus know? Her heart sank. If he suspected, he would check. And if he checked and found Cragsmoor empty, what would he do? She gripped her elbows. What would Valin do?

			Her stomach clenched into a tight ball and a metallic taste filled her mouth. Valin didn’t seem like the type of person who would forgive. And she would find no support in Malchus. He hated her. Why? She had no idea. But Malchus would be more than happy to see Valin turn on her.

			She followed the street to the corner, then turned. Her middle ached. Would they kill her? Or would they torture her when they found out what she had done?

			Should I have freed those men? 

			She let out a long breath. Yes. She wouldn’t have been able live with herself otherwise. But it would cost her something. Her mouth grew dry. Everything she did cost something. 

			Clouds moved in front of the moon, dimming the light across the city. She passed through patches of icy air, and images of the shadow came back. Malchus said there were more of them here in Thyra. If that were true, how could she escape? Yes, she could feel them, and so avoid them. But if they found her . . . 

			A dark pit opened up inside her. 

			They reached the house. Malchus stopped by the door and waited, his arms folded and his face cold. 

			Rowen reached for the door and opened it. The house was a tomb, silent and full of dead memories. Moonlight poured in from the windows, lighting the hallway. She looked back, but Malchus never moved. 

			She shut the door with a thud.

			

			
			

			
			 

			“I told you she would turn on us.”

			Valin stood beside the window up in the senate tower, his teeth clenched and his knuckles white. The first rays of morning spread across the city of Thyra, painting the buildings red.  

			“She is just like her mother. Just like Mer—”

			“Shut up!” He spun around. His body shook and his nostrils flared. 

			Malchus stood a couple feet away, satisfaction on his features. 

			Malchus wanted this. He wanted to prove him wrong. And he had. Malchus could never envision anyone but the two of them. Valin almost wondered if he had something to do with Rowen’s betrayal.

			“How many are gone?” Valin kept his voice smooth.

			“All of the prisoners.” Malchus clasped his hands together. “So is the guard who was stationed at Cragsmoor. And Senator Regessus.” A hint of a smile played on his lips. 

			“How? The guard and Regessus were twisted under my hand.”

			Malchus shrugged. “Perhaps that metal glove you placed on her hand doesn’t work.”

			“Or she found a way to take it off.”

			“No, she was still wearing it when I found her.” 

			Valin narrowed his eyes. Malchus had yet to explain how he’d found Rowen, why he was out so late, and why he hadn’t seen the prisoners escaping. “Perhaps she wasn’t the one who freed them.”

			Malchus glared at him. “The Mordra patrol Thyra. There is no way a person could come back into the city and free them.”

			“Maybe the shadows aren’t as good as you thought.”

			“Oh, but they are. Unless they are distracted by something powerful. If I hadn’t rescued your Eldaran, she would have been devoured. The bigger question is, how did she free the senator and the guard? You claim she is powerful. Maybe she is. Maybe she is the one who shook us a year ago. So what happens when she turns that power on us? Can we stop her?” Malchus pointed at him. “Perhaps it’s time to be done with her.”

			Valin turned away and looked out the window. If Rowen had indeed been able to access her power despite the glove, then she was even more powerful than he had imagined. If only he could access it, use it. Nothing could stop them with her abilities. Not even the Word Himself. 

			He snickered. Not like the Word had stopped them before. Not when he and Malchus killed the other Eldarans. Not when they desecrated His sanctuary up north, or ravaged the villages there. And certainly not when they took over Thyra and convinced the lord of Temanin to fight their wars for them. The Word might claim to love His people, but where was He when they needed Him? Still, it would be nice to have Rowen on their side, just in case . . . 

			Valin turned back around. “I say we give Rowen one more chance to join us.”

			Malchus narrowed his eyes. “You know she won’t.”

			“It might take some persuasion. Let her spend some time in Cragsmoor, deep inside the dungeons. Take away all her comfort and freedom. Let her see what life is like without us. Then I will approach her.”

			“And if she still doesn’t turn?”

			“Then we take away her power.”
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			The coastline changed the closer they drew to Kerre. An uneasiness settled inside Nierne. Everything looked the same. Sand, surf, the tide moving in and out, the sun rising and setting each day. But she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong.

			She looked back, her gaze traveling along the beach where they had ridden for the last two days. Hoof prints dotted the sand and foam lined the beach. Just as it should be, but almost like the color had been sapped from the landscape. 

			She shook her head. Maybe she was just imagining things. It was autumn now; life always did appear a bit more weary during that time of year. But still . . . 

			She looked back again, searching for anything out of place. A pale sun shone overhead, shedding light across land around them, but it provided no warmth. The sky was a faded blue above the grey ocean. The beach grass grew in hues of brown and grayish green. Even the sand, usually a warm light brown, seemed drab. 

			She pulled her cloak close around her body. Moisture hung in the morning air, cool and biting, with a sharp smell of salt. The temperature had dropped each day, the further north they went. That was normal. So why did she feel so uneasy?

			An hour later, Lore stopped and pointed up the coast. “Looks like a village.”

			Caleb stopped beside him. “It does. Nierne, do you know what town that could be?”

			She could barely see the buildings. They were a dull grey and blended in between the land and sky. “Perhaps Deraude, a fishing village on the southern coast of Kerre.” She squinted. “It has to be. I don’t think there is a village or town anywhere along the coast of the Great Desert.” And if it was Deraude, then they had finally reached Kerre. 

			“Have you ever been to Deraude before?”

			“No. I rarely left Thyra. But there should be a signpost near the village.”

			Lore tapped his chin, which was now covered in a short beard. “Perhaps we can replenish our supplies there, that is, if nothing . . .”  

			A cold wind swept up the back of her neck and she shivered. “Unless the Mordra are here.”

			Caleb remained silent and still, his entire focus on the village ahead. 

			“Well, there is only one way to find out. I say we head toward the village.”

			Everything inside her told her to turn and ride away. Her nightmares came back, full force. Moving fog with red eyes. Screams in the wind. People dead along the streets of Thyra.

			Something warm touched her hand. 

			Nierne looked over and found Caleb watching her, his hand over hers. She breathed again, but the coil in her gut wouldn’t leave. 

			He let go, leaving her hand cold and numb as she clung to the reins. 

			Lore watched her as well. “We will stop at the outskirts. If things look bad, we can go around.”

			She nodded. 

			“But we do need supplies. Something more than crab and fish and seaweed. And new clothes too. The desert was not kind to my apparel.” Lore smiled, probably to help ease the tension. 

			Nierne took a deep breath. “Yes, you’re right.” This time she wasn’t alone. She had Lore, a former captain of the guard. And Caleb, Eldaran guardian and former assassin. And—she looked up into the faded sky—she had the Word. 

			Lore started toward the village, his hand on his sword. He might speak confidently, but he was ready for trouble. 

			Nierne followed with Caleb beside her, his gaze focused on the village ahead. They went along the beach toward the path that led up through the grass to the village. Nothing moved around them. There were no birds in the sky, no wind. Even the ocean seemed quiet.

			A tree stood alone near the outskirts of the village. It was bare, its naked branches dark against the sky. A warped and weathered signpost stood beside the path. Deraude. 

			Lore stopped beneath the tree. “Looks like you were right, Nierne. The village is Deraude.” 

			Deraude looked more like a collection of weather-stained buildings than a village. A few fishing nets hung on the outside walls and the grass grew tall beside the buildings. Crooked fences surrounded small herb gardens. A hundred feet away from the last building the beach stretched out and the ocean swept back and forth across the sand.

			Nierne and Caleb came to a stop beside Lore. She pulled her cloak even tighter around her body. 

			“The place looks empty.” Caleb’s voice broke the silence.

			She didn’t like the way he said that. But he was right. Since stopping, they hadn’t seen one person. No fishermen. No women hanging clothes to dry. No children. Not even a dog. 

			Just like her nightmare.

			“Maybe the people left.” Lore pointed toward the coast. “There are no ships anchored. And this is clearly a fishing village. See the nets and hooks hanging on the houses? Perhaps they escaped before anything happened.”

			Caleb stared at the village. Could he feel something? He’d felt Velyni back in Azar. Could he feel any shadows here now?

			Lore turned and looked back. “What do you think, Caleb?” 

			Caleb didn’t move. He didn’t even blink. 

			She wanted to tap his arm, make sure he was still here. “Cal—”

			Lore shook his head. 

			Nierne closed her mouth and waited. Caleb’s posture was similar to the trance-like state he went into back in Azar, right before leaving to find Velyni.

			Caleb blinked. “We ride into Deraude.” He didn’t wait for them to respond. Instead, he flicked his reins and headed into the village. 

			Lore and Nierne exchanged a look, then they followed Caleb. Halfway to the first building, she glanced back at the tree. Something felt off about it, but she couldn’t place her finger on what. Uneasy, she followed the men into the village.

			Caleb stopped by the first house and sniffed the air. He shook his head. “There is death here. I can feel it. Smell it too.”

			Lore stopped and sniffed as well. “Yes.” His shoulders dropped. “Perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps these people didn’t escape after all.”

			Her insides began to twist at the men’s words. “Then should we leave?”

			Caleb looked around at the buildings. “No. I want to know what happened here.”

			Lore glanced around as well. “We can still search for supplies. And if there are any bodies, we should take care of them.”

			Caleb shook his head. “We don’t have time for that.”

			“It is the right thing to do.” 

			“We’ll see.” He jumped down from his horse and looped the reins around the fence leaning against the first house. “I’ll take the left side. Lore, you take the right. Nierne”—he looked back at her—“you stay here.”

			She nodded. She had no desire to go searching through the village. 

			Lore dismounted and tied his horse alongside Caleb’s. The men separated. Caleb went along the left side of the road and entered the first house. Lore did the same on the right. 

			Nierne jumped down but waited beside the horses. The silence pressed down on her. Before, back in the Monastery, she’d liked the silence. It allowed her to hear her own thoughts. But here it was like a heavy blanket on top of her, weighing her down. 

			Caleb emerged from the first house minutes later, a determined look on his face. He moved on to the next one.

			Lore came out shortly after. His face was hard, his lips drawn. 

			Nierne stepped back until she was next to the horses. The horses seemed to be watching too, their faces toward the village, ears pricked forward. 

			The men continued down the row. Her thoughts returned to the tree outside the village. She stepped away from the horses and looked back toward the tree. It looked the same—bare, dark branches. Thick trunk. Tangled roots emerging from the ground.

			She could almost imagine what the tree would look like in the summer. It would be full of lush, green leaves, so many that the ground beneath would be in the shade no matter where the sun was overhead. The perfect place to read.

			She took a couple more steps away from the village. Leaves. There were no leaves beneath the tree. Not one. She continued to walk toward the tree. It looked healthy, as far as she could tell. But then, why no leaves? Even a couple dead ones. This time of year the ground should have been littered with thousands of orange, yellow, and red leaves. Piles high enough to reach around her knees. 

			She swallowed, but found no moisture in her mouth. Still, she pressed on. She had to know. This tree, and the village—there was a connection. 

			Nierne reached the tree and placed her hand on the trunk. The bark was rough, with deep ridges. Spreading out her hands, the trunk went from elbow to elbow. There were no scorch marks; nothing to indicate the tree had been hit by lightning. And no marring across the trunk, no bulges, no unnatural growths. Perhaps it was diseased on the inside, but she didn’t believe that. 

			She stepped back. “So what happened to yo—” 

			One of the horses screamed behind her.

			Nierne spun. 

			The other horses squealed and pulled at the fence in a mad scramble. The fence broke and all three turned and ran inland, away from the village, the fence stakes bouncing along behind them. 

			She froze, except for her heart, which was now drumming against her ribcage. The horses disappeared behind the first hill. Nothing moved inside the village and she couldn’t see Lore or Caleb. 

			Oh Word. She shouldn’t have left. She should have stayed where Caleb told her.

			She shivered and realized she was soaked in sweat. Her white tunic clung to her and the underside of her shirt stuck to her armpits. 

			The bare tree with no leaves, the horses spooking, the lack of people. It all pointed to one thing. 

			The Mordra were here. 

			I have to help them. Nierne took a shaky step toward the village. I have to tell Caleb and Lore. Tears stung her eyes and bile filled her throat. I can’t lose them, not like Father Reth!

			She sobbed and pressed a fist to her mouth. She staggered to where the horses had been minutes ago. Broken fence pieces lay strewn across a garden filled with weeds. Caleb and Lore were nowhere to be seen. Hadn’t they heard the horses? Why weren’t they here, investigating?

			Had the shadows gotten them?

			She could hardly think now. Adrenaline filled every pore of her being. She moved to the side of the first house and looked around the corner. She saw Father Reth in her mind, and the cloud of shadows descending upon him, swallowing him— 

			“No, NO!” she cried, then gasped and clamped her mouth shut. The village came back into focus. Nothing moved. Run, her body screamed. Save yourself! 

			But Caleb . . . 

			I won’t leave without him. Or Lore.

			She forced herself to walk to next house. Still nothing. “Caleb? Lore? Where are you?”

			She placed a hand on the siding, her fingers shaking. Where were they? Where—She tried to swallow—where was the shadow? 

			Something snapped behind her. 

			Nierne twisted around, her heart scrambling up her throat, her stomach clenching hard. The grass by the house waved. 

			There was no one there.

			I’m going to die. I’m going to die. I’m going—

			A hand clamped down across her mouth. 

			Nierne screamed. 

			Another hand snaked around her middle and pulled her up against something solid. Warm air brushed her ear. “Nierne, it’s me.”

			It took a moment for Caleb’s voice to pierce her scrambled mind. 

			“It’s me,” he said again.

			Her knees buckled. Colors flashed across her eyes, with a black spot in the middle. Blood rushed from her face. Warm, strong hands turned her around and held her tight. She gripped his tunic and pressed her head into his chest. “Caleb?” Her legs went numb and everything spun around her. “I can’t stand.” 

			“I know.” He picked her up and moved her into the shadows between two houses. “You’re in shock right now.”

			She bobbed her head and clung to his shirt, his arms still wrapped around her body. There was no space between them. Somewhere in the haze of her mind, she knew this was highly inappropriate. But she had no energy to move. And the thought drifted away. 

			Caleb filled her senses. He was warm, his body heat seeping past her tunic and warming her skin. He was strong, holding her up while her legs refused to work. And he was here, alive.

			He rubbed her back. Slowly her body thawed. He stopped and leaned forward, past her face. His breath tickled her ear. “Nierne, I need to let you go. Do you think you can stand?”

			She tested her legs. They still wobbled, but she could stand. “Yes.” 

			Caleb pulled away. The air was cold against her skin where his hands and arms had been moments ago. He kept his gaze on her and held a finger to his lips. Then he looked right, back toward the main road. “There is a shadow here,” he whispered.

			She watched his face. He was in such control. Not a hint of fear anywhere. The terror from earlier tried to come back, but Caleb’s presence kept it at bay. 

			He raised his hand. His mark glowed as if he were holding a bright flame in his hand. He moved his hand across his body, pointed his fingers and thumb straight out, then began to move his hand back across his chest.

			Something emerged from his mark. Something bright, and long, and thin, about an inch wide. When his mark reached halfway across his chest, she realized it was a blade. 

			Nierne stepped back and bumped into the wall behind her. Her mouth opened and closed, but her words were trapped inside her throat. 

			Caleb looked at her, a frown drawing his brows together. Then he looked down as his hand reached the other side of his body and closed around a hilt. 

			Her eyes darted between the blade and Caleb. Was that a sword? A sword just came out of his hand. A sword . . . 

			The corner of his lip turned upward in a faint smile. 

			He went still and the smile slid from his face. In one motion he lowered the sword, placed his hand next to her face, and leaned in. “Don’t. Move. Understand?”

			She nodded, her mouth dry.

			Every muscle tightened across his body. He looked right, his sword ready. His breath pushed her hair away from her face. 

			Word, Nierne breathed. Help me. Help Caleb. Help Lore, wherever he is— 

			She saw something move out of the corner of her eye. A grey fog appeared where the corners of the houses converged with the road. Red eyes emerged from the dark cloud. 

			Caleb moved before Nierne could scream. He met the creature half way down the alley, his sword ready. 

			The shadow hissed and drew back.

			“You don’t belong here.”

			The shadow hissed again, swaying back and forth. 

			Nierne crumbled against the side of the house, her legs barely able to support her. 

			Caleb stood between her and the shadow. “You will go back from where you came.”

			Red eyes peeked beneath his outstretched arm–and saw her. With a screech, it flew past Caleb straight for her. 

			Nierne flattened herself against the house and clutched her throat. It was going to consume her, just like the shadows did to Father Re—

			Light flashed. 

			Red eyes paused a foot from her face. 

			A blade of light passed through its smoke-like body, and entered her own. 

			She looked down and found the blade of light inside her chest. Her mouth dropped. This—This can’t be real. 

			The shadow shrieked and twisted around the middle of the blade. 

			Nierne stared at her chest. She should be in agony. Writhing in it. 

			Instead, there was no pain. No blood, no gaping wound. Just a flush of warmth flowing where the sword entered her body. 

			The shadow continued to churn and shrink around the blade, as if it were being sucked into the light. It hissed and screamed. Arms emerged from the smoke and rose, reaching for her until its fingers were an inch from her face. Then the smoke rolled back and the fingers disappeared into the blade. The last thing she saw were its red eyes. Then the shadow disappeared and the sword pulled away. 

			Caleb dropped to one knee, panting, the sword in his hand following him down to the ground. Sweat glistened across his face. 

			Her fingers stole to her chest and she felt the spot where the sword had been. Nothing. Not even a hole in her shirt.

			She stared at Caleb. She knew he was an Eldaran, had seen the mark on his hand. But to see him as a true Guardian, to feel his power . . . 

			After a moment he looked up. “Are you . . . all right?” 

			Nierne nodded, unable to take her eyes from him and his glowing sword. 

			He gave her a tired smile. “Good. I think . . . that was . . . the only one.”

			There were no words for what had just happened. 

			Caleb bent forward. “That is not easy.” He wiped his forehead. “Banishing one of those things.” 

			“Your hand . . .” 

			He tilted his head back. “What?”

			“That sword . . . you drew it from . . .”

			He lifted the sword up. “Yes, it comes from my mark. Does it scare you?”

			“I don’t know,” she whispered, still fingering the spot above her heart.

			He held the sword out. The light reflected off his face, making his skin glow. Then he held the sword toward his right side. With his palm facing left, he moved his hand across his body. The sword sank back into his mark as he pushed toward the blade’s point. A moment later the tip disappeared into his palm and his mark dimmed.

			He looked up at her again. “How is that? Better?”

			“I can’t believe . . .” She clutched her front. “I mean, you told me you had a sword . . . and Velyni . . . but now . . .”

			 She slid down the side of the house and held her face in her hands. Too much to process. She’d known Caleb had power. But to actually see him just now pull a sword—a blazing sword— from his mark . . . and the shadow. She shuddered. It had gone right for her. If Caleb hadn’t been there, with that sword . . . And why didn’t the sword pierce her? It went right through her, like a beam of light. 

			A hand touched her shoulder. 

			She sucked in her breath. 

			Caleb stood over her, his face tight. “Nierne?”

			He wasn’t human. 

			It hit her like a gust of wind, slapping her across the face. Not like her. Not like Lore. Did that change things between them?

			He sank down on his knees. “You know I would never hurt you.”

			She worked her mouth. “I know. Your sword, it went through me.”

			His eyes widened. “It did?”

			“Yes.” She placed two fingers above her heart. “It went through the shadow and caught me, right here. But nothing happened. I didn’t even feel it.”

			Caleb sat back. “I—I had no idea. If I had . . .” He stared at the spot. “But I don’t see a wound. Or blood.”

			Nierne rubbed the area. “No. I don’t think your sword affects humans.”

			He slowly nodded. “That makes sense. My job is to protect mankind, not harm them. However, if something had happened to you . . .” 

			He stared at her until her cheeks warmed. Only minutes ago Caleb had held her so tight a quill pen wouldn’t have fit between them. 

			“So, do I scare you?”

			She studied his face, the hard jaw line, his full lips and sharp nose. And his eyes. They were not warm, but neither were they cold or hard. Intense, purposeful, without fear. Strong. Watching her right now.

			“No.” He did not scare her. Any hint of his murderous past was gone. He was now a Guardian, a Son of Truth. And with that came unique power. However, that sword of his would take some getting used to.

			“Good.” He held out his hand. “I told Lore to stay back while I took care of the shadow. Let’s find him and move on from this place.”

			Nierne took his hand and he helped her to her feet. Maybe they had a chance, a real chance, at defeating the Shadonae. If Caleb could do in Thyra what he did here with that shadow, the Mordra could not protect their masters.

			 If nothing else, that gave her hope.
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			Lore had seen death before, more times than he cared to recall. Death was cold and permanent and unstoppable. The antithesis of life. But what he had seen before, even during the siege on the White City, was nothing compared to what he saw now in this small fishing village. 

			The first house had a young man and woman, both lying on the hard packed ground in front of a long, wooden table. Simple furnishings filled the rest of the home: a straw mattress in the corner, a wooden chest, and a cupboard next to the fireplace. The man lay on the woman, as if shielding her from something. The woman lay beneath him, curled up on her side. Both were dead, their bodies a bluish tint and stiff, but not yet bloating. The deaths had been recent. 

			Lore came within a foot of the bodies, held his scarf over his nose and hunched down, checking for any wounds or signs of how death had occurred. Nothing, at least that he could see. No blood either. He reached over and brushed their eyelids, shutting out the terror in their eyes. Whatever had happened, their deaths had not been peaceful.

			He stood, his gaze still on the bodies, and stepped back. So what had the man been protecting the woman from? He had an idea, and that idea left a ball of lead inside the pit of his stomach.

			Lore turned and left the house. 

			Nierne glanced at him from where she stood by the horses. His face was tight as he stared back. On to the next house.

			He could smell death before he even entered. This time there were more bodies. Same position. In the middle of the house next to a wooden table. Only this time there was a child.

			His nostrils flared and his hand shook as he held the scarf to his face. Dear Word. What kind of monster killed—he couldn’t say it. Instead, he hunched down and closed the eyes of the little boy nestled beneath his mother. Then he closed the mother’s eyes, and the father’s. He was about to stand when he realized there was one more body. 

			His jaw tightened. On the other side was a baby, not more than a couple months old, tucked between the father and mother. Its eyes were closed as if in sleep, but the blue tint to its lips and skin revealed otherwise. 

			“Oh, Word.” Lore spoke with a long groan. “Not this.” He rubbed his face, but he would never be able to rub the sight from his eyes. 

			This was evil in its fullest form.

			He stood and walked out of the house. He knew now what they faced. It had to be those shadow things Nierne talked about. Only something so vile could kill such innocence. He drew his sword. He knew his blade probably didn’t stand a chance against a shadow, but he didn’t care. 

			“I wander through shadows and light.” He spoke under his breath, reciting a passage he had read over and over again years ago until he had memorized it. “And death haunts my every step. I cannot see the way out of the darkness, so guide me, living Word, Speaker of Life.” 

			He continued to recite the passage as he entered the next house, leading in with his sword. This time there was only a man, older, with hair streaked grey and a beard that reached his chest. He lay as though he had been trying to crawl toward the door and was struck down in mid-crawl. 

			Lore bent down. “Be at peace.” He drew the man’s lids shut. Caleb was wrong. They had time to take care of these bodies. It wasn’t right to leave these people like this for the wild animals and crows to feast upon. Which, speaking of . . . 

			He stood and walked cautiously toward the door. Where were the scavengers? There wasn’t even a bird or the shrill of an insect. Did that mean that the Mordra were still here? He gripped his sword tighter. Then so be it. 

			He left the house, chanting the passage again. He turned right and followed the row of houses toward the center of the village. Two more houses, two more families, each one adding fuel to the dark fire burning inside him. He gripped his sword so tight that his knuckles grew white. 

			In the middle of the village was a well. As he approached it, the horses screamed far off. He twisted around, sword ready.

			Caleb rushed from the house across the street and held his hand up. 

			Lore stopped. Caleb’s mark was glowing white, like a star on his palm. He would never get used to that sight. 

			Caleb motioned toward the corner, then toward himself. Lore pointed at himself, asking if he should go to. Caleb shook his head. He pointed at his hand and mouthed, “Shadow.”

			He knew Caleb had special powers as an Eldaran, but could the man really take on a creature that had wiped out this entire village?

			Lore motioned that he would follow. 

			Caleb shook his head again and pointed to the ground. Stay. 

			He stared at Caleb and Caleb stared right back. He finally nodded and lowered his sword. This was Caleb’s fight. 

			Caleb turned and moved along the side of the house back to where they had left Nierne and the horses. Lore took up position in the shade between two houses and watched Caleb disappear around the corner and waited.

			“I wander through shadows and light.” 

			What did the Mordra look like? His mind conjured up all sorts of gruesome and terrifying images. 

			“And death haunts my every step.” 

			Like the black wolves who had attacked Rowen. Enormous, with glittering yellow eyes and a putrid smell. 

			“I cannot see the way out of the darkness.” 

			Word, how do we fight things that can kill an entire village and have no regard for children? 

			“So guide me, living Word, Speaker of Life.” 

			Word, please help us.

			Minutes later there was a long, feminine scream, followed closely by a hiss. Lore raised his sword, his eyes focused on the houses the sounds came from. A man spoke, but he couldn’t make out the words. Every muscle in his body tensed, his legs ready to run the moment he gave the mental command. 

			Another long hiss filled the air, then faded into silence. 

			Lore waited, his senses alert for anything. No other sound came. A minute later the soft hum of voices echoed across the village. If he could hear Caleb and Nierne, then that meant . . . 

			He left the side of the house and followed the street, down toward the corner, then turned left. 

			Caleb and Nierne emerged from between the first two houses, where the horses had been tied. Nierne was white like sea foam. Caleb’s features were set, determined.

			Lore kept his sword out and ready. “What happened?” 

			Nierne looked up. “There was a shadow.” Her voice quivered.

			“And?”

			They stopped a couple feet from him. This time Caleb spoke. “I banished it.”

			“You—what? How?” 

			Nierne looked at Caleb, as if expecting him to answer. 

			 “My mark contains a sword. I used it on the shadow.”

			“Wait—what?” There was a faint glow around Caleb’s palm, but not the burst of light that he had seen before. “You have a sword? In your hand? But I thought you just touched the—”

			“I’m a Guardian, not a Truthsayer.” Caleb folded his arms. “Different gifts, different weapons, different responsibilities.”

			“A sword.” 

			Caleb raised one eyebrow. “Yes, a sword.”

			Lore ran a hand through his hair. He could not imagine a sword emerging from Caleb’s palm. What in all the Lands did that look like? And this sword had stopped the shadow?

			Nierne nodded, color slowly seeping back into her face. “A sword made of light.” 

			“By all that is holy . . .” Lore glanced back at Caleb. “Are there any more shadows?”

			Caleb went still, his eyes losing their focus. Nothing moved in the village, not even a breeze. Far off, the surf whooshed. “No.” His gaze came back. “That was the only one, as far as I can sense.”

			“So you can feel these things?”

			“Yes.”

			“From how far away?”

			“I don’t know. Before today, the only one I had met was Velyni. But she was different. She looked human and had a flesh body. The one I banished back there”—he pointed behind him—“was different. It wasn’t as powerful. And it appeared as a dark fog. But it felt the same.” Caleb looked at Nierne. “Why is that? Do you know why this shadow was different?”

			Nierne furrowed her brow. “I don’t know much about the Mordra, other than they come from the unseen world. But I do remember reading that a shadow that has been in our world for a long period of time is able to shape shift. Perhaps they grow stronger here as they become accustomed to our world.”

			Caleb’s face darkened. “Yes, that makes sense. I remember Velyni saying she had been here in the Lands for centuries.”

			Her mouth fell open. “That long? Where did she come from? The Shadonae have only been in Thyra a little over a year.”

			“Good question. And why did she call them her masters, especially if she has been in the Lands longer than them? Unless”— Caleb scowled—“the Shadonae came from somewhere else, and live longer than human beings.”

			Nierne rubbed her arms. “The Shadonae must have had some kind of hold over her.”

			“Or they were working together. Although I can’t picture Velyni calling someone master unless she truly believed he was her master.” His face tightened. “She even offered to serve me.”

			Her eyes widened. “She did?”

			“Caleb, Nierne.” Both turned toward Lore. He pointed toward the sun. “We only have a couple hours of sunlight left. And there are dozens of people in this village. We need to start now if we are going to take care of them.”

			Caleb gave him a puzzled look. “Take care of them?”

			“Take care of their bodies.”

			“Why?”

			“Because if we don’t, scavengers will come. And sickness.”

			“So what are you proposing we do? Bury them all?”

			“No.” Lore sheathed his sword. “Burn them.”

			Nierne went pale again. Lore didn’t like the idea of dragging dead bodies either, but he had done it before, when he helped bury the dead from the siege on the White City.

			Caleb crossed his arms. “So how are we going to burn them? We can’t build a pyre big enough to hold all of them.”

			“We will use one of the houses. That one.” Lore pointed to the largest house in the village, the one right at the end of the road, set slightly apart from the other houses. Probably the elder’s house, or whoever was in charge of the village. “Caleb, you help me gather the bodies. Nierne, gather as much driftwood as you can. We will place the wood and kindling on the floor and around the bodies to help with the fire.”

			Nierne nodded and started off toward the beach, her face still pale. 

			“You know we won’t be able to create a pyre hot enough to burn the bodies down to the bone.”

			Lore rubbed his face. “I know.”

			“So why try?”

			“Because I don’t like the thought of dogs eating the children.”

			At the mention of children, Caleb’s eyes narrowed. 

			“You saw them too, didn’t you?”

			“Yes.” His answer was both gruff and dark. 

			“All this time I’ve been heading to Thyra to rescue Rowen.” His throat tightened. “But now there is another reason. I knew the Shadonae were evil. Everyone in the north remembers the Nordic Wars. But never did I imagine . . .” He shook his head. “I have to help these people. I’m no good against the shadows, but I can fight flesh and blood.” 

			Caleb nodded. “I am beginning to think the Word has more in store for me than I thought. I can fight the shadows.” He looked down at his palm. “And I will.”

			So they were in agreement. No longer on different paths, they were on the same one. To rescue the people of Thyra.

			Caleb turned to head to the first house. 

			“Caleb, wait.” 

			He turned around. 

			“Be on guard for any other shadows.”

			Caleb nodded. “I already am.”

			“Good.”

			Caleb spun back around and headed again to the closest house. 

			Lore wrapped his scarf around his face, covering his nose and mouth. This was going to be a long couple of hours. 

			

			
			

			
			Caleb thought he was done with hell when he chose to follow the Word. Apparently not. Here he was, surrounded again by dead bodies. At least these ones weren’t moving, like the ones that used to frequent his nightmares. 

			He took out his scarf and tied it around his face. Ugh. That smell. Would he ever smell something decent again? It felt like the smell had lodged itself deep inside his nose. 

			He looked around the house, then back at the bodies and grimaced. For once, Lore was the stronger man. He couldn’t stand dead bodies. Blood was even worse. At least there was no blood.

			Where to start? His gaze landed on the little girl sprawled out next to the man he assumed was her father, given the way his arm was positioned protectively over the girl. Well, if Lore wanted the children burned first, best to put them in the middle and start the fire there. 

			Caleb hunched down and gathered the girl up. She was stiff and cold. Carefully he stood, holding the girl out from his body. He turned and headed toward the door. Her long, brown hair fell away from her face. She looked to be about nine or ten years. A pretty little thing, even with her pale face and blue tinted lips. If it wasn’t for her unbending body and lack of warmth, she would have looked like she was sleeping. 

			Caleb sighed and maneuvered around so they could fit through the door. Hopefully she hadn’t suffered before she died. 

			He walked along the road toward the large house at the end of the village. He had never really thought about children before. Never held one, never interacted with one either. Nobody he knew had them. Corin still did not have an heir. Most of the nobility, if they did have children, raised them at their country estates.

			What would it be like to have a daughter? Would she have dark hair, like his? Would he hold her? Love her? Die to protect her, like that man back in the house behind him?

			Strange feelings stirred inside of him. He looked down at the little girl he carried. “I’m sorry this happened to you.”

			He walked into the large house and found Lore had already brought in another body, that of a young man, hardly out of boyhood. Caleb placed the girl next to the boy and stepped back. They didn’t look scary at all, lying there. But they would never wake, they would never move again. It made him strangely sad.

			I might be a Guardian, but I cannot protect people from death. He looked up at the ceiling. Only you can. 

			There was a gasp and something clattered behind him. He turned and found Nierne standing in the doorway, her mouth open, a pile of logs and sticks scattered at her feet. 

			Her mouth closed and she swallowed. “Children. I didn’t . . . I don’t know why I didn’t think . . . I thought there would only be adults. Oh, Word.” She gasped and ran from the house.

			Lore walked in a moment later, carrying a child, another girl. He placed the girl down by the first one. He shook his head and stood. “I should have thought about how Nierne would react. You and I have seen death many times. But she probably hasn’t.”

			Caleb stared at the door. 

			“Go to her.”

			He rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t know . . .”

			“You know her better more than I do. And you are closer to her as well.”

			Caleb frowned. “But what do I say?”

			“Maybe nothing. But she needs someone right now.”

			Caleb slowly nodded and walked out the door. He looked left, then right. Nierne was already down the road, stumbling toward the entrance to the village. He paused. Sands, he didn’t know what to say. He had half a mind to just let her be and continue on with his morbid work when she sobbed loudly and sagged against the last house. 

			Move it, Caleb. You think you love her? Then show it. 

			He straightened up. He was no coward. He headed down the road to the end of the village. Nierne didn’t seem to notice him. The closer he got, the more it sounded like her heart was tearing apart. 

			He paused a couple feet away, the tension returning. What could he do? He had no power that could bring those people back. How could he help her? He cleared his throat. “Nierne?”

			Nierne turned. “Caleb.” She stumbled toward him and fell against him. “I hate the darkness, I hate it!” She hit his chest with her fist. “It destroys everything. And the children . . . why did they have to die? Why? Why did the Word let this happen?”

			Caleb hesitated, then wrapped his arms around her. She pressed her face into his chest. Her tears soaked through his shirt. “I don’t know. But I do know the Word frees us from it.”

			She shook her head. “Not from death. We all die.”

			He slowly rubbed her back. “Yes. But we are not alone in death.”

			She looked up, tears clinging to her eyelashes. Something churned inside him. “How do you know? How do any of us know what’s on the other side?”

			“Because I’ve met the Word. I’ve seen Him. He is everywhere. There isn’t one place He cannot go. Even death.”

			“So why is there darkness?”

			Caleb gave her a sad smile. “Because we let it in.” How many times had he given in to his own darkness? How many lives had he taken? How much darkness had he spread with his own hand? He closed his eyes. Not anymore. I cannot take back what I did in the past. But I will never take a life again. Not if I don’t need to.

			Nierne sniffed. 

			Caleb opened his eyes. He lifted his hands and held her face between his fingers and used his thumbs to wipe away her tears. “Be strong, Nierne.”

			“I don’t feel strong.” 

			“But you are, much more than you know. You would have never crossed mountains, faced shadows, and experienced great loss without it. Use it now. Help us put these people to rest.”

			One last tear escaped down her cheek. “You’re right. I can do this.” 

			He realized then that he had never seen Nierne cry before, not openly like this, not from the heart. He had seen her driven to tears by anger, fear, and frustration. This was different. It was like seeing a crack in her armor and the real Nierne inside. 

			She took a deep, shaky breath. “I can get wood. But I don’t think I can carry anyone.”

			“Lore and I will do that.”

			“All right.”

			He wanted to bend down and kiss her. Just softly, on the lips. But this was not the time or the place. And he wasn’t sure how she would react. Sands, he didn’t even know why he was thinking that.

			Nierne stepped back. “Thank you. I should go.” She turned before he could say anything and crossed the road, disappearing between the houses toward the beach. 

			A strange thought entered his mind . . . 

			What would their daughter look like?
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			Rowen woke up. Everything was dark around her, save for the single torch that burned outside her cell. She lay on her side, tense, listening for the footsteps she had heard moments before. Was Valin finally coming for her? To punish her for letting those prisoners free?

			A minute past and nothing happened. No footsteps.

			She let out her breath. She must have imagined it.

			A scratching noise sounded to her left. 

			She sat up, eyes wide, searching the darkness. A wooden plate lay near the bars with a chunk of stale bread, untouched. 

			Something moved in the shadows. 

			She drew her legs to her body. 

			A rat emerged from the cell over. It stood on its haunches and sniffed the air, its whiskers wiggling. 

			She blinked and her shoulders relaxed. So that’s what woke her up. Just a rat. Not Valin, not Malchus. She rubbed her face. Why did it have to wake her up? She had been dreaming about home again. 

			And Lore. 

			She drew her knees up and wrapped her arms around her body. 

			The rat paused, then carefully made its way to her cell. It approached the bread, stood, and sniffed again. 

			So what if the vermin took her food? She had no appetite. 

			The rat had reached the plate when a thumping noise sounded outside her cell, past the main room. The rat turned and dashed away. 

			She lifted her head. 

			The muffled thud continued, a steady clop, clop. 

			So she had heard something more than the rat.

			Rowen craned her neck and looked between her bars over at the main door that led into this place. There was a jingle of keys and the door opened. Valin walked in, his dark cloak rippling behind him. 

			A longing rose inside her. The silence and darkness of this cell had eaten away at her, leaving her hollow and alone, aching for companionship. In her darkest moments, she wondered how the men had done it, locked away in here for months. At least they’d had each other. She had no one, except for the rat. Maybe that’s why she kept dreaming of Lore.

			Valin approached her cell and lifted the ring of keys. “I thought you might like some fresh air.” He thrust a key in, turned it, and the lock answered with a click.

			Yes, she did. She wanted fresh air and sun and wind so badly the ache was physical. And to be with people. Her dreams of Lore had intensified that.

			Valin opened the door. “Well?”

			She struggled to her feet. She had never been given a chance to wash the mud off her legs or change her dress since that night she helped the men escape. And now new stains appeared alongside the caked mud, leaving her pale dress more brown than white.

			Valin spotted the rat and kicked it. It gave a high squeak as it sailed across the cell and hit the back wall with a thud. 

			Rowen looked back and watched it limp off into the darkness. She might not like rats, but it didn’t deserve that.

			Valin grabbed the torch from its bracket and led the way, back through the main room and toward the door. 

			She followed, her legs remembering how to move. They followed the dark corridor, up the stairs, down the next corridor and up the stairs again, reaching the top floor. 

			Light appeared ahead. It wasn’t strong, but it was more than she had seen the last couple days. As they drew closer, a breeze came flowing through the hallway. She sighed inwardly at the soft, cool touch.

			Valin led her outside. The courtyard had dried out, leaving the once muddy surface cracked and uneven. Above, dark clouds spread across the sky. 

			She shivered. Was this stormy weather common in Thyra this time of year? Or was something else at work?

			They walked across the courtyard and stepped onto the street, following it south toward the tower. 

			Rowen watched the back of Valin’s head. Why had he come? Why was he taking her back? At least she was out of that cell.

			They reached the circular street that surrounded the tower and walked along the cobblestones toward the arena that stood in front of the tower. They passed by the first column and cut across the stage to the door. Valin held the door open. Rowen entered. 

			Torches burned inside the brackets set along the wall, curving upward and around. She started up the steps. A heavy thud sounded behind her. She glanced back and found Valin following her, the door now shut. 

			Up and around they went, following the stairs until minutes later they arrived at the top. Rowen entered the room first. 

			Malchus sat in one of the high back chairs. He didn’t bother to stand or move. Two soldiers stood to the left of the room, rigid, with unblinking eyes. 

			Valin passed the circle of chairs and stood in the middle. He looked at Rowen and beckoned with his hand. “Come here.”

			There it was, that same compulsion she’d felt weeks earlier—to obey him. 

			Rowen took a step back. 

			Valin sighed and dropped his hand. “We are not here to judge you. We simply want to talk to you.”

			Talk? She found that hard to believe. After all, she had freed all their prisoners and been thrown into the dungeon for it.

			Malchus turned and looked around the side of his chair. There was no emotion on his face, just a cold stare. 

			Fine. She lifted her chin and made her way to the circle of chairs. She sat down in the farthest one from Malchus.

			Valin stood in the middle of the chairs as if he were addressing an entire court instead of just her and Malchus. He lifted his hand and pulled on the edge of his black glove. “I know why you freed those men.”

			“Why?” If talk was what he wanted, she would talk.

			Valin looked up, a smile now playing across his lips. “You thought you would escape with them. You wanted to be with them. Right?”

			“I am one of them. I am one of your prisoners.”

			“Did I lock you up? Did I treat you like those men?”

			No. Not until afterward.

			He approached her chair. “No, I did not. Because you are not one of them. Tell me, Rowen, what did you think would happen after you freed them? Did you think they would fall on their knees and thank you? Accept you into their circle? See you as one of them?”

			She clamped her mouth shut. No, they hadn’t. 

			“I see. Something else happened. They feared you, didn’t they?”

			Yes. The short man had pushed her into the mud and struck her. She felt the sting again, and the deep hurt.

			“It won’t change, you know. It will never change.” His face hardened. “So why join them? They will never see you as one of their own, no matter how many times you save them, no matter how nice you are to them.” He leaned down toward her. “You are not one of them. Understand that. They will never accept you. But it should not matter to you. You are above them.”

			Rowen looked away. She wanted to sink down to the floor and tear out the hurt Valin had reawakened inside her. Instead, she stared out one of the windows. The sun had disappeared behind dark grey clouds outside, leaving the senate room dim. 

			Her hands began to shake. She closed them into two tight fists. 

			“That’s right.” Valin drew back and tilted her face toward his. 

			She stared up into his icy eyes. 

			“Do not give them your heart. They do not deserve it. Humans will always fear us, and because of their fear, hurt us. Only by eliminating them can we be free of their torment.”

			Valin was wrong. But anger burst inside her, pressing through her mind, driving those thoughts away. The hurt was too great to overcome this time. She continually gave everything she had and this was how she was repaid. 

			She’d healed those people in Temanin. But did they rescue her from her enslavement? No. She healed that boy and bore his scars. How did his parents react? They ran from her. She freed those prisoners from Cragsmoor. And they struck her.

			She couldn’t keep doing this. There was nothing left in her. The people she sacrificed for took all she had and left her with nothing. 

			Valin cupped her cheek. His hand was cool, his fingers curling around the contours of her face. She did not press her face into his hand, but neither did she turn away. The loneliness pierced her. He stroked her cheek with his thumb. “Rowen, you are so much more. You deserve better.”

			She choked back a sob, but couldn’t stop the tear that trickled down her cheek. He wiped it away. 

			She turned away from his hand. What was happening to her? Valin was evil, vile. But he also spoke the truth and understood how she felt. He had been there himself. People had hurt him too.

			Rowen stood and stumbled toward the window. She placed her hands on the sill and looked out. Down below, the city of Thyra turned to shades of purple as the sun set in the west. The ocean was dark, with only white stripes where the waves came in. A single star twinkled just above the horizon.

			“It’s not true,” she whispered. Not all humans were like that. But at the moment she couldn’t remember anything good. She even tried to dredge up Lore’s face from her dream, but only a blank image filled her mind.

			 Invisible black talons dug into her head, tainting her thoughts, leaving her mind in darkness. 

			She pressed her head against the cool windowpane. Valin was twisting her. His words were finding their way deep into her mind. She couldn’t fight them anymore. For the first time—

			She wanted to give in. 

			Valin reached her side, his arm brushing hers. “Join us. You’ll never be afraid again. Or hurt. No one will be able to touch you.”

			She gripped the windowsill. He was right. All this time she had cowered under the fear and hatred of others. Cleon, Prince Evander, Drake. It should have been them cowering. 

			“That’s right. You are no servant of mankind. Use your power to protect yourself.”

			What if she had used her power on Cleon? Her village would have never banished her. They wouldn’t have been able to. Or Drake.

			Drake.

			Her mind seethed at his name. He had kept her trapped inside that hovel in Azar, forcing her to heal people while he enjoyed the luxury of their gold. What if she had given in and touched him? Shown him what a monster he was? Let him see the power she really possessed. He would have cried for mercy.

			Valin leaned in. She could see his face now, next to hers in the window’s reflection. He looked at her window image. “You are the most powerful Eldaran I have ever met.” His breath was hot against her skin. “You have the power to become the greatest being in the Lands. You never have to be afraid again. Men will bow to you. They will obey your every command.” His hand slid down her arm and came to rest just above the metal band around her wrist. “Become what you were meant to be.”

			She stood on the edge of a cliff. All it would take was one step to embrace what Valin was saying. She stared into the abyss. She wanted to step off the cliff. If she gave in, she could have that power. She would never fear another person. She would never be hurt again—no more sacrificing herself. 

			Valin brushed his lips along the side of her neck, sending a shiver down her back. “Join us.”

			So easy. Just give up. One step and she would finally have peace. Just give in to Valin and join—

			Remember.

			The word pierced her mind. 

			Remember, Daughter of Light.

			She looked up at the dark sky. A single star twinkled against the blackness. Just one small light, but it drew her eye, capturing it. Valin still stood beside her, his hand resting on her elbow, but her mind was now miles from him. 

			She was not one of them. She never would be.

			Lore’s face filled her mind and her heart reached for him. Then she saw Aren, and Lady Astrea, the healer Balint, and her old friend Calya from her home village. Images of people flooded her mind: the guards back home, the people she passed on the street, the children who played in the fields outside the White City.

			If she gave in, everyone she loved would be destroyed. The good with the bad.

			Rowen looked back up at the lone star . . . 

			It wasn’t alone. 

			More now twinkled against the night sky. Her heart swelled as truth seeped through her, filling her. She had never been alone either. Not really. From the beginning there were those who stood with her and for her. Her father and mother took her in and raised her as their own. Lord Gaynor offered her a position. Lady Astrea defended her, even when, by Ryland law, she should have been put to death. Nierne found her and traveled with her. Rory and Regessus believed in her. 

			And the Word . . . 

			The image of the Word in the Eldaran sanctuary shone in her mind . . . the colored glass wall . . . a badly scarred man dressed in a long white robe. He was smiling at her, a gentle smile. Remember.

			I remember now.

			She let out a long, calm breath. “No.” 

			Valin’s hand stopped above her metal glove. “What? What did you say?”

			“No.” She stepped away from him. “No. I will not join you.” 

			His face tightened. 

			“I could never join you. That is not who I am. I am a Daughter of Light. A Follower of the Word.” Strength and conviction flowed through her body, warming her. The truth was rooted deep inside her soul. She could never join Valin and Malchus. She could never commit the atrocities she had seen them perform. She would never again use her power that way. Even if it meant she died.

			The warmth and passion in Valin’s face vanished. His eyes returned to their icy cold color. “You would say no to us? To power? To freedom? To everything you could ever have?” His lips tightened into one firm line. “You would say no . . . to me?” 

			Rowen straightened to her full height. “I will not join you. Not now, not ever.”

			Valin looked as if he had frozen into a beautifully carved statue. His lips moved with forced effort. “Then if that is your decision—”

			“It is.”

			“So be it.”

			A shiver went through her soul.

			Valin grabbed her wrist, just above the metal band, and dragged her back toward the chairs. 

			Malchus had risen from his seat, his eyes glowing. Expectant. 

			Valin’s fingers tightened. “You don’t really think I will allow you to keep your power, do you? To let you destroy what Malchus and I have created?”

			Her mouth went dry. He was right. She would stop them from destroying all that she loved. Even if it meant . . . 

			Word, let me be strong.

			He lifted her hand between them. Light shone between the metal rings and bounced off his face. “With one touch of this mark, you could stop us.” His fingers dug into her wrist until she gasped. “So I need to make sure that never happens. Silas!” 

			One of the soldiers standing beside the door jerked to life. He turned toward them and crossed the floor, movements stiff.

			Valin held out his other hand. “Your sword, please, Silas.”

			The soldier drew his sword out. The light from her hand flashed across the metal blade.

			This was it. Her breath came in fast gasps and her vision blurred. Was she ready to die? I have to be.

			“Oh, you won’t be dying today.” 

			Rowen gave a small jerk. “What?”

			“You will live. You will live and watch all that you gave up—a shriveled woman in a dark cell until the end of your days. Or until Malchus or I have need of your life essence. For now, I am merely taking your mark.”

			“My mark?” He was going to take her mark? How, without killing her? She pulled back, but he held her wrist with the same strength as her metal band. “You can’t do that. My mark is who I am. To take my mark you would have to kill me.”

			“Not necessarily.” He dragged her to the arm of one of the chairs and laid her hand across the top. “I just have to cut off your hand.”

			 “My . . . hand?” Her knees gave out and she fell to the floor. Valin still held her by the wrist. “Please no!” The moment she said those words, she hated herself. She needed to be strong, not weak. But her body ignored her and self-preservation took over.

			“I gave you a chance.” He dug his fingernails into the soft under part of her wrist. “Many chances. You turned down every single one of them. So I am going to take the one thing that marks you as the Word’s. You will be as helpless as a human.” Valin glanced up above her head. “Silas, hold her still.”

			No! She couldn’t let him do this. She could die, yes . . . but not this! 

			With a hard twist and a loud cry she pulled back and struggled to stand. She swung her elbow back and caught Silas in the stomach. 

			Silas gasped and staggered to the side.

			Just as she came to her feet, excruciating pain filled her arm and radiated down her back. She opened her mouth in a silent gasp and slid down onto the ground. 

			Valin dug his fingers into the inside of her wrist again. 

			She screamed and hunched over. 

			Silas moved in and pulled her free hand behind her back. He shoved his knee right between her shoulder blades, pushing her down with his weight. 

			Valin moved her hand back onto the chair. 

			She panted, a cold sweat rising across her body. Her stomach clenched violently. “Please Valin, have mercy.”

			He raised the sword, his face set. “It has to be done.” The sword glinted in the light, poised above his head. 

			“Please, Word! Don’t let him do this to me!”

			The sword fell with a quick flick of silver. 
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			No one spoke around the fire that night. A half-mile away orange and yellow flames blazed against the black sky. A hint of charred flesh scented the air, but most of the smell was carried downwind. That was good. Lore didn’t want to smell the village pyre any more than he had to. 

			Caleb sat on a log to his left, his elbows on his knees and his face cupped in his hands, orange light playing across his body. He seemed to be in deep thought. 

			A log split and fell into the glowing cinders, snapping and crackling as the flames consumed it. Ash shot into the air and burned up like a dozen tiny flames, disappearing into the night sky. 

			Nierne lay on her side to the right of the fire. A blanket was pulled up to her chest, her face toward the fire. After her talk with Caleb earlier today, she still seemed pale, and a tear or two had fallen while she hauled wood to the makeshift pyre, but she seemed more composed. 

			He would have been more worried if she hadn’t reacted the way she did. To see life utterly destroyed touched the heart, unless a person didn’t have a heart. It was good to see that she still had hers intact after all she had been through.

			She pulled the blanket up to her shoulders. “I’m going to turn in for the night.” Her voice sounded small. 

			Caleb blinked and looked up.

			Lore placed another log on the fire. “Good night, Nierne.”

			She rolled over, her back now to the fire. 

			Caleb continued to watch her.

			Lore warmed his hands, but his soul . . . 

			Was like ice.

			The faces of all the people he carried today played inside his mind. He’d placed each one inside the house. He said a prayer over the bodies, but couldn’t recall the words he used. Then he set the house on fire. It didn’t take long for the flames to spread. 

			He looked over his shoulder now. The pyre still burned in the distance, but seemed to be contained to just that one house. He turned back. Maybe it would be better if the whole village burned to the ground and erased the evil that had been done there. 

			Caleb stared at the fire.

			Lore stood and stretched. “I think I’m going to turn in as well.”

			Caleb nodded, but didn’t say anything. 

			He walked toward the packs and pulled out a blanket. He didn’t really feel like being around anyone tonight. Nierne and Caleb probably felt the same way. So he headed down toward the beach. 

			He couldn’t see it in the darkness, but he could feel the water’s edge within his Avonain blood. It was at high tide now, so he didn’t have to worry about the tide coming in while he slept. He concentrated on the grass until it disappeared and sand replaced it under his boots. He laid the blanket out across the sand and took his belt off, careful to lay his sword where he could find it if he needed it. Then he lay down, the sand cushioning his body.

			The gentle whoosh of the water soothed him. It was calm tonight, and he let the water’s serenity fill his veins, washing away today’s events. He stared up at the stars, watching them until his lids grew heavy and shut.

			

			
			

			
			Light spread above him. Trees formed a circle around him—tall, thin pine trees, like the ones back home in Anwin forest. Looking down, he found himself in a field filled with thick, green grass and tiny white flowers.

			“Lore?” 

			Lore turned—and his heart stopped. 

			Rowen stood a couple feet from him, dressed in a sleeveless white gown. Her pale hair flowed around her shoulders and down her body, reaching almost to her waist. Her face was flawless, like the first time he saw her back in the inn in Mostyn. Her eyes were a deep blue, and her lips were open in surprise. 

			“Rowen?” His gut twisted inside him. It couldn’t be. The last few weeks, she had started fading from his memory. But now he could see her perfectly. Lands, she was beautiful. 

			She walked toward him, hesitant. “Is it really you?”

			Wait, wasn’t this a dream?

			“Yes.” He closed the gap between them and stopped. She looked so real. He could even see her chest rise and fall with each breath. “I’ve missed you.” 

			 She searched his face, then lifted her hand and cupped his cheek. Her hand was warm, living. 

			He turned into her palm. She smelled like soap and clean linen.

			“You are tired. I can feel it.”

			At her soft words, the ache inside deepened. “I am,” he whispered into her hand. “I don’t know if I will find you.” 

			She stroked his cheek with her thumb. 

			Lore leaned forward until his forehead touched hers. Her breath was warm against his lips. Close enough to kiss her. Did it matter if it was a dream? 

			Before he could think, her lips brushed his—a soft, shy touch. 

			His heart sped up. “Rowen, I don’t know if this is real.”

			“I don’t know either.” 

			Real or not, he missed her. She was his other half, the missing part of his soul. His bondmate. He kissed her then, pulling her close. Her hair was silk between his fingers, her skin smooth, her mouth shaped perfectly to fit his. He inhaled her scent, clean and pure. “I wish I had never let you go.”

			“We cannot change the past.”

			He brushed a stray hair back. “No, we can’t. But I’m coming. We are already in Kerre.”

			She went stiff. “Lor—”

			He pulled back. “Rowen?”

			Her eyes went out of focus. A strangled cry escaped her lips. She began to slip to the ground. 

			“Rowen, what’s wrong?”

			“Lore, my hand. They took—” She gurgled again.

			He looked down. Where her hand used to be was a bloody stump, slowly sliding down his middle, leaving a red streak across his shirt.

			“No, no, Rowen!” He caught her beneath her arms and held her. “Somebody help me!” He looked around, but there were only the trees. Oh Word, help me! 

			She began to fade, her form growing more transparent by the second. 

			Lore gasped. “No, no. Don’t go, Rowen. You can’t leave. I need you! And you need me.”

			Rowen looked up, her body almost gone. “Lore . . .”

			“I’m coming. Do you hear me? I’m coming!”

			She disappeared, along with the field and trees.

			Lore opened his eyes and sat up. His training took over. He held still and assessed the area around him. A fire burned low, far off to his left. The ocean flowed somewhere in the darkness to his right. He could both hear it and feel it in his blood. Slowly, the stars came back into the sky.

			He wasn’t in that field anymore. No more trees, no more grass. Rowen was gone. Instead, he was back in the country of Kerre with Caleb and Nierne. 

			He lifted his hand and placed it on the area just above his heart. It had seemed so real. He hadn’t seen Rowen that clearly in weeks. And in the dream Rowen seemed to think it was real as well. Was it possible he had just seen her? Really seen her?

			Maybe. There were stories of bonded Avonain couples sensing each other across great distances, mainly between ship captains and their wives when one was near death. Something about their Avonain blood, the sea, and the bonding between them, creating a temporary link. Even then, it was such a rare event that he had forgotten about it until now.

			But Rowen wasn’t Avonain. Or did her Eldaran blood allow her to connect with him?

			Lore stared ahead at the darkness. Did he really just see her? And was her hand . . . gone?

			“Oh Word.” 

			The Shadonae were no longer beings in stories that conjured a fear of the past, of the Nordic Wars, and the people who died during that time. No, they were real, living, sadistic beings that sent shadow-wraiths into villages to kill men, women, and children. Beings who maimed others.

			He held his hands in two tight fists. Now he truly understood the fear that had prevailed during the Nordic Wars. These Shadonae were evil incarnate. 

			“I will fight them. I don’t know how, but I will do it.” He stared up at the night sky. “And I will find you, Rowen, even if it costs me everything.”
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			Caleb hovered by the small fire, stirring the contents of the pot that hung above the flames. The smell of the grainy cereal filled the air. The sun climbed the hills to the east, spreading its pale light across the faded grass. Clouds, pink and orange, hung along the horizon. Behind him the surf whooshed across the beach. 

			Nierne woke nearby. A moment later she sat up and brushed her hair away from her face. 

			Caleb tapped the wooden spoon on the side of the pot. “Breakfast is almost ready.”

			“Breakfast?” She blinked a couple times. 

			“Yes. I couldn’t sleep, so I went back to the village early this morning and found supplies, sacks of grain, some vegetables, salted meats, and cheese. No bread, though. What I found had spoiled.”

			“Oh.” She turned and looked back behind her. Half a mile away the house they had used as a pyre had collapsed during the night. Now a pile of wood and rubble stood smoking in its place. Her body stiffened.

			Caleb frowned and laid the spoon down. Perhaps he shouldn’t have brought up the village. Apparently she had forgotten about it until he said something. 

			She turned back, pale now. “I think I will wash up before we eat.” She pulled her pack to herself and rummaged around, looking for something.

			“I found some clothes for you, if you like.”

			Her head jerked up. “You what?”

			Instead of repeating himself, he walked over to a pile of blankets and clothing he had collected along with the food. He pulled out a long blue tunic and small pair of tan breeches. Nierne came and looked over his shoulder. He also pulled out some undergarments and stood. “Here.” He held out the garments. “I figured you would rather have pants than a dress for riding.”

			She didn’t answer. Instead, her gaze was on the fistful of undergarments. 

			“I’m pretty sure they’re your size.”

			Two bright spots appeared on her cheeks. She snatched the clothes, then the undergarments, stuffing the bits of white cloth beneath the tunic. “Thank you,” she mumbled and turned.

			Caleb snorted. It wasn’t the first time he had seen a woman’s undergarments. Then he remembered— “Wait, Nierne. I have some soap too.”

			She looked back. “You do?” Her cheeks were still bright pink.

			He pulled out a cream-colored soap bar, the edges smoothed from use. It had a lavender scent to it, one reason he had grabbed it. Not as nice as the desert rose scent from back home, but she would like it. Something feminine. Well . . . he liked it. “Here.”

			She took the bar. “Thank you,” she said, her eyes on the soap. 

			“There is a small stream to the north, about a ten minute walk from here.” He pointed north. “You can’t miss it. And I’ll let Lore know you went, so you can have some privacy.”

			She bit her lower lip, like she was holding something in. 

			Caleb cocked his head. “Everything all right?”

			She nodded, turned, and hurried in the direction he had pointed. 

			Caleb watched her. Had he done something wrong? All the women he knew would have appreciated something that smelled good and a place to wash up, especially after weeks of travel. Sure, it wasn’t a bath—what he wouldn’t give to enjoy a long soak in a bathing room back home—but it was better than a sponge bath.

			He shook his head and shrugged. He might have every other woman in this world figured out, but Nierne wasn’t like any woman he had ever known.

			He stirred the cereal again as Lore came walking up from the beach. His hair was wet and his skin had a fresh glow to it. The man must have gone for a swim in the ocean. 

			“Smells good.” Lore placed his blanket, rolled up, beside his pack. 

			“I went back into Deraude this morning for supplies.” Using two thick cloths, Caleb moved the pot from the fire and placed it on a stone slab. 

			Lore picked up the wooden bowls he had found earlier that morning and handed him one.

			 He dished up the cereal. “I also found the horses.” He handed the bowl to Lore. 

			“You did? Where?”

			“They are grazing on the other side of Deraude. I calmed them down and took off their saddles, then left them there to graze. When we are ready to leave, we can retrieve them.” He finished spooning cereal into the other two bowls.

			Lore blew on the cereal. “I take it you didn’t sleep much last night.”

			Caleb placed the bowls down by the pot. “No. Once the sun started coming up, I figured I might as well do something useful. Found clothes, food, new waterskins, which I’ve already filled, and even a map.”

			Lore nodded and took a bite. He huffed a little, then swallowed. “Still a bit hot, but good. I wouldn’t have pegged you as a cook.”

			Caleb shrugged and grabbed his own bowl. “I learned at a young age to take care of myself. I might have lived in a palace, but many of my missions took me away from the city.” 

			Silence hung in the air. He probably shouldn’t have mentioned his past or missions. They had still never discussed that night in Avonai, the night he had assassinated Lord Gaynor.

			Lore lowered his bowl. “Then you were not the pampered prince I thought you were.”

			“Oh, I wouldn’t say that. I do enjoy finer things. But I had to earn those.” Time to steer the conversation another direction. He and Lore had just started acting civil with one another. He didn’t want to destroy that tendril of friendship. 

			“I’ve forgiven you, you know.”

			Caleb looked up. “What?”

			Lore placed his bowl down on his knee. “I’ve forgiven you. For that night in Avonai.”

			He stared at Lore, his jaw locked. Only two other people had ever forgiven him. Delshad, the night he murdered him, and the Word. He looked down and tapped the side of his bowl with his spoon. He paused, his eyes still on his bowl. “I have done many things in my life, things that needed to be done, so I thought. I know better now.” He waited one heartbeat, then glanced up. “I am sorry.” 

			Lore gave him a firm nod. 

			No more words needed to be spoken on the matter. It was done between them. 

			Lore picked up his bowl and began eating again. 

			Caleb looked down at his cereal and let out the breath he had been holding. He couldn’t say those words to Delshad’s widow, or the countless other widows and orphans he had taken from. But it felt good to say it to Lore. Like a piece of him had mended with those words. A small smile touched his lips and he took a bite. 

			Nierne came back a couple minutes later, her hair a shade darker from the water and hanging in long ringlets down her back. The blue tunic made her grey eyes look dark and the pants fit her perfectly. Her hair had grown quite a bit since last year. He liked it long.

			“Want some breakfast?” Caleb held up the other bowl he had filled. 

			“Yes. One moment . . .” She hung her old clothes, now damp, across a bush and stuffed something in her pack. She turned back and took the bowl. He caught a whiff of lavender as she bent down and his smile grew. 

			Nierne sat on one of the boulders and ate. Lore and Caleb helped themselves to another bowl of cereal. A light breeze sprang up from the ocean and moved the grass like waves across the hills.

			Caleb put his empty bowl down beside him and looked at the other two. “Where should we head next?” 

			Lore finished his last bite. “Let’s look at the map you found.” He placed his bowl beside Caleb’s.

			Nierne looked up. “You found a map?”

			“Yes.” Caleb pulled out the cream-colored vellum. It was stained and torn in two places. 

			“Maps are rare. I wonder how one came to be in Deraude?”

			He shrugged and held it out. 

			Nierne came and sat down beside him. She leaned over, her gaze on the map. Lavender filled his nose. Yes, he definitely liked the smell.

			She shook her head and made a small tsk sound. “This map was not taken care of properly. Vellum like this should not have been left in high humidity. Look, there’s mold growing in the right corner.”

			What was she talking about? He studied the map and noticed a large dot on the coast north of them and the word Thyra beside it. 

			Lore came to sit on his other side, but not as close. “I don’t think marching right into Thyra is a good idea.”

			“I agree.” Caleb tapped his lower lip. “A covert approach would be better.”

			Nierne sat back. “That will not be easy if shadows are still patrolling the city. You’re safe, but the rest of us . . .” She shrugged. 

			Caleb frowned. “Even then, I don’t know how many I could take on. Each shadow I banish drains me. It seems wiser to find a secret way into Thyra, to spy out the city. Do you know of any other gates or doors?”

			Nierne nodded. “Yes, a couple.”

			“Wait—” Lore held out his hand, his body rigid. 

			Caleb held still. Yes, he heard it too. He closed his eyes and concentrated, but he didn’t feel the chill that usually accompanied the shadow-wraiths. Instead, he felt the life wisps of men just beyond the trees. 

			Lore crouched and moved to the right, toward the nearest trees, using the tall grass to hide. Nierne sat still beside him, waiting. He would wait here as well, and let Lore flush out the people. 

			He held up the map again as if looking at it. “There is someone behind us,” he whispered to Nierne. “Act as if we are still discussing the map.”

			She stiffened, but gave a short nod and pointed at the map. “There are four major gates into Thyra.” Her voice quivered. “One at each point on the compass.”

			He reached down and drew the dagger from his boot. “And where are the other entrances you spoke of?”

			A scuffle broke out behind them. 

			In one swift move, he was on his feet, the dagger between his fingers, his hand back and ready to throw. About twenty feet away Lore had a man by the back of his collar, his sword pointed to the man’s lower back. 

			The man was short and broad, with light reddish hair that hung around his face and a matching beard. His clothes were stained and torn, and there was a wild look to his appearance. Behind Lore were three other men, just as ragged looking, with their swords drawn and pointed at Lore. Two looked like brothers, dark hair and long beards. The other was half a head taller, with brown hair and a crooked nose. 

			The first man stopped struggling when he saw Caleb’s dagger.

			Nierne stood. “Cargan?”

			The man Lore held went rigid, his eyes widening as he stared at Nierne. “You! I know you. You’re that scribe that went with Father Reth almost a year ago.” He looked past Nierne, then around. “Where is Father Reth? Is he here too?”

			She shook her head. “No.”

			His eyes darted between Caleb’s dagger and Nierne. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

			“Yes.”

			Caleb lowered his dagger, but kept it ready. “Hold on. Nierne, you know these men?”

			She looked at Cargan, then the men behind him. “Just the one Lore is holding. Cargan is his name. He escaped Thyra during the siege and was acting leader of the Thyrian refugees.”

			“Still am,” he said gruffly. “And can you please tell your friend to watch it with his sword? I haven’t survived all this time just to have my back stabbed by a stranger.”

			Lore tightened his grip. “Not until we know why you are here.”

			“We saw the smoke and came to investigate.”

			“The smoke is from the makeshift pyre we made for the bodies.”

			Cargan glanced back at Lore. “Bodies?”

			“The whole village was dead when we arrived.”

			Cargan cursed long and loud. The other men behind him shifted and one looked away. “I told them they weren’t safe, that the shadows were spreading. They didn’t believe us.” He spit. “Fools.”

			Nierne frowned. “What do you mean the shadows are spreading?”

			“The wraiths have left Thyra and are attacking the villages in Kerre. We’ve been trying to hide as many people as possible, but we are running out of space, and some don’t believe us, like Deraude.”

			“So there are still people here in Kerre?”

			“Of course, girl. They haven’t caught all of us, not yet.”

			“How have you avoided the Shadonae and their shadows?”

			“Long story.” Cargan threw another irritated glance back at Lore. “And I suspect you have a long story too, which probably includes these two men you’re with. So how about we put down our weapons.”

			Lore let go of Cargan’s collar, but kept his sword trained on the man. “Tell your men to lower their weapons, then I will lower mine.”

			“And why should I trust you?”

			“I give you my word as Captain Lore Palancar of the White City.”

			Cargan’s eyes widened. “Well, well, that is quite a title. Men, lower your weapons, but keep them out.”

			 The three men with Cargan lowered their swords. Lore lowered his as well and walked around Cargan. Caleb and Nierne joined him and stood a couple feet in front of Cargan.

			“And who is the other man you travel with?” Cargan pointed at Caleb. 

			Nierne glanced at him, then back at Cargan. 

			Before she could speak, he answered. “Caleb Tala.”

			“Tala? As in the Tala family of the Temanin Empire?”

			“Lord Corin Tala is my cousin.”

			Cargan looked back at Nierne. “Quite some men you travel with. But what about the Eldarans? You were sent out to find them, not captains and princes, as impressive as they are.” He gave them each a polite nod. 

			Caleb still had his dagger in his hand, his fingers itching to let it fly. 

			 The tall man with the crooked nose came up to Cargan and whispered in his ear. 

			“I’m sorry.” Cargan held up his hand. “Philip is right. We should find a better place to talk than out here in the open. One of our hideouts is nearby. We’ve been keeping an eye on Deraude, not that it helped much in the end. But first, your weapons.”

			Lore held his sword up. “I’m afraid not, gentlemen. We’ve been through too much to relinquish our weapons to men we do not know.”

			Caleb snorted. Like sands he was going to give up his daggers. Not that he would be weaponless if they did take his daggers. He still had Veritas. He was pretty sure the sight of him drawing a sword out from his palm would unnerve them. He grinned at the thought. Nierne glanced at him and frowned.

			Cargan held up his hands. “All right, you can keep one sword and one dagger. The rest we take.”

			Lore nodded. “Fair enough.” He sheathed his sword and turned toward Caleb. “Let me give them your daggers as an act of faith.” 

			He growled, his dagger still out and his eyes on the men. 

			“We both know you could take them even without your daggers,” he said quietly.

			Caleb studied the men. They were guards and family men. Not fighters. “True.” He flipped the dagger over and handed it to Lore. He then pulled his other two out from either side of his waist, but kept the one strapped to his chest. There was a satisfaction in watching the men’s eyes grow wide with each weapon he withdrew.

			Lore turned and brought the daggers to Cargan, placing them at his feet. “It’s all we have.”

			Cargan eyed the daggers. “That’s it?”

			“Yes. We chose to travel light across the Great Desert.”

			“What?” He jerked his head back up. The other men murmured. “Did you say the Great Desert? You crossed the Great Desert?”

			“Yes.”

			“I thought you came by ship, or up the coast from Hont. The Great Desert. Huh. That’s going to be some story you have to tell.”

			“I’m sure you’ll find it fascinating.”

			Cargan picked up the daggers and handed them to one of his men, who stuffed them in a small sack he pulled out from the folds of his cloak. 

			Caleb narrowed his eyes. Those were not toys the men carried. He better get his daggers back.

			“All right, then. Gather up your belongings. We won’t be coming back here any time soon.” Cargan pointed toward the trees. “We’ll be heading this direction.”

			Lore and Nierne turned back toward their camp. 

			Caleb crossed his arms. “What about our horses?” 

			Cargan shook his head. “No horses. They’ll bring attention to us. Besides, where we’re going, the horses won’t like.”

			“And where would that be?”

			“Underground.”

			He didn’t like the idea of leaving the horses behind. But if what Cargan said was true, then the horses were better off here, where there was plenty of water and grass. “Fine. Let me get my stuff.”

			Caleb turned around. Lore already had his things packed and was heading back to the men. Nierne was still stuffing her blanket inside her pack. He grabbed all his things and the supplies he had found, and put them in his own pack. He slung the pack on, its weight digging into his shoulder, and headed back. 

			Cargan’s men had fanned out, each one facing a different direction, swords ready. Caleb shook his head. Those swords would do nothing against a shadow. But if it made them feel safer . . . 

			He was the last one to join the group. Nierne came to stand beside him, the scent of lavender clinging to her clothes. Cargan gave some instructions, but he wasn’t listening. Were there any women amongst the refugees? He didn’t like the idea of Nierne in a camp full of men. Yes, she grew up in a monastery. However, those men had taken vows of celibacy. He doubted these men had, especially with the way one of the brothers kept glancing at her. 

			Caleb gave the man a long, hard look until the man looked away. 

			“This way.” Cargan turned toward the trees. “And stay quiet. The cave’s entrance is not far off.” He started toward the trees. The rest of the men followed, each on alert. Lore went after, followed by Nierne. He brought up the rear, his senses ready for any shadows.
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			Nierne had forgotten how beautiful Kerre was. It wasn’t wild like the Ryland Plains and the White City, or dry and ancient like Temanin. It was calm, peaceful, and quiet. Or at least it used to be. 

			Now a shroud of grey and death hung over the land. 

			Cargan led the small group through a forest nestled between two hills. A creek ran between the trees, the water trickling softly across moss-covered stones. Golden leaves fluttered down from the trees and landed in the clear water. Nierne stopped and watched the leaves float along like yellow teardrops. 

			Caleb touched her arm. “You don’t want to fall too far behind.”

			Nierne looked over and found the group had already crossed the creek twenty feet away and were heading toward the side of the hill. She made her way through the tall grass along the creek with Caleb beside her. 

			“Do you trust Cargan?” His gaze was focused on the man leading the group.

			She didn’t answer at first. Trust had so many nuances to it. “It’s been a year since I last saw Cargan. And even then, I was only with him for a couple days before Father Reth and I left for the White City.” She stepped on the stones that stood within the rushing water and made her way across the creek. Caleb followed without making a sound. 

			“So you don’t really know him.”

			She shook her head. “No.”

			“Should I keep an eye on him?”

			Nierne looked over at Caleb. He was still staring at Cargan, his posture and look reminding her of a predator. 

			“Yes.”

			He glanced at her. “Really? And why do you say that?”

			“Because I don’t know him. And I don’t know how he will react when he finds out who you are.”

			“He already knows who I am.”

			“He doesn’t know you’re a Guardian. Father Reth and I were sent to find the Eldarans, but I don’t think most people know about them. About you. If they saw your mark, or your power, I don’t know how they would react.”

			He remained silent as they walked through the trees behind the rest of the group.

			“You have to understand, these people were captured, tortured, and killed by men like you.” 

			Caleb jerked his head in her direction. 

			She held her palms up. “Men with power. There might be more fear than trust on their part. That, coupled with the fact that many Thyrians hold little love for Temanins, could cause you trouble. So I would advise caution. And don’t let them see your mark, at least not at first.”

			He nodded, a frown on his face. “Did you also feel that way about Temanins?” 

			Nierne thought back to the night she saw the Temanin war camp. She had read the Temanin scrolls and knew they were a violent and bloody people. However, she had never really held the prejudices others did for the Temanin people. Perhaps it was Father Reth’s influence. He had traveled all the Lands and told her every culture had their good and their bad. “No, not really.” 

			“But you were scared of me.”

			She glanced over at him. “Who wasn’t?”

			“True. But what about now?”

			She turned back and followed the narrow trail between the trees. “No. I’m not scared of you.” Not any more.

			The only sound was the soft patter of their feet across the ground. Cargan slowed as he approached the side of a hill surrounded by thick bushes and tall grass. He turned left and followed the bottom of the hill around a curve. On the other side there was a patch of dirt in the side of the hill, with a dark hole the size of a small desk. 

			Cargan motioned toward the gap. “In here, and quick.”

			The two brothers went first, followed by Lore. Nierne went next, Caleb behind her. Cargan and the other man, Philip, brought up the rear. The air smelled heavily of soil and natural decay. Moss covered the ground and roots stuck out from the wall and roof. Bits of dirt fell on her head. She glanced up. How stable was this cave? 

			About ten feet in, the roof tilted downward. Nierne bent down and kept moving. The men had a harder time. Lore slowed down in front of her and had to go down on his knees. 

			She could hardly see now in the darkness and dirt continued to fall across her head. She breathed faster. She hated closed in spaces. 

			The roof tilted downward more until she was forced onto her knees along with the men. The air was warm, almost choking. I can’t do this, she breathed. Sweat broke out along her forehead and her hands shook.

			Caleb bumped into her from behind. “How much farther, Cargan?” 

			“Almost there.” Cargan’s voice came muffled and distant. 

			Nierne continued forward, pressing all her will into moving her hands and legs. Small, invisible rocks cut and scraped her hands. Just one more step. One more—

			A blast of cool air hit her face and blue lights appeared high above her. In the dim light, she saw Lore and the other men stand. She stood too, her eyes adjusting to the small amount of light. 

			They had entered a large cavern. Blue, shimmering rocks jutted out from the ceiling, about twenty feet above her. More were lined along the walls. She slowly turned. The room was large, twice the size of the dining hall back in the Monastery. 

			Caleb came to stand beside her. The blue light made his face look pale and hard.

			Lore turned and took in the cavern. “Fre stones.” 

			“Yes.” Cargan straightened up and entered the room. “We have lined all the caves and mines we use with fre stones. Torches and fires are a luxury we can only afford in our main hideouts. Even then, we take great precautions not to be caught.”

			“So you have a network of hideouts across Kerre?”

			“Yes.” Cargan walked across the cavern, his boots pattering on the uneven stone. “It is what has kept us safe and hidden from the shadows and Shadonae all this time.”

			Nierne’s eyes adjusted to the dimness. The blue light from the fre stones made the cavern seem cold.

			Lore stopped turning and looked at Cargan. “So you’ve never had a shadow invade one of your caves?”

			“Only once, and recently.” Cargan glowered. “Someone wasn’t careful. We lost a small recon group up north. For the longest time, the shadows stayed near Thyra. Only lately have they begun to spread across Kerre. We’ve been moving across the country, urging those who hadn’t moved yet to flee or hide. Deraude was still deciding. They waited too long. Speaking of which, did you see the shadow that killed those people?

			The three glanced at each other. 

			Cargan laughed. The sound echoed eerily around the cavern. “No, you couldn’t have, or you would be dead now, right along with those unfortunate people.”

			Nierne frowned. How could Cargan laugh about the deaths of those people? Had he really grown so hard over the last year?

			Cargan took a couple steps back and sat down. His men followed, each taking a seat on the floor or on a slab of rock. He motioned to the three of them. “Please, sit and rest. We still have an hour before we can move safely back to one of our main hideouts.”

			“Safely?” Lore said. “What do you mean ‘safely’?”

			Nierne sat down and waited for Cargan’s answer. Caleb sat down beside her, his knee brushing hers. His touch brought a small measure of safety.

			“We’ve discovered the shadows don’t like the midday sun. So when we move about, we do it during midday. It’s kept us safe so far.”

			She shivered. What kind of life was that? Living underground, only moving when the sun was highest in the sky, always wondering if a shadow was lurking around the corner.

			Cargan pulled out his waterskin and took a long drink. The other men pulled small cloth-wrapped objects from their packs. 

			Caleb swung his own pack around and pulled out a round of cheese. He held it out to her. “Would you like some?”

			Her stomach rumbled and she nodded. He pulled his dagger out, the one Cargan had let him keep. With deft fingers, he sliced a wedge of cheese and handed it to her.

			“Thank you.” She went to bite into the cheese and paused. 

			Caleb sliced another wedge and handed it to Lore. The way his fingers moved with that dagger, like it was an extension of him. He looked back at her. “Something wrong with the cheese?”

			She blinked. “No.” She took a hurried bite, wondering if he had caught her staring at him. Sometimes she forgot what Caleb had been—an assassin. 

			Her eyes came back to his fingers, now holding his own wedge of cheese between his thumb and forefinger. Those same hands had taken lives. But as much as she tried to imagine him stabbing someone—or however he did it—she couldn’t. All she could see now was the blade of light coming from his palm and the way he had dispatched that shadow. 

			Perhaps it was better that way. She wanted to know Caleb as he was now, not as he was then.

			The company munched on the food without talking. She finished the cheese and washed it down with a long draught of cool water from her waterskin. Then she sat quietly and watched the shadows play against the wall. It felt strange to be back in Kerre. Maybe because she was a different person than when she had left over a year ago. She had seen so much, experienced so much. Could the woman she was now ever go back to being a scribe in the Monastery?

			Before she could think on it more, Cargan stood. 

			“It’s midday now. Time to go.” The other men stood and gathered up their things. Caleb and Lore did as well, cinching shut their packs and brushing away any crumbs. Nierne stood and swung her pack onto her back. Soon she would be with her people again. Maybe she would even see the fathers and other scribes from the Monastery, if any were left.

			But that thought did not answer her question . . . 

			Would she still belong?

			

			
			

			
			They spent the next two days making their way through valleys between the hills, heading in a northerly direction. No one spoke. They walked silently in single file. The sun moved across the sky and a chilly wind sprang up in the afternoons. Evenings were spent in small hollows or caves.

			As the sun began to sink to the west on the third day, they reached the edge of the hills. Before them was a vast grassy plain, as far as the eye could see. Somewhere north of where they stood was the city of Thyra. Nierne glanced at Cargan. Surely they were not heading there, were they?

			Instead of stepping away from the trees onto the plain, Cargan turned right toward a narrow ravine. 

			She relaxed. She wasn’t ready to see Thyra.

			They went a hundred feet down the ravine and he stopped before a stack of boulders, each the size of a man. By now twilight had fallen, and she could barely see in the dim light. It was later than Cargan usually let them be outside. He walked around a boulder and disappeared inside the hill. The rest of them followed.

			Behind the boulders was the entrance to an old mine. It reminded her of the silver mine she had stayed in shortly after her escape from Thyra. It wasn’t the same one, but maybe they were connected.

			Unlike the cavern they had stayed in earlier that day, this tunnel was tall enough even for Lore to stand upright and held up by thick wooden beams. Fre stones hung from the beams by leather straps and cast the mining shaft in cool blue light.

			The tunnel sloped down at an even, but steep pace. Nierne kept one hand along the wall for support and followed. After a couple hundred feet, the fre stones were replaced with torches. Another hundred feet and she heard the soft echo of voices. 

			A bright orange light appeared at the end of the tunnel. The light moved and danced across the walls, and shadows passed before it. The voices grew louder. 

			The tunnel opened up into an enormous cavern. The ceiling was at least thirty feet high and three times as long. The orange light came from a large bonfire that burned in the middle. There were other tunnels around the cavern, leading away from the main room. A man stood next to each doorway, dressed in what looked like some kind of cobbled together uniform. 

			She looked back at the bonfire. Around the fire was a large crowd of people, at least fifty or more. They were dressed in tattered clothing and a couple wore bandages around their arms or waists. Many of them turned to look at Nierne and the others. Their faces were gaunt, as if they hadn’t eaten a decent meal in ages, and their eyes had a hollow look to them. Most of them were men, with long, scraggly beards and hair that reached past their ears. 

			Nierne took a step back until she bumped into Caleb. Who were these people? They almost reminded her of the prisoners back in—

			One man stood up. His hair was dark and coarse, and a beard covered most of his face. He wore long brown robes with a rope around his waist. He stared at her and she stared back, her heart stopping. 

			She would know that face anywhere. “Simon?”
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			The man’s eye went wide. “Nierne?” His voice cracked.

			She stepped away from Caleb and moved across the room. “Simon, I can’t believe . . .”

			He closed the distance between them. She almost hugged him, then stopped. Physical affection had always been frowned upon in the Monastery. 

			At second glance, she almost gasped. Simon was so thin–just skin and bones. His monastery robes, once the pride of his existence, were threadbare and torn in a couple places. The tendons along his neck stuck out and she was sure she could wrap her fingers around his wrists. “Simon, what happened to you?” 

			“Nierne . . .” His gaze moved up and down her body. “You look well.” His eyebrows scrunched together. “Where have you been all this time? What happened to you after the siege?”

			“I’m wondering the same thing about you.” She rubbed her arms against the chill in the air.

			He noticed and motioned toward the bonfire. “Come, sit by the fire, and let us talk.”

			He led her to the back of the fire where long slabs of stone lay. She sat down on the closest one and held her hands out toward the fire. Simon sat down beside her, his gaze never leaving her face. “For the longest time I thought you were dead, along with all the others. Then Father Cris arrived in my cell a couple months after the siege. He told me he helped you escape.”

			“Yes, he did.” She remembered that night over a year ago. “He helped many of us escape during that first breakout from Cragsmoor. What about you, did you escape as well?”

			Simon looked back at the fire. The shadows made his face look skeletal. “No. They never reached my end of Cragsmoor. Father Cris was captured and placed in my cell.”

			“Oh. Is he here now?” She glanced around. “Did he escape with you as well?”

			Simon shook his head. 

			“Then is he . . .”

			“Dead. Yes.”

			Nierne turned and stared at the fire. She had liked Father Cris. Next to Father Reth, he was one of the kinder fathers to her. “Did anyone else from the Monastery make it?”

			“Father Karl did.”

			“Father Karl is here?”

			“Yes, but you wouldn’t recognize him. He doesn’t speak anymore.”

			Nierne clasped her hands together. “Simon, exactly how long were you in Cragsmoor?”

			He gave a small, harsh laugh. “Almost a year.”

			Her mouth fell open. “A year?”

			“Yes. It was hell, Nierne. Never knowing if the Shadonae would come for me, or if I would die from starvation, or sickness, or rats.” 

			She shivered at the word “rats”. 

			“And it was so dark in there, deep inside Cragsmoor, like all hope had been sucked away, leaving only blackness behind. Sometimes I thought I was already dead and condemned to stay in that dark pit.”

			“Oh Simon.” She took his hand between hers, pushing past her former training. He needed her right now. 

			He glanced up, eyes wide. 

			“I’m so sorry.” She gently rubbed his hand. “I am so, so sorry.”

			He hesitated, then grasped her hand. “I never thought I would see you again. Anyone again. I wanted to die. Near the end”—his voice lowered to a whisper—“I wanted the Shadonae to come for me, to be done at last.”

			She knew that feeling of hopelessness. Not that she had wanted to die, but she’d truly thought the Word had left her behind when she was sold into slavery in Temanin. How could it be that two people who had served the Word all their lives did not have the faith to sustain them during the darkness that came? Had the Monastery sheltered them too much? 

			No, that wasn’t true. Father Reth had had faith enough to face death, and she suspected it had nothing to do with his previous life. He had known the Word, truly known the Word, not just about Him.

			Nierne looked back at Simon. “So how did you escape Cragsmoor?”

			A small smile spread across his face, almost lost within his beard. “An Eldaran appeared and saved us.”

			She stopped. Could it be Rowen? “An Eldaran? Are you sure?”

			His face took on a yearning look, so different from the mask of death from moments ago. “Yes.” He squeezed her hand. “They exist. Can you believe it? The Word sent her to save us. She was beautiful and powerful.”

			“Did she have a name?”

			Simon shook his head, his mind somewhere else. “She was a Truthsayer. She freed one of our soldiers and Senator Regessus from their twisting.”

			“Senator Regessus was twisted?”

			“Yes, but she freed him, just with her hand.”

			“The Shadonae are letting an Eldaran move around Thyra freely?”

			“No.” His eyes came back into focus. “She is a prisoner there.”

			“Then how did she free you?”

			“She is not locked up like the rest of us. She is allowed to wander the city. However, she wears a chain glove over her hand.” He smiled. “But her power can reach past the metal.”

			Nierne sat back, his hand slipping from hers. Rowen’s power could reach past metal? But how? Every story she knew about the Eldarans required their mark to physically touch someone in order to use their power. But then again, Rowen had done something back in the White City to the Temanin Army without ever touching them. Was she different somehow? And did the Shadonae know? No, they couldn’t, or they would have locked her up. Or killed her.

			Just how powerful was Rowen?

			“I think she will save us, Nierne.” She turned back to Simon. “I believe the Word sent her to save us, all of us.”

			She hoped so. But a Truthsayer had no power over the shadows that protected the Shadonae. Was that why Caleb was here?

			“Nierne, who is your friend?”

			Speaking of . . . 

			Caleb stood behind her, his arms crossed, his gaze centered on Simon.

			 “Caleb.” Nierne motioned toward Simon. “This is Simon, one of the scribes from the Thyrian Monastery. A good friend of mine.”

			Simon stood. Both men were approximately the same height, both with ebony hair. Caleb’s skin was darker, and his body more filled out, whereas Simon was thin, his skin a pasty white from months spent deep inside Cragsmoor. 

			Nierne coughed. “And Simon, this is Caleb. A companion of mine, and also a friend.” The men seemed to size each other up and both frowned.

			Caleb moved his gaze away from Simon in a dismissive gesture. “I’m sorry to interrupt your reunion, Nierne, but Cargan has called us into a meeting.”

			“A meeting?”

			“Yes.” The word was said in a final tone. Whatever it was Cargan wanted to talk to them about, Caleb did not want to say in front of Simon.

			Nierne stood and looked back at Simon. “I hope we can talk again.”

			He gave her a warm smile, washing away the cold look from moments before. “I would like that. It would be like old times, back in the Monastery library.”

			“Yes, it would.” 

			Caleb waited for her, his countenance dark. “This way,” he said, and turned.

			Nierne followed him across the large cavern toward one of the openings between the rocks. What was with him? A couple people around the fire glanced their way, their gaze lingering on Caleb. Did he feel uncomfortable here? She hadn’t thought about Caleb feeling uncomfortable anywhere. Then again, she had never seen him around anyone but his own people. Maybe he felt like he stood out. 

			He led her down the dark tunnel. The air was musty, a mix of dust and dirt. Every couple feet a room or another tunnel jutted away from main one, marked by a burning torch or a large fre stone embedded in the wall. The rooms they passed held sleeping pallets and knapsacks. In one room a handmade doll lay on the floor beside a pile of blankets. This must be where the refugees stayed. A small place to call home. 

			The tunnel went on and on, with so many twists and turns she wasn’t sure she could make it back to the main cavern by herself. Just when she thought they had reached the heart of the mountain itself, a bright orange light appeared, coming from a room to the right. 

			“Here we are.” Caleb entered the room. 

			Nierne followed. The room was twice as high as her, and almost perfectly round, in a natural kind of way. In the center burned a fire. The smoke rose in one, long curl toward a crack in the ceiling. Veins of white stone sparkled inside the walls. 

			Five men stood around the fire, all of differing heights. She spotted Lore to the left. Then there was Cargan, two men she did not know, and one tall, gaunt looking man. Senator Regessus. All of them turned and watched her and Caleb approach the fire. 

			Cargan rubbed his hands over the flames. The fire made his beard and hair look more fiery orange than it usually was. Two orange pinpricks appeared in his eyes as he looked at Nierne and Caleb across the fire. “Let me introduce everyone in this room.” He pointed at Lore. “Men, this is Lore Palancar, former Captain of the Guard of the White City.” 

			Lore gave a small nod. 

			“Next to him is Endre, former sea merchant and head of the merchant’s guild.” 

			Endre was a short, stout man with round cheeks, tiny eyes, and a mop of brown hair. He looked like a cheery fellow. He smiled and bowed. 

			“And next to him is Juris, another former city watchman.” 

			Juris was the exact opposite of Endre. His face was angular, with grey stubble across his jaw. There was a droop in his eyes and his thin hair fell across his forehead in long, greasy strands. He folded his arms and stared at the fire.

			“And Senator Regessus.” 

			Regessus gave a small dip of his head. 

			She remembered him. She’d met him a year ago when they escaped Thyra. He was a tall, thin man with grey sprinkled throughout his dark hair. It was he and the other senators who had invited the Shadonae into Thyra. 

			She glared at him, but her anger quickly turned to pity. Simon said the senator had been mind twisted. It looked like his soul had been taken away in the process. She sighed. The man had already paid for his transgressions, he did not need her anger too.

			Cargan pointed across the room at Caleb. “Men, this is Caleb Tala, a prince of Temanin.”

			There was a small murmur between Endre and Juris, but before she could figure out why, Cargan pointed at her. “And lastly, this is Nierne, a former scribe from the Thyrian Monastery. A year ago she set out with Father Reth, a man many of you knew, to search for the Eldarans, a race believed to have the power to subdue the Shadonae. I have gathered you all here so we can hear her story, and whether she found these Eldarans.” He sat down on the bench behind him. 

			Endre and Juris sat down as well. Regessus looked at Nierne with a thoughtful expression before sitting down. 

			Nierne felt like she was on trial instead of simply sharing her journey. She took a deep breath to steady herself, and sat down. Caleb and Lore sat on either side of her. 

			Cargan’s head barely appeared above the flames from where she sat, making him appear like a fire phantom with a stolen face. “Now, start from the beginning.”

			A ball of ice formed inside her middle. She fought the urge to twist the edge of her cloak. Instead, she cleared her throat. “As you know, Father Reth and I went in search of the Eldarans over a year ago. We made our way across Kerre, the wetlands, and into the Ari Mountains. Unknown to us, we were being pursued by . . . shadows.” 

			Breathe. Just Breathe.

			“The . . . shadows . . . caught up to us in the mountains. And Father Reth”– she gripped her cloak and focused on the fire–“Father Reth died saving me from them.” 

			“How?”

			“What?” Nierne looked up and found Cargan staring at her.

			“How did Father Reth save you? No one can stop a shadow.”

			“Father Reth told me to run. He stayed behind. And the shadows . . .” She shook her head. “They . . . consumed him. And the earth shook.” Her voice grew quiet, that horrible morning coming back in vivid flashes of memory. “The mountains moved, crushing both Father Reth and the shadows beneath boulders and dirt. Afterward, there was no path left back to Kerre. It had been buried beneath the mountains. I had no choice but to continue to the White City and finish the task Father Reth and I had set out to do.”

			“You traveled through the Ari Mountains alone? And Anwin Forest?” It was Endre who spoke this time, a look of amazement on his face.

			“Yes. I had the map Father Reth had procured for us. I traveled for weeks until I reached the White City.”

			“And did you find any information on the Eldarans?” Cargan said.

			“I found more than information. I found an Eldaran.”

			“And what happened next?”

			“She agreed to go with me and come back to Thyra.”

			“She?”

			“Yes, the Eldaran I found was a woman. A full-blooded one, or one close to it. She could still heal.”

			Endre murmured something. Juris stared at Nierne, his arms folded. 

			She flushed and continued. “We started our trip back to Thyra by ship. When we reached the shores of Temanin, the captain turned on us. We were separated. I was sold as a slave”– her cheeks grew warm as she remembered the day Lady Meira bought her—“and the Eldaran was taken to Azar.”

			“Azar? So then you didn’t bring an Eldaran back. So it was all for nothing.” Cargan glared at her. 

			“Not quite.” It was Regessus who spoke this time. “Is the Eldaran you spoke of still in Azar, Nierne?”

			She shook her head. “No. We believe”—she motioned Lore and Caleb—“that she is actually here, in Kerre, sent here by a Mordra who had infiltrated the Tala family. 

			“Wait.” Cargan held up his hand. “There is a shadow in Temanin? How is that possible? People would have noticed.”

			“Not this one. This shadow could take on human form.”

			All four men stared at her with wide eyes.

			Cargan cursed long and loud. “These shadows can now look like us? It’s bad enough they suck our souls out. But now they can hide among us? How can we ever be safe? And how is this Eldaran you speak of supposed to help us if the Shadonae have her?” He shook a finger at Nierne. “What good was this journey of yours if it has left us with nothing?”

			She flinched, his words like a hand across her face. 

			“Wait, Cargan.” Regessus held his hand out. “I believe my story coincides with Nierne’s.” He looked at her from across the fire, which had now settled down to a soft burn. “I have met the Eldaran you speak of, the one in Thyra. It is she who freed us.” 

			Lore leaned forward, his body rigid. “Are you saying you’ve seen Rowen?” 

			Nierne sucked in her breath. That’s right. Lore wasn’t there when Simon had told her about the Eldaran saving him. He didn’t know.

			“Yes. And she is powerful. Even with her hand encased in a metal glove, she was able to free my mind from Valin’s influence.”

			“Her hand?” Lore tilted his head. “She still had her hand, the one with the mark?”

			“Yes.”

			Lore shook his head. “But how is that possible? I had a vision of Rowen a couple nights ago.”

			Nierne glanced at Lore. He did? He hadn’t spoken of it to either her or Caleb.

			The other men perked up and looked at Lore. 

			He must have realized he sounded odd. He rubbed his face. “I’m sorry. My people have a connection to the sea. This connection can sometimes bring visions.”

			Endre studied Lore. “You’re Avonain?” 

			“Yes, I am. Sometimes, during a great emotional crisis, that connection allows us to reach out to a person we are bonded with. It is rare, and the only stories I know of were between a captain and his wife. However, I believe I experienced that connection a couple nights ago.”

			“You and this Eldaran are bonded?” Cargan pointed a finger at Lore. His tone made Nierne bristle inside. 

			“Yes, we are. We have not been bound yet by oath, but the bond is there.”

			Cargan and Juris glowered at Lore. Apparently neither of them liked the idea of a human bonding with an Eldaran. 

			Regessus tapped his chin. “So what did you see in your vision?” 

			Lore tensed beside Nierne. “Her hand had been cut off. The one with her mark.”

			Nierne felt like the wind had been knocked out of her. Rowen’s hand . . . had been cut off?

			Regessus frowned. “Are you sure what you saw was real?”

			“Not completely. But the vision was different than a dream. We were able to speak to one another. Near the end, I saw”–he paused and swallowed–“I saw the place where her hand had been. I think in the dream state, she portrayed herself as she was, whole, until she remembered what had happened. Then it appeared in the vision as well. Her hand was gone, just a bloody stump was left.”

			Silence hung across the room. 

			Her hands shook and were cold, even though she was near the fire. How could they do that?

			Endre sat back, stunned. “What do we do now?” 

			Regessus shook his head, a dazed look on his face. “I don’t know . . .”

			“Well that’s just great.” Cargan stood and began to pace in front of the fire. 

			Nierne glanced at Lore, afraid of what she would see. He leaned toward the flames, his elbows on his knees, his face cupped between his hands. His face was hard with a look of determination. 

			“Are you sure what you saw really happened?” Regessus asked again.

			“Yes. I feel it in my soul.”

			Nierne stared at the glowing embers left inside the fire ring.

			“Looks like we couldn’t count on Father Reth’s Eldarans.” There was a harsh edge to Cargan’s voice. “No one will save us now. We only have ourselves. And your trip was a complete waste. It might have been better if you had never come back.”

			Nierne looked up, stunned.

			He glowered at her. “That’s right. One more person draining our resources—”

			“I came with her.”

			Nierne had almost forgotten Caleb was there, a silent participant during the last half hour. 

			Cargan looked at Caleb and sniggered. “A prince from Temanin. Really? And tell me, your lordship, what exactly can you do to help us? Do you bring forces? Last time I checked, Temanin was more about conquering countries than helping them.”

			Caleb stood and raised his hand. There was only a faint light from his mark, so faint that Nierne doubted Cargan and the other men could see it. “Rowen isn’t the only Eldaran here in the Lands.” He brought his hand across his body.

			The hairs along the back of her neck and arms stood. Was he going to draw out his sword here?

			Cargan smirked. “What are you doing? Drawing an army out of your hand?”

			Caleb did not say a word. Instead, he spread his fingers out, then slowly brought his hand back across his body. A thin ray of light emerged from his palm. 

			Gasps echoed across the room.

			Her lips parted, her breath quickened. 

			Caleb continued until the ray of light was three feet in length. When the blade finished forming, he wrapped his fingers around the hilt that had emerged from his palm. He swung the blade and held it up. 

			The light from the blade lit up his face and body, adding a fierce glow to his countenance like a warrior of light.

			Endre whistled softly and Juris had lost his scowl. Even he looked impressed. 

			“I am also an Eldaran, a Guardian. I wield Veritas, the sword of light and truth. With it I banished Velyni, the shadow who had corrupted my country. And with it I banished the shadow that killed the people of Deraude.”

			“By all the Celestial Halls . . .” Regessus sputtered to a stop, his eyes wide.

			Nierne stared up at Caleb. In this moment, he did not seem human. Indeed, he looked like an Eldaran, an ancient one, one of the warriors of old, with power to protect the Word’s most beloved creation—mankind.

			 Cargan recovered and folded his arms. “And how do we know we can trust you?”

			A stunned silence followed his words.

			“Cargan . . .” Regessus lifted a hand toward him. 

			“No, senator, I want to know. We’ve all seen what powerful men can do with their palms, although drawing a glowing sword out is a first.”

			A hot ball of fire flared inside her belly. Nierne stared at Cargan. How could he say that, after what he had heard, and could now see? 

			Caleb lowered his sword. “What do you mean?” The coldness had returned to his voice.

			“I mean the Shadonae. How are you any different? They can twist a man’s mind or summon shadows with their palms.”

			“I can do neither. And my sword cannot touch nor hurt a human.”

			Cargan snorted. “How do we know that?”

			Nierne jumped to her feet. “Because his sword went through me and I was not harmed.”

			Cargan looked from her to Caleb and shook his head. “I see how this is. You two are joined, aren’t you? Of course you are. And so you side with hi—”

			“I will vouch for Caleb Tala as well.” Lore stood and moved to Caleb’s other side. The three of them faced Cargan. 

			Regessus sat back and smiled. Endre kept glancing at Caleb’s sword. Juris narrowed his eyes. 

			Lore crossed his arms. “And I, more than anyone, would have a reason not to trust him. Caleb assassinated Lord Gaynor of the White City.”

			All eyes turned toward Lore.

			“Lore speaks the truth.” A hard, defensive edge crept into Caleb’s voice. “I was once an assassin, and the left hand of my cousin, Lord Corin Tala.”

			Cargan pointed a finger at Caleb. “I knew there was something about you. You can’t trust a Temanin after all. All more reason not to trust you.”

			“Once, I said. But I am no more.” His voice dropped a couple more degrees. 

			Nierne mentally shook her head. Cargan had no idea who he was dealing with. And if he knew, he would not be speaking to Caleb that way. 

			“The Word granted me a second chance. I chose to take up my mother’s blood, to become an Eldaran. I used my newfound power to free my country from the shadow Velyni. Because of that, I have been banished. I am no longer a prince; I no longer have a family name. Now tell me, Cargan”—he spit the name out—“what man would give up family name, land, and money just to come to a broken country like Thyra?”

			Cargan shrugged. “Maybe you plan on aligning yourself with the Shadonae.”

			Nierne gritted her teeth. The stubborn fool! She took a step forward. “What if he showed you?” 

			Cargan harrumphed and looked away. 

			Caleb growled under his breath. 

			“What if he showed you his sword could do nothing to a human?”

			Cargan waved his hand. “Fine. Let’s see this.”

			She turned toward Caleb. “Do it,” she said softly. 

			His eyes widened. “Nierne, we really don’t know—”

			“You said it yourself. It would not make sense to give a Guardian a weapon that could harm those he protects.” She looked fully into his face, focusing only on him and not Cargan, not Lore, not the other men. “Caleb, I trust you.”

			He closed his eyes. Nierne wasn’t sure if he was praying or just preparing himself. She had no fear. The blade would be warm, just like last time. It would not hurt her. 

			He let out his breath and opened his eyes. 

			She focused on him and not the blade. 

			Caleb lifted the sword and brought it parallel to her shoulders. He looked into her eyes. 

			She stared back. She wasn’t afraid. Somewhere deep inside her mind she knew she should be terrified. But she wasn’t. 

			Before she could take another breath, Caleb swung Veritas.

			The sword entered the base of her neck, leaving a rush of warmth as it passed through her. An image of the blade of light reflected in his eyes. It now hovered over her right shoulder. She let out her breath and gave him a small smile.

			Silence filled the cave. 

			“Satisfied?” Caleb twisted around and looked at Cargan. Fire filled his voice. 

			Cargan dropped his hands. “Yes.”

			Perhaps now Cargan realized who and what he was dealing with.

			Lore stepped forward. “Cargan, we have a lot to offer to you and your people, including a way to banish the Mordra. But if you don’t trust us, then it is time we left. We are here to stop the Shadonae, with or without you.”

			“Cargan . . .” Regessus said quietly. “Don’t be a fool.”

			Cargan huffed. “Fine, fine. I trust the Eldaran. But I will be keeping my eye on him.”

			Caleb brought Veritas across his body and sank the blade back into his palm until nothing remained except for the faint glow around his hand. “And I will be watching you as well.”

			Regessus stood. “Caleb Tala, Captain Lore, we want the same thing you do. We want the Shadonae gone from our city. We will welcome any help you can offer. In the meantime, you are welcome here as our guests. If there is anything you need, you may ask any of us. For now, I think we all need rest. Cargan, may we adjourn this meeting?”

			“Yes.” Cargan stared into the fire. “There is a lot of planning to be done in the next few days.”

			“If it is any help, I know a bit about battle strategy,” Lore said. “I was in charge of the White City’s defense. Although our tactics will be more offensive when it comes to Thyra, I might have some insight.”

			Cargan nodded. “I may take you up on your offer.”

			Endre and Juris stood. Endre stretched and Juris made his way around the fire toward the doorway.

			Nierne sat back down on the bench and placed her head in her hands, exhausted by the last hour. Lore moved across the room toward Regessus and the two talked quietly in the corner. Cargan left a minute later. 

			She stared at the embers from between her fingers. Her whole body was drained. She wanted to find a spot to lie down and not wake up for a long time.

			Caleb sat down beside her. “Don’t ever do that to me again.”

			She looked up, surprised. “What? What did I do?” 

			“I never want to harm you. If Veritas had pierced you . . .”

			“But it didn’t.” She dropped her hands. “I knew it wouldn’t. You are a Guardian. The Word gave you a weapon to safeguard mankind, not harm them. Besides, it didn’t hurt the last time, when you fought the shadow.” 

			“That doesn’t mean it wouldn’t have hurt you this time.” His eyes moved back and forth. “Do you understand what I’m saying? You mean too much to me.”

			I—what?

			Before she could say anything, he stood and walked away. She watched him leave the room, a funny feeling inside her middle.
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			Days later Caleb sat in a small cavern and rubbed his face, working the tension and boredom away. He was a man of action. But planning needed to happen before action, or a mission would go awry. Still, sitting and talking was not how he had planned things in the past. Watching, spying, unraveling every detail of his victim—that was how he planned. Then he struck hard and fast.

			Instead of spying out Thyra, he sat at a large wooden table surrounded by the same men from his first meeting days ago.

			Endre sat to his right. The shipping merchant. 

			Next to him sat Juris, former watchman of Thyra. He was also there that first day and reminded Caleb of a greasy weasel. Probably the type of guard who took money and looked the other way. 

			Lore sat to his left, his hands folded across his lap, silently watching the room. There were bags under his eyes and his age lines were more pronounced. He wondered if Lore had experienced another vision.

			Senator Regessus sat between Lore and Cargan. The senator was long and naturally thin, like a Temanin. Perhaps there was Temanin blood in him. 

			Cargan glowered at something Regessus said and shook his head. His hair looked even wilder today, a shade of orange, but nothing like Nierne’s brilliant red. It spiked around his head, like he had been raking his hair all night until it stood on end. 

			Regessus held his hands out in a calming manner and the two men began to talk again. 

			At the other end of the table sat Simon. 

			His gaze lingered on Simon. He was the scribe Nierne had been so excited to see. The man had since trimmed his wild beard down to a small patch across his face. His robes looked like they had been mended, but his body was still thin from his time spent locked up in Thyra. He sat on the other side of the table, his gaze distant. Caleb didn’t see anything exciting about the man. Most likely Simon had been invited to this meeting because of his new position as the head of the Monastery. 

			The room hummed with low voices as the men talked to one another. Caleb looked away and reached for the wooden cup that sat before him on the table. How they had gotten a table down here he had no idea. The table filled up most of the cavern, making the room feel cramped. Added to that was the low lighting from the few candles that sat along the top of the table and the heat from all the bodies crammed inside. 

			Fortunately, he sat by the doorway and the cooler air in the tunnel drifted in and blew across his skin. He took a drink from the cup. Tepid water with a trace of dirt. At least it wet his tongue.

			Cargan turned away from Senator Regessus and cleared his throat. The hum died down. “Men, we are here to talk about Thyra.”

			A few heads bobbed in agreement. Caleb placed the cup on the table, sat back, and crossed his arms. At least Nierne didn’t have to be here. Apparently Cargan believed she had already served her purpose by finding the Eldarans. On the other hand, he was required to attend because he was an Eldaran.

			Cargan pressed his finger against the table. “We are running out of time. As you know, the shadows are spreading across Kerre. They have already found another one of our hideouts. It won’t be long before they find all of us. If we hope to survive, we need to fight. Now. And this time I believe we have a chance.”

			Juris cleared his throat. “And exactly how are we going to fight?” 

			Cargan looked around the table. “That is why we are here. To figure that out. All we need to do is take out two men”—he held up two fingers—“two men, and Thyra will be free. But we haven’t been able to so far because the shadows surround them.”

			“And because they aren’t really men,” Endre said. “Let’s not forget that. And they also have a twisted army under their control.”

			Cargan nodded. “Yes, that too.”

			“Wait.” Lore held his hand up. “What army? I thought Thyra was empty except for the shadows and the few prisoners who have now escaped.”

			“Many of our soldiers were twisted before the siege,” Regessus said softly. “And those who were captured were twisted during the weeks afterward. Most of our military is under the control of the Shadonae.”

			Lore frowned. “How? And where do they keep all these soldiers?” 

			“Valin, one of the Shadonae, is able to twist the human mind and make a person believe a different reality than what is true.”

			“So what you’re telling me is these soldiers believe they are protecting Thyra when in actuality, they are serving the Shadonae.”

			“Yes.” 

			His nostrils flared and he shook his head. “Go on.”

			Regessus sat back. “Rory, one of the soldiers Rowen freed, believes the others are being kept in the barracks north of the city. And there are other people too, people who were twisted and tasked to do menial work around Thyra, such as cooking or serving, like myself.” There was a bitter tone in his voice. 

			Lore tapped the table “How many soldiers are we talking about?”

			“A small contingent. Thyra never needed a large military. Between the Ari Mountains, the Great Desert, and the sea, we were well protected. Or so we thought.”

			Cargan crossed his arms. “So we have beings with powers beyond our own, shadow-wraiths who protect them, an army of twisted soldiers—”

			“Soldiers we don’t necessarily want to kill,” Regessus pointed out. “They are our countrymen—fathers, husbands, brothers.”

			“Yes, yes—”

			Simon spoke up. “And a walled city that we would need to get into, undetected.” 

			Cargan brought his hand down on the table with a loud slap. “Yes, we know the odds. So let’s pick this apart and figure out how to get past each one, starting with the Mordra.” His gaze settled on Caleb.

			Caleb ran a finger along the hilt of his dagger. The other three had been returned a couple days ago and were now stowed away in their sheaths. “How many shadows are we talking about?”

			Cargan looked around at the other men. “We aren’t quite sure. It’s hard to count shadow-wraiths without dying. But we know there are still some in Thyra.”

			“How?”

			“We’ve seen them from a distance. But with the shadows spreading across Kerre, we hope that means there are fewer in the city.”

			His finger stopped. “I don’t know the extent of my power, or how many I can banish.”

			“Well, it’s more than we’ve had in the past. If we can get past the shadows, we are that much closer to killing the Shadonae.”

			Lore spoke up. “Do you know if they can even be killed?”

			Cargan shook his head. “No. We hardly know anything about them. Other than that their power seems to be similar to your own.” He looked at Caleb as he said this.

			“If there is a similarity, and they possess the same abilities as an Eldaran, they may prove difficult to kill.” Lore leaned forward. “Is that your ultimate plan? To kill the Shadonae?”

			“Yes.” Cargan looked around the room. “There will be no trial, no banishment. We will not let these monsters take over another city and enslave another people. We will execute the Shadonae.”

			“And how will you do that?” Lore said.

			“That is what we are here to discuss.”

			“If they can heal themselves, then it will need to be a death blow. A strike in the right spot. Which will be difficult without stealth.”

			Caleb clenched his teeth and glanced at Lore from the corner of his eye. Was Lore planning on volunteering him for an assassination mission? 

			“True. But we need to get to them first.” Cargan looked at Caleb. “So would you be willing to do that? To take out the shadows and pave a way to the Shadonae?”

			Caleb didn’t answer. He could do that, and was willing to do that. But he also knew how to kill a man in seconds, an ability they might need to slay these Shadonae. He looked down at his hands. He remembered them, covered in blood, blood from all the lives he had taken. Could he really assassinate again, if they asked him? Even to save these people? He didn’t know, and didn’t want to make that choice now.

			He looked up. “Like I said, I don’t know the full extent of my power, and I don’t know how many shadows I can banish. But I am a Guardian, and as such, I offer you Veritas.” 

			Cargan nodded. “Good. So we have the Mordra taken care of. Now we need to figure out how to get into the city. The gates, along with the other, lesser known doors, are patrolled by twisted soldiers.”

			Simon spoke up. “We could enter the city through the catacombs. However, they are now guarded by the shadows.” He glanced at Caleb. “I have the keys to the doors. Perhaps you should go with me.”

			Caleb pressed his lips together. He did not want to go on a mission with Simon. 

			“Wouldn’t we all go together?” Endre said.

			Lore shook his head. “No. We don’t want to put all our men in one spot, especially not where they could all be wiped out if there are a lot of shadows.”

			Cargan nodded. “I agree. Is there another door any of you know about?”

			“There’s the shipping office down on the piers,” Endre said.

			“We checked that one out a couple months ago. The Shadonae know about it and are guarding it.”

			“What about the northern gate?” 

			Cargan shook his head at Regessus. “Already checked. That one is guarded now as well.”

			“Did we ever decide how we are going to kill the Shadonae once we get to them?” Regessus said.

			More voices broke out. Caleb slumped down in his chair. This was why he had chosen not to be on the Temanin council, even though at the time he had the name and land to do so. He hated discussions like this. They took forever and rarely resolved anything. 

			He knew what he was going to do. That part had been decided. And he knew what he wasn’t going to do, unless assassinating was his only choice. Besides—he sat up at the thought—was there a possibility he could sense the Shadonae? And could they sense him? Like the connection he and Rowen had during the siege on the White City? 

			If so, then he definitely was not the assassin for the job, not if they could sense him a mile away.

			He slouched back down and watched the men debate through lidded eyes. Let them figure out how to get into the city. He didn’t know Thyra enough to help anyway.
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			“I’m sorry to hear about Father Reth.” Simon stared down at the wooden bowl he held between his hands. “Did he—did he suffer?”

			Nierne hesitated. “I don’t know. I’m not sure if he stayed alive long enough to feel anything.”

			Simon let out a long sigh. “I will miss him. He was like a real father, not just a monastery father, to me.”

			Nierne stared into her own bowl filled with autumn tubers and venison. “Yes. He was like a father to me, too.”

			The small room they were in became silent. Outside the doorway a group of people talked, gathered near the bonfire inside the common room, as she now called the large cavern.

			Simon picked up his spoon and took a bite. “How long did it take you to get to the White City?”

			She poked at the stew with her own spoon. “Weeks.”

			Simon asked a couple more questions. She didn’t feel like talking or eating, but did both because Simon looked lonely and she needed to eat something.

			“Tell me more about the man you traveled with.”

			“Huh?” Nierne looked up from her bowl, which was now half empty. “Which one?”

			“The darker one. The Temanin.” There was a hostile undertone in his voice.

			Nierne jabbed at a chunk of meat. “His name is Caleb. Caleb Tala.” 

			“Tala? Isn’t that the name of the ruling family of Temanin? Is he related to Lord Corin Tala?”

			She held her spoon up. “Yes. They are cousins.” She popped the spoon into her mouth before Simon asked another question. The meat was chewy and strong tasting. She grimaced and swallowed. 

			“How did you meet him?”

			“That is a long story.” Why was Simon so interested in Caleb?

			When he remained silent, she sighed and went on. “When I reached the White City, it was at war with the Temanin Empire. I was caught by a Temanin scout and brought into their camp. Caleb was their interrogator.”

			His knuckles tightened around his spoon. “Did he hurt you?”

			“No. He actually kept me safe.” Every time she’d met Caleb, he had kept her safe, from the beginning.

			“Hmmm.” Simon glanced at the doorway through narrowed eyes. “He doesn’t strike me as a compassionate kind of man.”

			Nierne pushed the bits of tuber and meat around her bowl. “No, he certainly isn’t known for his compassion.” Quite the opposite. Even now, as a Follower, Caleb seemed to either run hot or cold toward people. But his desire to serve the Word usually pushed him past his own indifference toward humanity.

			“Then why did he help you?”

			Nierne shrugged, fishing out a tuber this time. 

			“He seems attracted to you.”

			The tuber fell back into her bowl. “What makes you say that?”

			“The way he looks at you. Like one of those sea eagles around Duniz Bay.”

			She had never seen a sea eagle, but she had read about them. Violent, overly protective, and they mated for life.

			“He is dangerous, Nierne.”

			Her head shot up. “Why do you say that?” 

			“Because he is a Temanin. And because of how he acts around you.”

			She dropped her spoon into her bowl and glared at Simon. “His lineage does not make him evil, Simon. Not all Temanins are bad.” Images of Balthazar, Thamina, and the others from the Great Desert flitted across her mind. 

			“But he is still dangerous because of his attachment to you. Don’t forget your vows, Nierne.”

			“I haven’t.” She placed her bowl down, no longer able to eat another bite. “But I haven’t taken my vows yet, either.”

			Simon stiffened. “Wait. Are you considering a civilian life?”

			“I don’t know. My journey has given me time to think. Father Reth said I could serve the Word in many ways, not just as a scribe.”

			“But what about the Monastery? So many have died. I don’t know if there is anyone left besides you and me.” 

			“And Father Karl.”

			A pained look flashed across his face. “I will take care of Father Karl. But his mind . . .” He ran a hand through his hair. “He’s not the same.” 

			“I know.” She picked up her bowl and stood. “And I’m not saying I won’t take my vows. What I’m saying is that I have not made my choice yet. And I won’t make one. After all, there may not be a choice to make if the Monastery no longer stands.”

			Simon stood as well, his bowl in hand. “It will still be there, Nierne. And if not, I will rebuild it.” He gave her a long look. “But I hope I won’t have to do it alone.”

			She shook her head and made her way toward the main room. “I won’t answer you, Simon. Not yet. Right now we need to focus on Thyra.”

			“And afterward?”

			Nierne sighed. “I will think about it then.”

			

			
		

		
		Nierne stared at the tunnel that led out of the mines. After days down in the darkness and dust, she wanted out. To feel the sun again, to hear the wind. But surface time was carefully monitored and only a few were allowed above ground.

			She sighed and went back to rolling linen bandages near the main fire. Caleb and Lore spent most of their time with the other men, discussing their knowledge of the Shadonae and plans for taking back Thyra. Small scouting groups came and went from all parts of Kerre. With each new arrival, more refugees flooded the caverns until it looked like a small city down here in the mines.

			One more reason she wanted to go outside. It was getting crowded down here.

			Other women sat around the fire, so close to each other that their elbows jabbed one another. Some of the women were rolling bandages along with Nierne. Others were mending clothes or repairing shoes. She scooted to the edge of the stone slab, giving herself a little more room. 

			She rolled for a minute, then stopped and stared at the long piece of linen in her hand. It trailed across her fingers and pooled in her lap. It was all she could do to help. She did not possess any medical knowledge or even know how to cook. She could read and write and recite the ancient sonnet of The Battle over the Waters, but those skills were not needed here.

			She began to roll the bandage again. She felt worthless. Maybe Simon was right, maybe she should consider taking her vows when everything was over. It was the one thing she was really good at. Of course, that was assuming they would live to see the Shadonae and Mordra destroyed and Thyra retaken.

			The sound of men’s voices echoed across the common room. Moments later a group of men emerged from the tunnel to the right. She spotted Lore and Caleb among them. One of the battle groups. 

			She shrank down and hoped they wouldn’t see her, sitting here, just rolling bandages. She concentrated on the linen as if she were copying an ancient Temanin scroll for Father Cris. Precision, each roll even on both sides. No wrinkles in the fabric.

			Caleb sat down next to her. 

			Crackers.

			He watched her, his scent filling her nostrils: a mixture of man and exotic spice. 

			“You have nimble fingers.”

			“What?” She paused and glanced at him.

			“Your movement is exact.” He studied her hands. “Such precision is probably needed for script writing. Am I correct?”

			She looked down at her small, thin fingers. “Yes, I suppose.”

			She began to roll the linen again, conscious of his eyes on her fingers. “What did you discuss today in your little meeting?” Bleh, she sounded like she was whining.

			Caleb didn’t seem to notice. “Different ways into the city.”

			“You mean how to get into Thyra? Like the main gate?”

			“Yes. But for obvious reasons we don’t want to use the main gate.”

			“No, you wouldn’t.” Ugh, a wrinkle. She unrolled the linen and started over. “There is the entrance in the catacombs that leads into Thyra.”

			“Yes, Simon told us about that one. He has a key.”

			“He does?” 

			“Yes. Father Kur or something gave it to him.”

			“Father Karl.” Of course Father Karl did. All the fathers carried a key to the catacombs beneath the Monastery. Father Cris had given her his key the night he helped her escape Cragsmoor. Then she had given Father Cris’s key to Father Reth. It was probably buried with him in the Ari Mountains.

			She went back to rolling the bandage. 

			“The scouts think the catacombs are where the shadows dwell. If so, I will lead the party through there.”

			“You?” 

			“Yes, since I can fight them.”

			“I’ve been in the catacombs.” She spoke in a hushed voice. “They are a labyrinth of tunnels, some stretching the entire length of Thyra. How will find your way through them?”

			“Simon will be part of my group.”

			“Simon?”

			“Yes, the man you’re always talking to.”

			 She went back to rolling the bandage. How did Simon feel about that? 

			Caleb leaned back and placed his hands behind his head. “The men are discussing other possible entrances, but there seem to be very few into Thyra besides the main gates.”

			Nierne thought her way through the city, visiting each section inside her mind. She stopped when she came to the red district, her childhood home. She slowly looked up and stared at the fire. Her thoughts vanished into her past. 

			She was outside, playing in the dirt near the city wall. The area was only a couple feet wide, with the whorehouses along the other side. Two other children played in the narrow space as well. They were all filthy, with dirt-crusted hands and naked feet. 

			Nearby vines grew along the city wall and around a small door. She remembered men passing through that door. Rich, corpus men dressed in silk shirts, followed by young male servants. 

			As a little girl, she had wanted the pretty things the men brought—the dresses and jewelry and gold coins. The women who lived in the flats would hang a scarlet scarf out their window and the men would enter with their gifts. Once in a while one of the men would stop and look at her. When her mother discovered this, she was no longer allowed to play near the wall. 

			Only when she was older did she know why the men were there, and what their business had been. In her own way, her mother had protected her from that life the best she could.

			Nierne finished the bandage and placed it in the basket near her feet. Should she tell Caleb she knew of another entrance? Only a handful knew about it. Perhaps one of the men in the meeting already knew, maybe had even used it. Why should she say anything?

			“You’re quiet.”

			“I was just thinking.”

			“About?”

			“What gates are you using?”

			He studied her before answering. “Well, the one through the catacombs. We want to find a couple more so we don’t have all of our people in one spot, just in case of an ambush. Hopefully at least one group can make it inside Thyra.”

			“And what will you all do once you are inside? You can fight the shadows, but what will you do when you reach the Shadonae?”

			Instead of answering, Caleb leaned in close. 

			Her breath stopped but her mind and body raced. All she could see was the curve of his cheek and a lock of black hair. 

			“We have other ears listening. Come, take a walk with me.”

			“What?” She looked past Caleb and realized they were being watched. Or more specifically, he was. Two older women and a crowd of younger women eyed him with open interest. 

			Nierne stiffened and rose. Their gazes switched to her. She ignored them and followed Caleb between the stone slabs around the fire. He led her across the room toward the tunnel he had exited from not too long ago. 

			The dirt padded their boots as they made their way back toward the mess hall and meeting rooms. He walked close to her, to the point where their sleeves brushed.

			“How are you doing here, back in Kerre?” 

			Nierne furrowed her brow. “I am . . . that is . . .” Truthfully? She hated this place. She didn’t belong. Her journey had changed her. She no longer felt like a scribe, but her upbringing made her feel like she wasn’t quite a woman either. “I feel out of place.”

			“Really?” He looked over at her. “You seemed to fit in quite well with those other women just now.”

			“Rolling bandages?” She laughed, her voice carrying down the tunnel. “Not something I want to do the rest of my life.”

			Caleb went silent and they continued along the tunnel, passing smaller corridors and rooms.

			“So.” Nierne clasped her hands together. “Back to the siege on Thyra.”

			“Yes.” Caleb led her into the room they had been taken to when they first arrived. It was empty, a rarity with all the refugees here in the mines. A torch hung from a bracket in the wall and a fire burned low in the fire pit. 

			Instead of sitting, he leaned against the wall and folded his arms. “The plan is to send multiple small groups into Thyra. One group to deal with the shadows. One to confine the soldiers. And one to find Rowen.”

			Nierne leaned against the other wall. “Do they think Rowen’s still alive, after helping Simon and those others escape? Or,” she lowered her voice, “were the Shadonae just content to take her hand?”

			Caleb stared at the fire pit. “I don’t know. I don’t even know if she still has her power, now that her mark is gone.” He lifted his own hand and spread his fingers out. A soft light glowed around his mark. “But if she still has her power, and if what Senator Regessus says is true, that she can help those who minds have been . . .” His face scrunched up as if he were trying to remember a word.

			“Twisted.”

			He looked over at her. 

			“We call it twisting. We don’t exactly know how they do it, but the Shadonae can enter a person’s mind and change how they perceive the world.”

			“Yes, that is how Regessus described it. Even . . .” He let out a long sigh. “Even in my former days, I don’t think I would have done that do a person. Clean and simple were my methods. Well, simple anyway.”

			Nierne shifted. She hated thinking about Caleb’s past, about what he had done, and how he had done it. “So you’re going to try and rescue Rowen. Do you even know where she might be?”

			“No, not yet.” He closed his hand and let it drop to his side. “One of the soldiers she freed said she was staying at Regessus’s house. But since the breakout, she may have been moved.”

			“To Cragsmoor, maybe?”

			Caleb shrugged. “Perhaps. Personally, I would have done away with anyone who had betrayed me like that. But maybe the Shadonae want to keep her alive.”

			Her stomach tightened as another picture of Caleb came into her mind, standing over a body with a bloody dagger in his hand. She shivered and forced the image away. Thank the Word he was no longer that man. “So just two groups?” 

			“No. There were will be a couple more groups to find the men who have been twisted and find a way to confine them. We don’t want to fight them. Hopefully their minds can be freed. And of course, to find any survivors who may still be in Thyra.”

			“Do you really think there are any people left?”

			He shrugged again. “I don’t know.”

			“And who will face the Shadonae.”

			Caleb was silent. The fire let out a loud crack and the logs collapsed into the pit. “Honestly, we don’t know. I can take care of the shadows, and Rowen can help those twisted. But we don’t know the Shadonaes’ weakness. Or if they can even die. If they possess the same power as Rowen and can heal, then assassinating them—”

			“Wait.” She turned and faced him. “Are they sending you in as an assassin?”

			His lips drew into one firm line. “No. I won’t, unless there is no other way. That life is behind me. I don’t want to take a life again, not unless I absolutely have to. I want to give these Shadonae a choice, if possible. I don’t know what they are, but perhaps they can change . . .” He looked toward the fire. “Like I did.” 

			“That’s a noble thought. But I don’t think they will change.”

			“You never know.”

			“And what if they don’t? Then what?”

			“Then I’ll stop them.”

			They both stood quietly and watched the embers burn. Her mind turned over Caleb’s words. She knew he would stop them. But she was glad it wasn’t the first thing he would do, no matter how small the possibility that the Shadonae would change. Then she thought back on the small door again, the one near her childhood home. “So you plan on going through the catacombs.” 

			“Yes. We are sending scouts to check out more of the city to find other entrances, but from what they have observed, the Mordra or the mind-controlled soldiers are guarding almost all entrances into Thyra. Especially after the recent breakout.”

			Should she tell him she knew another way? But what if he asked how she knew? Her heart beat faster. What if others found out? No one knew her past, other than Father Reth and the few fathers at the Monastery. 

			She could remain silent. After all, the scouts might find it. Or another entrance. 

			But that could take days, maybe even weeks. And it would put the scouts’ lives in danger just by going near Thyra. She could help everyone by saying something now.

			Everyone but herself.

			“You’re thinking again.”

			Nierne swallowed. Do it. Now. “I might know of another way into Thyra.”

			Caleb frowned. “You do?”

			“Yes. One that I don’t think many people know about. It is a secret way.”

			He folded his arms. “How do you know about this?”

			“There was a small door in the city wall near where I lived when I was a little girl.”

			“Wouldn’t Cargan or someone else already know about it? Especially Cargan, since he was a city watchman?”

			“They might.” She refused to look at Caleb. Instead, she stared at the burning embers. “But maybe they don’t. It wasn’t well known. It was used for more . . . covert . . . reasons.”

			“And how do you know this?”

			Nierne shrugged. “Like I said, I grew up near it.”

			He stared at her through narrowed eyes. He knew she was keeping something back. But she refused to divulge. Maybe it was pride. Maybe she wanted Caleb to think she grew up as a scribe, or was from one of the great houses and given to the Monastery, like Simon. 

			“All right. I’ll tell Lore about it. In fact”—he turned toward her—“why don’t you come with me? We took a small break and should be resuming our next meeting.”

			Crackers! The last thing she wanted to do was to stand in front of all those men and speak. “Well . . . I don’t know. I could just—”

			He was already at the doorway, looking out into the tunnel. He grabbed her hand, his skin hot to the touch. “This way. The room we’ve been using is not too far.”

			Before Nierne could answer, he pulled her out of the room and down the tunnel. Coming from the other direction were Cargan and Juris, with Lore behind them. 

			Caleb dropped her hand. He waited for the men to enter the meeting room, then motioned Lore to the side. 

			She flexed her fingers, still feeling the heat from his palm, his mark like a hot coal embedded in his skin. Thank the Word his power did not involve looking inside her, like Rowen’s. She blushed at the thought.

			Caleb spoke quietly with Lore. Lore looked in her direction and after a minute, nodded. He went ahead into the room and Caleb came back to her. 

			She frowned. Why didn’t Caleb say something to Cargan himself? Endre came along the tunnel with three other men. None of them looked Caleb’s direction. Her face grew hot and she clenched her hands. She had warned Caleb the people here might not accept him. It looked like she was right. 

			“Caleb, how are the men treating you in the meetings?” Her voice was calm, but she was seething inside. 

			Her bluntness must have surprised him because he twisted around and stared at her. “I’m handling myself. They ask questions. I answer.”

			“They don’t trust you. Am I right?”

			“It doesn’t matter to me whether they do or not. They trust me enough to consider using me.”

			She dug her fingers into her palms until her nails bit into skin. “You’re willing to put yourself in danger for them? You said yourself you will lead a party through the catacombs. Do you know how dangerous that is?”

			His face softened, something she had never seen before. “I do not serve them, Nierne. I serve the Word. I am a Guardian. So I will guard these people.”

			She folded her arms. “Still, they could treat you better.”

			Caleb laughed, the sound echoing down the tunnel. “Well, it’s nice to know that you care about me. Really, it doesn’t affect me. I’ve traveled the Lands numerous times. I know how many of the countries view Temanins. In some ways, my people have earned that reputation.”

			Nierne gave him a sharp look. “But they don’t know you.”

			“And you do?” His face turned serious. 

			“Yes. I like to think I do.”

			He studied her, his eyes so dilated in the dark that they looked like black orbs. “Then that is good enough for me.”

			Lore appeared in the doorway. “The men will see you, Nierne.”

			Her stomach dropped like stone in a lake. Why did she agree to this? Oh yes, to save time and lives. 

			Lore stepped back to let her in. She hesitated, her hands now sweaty and her heart trying to jump out of her chest. If Caleb could serve these people, no matter what they thought of him, then she could too. 

			With that thought, she walked toward the doorway. No going back now.
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			The moment Nierne entered the room, her stomach sank into the floor. 

			Simon.

			Simon sat beside a long wooden table that took up most of the space in the small cavern room. He held a quill between his fingers, his eyes on the map spread out across the top. He was no longer the young man she had grown up with in the Monastery. Instead, he looked like a younger version of Father Karl—sophisticated, intelligent, and definitely a scribe. His robes had been washed and patched, and although faded, fit his body better than they had a couple days ago.

			 He looked up and smiled. “Nierne, what a nice surprise.”

			Her stomach, already plummeting, now twisted and turned inside her. Why did he have to be here? She gave him a small wave and moved to the side.

			She barely noticed the other men, only briefly taking in their faces as they sat down around the table. There was Endre, the shipping merchant. And Juris, the former watchman, a scowl across his face. And Regessus. The rest of the men she didn’t recognize. 

			Lore walked in and offered her a seat, but she declined. Caleb stood behind her, near the doorway, his body hidden in the shadows. 

			“Apparently someone spoke to you about our plans.” Cargan scowled at Caleb. “However, it seems it might have been useful. Captain Lore says you may know of an entrance into Thyra, one that we might not know about.” There was skepticism in his voice. 

			Nierne looked around at the other faces and wondered again why she was here? Someone else had to know about that door. Why reveal her past? Especially to Simon . . . 

			The torches flickered as an unseen gust blew through the room via a crack in the far wall. She almost turned and rushed out, an apology already forming inside her mind—

			No. 

			The word rooted her in place. They needed to know. She blew out her breath. “Yes. I know of a way into Thyra.”

			Cargan sat back and folded his arms. “Then by all means, share.”

			The bravado from moments before melted away like ice before a fire. “There is a small door near . . .” Her cheeks began to burn and her fingers fidgeted with the bottom edge of her shirt. Just say it.

			“We don’t have all day.”

			Nierne stopped and raised her chin. “There is a small door inside the walls in the red district, near the whorehouses.”

			Cargan leaned forward. The other men frowned, all except Senator Regessus, who watched her intently. 

			She glanced at Simon. He had a guarded look on his face.

			Cargan tapped his finger across the table. “And how would a scribe of high standing like yourself know about a door like that?”

			Her cheeks were so hot now she could feel the burn across her face. “I grew up there. Our flat was located near the door. It was used as passage for those who wished to come and go in secret.”

			“I know nothing about such a door.”

			“It is beside the House of Roses.”

			A small murmur broke out around the room. Regessus grew even more intent. One of the men coughed and turned away.

			Simon stared at her as if seeing her for the first time. “Wait.” He held up his hand. “You were from the House of Roses?”

			A battle raged inside her. Cower before these men or lash out. She worked her jaw and stared at Simon. “Yes. My mother worked there.”

			“The House of Roses.” He opened and closed his mouth like a fish. “But how . . . why . . .” 

			Regessus leaned forward before Simon could speak again. “In the end, does it matter where this young woman is from? I’m sure we all have something from our past that taints us. What matters is that she has information we can use. And I will back up her story. I, too, have heard about such a door.” All eyes turned toward him. “No, I never went there—” 

			One of the men snickered. 

			Regessus ignored him. “Nor did I find out where it was exactly. But some of my colleagues spoke of it in the bath house.”

			 Nierne fought the look of disgust creeping across her face. Politicians, noblemen, wealthy merchants. They all wanted what every man wanted; they just didn’t want to be seen doing it. Hence the door had been built. 

			Simon, however, turned his attention back to her, his face hardening each second, his jaw clenching and unclenching. It might not matter to Regessus where she came from, but it did matter to others. It mattered to Simon. No woman of her background should have ever been allowed in the Monastery. She knew it, Simon knew it, almost everyone knew it, even those outside the Monastery. Everyone except Father Reth. He’d never cared about her past, only how to help her build a future.

			Cargan rubbed his beard. “How easy would it be to find this door?” 

			Nierne swallowed. “I’m not sure. It might not even be there—”

			“Oh, I’m sure it is.” Juris spoke up from the back, venom in his words. 

			Her whole body went rigid. “What I mean is that it might be hidden behind overgrown vines and ivy.”

			“Would you be able to lead a group there?” Regessus said.

			She shook her head. “I don’t think I would be much help. I’ve only seen the door from inside the city. I wouldn’t know how to find it outside the walls.”

			Regessus sat back. “I understand.”

			“Then we should send a scout party.” Endre glanced at everyone but her. “We should see if this door still exists and if it is being guarded.”

			Juris sat up, his scowl replaced with an eager look. “We should also alert the other groups about our plan. We will need every man we can get.”

			Cargan pointed at the map. “Yes. Juris, would you be willing to travel to the other hideouts and do that?”

			Juris nodded. 

			The other men spoke, their voices filling the room as they listed different names and places while pointing at the map. 

			 Simon remained silent. He stared at her, his face unreadable. What did he think of her now? Did he still want her to help him rebuild the Monastery?

			“By the way . . .” Cargan waved his hand in her direction without looking at her. “You can go now.”

			Lore gave her a small smile. “Thank you, Nierne.”

			She nodded, numb inside. She had come and given these men a deep, personal part of herself in hopes of being of some help, and now she was being sent away. Not much different than her mother.

			She turned and headed toward the doorway. 

			Caleb. 

			She had forgotten he was behind her this whole time. Which meant he had heard everything as well. She glanced at him. He gave her a small nod, nothing more.

			She left the room and staggered down the hall, not sure where she was going. Everything hurt. She didn’t feel like crying or curling up in a corner. Rather, it felt like a hole had opened up inside, gaping and raw. She wrapped her arms across her middle and entered the common room.

			The women were still there around the bonfire, rolling bandages or mending clothing. One looked up. Nierne ignored her. Instead, she spotted her basket of linens in the corner. She walked over and grabbed the basket and sat down. 

			She leaned back and closed her eyes and took a couple breaths. Then, with a shaky hand, she took out a strip of linen and began to roll it.

			

			
		

		
		“Is it true?”

			Nierne threw her hands up into the air. “No, Simon. I made the whole story up so I could look good in front of Cargan and his men!” She stared at Simon, her eyes wide.

			“You never told me.” 

			“And why would I? Look how you are reacting now!”

			She turned and paced the small room. Baskets of grain and dried fruit sat beside the wall. Two smoked hams hung from the ceiling. A candle burned low on a table set in the middle of the room.

			Simon had wanted to talk privately. Apparently the only private place he could find was here, in the storage area next to the makeshift kitchen set up here in the mines.

			He stood on the other side of the table, his hands folded, the candlelight flickering off his face like a halo of light. “I don’t understand. I always thought you came from one of the noble families, like me. Or a senator’s home. A third daughter that . . .”

			She stopped. “That no one wanted?”

			Simon looked away. “Yes.”

			“Well, I didn’t.”

			He kept his face averted. 

			Nierne breathed through her nostrils. Was she so hideous now that Simon would not look her in the face? Or was he afraid she would seduce him? She pictured herself in that pale blue outfit she had been forced to wear back in Temanin: the top that barely covered her chest, the sheer leggings, the bells looped along the bottom, tinkling each time she walked. Had she looked like a prostitute then?

			“How—” He glanced at her with a pained expression on his face. “How did you end up at the Monastery?”

			Translation: How did a slut like you end up at the Monastery?

			Nierne turned away and pressed two fingers to her forehead. No, don’t put words into his mouth. She stared at a basket filled with withered apples. “I—” She took a deep breath. “I was born inside the House of Roses.”

			Silence filled the room.

			“I grew up there, until the year of the plague. My mother became sick, along with many of the other women.” She still remembered the groans and cries of those with the plague. Only later did she realize they were the sounds of death. “One day, my mother got up from her bed, after spending weeks there, dressed, and took me across Thyra to the Monastery. And there she left me.”

			“Just like that?”

			“Yes. The fathers did not want me, if that makes you feel any better. Except for Father Reth.” She had hid under the bed for hours, until Father Reth finally coaxed her out, a frightened little girl who had no idea why she was there. How much she had changed since then. Enough to convince everyone she had always belonged at the Monastery. 

			But now they knew better.

			“So it was Father Reth who allowed you to stay?”

			She crossed her arms. “And eventually Father Cris, after I proved I could learn.”

			Simon spread his fingers across the table. “I’m sorry, Nierne, I don’t know what to think. You know our way of life, a life of purity, of—”

			“I’ve never done anything to compromise that.”

			He jerked his head up. “You traveled with two men, all by yourself. And now, given your past . . .”

			Nierne shook and a scream rose inside her throat. “What are you saying, Simon? You can talk to Lore and Caleb. They will both tell you nothing happened.”

			“It doesn’t matter what they say. It’s about appearances, and once people know about your past . . .” He shook his head. “I need to reconsider your position as a scribe.”

			The scream vanished. Instead, she was falling with nothing beneath her. “Simon . . . You—you can’t be serious.”

			He held up a hand. “I didn’t say no. I said reconsider. It would be different if no one knew your history. But now that it is known, having a scribe like you, especially one that looks like you—”

			“What does that mean?”

			He pressed his lips together in a slight grimace. “You’ve always looked different, Nierne. Vibrant, full of life . . . beautiful.” His cheeks turned dark in the candlelight. 

			Her eyes went wide and she took a step back. Was he saying she couldn’t be a scribe because of how she looked? That made no sense. Unless . . . 

			It couldn’t be. 

			She pressed a hand to her forehead. How had she not seen it? Attraction was forbidden. Simon knew that. And yet he still . . . 

			Oh Word. 

			One of Caleb’s choice words slipped across her mind, making her feel even worse. But the word summed up everything she felt at the moment. How could Simon accuse of her of something she had no control over, when all this time he had been harboring—

			She had to get away. She needed space—open space—and fresh air. 

			Nierne turned and rushed from the storage area.

			“Nierne! Wait!”

			She ignored Simon. Down the tunnel she went, passing refugees, passing the kitchen and small rooms, dashing down the corridor until she reached the main cavern. People sat around the bonfire or stood along the wall. As she crossed the room, she spotted Caleb sitting in a dark corner on the other side, barely visible by the firelight. He looked up. She turned away. She didn’t want to be near anyone right now.

			She entered the main tunnel that led to the surface. Blue fre stones marked the tunnel, casting a cool blue light across everything. Please don’t let there be a guard at the top. She continued along the tunnel, the incline growing at a steady rate. The air had an earthy, stale scent to it. 

			After a couple minutes, she could see an opening. There was no guard posted. Perhaps he was on break or there was a change in guards. In either case, she was leaving. She needed to get out of these mines.

			As she approached the entrance, she slowed, her eyes darting around, listening for any sound. A bird whistled somewhere outside, a long, happy warble. 

			The song touched something deep inside her. She ran for the opening and stepped outside. A breeze pulled at her hair and clothing. The bird whistled again, somewhere off in the trees. Leaves fluttered and the sun warmed her face. She closed her eyes and sighed. 

			A thought darkened her revelry. She couldn’t stay here at the entrance. If there was a shadow nearby, she couldn’t risk letting it find this place. She shouldn’t even be here, outside. She could jeopardize everyone.

			Crackers! She didn’t care. She headed into the woods. She didn’t care if a shadow found her. She just couldn’t let it find the rest of the people. 

			She made her way between the bare trees. The sky was a pale blue and the air was unusually warm for this time of year. She tucked a stray curl behind her ear and kept on going. After a couple minutes, she spotted a decrepit shack between the trees. 

			 Nierne slowed, looking around, then back at the shack. Moss covered the roof and a couple boards were missing. Cobwebs fluttered in the corners of the doorway. The door itself lay on the ground a couple feet away, like it had been torn off. 

			Cautiously, she approached the shack. She peeked inside and found it deserted, with only a wooden table in the middle. There was no bed, no other furniture, not even a couple chairs. Two windows let light into the shack, one along the right wall, the other along the left. Dust covered everything.

			She entered the shack. The past few hours caught up to her, wrapping her heart in dark cords. She slipped past the table, to the farthest corner and sank down to the ground. She curled her legs in beneath her. Once again, there were no tears, only the feeling of a huge hole inside her, empty and gaping. 

			She hid her face in her hands. I will need to reconsider . . . You know our way of life . . . The look on Simon’s face. 

			She could never go back. Simon would never let her serve in the Monastery, would never let her take her vows, now that he knew. He wasn’t like Father Reth.

			Her heart twisted inside her chest and her breath came out hard and fast. What would she do? True, she had considered leaving the Monastery, but those had only been fanciful thoughts. The Monastery had been her anchor, her home, the place she could always come back to. 

			It was the only life she had ever known.

			But now . . . 

			Now what would she do? 

			The leering, lecherous faces of her mother’s patrons filled her mind. Fat fingers lined with rings, the scent of heavy cologne, silk shirts barely able to cover the girth of the rich men of Thyra. They would take her. Oh yes, they would take her. 

			Nierne swallowed and laid her head down across her arms. A tear finally fell, following her cheek. They would take her and use her, just like they did her mother. And they would leave purses of gold afterward. But she knew from her mother that gold did not heal the broken soul left behind.

			The shack began to spin. Sweat broke out across her forehead. A cold, sickening sweat. 

			I don’t want that life. Word, I don’t want that life!

			“Nierne?”

			She gasped and looked over at the doorway. A silhouette stood dark against the bright sunlight outside. She scrambled to her feet and pressed her back into the corner. “What are you doing here?”

			Caleb stepped inside. His presence filled the shack, almost to a stifling degree. “You shouldn’t be out here alone.”

			“I needed to get away.”

			He folded his arms. “It’s about what you shared this morning, isn’t it?”

			Nierne looked away. 

			“I’m glad you shared. It makes you more human.”

			She whipped her head around. “What?”

			He shrugged. “You know, like the rest of us.”

			“I am nothing like my mother.”

			“I didn’t say you were.”

			“But others think so.” Like Simon. “Tainted by association.”

			He looked directly at her, his gaze moving across her face, as though reading her thoughts. “Don’t listen to them, Nierne.”

			Crackers, she hated when he did that. She tucked her emotions from moments ago deep inside, wrapped her arms around herself and lifted her chin. “Well, I’m not.”

			 Caleb stepped away from the doorway and came to stand beside the table. He placed his hands on the top and spread his fingers apart. 

			She stared at his hands, marveling at how smooth and long his fingers were. Her gaze moved along his arms, covered by the black tunic he wore. He had not bothered tying the loop of his tunic around his neck, leaving his neck and chest exposed. His hair had grown longer since they had arrived in Kerre and now it brushed the top of his ears.

			 There was a haphazard look to his person, but she knew deep down, Caleb was a steel rod, unbending, with strength to match anyone. 

			She found that steel will now in his gaze. His eyes were as dark as a moonless night. “You are not your mother. You did not make her choices. You are not bound to what she was.”

			“But what if I am?” She snapped her mouth shut. She just asked the question she had been asking herself for years. Was it possible her mother’s taint had spread to her? That no matter how hard she ran she would eventually come back to the family trade? She looked like her mother, with deep red curly hair and pale skin. And possessed the same body men paid gold for. 

			Nierne turned and looked out the window. “I don’t think I can escape who I am, what I am.” Bitterness laced her voice. “I am, after all, my mother’s daughter.” 

			There was a rustle behind her. A hand clamped down on her arm. With a firm twist Caleb turned her around. He grabbed her other arm and held her in place. “Look at me!”

			She looked up. 

			“You know me, Nierne. You know me more than anyone else. You had no choice in who your mother was. You are not responsible for her actions. But I”—there was a flash of hurt across his eyes—“I chose to kill people. I knew what I was doing, and I did it anyway. I made a choice to be a murderer. You were simply born to a prostitute. Big difference.”

			“That’s not true. Our past affects both of us, stains us—”

			“And you think the Word is not bigger than that?” His voice hung in the air. “Look at what He has done with me.”

			She could not deny his words. If there was ever a man who she had thought was past saving, it was Caleb. But still . . . 

			“I hate the way I look. Every time I see myself, I see my mother. I remember that time . . . before the Monastery. And I see how other people look at me.” She shook her head and looked down. “I wish I could cut off all my hair, change my face . . .”

			“No.” She barely heard Caleb, the word said in a soft whisper. His hand left her arm. 

			Nierne looked back up. His gaze was now focused below her chin. He lifted one of her curls and held it between his fingers. “Never.” 

			A coil of heat burst inside her chest and the air refused to leave her lungs. The heat spread as Caleb slowly bent forward and brought the curl to his lips. She’d never realized how thick his hair was until now. Thick and dark.

			The curl dropped from his fingers and she felt his breath, warm, along her collarbone. 

			She closed her eyes. His breath slowly followed the curve of her neck. He never touched her, but suddenly every nerve inside her wanted him to.

			Her eyes shot open. Word, what was she thinking? 

			His face was a couple inches from hers, his gaze unfocused as if he were drunk. She moved her lips to say something. A faraway voice told her to say “no.” The word tried to form on her tongue, but her mouth would not move.

			Caleb swayed slightly, then leaned forward. His lips touched hers.

			An unseen force wrapped them together.

			He tasted like spice and wine and smelled like the hot desert sun. Nierne felt the drunken feeling she had seen on his face wash over her. She lifted her hands and gripped the front of his shirt. His arms were around her, his hands in her hair. 

			Her back hit the wall and Caleb let out a low groan, his body against hers. 

			Her mind snapped and the world came crashing back. 

			Nierne gasped. Oh Word, what was she doing?

			She shoved against Caleb, her face now hot with embarrassment and shame. “Caleb! No, I can’t, I shouldn’t—my vows . . .” 

			He took a step back, breathing heavily. His eyes were dark and full. He shook his head as if trying to clear it. 

			Nierne held a hand to her mouth, her other hand across her stomach. What just happened? Something had shifted between them. She could feel it. It was like invisible cords now bound her to Caleb, even now with space between them. Was that what bonding was like? Was she bonding . . . to Caleb?	

			Oh Word.

			His eyes came into focus. He stared at her with new knowledge in his gaze. 

			Nierne stepped to the side and shook her head. “I—I should get back.” Her mind was reeling with conflicting thoughts, her body with conflicting emotions. 

			She took a step away when Caleb held up his hand. “Wait, Nierne. What happened just now—”

			“We should forget.” Yet she knew she would never forget. His touch was seared across her soul. 

			Caleb blocked her path. “No.”

			She looked up, flushed again. “There is nothing to talk about.”

			His face darkened. “Yes, there is. You felt it, I know you did.”

			She shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Lying does not suite you, Nierne.” She clenched her teeth. “There is nothing wrong with the attraction between a man and a woman, whatever your past might tell you. I remember what I read in the Book of Beginnings. A bonding to one for life, but the bonding itself is not wrong. It is to be celebrated and enjoyed.”

			“That is not the way of the Monastery.”

			“Who do you follow? The Monastery, or the Word?”

			“The Monastery follows the Word.”

			“And other rules, too.”

			Nierne crossed her arms. 

			“The Word says it is not good to be alone. I know I don’t want to be alone.” He looked at her. “What about you?”

			There were Father Reth’s words again. It is not good to be alone. She didn’t want to be alone. And she would be, especially if Simon chose not to let her be a scribe. But the thought of bonding scared her. And to a man like Caleb . . . 

			“I don’t know, Caleb. I’m not there.”

			He cupped her jaw and brought her face back toward his. His eyes roved across her face and for one heartbeat she thought he was going to kiss her again.

			A part of her wanted him to.

			His eyes lingered on her lips before he dropped his hand. “I won’t do that again. I won’t kiss you.” A sliver of disappointment welled up inside her. “You have my word. But I will wait for you.” His eyes had that same determination, that same iron will. “And when this is over, I will ask you.”

			“Ask me what?”

			He didn’t answer. Instead, he turned and headed out the door. “Don’t be out here too long.”

			Nierne watched him go, torn between her heart and her mind.
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			Caleb leaned against the wall and watched the people gather inside the large cavern. There were hundreds of men, women, even children, and more gathered by the minute, spilling into the tunnels and additional rooms. The air was hot and full of an earthy smell, mingling with body odor. Stifling, like a roaring furnace.

			In the middle of the room a large bonfire burned, the flames reaching above the people’s heads. The smoke rose high above, weaving between the rocks hanging from the ceiling and through a small crack at the very top. The fire contributed to the heat, but it was the only source of light that reached across the entire cavern.

			He crossed his arms, watching for one person. Heads bobbed up and down, people jostled each other, voices rose and fell around the cavern. A minute later Nierne appeared in the nearest doorway. She looked around, but didn’t see him. 

			A smile curled along his lips, his thoughts pulled back to yesterday afternoon, to that searing moment he had shared with her. Even now the memory lit a fire inside of him. This passion was different than any other he had experienced before. Yes, he had been with other women, and done more than kiss. But not like this.

			She made her way through the crowd, almost swallowed amongst those taller than her, which was almost everyone. 

			Caleb waited. She reappeared, her hair a deep red in dark light. She still hadn’t spotted him, or whoever it was she was looking for.

			He watched her, aware now of the connection between them. He could feel all the souls in this room with his Eldaran blood, like wisps along a living river. But his link with Nierne was different, like their very souls had intertwined. 

			He tilted his head. Was this because he knew her more than he had known any other woman? He had thought bonding was just some ritual two people went through, a ceremony of words and a marking of blood. Never did he think there was more to it than that.

			She turned and spotted him. 

			He gave her a lazy smile. No, what he had with Nierne—what had grown between them ever since he first met her—was a real bonding. A joining of every part of them, the heart, the mind, the spirit, and eventually body. 

			He knew what he wanted. He just needed to wait for her to want the same thing. 

			She hesitated, then made her way over to his side. “Caleb.”

			“Nierne.”

			They hadn’t spoken since yesterday She rubbed her arms and looked around. “So many people. And I don’t know a single one.” She inched closer to him. “I haven’t even seen Lore.”

			He didn’t say anything, just simply studied her face, the way her hair curled around her chin, the small dots across her nose, the turn of her lips. 

			She looked up when he didn’t answer. They stared at each other, neither one blinking. Someone threw a log onto the bonfire, causing flames to rise and spit into the air before settling back down. 

			Nierne bit her lip and turned away. 

			What thoughts were flitting across her mind?

			Cargan stood up on one of the large stone slabs that surrounded the bonfire and raised his hands for silence. The voices dimmed across the cavern. The fire crackled and spit before he spoke. “You all know why we are here. The time has come to get Thyra back.”

			Mutterings erupted across the room. Cargan held his hands up again until all was silent. “I’m not much of an orator.” Laughter broke out in one corner of the cavern. He sent them a scathing look. “So I’ve asked Senator Regessus to speak today.”

			Caleb spotted Regessus before he even stepped up onto the stone slab. Regessus turned and looked over the people with a solemn gaze. The crowd quieted again. 

			“Men and women of Thyra. For over a year we have been imprisoned, twisted, consumed, and forced to hide in caves and mines because of two beings. The Shadonae.”

			Heads nodded and whispers spread across the room.

			“They have no love for us, no love for mankind. We are vermin to them, creatures to be captured, used, and killed. But no more. Today we will take back what is ours.”

			He held up his hands. “This will not be a battle, not in the way wars are usually fought. We are not fighting an enemy who possesses an army. We will be fighting two beings with power beyond our own, who surround themselves with wraiths and use our own men against us.”

			“Then how can we possibly succeed?” someone shouted. Others murmured in agreement.

			“As some of you have heard, those of us who were freed from Cragsmoor were freed by another being of power. An Eldaran. She freed my mind from the Shadonae’s influence. She has the power to free all of our people.”

			“But what about the shadows?” 

			At the shouted question, people nodded and whispered to one another. 

			Regessus held up a hand. “Recently another Eldaran joined us, one with the power to banish the shadows.”

			Voices rose across the cavern. A couple people shouted, “Who?” Heads turned and people looked around. Caleb pressed his back against the cavern wall. A couple eyes lingered on him, but he was so deep in the shadows no one could see him. His fingers brushed the hilt of his blade.

			“And how do we know that these Eldarans are on our side? How do we know they won’t turn on us?”

			Senator Regessus held his hands up again, motioning for the people to quiet down. “If the Eldarans had wanted to harm us, they would have done so by now. Instead, the woman Eldaran gave up her freedom to rescue those of us in Cragsmoor and the other Eldaran has agreed to fight the shadows for us, putting his own life in danger.”

			“That doesn’t mean anything!” 

			Others agreed. 

			“Have we forgotten how to trust? How to believe in goodness?” Regessus stared down at the people. A hush fell across the masses. “Yes, we have lived in darkness for over a year. We have been on the run, and hiding for our lives. But do not let that taint you. Do not forget there is light. And where there is light, there is hope. If we lose that, then we lose everything and we might as well go back to our caves and cells. Only hope will save us now.”

			“And the Word,” Caleb said quietly. 

			Nierne looked back and nodded. 

			“So we must believe. I believe. In times past, it was the Eldarans who stood for mankind. So it is again. They have come from the far reaches of the Lands to stand with us now. Will we stand with them?” 

			People looked at each other and whispered. 

			“But what about the Shadonae?” a woman called out.

			Regessus’s face turned hard. “There will be no mercy given to them when the time comes. We welcomed Valin and Malchus with open arms and friendship. They repaid us with acts of war. As such, they shall receive their due recompense as enemies of Thyra.”

			Shouts echoed across the cavern. Men threw fists in the air. 

			Caleb understood the bloodlust. These people had been ravaged by the Shadonae. They wanted vengeance. But unless it was tempered, they would end up becoming that which they were fighting. 

			Cargan stood up on the stone slab beside Regessus. The fire had died down behind the two men. Cargan raised his hands. It took almost a minute for the crowd to quiet. “We leave at dawn, men. We will meet at the mine’s entrance. Now, go and rest. Spend this last night with your families and loved ones. Make sure your gear and weapons are ready. Until then . . .” He waved his hand and dismissed the group.

			Voices rose inside the cavern. Caleb stayed where he was, watching the people shuffle past him on their way out. Others stood around, speaking loudly, their voices carrying across the room. Nierne stood close beside him, watching the crowd leave.

			Perhaps it was arrogance, but he wasn’t afraid of the upcoming battle. Instead, he was focused and ready. But just in case something did happen, he wanted to talk to Nierne one last time. Just not here. 

			Caleb stepped away from the wall and saw Lore on the other side of the doorway. Make that two people.

			He wove his way through the crowd. He had been through too much with Lore not to say something now. A couple feet away, he raised his voice. “Lore.”

			Lore glanced up, his gaze clear, his jaw set.

			“Are you ready?”

			“I am.”

			“I hope you find Rowen.” 

			“I will find her.” His voice was firm. “One way or another.” 

			For Lore and all their sakes, Caleb hoped so. “I will see you tomorrow.”

			Lore looked past him. “Do you plan on bidding Nierne farewell before we leave?”

			“Yes.”

			“She just left. You can probably catch her before she reaches the women’s quarters.”

			Caleb looked over his shoulder in time to see a glint of red disappear through the doorway. 

			“Go.” He waved at the doorway. “During times like these you don’t want to leave things unsaid.”

			Caleb nodded and left the main room. Halfway down the corridor, he stopped. He still didn’t pray much, his walk with the Word more action than words. But the words came from deep inside. He didn’t know Rowen. Their meeting had been brief and life changing in that field by the White City over a year ago. But he did know Lore. In fact, he considered Lore a friend, one of the few he had. 

			He closed his eyes. Word, let Lore find Rowen. Let her still be alive. Let there be a happy ending to all of this. For both of them.

			It wasn’t much, but it was from his heart.

			A minute later, he spotted Nierne and followed her down the corridor. Just as he caught up to her, she turned and entered another large cavern. Makeshift tables and benches were set up in rows. Candles were placed across the tables, creating a soft light across the cave-room. It was a dining hall of sorts, but in a rough sway. 

			A couple sat at the table nearest the doorway. Nierne bypassed them and the other tables and headed to the back where barrels of water stood. She took the dipper and plunged it into the water. She didn’t seem to realize he had followed her. She took a drink, drew more water, and drank again.

			“Well, this is it.”

			She spun around and sloshed water across her front. “Caleb! You really shouldn’t sneak up on people like that.” She hung the dipper back on the peg and wiped at the stain. 

			Caleb shrugged. “Hard to break old habits.”

			She rubbed the fabric more. “So, you leave tomorrow.”

			“Yes.”

			Nierne looked up and studied him the same way she had back in the cavern. What was she thinking when she looked at him? What did she see? How did she feel?

			“I’ll miss you.”

			His thoughts came to an abrupt halt. No one had ever told him that before. Corin gave him orders and Ailis never knew about his missions. But Nierne knew where he was going and the danger he would be in. 

			She reached over and took one of his hands, sending another jolt through him. Her fingers were cool and smooth against his own hot skin. 

			He gripped her hand and stared down into her eyes. “You know I’ll come back.”

			She shook her head. “You might be able to banish shadows, but you can’t promise me that.”

			“You’re right. I don’t know what will happen. But you know the Word is with me.”

			She swallowed and glanced down at their hands. Her skin was pale against his darker tones. “The Word was with Father Reth as well.”

			He ran his thumb across the top of her knuckles. “If that is my end—death—then so be it. At least I will die serving the Word.” 

			The hum of voices from the other side of the room filled the silence between them. 

			Nierne looked back up. “Are you scared to die?” There was a rawness in her gaze. 

			“No.” He could honestly say that now. His nightmares no longer held sway over him. “But I would miss what could have been.” He looked directly into her eyes. “I will be back. Then we will talk.”

			“You keep saying that. About what?”

			“You already know.” 

			Her eyes moved back and forth, but she didn’t say a word.

			A weight sat across his chest as he let go of her hand and turned around. He feared little in life, but he did fear that. That in the end, Nierne would choose the Monastery and her vows over him. It was her right to choose, if Simon let her back into the order. 

			But the thought left a strange emptiness inside of him. 
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			The door opened behind Valin inside the senate tower. He didn’t turn around. Instead, he watched the reflection of Malchus entering in the window in front of him.

			Malchus spotted him and shut the door. He made his way across the room, past the circle of chairs in the middle, and came to stand beside Valin.

			Valin didn’t move, didn’t acknowledge his presence. They hadn’t talked in days, not since the incident with Rowen. “Come to gloat?” 

			Malchus kept his lips tightly closed. Just as well. He would probably tear Malchus’s eyes out if he said the wrong thing right now. And Malchus probably knew that. Malchus knew him better than anyone.

			The two stood silent before the window. Dull grey clouds stretched across the sky. Thyra was as empty as ever below. With all their plans, with all their scheming, they were still here in this graveyard of a city a year after the White City should have fallen.

			The Temanin Empire had failed them. Velyni had failed them. They hadn’t heard from their Thyrian informant in months. And now Rowen . . . 

			Valin clenched his hand. No. It went all the way to the beginning. The Word had failed them. And then Mercia, and Anwar, and all the other Eldarans. They had been too cowardly to take what was rightfully theirs—the power inside them. And too cowardly to actually follow the Word. The fools. Even he had understood one must either be hot or cold. At least he chose. 

			He clenched his hand even tighter, his leather glove squeaking under the pressure. Yes, there had been many setbacks. But he and Malchus had enjoyed a few victories. They were still alive. And they controlled not only Thyra, but all of Kerre. There would be more countries, more victories. He slowly released his hand. He would not give up, not until there was no more life inside him. 

			A slow smile spread across his face. And that would not be happening anytime soon. 

			The door opened behind them with a long, low groan. Valin looked in the window and watched their informant walk in. 

			“Juris.” He turned. “Please, take a seat.”

			Juris hesitated, then sat down in the chair closest to the door. 

			Malchus changed. His gaze grew intent, his body alert. The more he tore the veil, the more he seemed to hunger for souls.

			“It’s been a while since you brought us information.” Valin sat down three chairs to Juris’s left. Malchus came and stood behind him, his hands across the back of his chair. 

			Juris shrugged, a bit stiffly. “It’s not easy to get away from Cargan. And there hasn’t been much to report, other than the few outposts. Until now.”

			There was a weasel look to Juris, something Valin had noted when they first arrived in Thyra. That, and a weasel-like aura. Juris’s eyes shifted between him and Malchus. Yes, he could feel Juris now—a mixture of greed and fear. So easy to manipulate. 

			Valin placed his hand along the arm of the chair. “We’re listening. What news do you have?”

			“Cargan is planning a covert attack on Thyra in three days.”

			“Well, well. Cargan is going to make his move, after what, a year?” He smiled. “He doesn’t stand a chance.”

			“He does this time.” Juris leaned forward. “There is a foreigner who arrived a couple days ago who has the ability to kill your shadow-wraiths.”

			He sat up. “What do you mean?” 

			“A Temanin. I wouldn’t have believed it myself if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. He pulled a blade of light from his palm.”

			Valin froze. “A Guardian? It can’t be. There are no more Eldarans. We have the last one here, Mercia’s own daughter. There were no other children . . .”

			Juris gave him a shrewd look. “Well, apparently you’re wrong.” 

			Valin gripped the arm of the chair. “We would have known if there was another Eldaran. We would have felt this other being.”

			“He’s real enough, whether you felt him or not. He used the blade on his companion, a woman scribe from the Monastery. It was she who found him and brought him to Kerre.”

			“And what happened to the woman?”

			“The blade passed right through her, like a beam of light.”

			Heat seeped into Valin’s cheeks. “It’s not possible. Perhaps he’s a sorcerer, able to conjure imag—”

			“He claimed he killed the shadow in Azar.”

			Malchus let go of his chair and stepped forward. “Velyni?” 

			Juris glanced at Malchus. “I-I didn’t catch the name. He also claimed to have banished the shadow over in Deraude, that small fishing village I told you about.”

			If there really was a Guardian with the insurgents, then they were vulnerable. Valin glanced at Malchus. “Did you know about this? Did you know there was a Guardian still in the Lands?”

			Malchus scowled. “No. And if I had, I would not have kept this information from you.”

			“But you would have felt him more than I would have.”

			“He’s probably a half-breed, the offspring of an Eldaran and a human. I would guess his blood is so diluted that his presence cannot be felt.”

			“Perhaps. But he still possesses the blade. He has Veritas. And he can use it.” Valin gripped the arms of his chair. “How could this possibly be? There were none left.”

			“If he is a half-breed, then we have nothing to worry about. This Guardian will be no match for me. He is young, and most likely new to his power, or else we would have heard of him before now.”

			“Perhaps. But I don’t like it.” 

			“I will bring another shadow over today.”

			“Are you sure?” 

			Malchus looked almost like one of them now. Could he withstand another tear? No one, as far as Valin knew, had pulled so many from the unseen world. Except maybe during the Nordic Wars.

			Malchus pursed his lips into one firm line. “We will not be stopped. Not now. Not when we are on the brink of expanding. Even if I have to bring the entire unseen world here.”

			He didn’t like that. Malchus might be powerful, but he could not control so many Mordra. The shadows would eventually turn on them. “We are not there yet. Only bring one over.”

			“I will need replenishment afterward.”

			Valin sighed and rubbed his forehead. Yes, Malchus was definitely becoming hungrier. “Then use one of the twisted soldiers. We have no more prisoners.”

			“There is another,” Malchus said, low enough so only he could hear. 

			“Juris hasn’t told us everything.” Then he raised his voice. “Back to Cargan. What are his plans?”

			Juris sneered. “Not until I have what you promised.”

			Valin waved his hand. “The entire city is empty. You may have your choice of anything—home, coins, jewelry. Even women, if there is one we have twisted that you desire. We have no use for any of it.” 

			The lies slipped so easily from his lips that it seemed impossible that ages ago he had once been a Truthsayer. Ha! “We only plan on staying in Thyra until we have the White City.” 

			Which was going to be that much harder to obtain, now that Velyni was gone, if what Juris had said was true. Curse that Guardian! No wonder they hadn’t heard from Velyni. No matter. One way or another, they would have their ancient home back, along with the rest of the Lands.

			Juris narrowed his eyes. “I have your word on this?”

			“Yes.” 

			People were so gullible. If Juris was really that foolish to believe them, then he deserved to be consumed by Malchus. No use keeping around a man blinded by greed. Not to mention that if he was willing to betray his own people, then he was willing to betray them as well, for the right price.

			Juris hesitated. 

			Valin gave off a feeling of honesty, letting it fill the air and seep into Juris’s soul. Believe me.

			“All right.” Juris sat back. “Cargan is sending two covert groups into Thyra. I was sent to recruit the other groups hiding around Kerre. Instead, I came here.”

			“Where and how?”

			“One group will be using the catacombs beneath the city.”

			“They are patrolled by the shadows.”

			“Yes, but the Guardian, as you called him, will be with that group.”

			Valin nodded. “Go on.”

			“The other group will be using a hidden door on the eastern side of the city, near the red district.”

			Valin frowned. “Why have you never told us of such a door?”

			“Even Cargan didn’t know about it. But that lady scribe did, and she shared that with the others.”

			“And what does this other group plan on doing once they are in Thyra?”

			“A few from that group will be looking for your prisoner, the Eldaran.”

			Valin gritted his teeth. “Go on.” 

			“The rest will converge on your twisted army and lock them away until their minds can be freed.”

			“And how will they do that?”

			“With the Eldaran they hope to rescue.”

			He tapped the chair again, his mind drawing deep inside, his thoughts churning. So they hoped to rescue his twisted soldiers? And by using Rowen? Her very name made his veins rush with blood. “So she is their hope, the key to their success.”

			“Yes. Without her, they cannot free those who have been twisted. Is that true?”

			Valin ignored Juris. His first thought was to crush Cargan and his men. Send out all the shadows and twisted soldiers and annihilate the whole grou—

			He paused, his finger in mid air. Ever since her treachery, he had wanted to hurt Rowen. Taking her hand had not been enough to quench the inferno inside of him. He wanted to squeeze every bit of hope and life out of her until nothing remained. Perhaps this incursion was just the thing to do it.

			He focused back on Juris. “So all the men will be with Cargan, here, in Thyra?”

			“Yes.”

			“Leaving the women and children behind.”

			Juris narrowed his eyes. “Yes.”

			“Juris, do you really want to stay in Thyra once this is all over?”

			Juris sat back, a thoughtful expression on his face. “No, not really. What good is all that gold you’re giving me if there is no place to spend it?”

			“Very true. There will be no merchants here, no shopkeepers, no women. So what if I offered you a ship and a crew in exchange for the location of all your hideouts? You could sail anywhere. You could go to Hont, or Avonai. Or even across the ocean to the Lands beyond.”

			He stiffened. “Why? Isn’t the information I brought good enough?”

			“I would like more.”

			Juris crossed his arms. “I have no love for Cargan or most of the men. But I don’t know about giving you children.”

			“Did I say I was going to harm them?”

			Juris worked his jaw. “Then what are you going to do?”

			“I want to make sure Thyra will never be taken from me, not even by its descendants.”

			“You won’t harm them?”

			“No, I’m not as evil as you seem to think. They will simply live out their lives in a different kind of reality.” He had never twisted children before, but there was a first time for everything. Their young minds would probably be receptive to his influence.

			Juris seemed to be debating whether he liked the idea or not. “When can I have this ship and crew?”

			Valin smiled. “After all of this is over. I’ll need some of the men to create a crew for you.”

			Juris made a face. Did Juris really think he could just ask a couple men to sail for the man who had sold them out? Not that it really mattered. Juris would not live to see that ship or his crew.

			“All right. I’ll mark the spots on a map. ”

			“Yes. That would be good.” Valin stood. “Malchus, I wish to speak to you for a moment.”

			Juris went to stand. “And what about me?” 

			Valin turned around. “Stay where you are. We will dismiss you shortly, after you’ve marked the map for us. Your information has been most valuable. You will be well paid.”

			Juris sat back down, his eyes narrowed. Perhaps the man wasn’t such a fool after all. Valin grinned at him before heading toward the far end of the room. Malchus followed.

			“I have a plan, a plan that will take care of Cargan and his rebels once and for all.”

			“And Rowen?” Malchus said darkly.

			“You do not need to fear my affection for her. It died the moment she turned on me. In fact, I plan on using her. With her, I will not only crush the remaining Thyrians, I will crush all hope. Including hers.”

			“And how do you plan to do that?”

			“We will capture everyone who steps into this city, using our twisted soldiers. I will leave a few in the barracks as bait, then we will surround Cargan and his men and capture them. They won’t dare hurt their own, not if they are here on a mercy mission. Then I will have all of them brought here, to the arena down below.”

			“And what about the women and children you asked Juris about?”

			“I want them here, too. I will send out additional parties of twisted soldiers to their hideouts. We will capture all of them and have them brought here. Think about it, Malchus. We will have all the people of Thyra.”

			“Why all this effort?” Malchus rubbed his lower lip. “Why not send the shadows after everyone and be done with it?”

			“No. I want as many people here as I can: Cargan, his men, the women, and the children. I want Rowen to see them. And I want them to see her: the one person who could’ve saved them. Then I will turn our twisted soldiers on the populace.”

			“Using their own to kill them?”

			Valin slowly smiled “Yes. Ironic, really.”

			“And what about the Guardian? This Son of Truth?” Malchus crossed his arms. “He could prove detrimental to our plans.”

			“I need you to take care of him. Send your shadows after him. And if by chance he gets past your shadows, it will be up to you to dispose of him.”

			“And Rowen. What do you plan to do with her? Lock her up again after you display her as your captive?”

			“No.” Valin looked out the window. Rain fell across the city. “I’m done playing with her. It is time to crush her.” He closed his hand into a fist. “I will use my mark and drain every bit of power out of her. And then she will die.”

			Malchus sneered. “About time. Now, may I have Juris?”

			Valin glanced back at Juris. The man looked bored as he waited for them to return. “By all means. You will need your strength. Just have him mark the map before you use him.”

			Malchus turned around with a grin on his face and eyes shining.
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			Three days later, Caleb stood beside Lore and stared at the city of Thyra from a grove of trees just beyond the walls. The sun would be rising about now, if there were any sun to be seen. Instead, dark clouds hung over the city like a menacing fog. A sharp, cold wind blew, tinted with the smell of salt. Fields of dull green grass around the city waved in the wind. 

			The hundred or so men with them were spread between the trees, but they couldn’t stay here long, not if they didn’t want to be spotted. 

			Lore rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t like it.”

			“Don’t like what?”

			“This storm.”

			Caleb pulled his cloak up around his neck. He agreed, mainly because he didn’t like the rain and the cold. 

			“It will make visibility difficult.”

			Caleb looked up at the dark sky. “It won’t affect me. I doubt the rain can reach the catacombs.”

			“True, but I wouldn’t want to be going where you’re going.” Lore turned toward him. “Are you ready?”

			Out of habit, he checked his daggers. One on either side of him, one strapped to his chest, and one in his boot. But they would be no good against the shadows. He lifted his hand and stared at his palm. The white mark stood out against his darker skin, and it had a faint light to it. “As much as I’ll ever be. And you?”

			Lore looked back at Thyra. A sad wistfulness came over his face. “As much as I’ll ever be. At least our journey is almost over.”

			“Yes.”

			Both men stood silent. Other groups moved or talked quietly as Cargan gave last minute instructions to the leaders. 

			“What will you do when this is all over?” 

			Caleb paused. “I’m not quite sure. Balthazar offered me a place amongst his tribe.”

			Lore glanced at him. “Really?” 

			“Yes. I’ll probably find a new profession. Guardian and assassin don’t mix.”

			Lore chuckled. “No, they do not.”

			Ironic how they could laugh about that now. He and Lore had come a long way since their first meeting on that balcony in Avonai.

			“And what about Nierne? I’ve seen how you two look at each other.”

			Caleb ran his thumb along the handle of his dagger. “It will depend on her. If she still wants to be a scribe, I will leave and let her. But if she is open to the idea of roaming the Great Desert with me . . .” 

			Lore nodded and looked back toward the city.

			Caleb glanced at him from the corner of his eye. “And what about you?”

			Lore remained silent. The murmur behind them increased. “I pray to the Word that Rowen is still alive. And if she is, I will stand beside her. I promised her a long time ago I would walk her path with her. But so far I have only been able to follow her.”

			Caleb didn’t ask what he would do if Rowen was dead. But he could see the question hovering across Lore’s face. He was too much of a realist to say she was still alive. He didn’t believe she was, not if these Shadonae were like men he knew back in Azar, his cousin included. But Lore needed hope, a reason to keep going, even if there was only a sliver of it to hold onto. 

			Cargan approached both men. “It’s time to go. Your group is waiting, Caleb.”

			Caleb nodded. He looked again at Lore. “May the Word watch over you.”

			Lore reached over and grasped his forearm. 

			Caleb hesitated, then returned the gesture. 

			“And may He also watch over you, my friend.”

			Friend. The word warmed his heart. He let go. “I’ll see you on the other side.” Lore nodded. Caleb turned. Four men waited on the edge of the grove, including Simon. Endre, the merchant, had volunteered to come with his group. There was also Victor, a tall, quiet man. And Char, a guardsman who had not been twisted during the siege. He looked younger than his thirty years, with a boyish face and fair hair.

			 They were all dressed in dark clothing, covered by dark green cloaks. He didn’t really know them, apart from their names and brief history. However, unlike other groups he had been a part of in the past, he was determined not to lose one man. 

			Simon approached him, his lips pressed together. Simon still did not like him. He wasn’t sure if that was because of his Temanin blood or because of his relationship with Nierne. Only a blind man could not see the affection Simon held for Nierne, vows or no vows.

			At least he was free to pursue Nierne.

			“We are ready.”

			Caleb motioned toward Simon. “Then lead the way.”

			Simon turned and both of them approached the other three men. 

			Another bitter gust of wind came up. Caleb held his cloak up to his face until it passed. Simon and Char checked the field, then motioned for the others to follow. 

			They stepped away from the grove. 

			There was no fear inside him. Rather, adrenaline poured through his veins. A grim smile spread across his face. 

			He loped behind Simon, the other men behind him. Across the field they went in a half slouch, toward the eastern side of the city. He never looked back. If he saw Lore again, it would be at the end of this mission. 

			It took about twenty minutes to cross the field. As soon as they reached the wall, they followed it around the city, staying as close to it as possible. The wind continued to blow, whipping across their faces and freezing the tips of their ears. 

			The wall curved north. Another twenty minutes. Simon raised his hand in a fist. The men slowed. Caleb looked around and stretched out, feeling for that unusual chill that marked a shadow. He felt nothing, just the wisps of the men’s souls around him. Simon dropped his hand, but the men moved more slowly now. 

			After a half hour, they reached a part of the city where bushes and thistles grew beside the wall. The men circumnavigated the brush, but stayed as close to the wall as they could. The clouds grew more ominous above. Caleb kept his cloak gripped around his neck and stretched his feelings out again. 

			About halfway through the wild brush, Simon stopped. They were about ten feet away from the wall. A small door could barely be seen past all the twists of naked branches. “Looks like the brush has covered the door.”

			“Is there a path?” Victor said.

			“No.”

			Caleb stood beside Simon and looked across the bushes. Tiny thorns grew along the slender branches and a few crisp, brown leaves clung to the ends. “We’ll have to make one.”

			“I concur.”

			Victor and Char stepped forward and pulled their swords out. Caleb stepped back, his arms folded. This was going to make a lot of noise. His gaze traveled the bushes, but could see no way to get through without hacking away. “All right, men. Start.”

			The two men approached the bushes. Whack, whack. The branches shuddered and fell. He glanced at the top of the wall, about a hundred feet above him. The sound echoed all around them. If this had been a normal day in Thyra, the city guard would be rushing to investigate. But no one appeared, because there was no one there, at least not that they could see.

			The men finally reached the wall. They came back through the path they had made and waited. Sweat dripped down their faces, mixing with the layer of dirt and dust from the trip.

			Simon opened his cloak and pulled at a thin silver chain that hung around his neck. At the end of it was a key. He made his way along the path, tiny barbs grabbing his cloak and poking at his clothing. Caleb followed, along with the rest of the men.

			Simon stopped before the door. It was made from thick slabs of wood, and there was an ancient language engraved around the edges. 

			Caleb studied the words along the top and wondered what they said. If Nierne were here, she would probably know. However, his curiosity was not strong enough to question Simon.

			Simon moved his free hand along the door, stopping halfway down. With the key in hand, he pushed the end into the hole and twisted to the right. There was a small click. He turned the handle and pulled. It opened silently. 

			Simon tucked the key back into his cloak. 

			The tunnel inside was smooth and made from stone. The floor went down at an incline, into darkness. Nierne had said there was natural light inside the catacombs. Apparently one had to reach it first.

			Simon stepped inside, followed by Caleb. The air was noticeably warmer, and did not move, not like the wind outside. “Well, the torch is gone.”

			He looked up. Sure enough, there was a bracket where a torch would have hung. 

			“Looks like we’ll have to walk in the dark until we reach the crypts below.”

			“Wait. Maybe not.” Caleb held his hand up. There wasn’t much light to his palm. 

			Simon looked at his hand and scoffed. “And how exactly is that going to help?”

			Caleb bit down the growl inside his throat. If Simon wanted light . . . 

			He brought his hand across his chest and opened his fingers. He concentrated on the heat brewing inside his chest. The heat flowed from his chest, down his arm and to his mark. He slowly brought his hand back across his body. The blade emerged from his palm with a blaze of light. 

			Murmurs sprang up behind him. He ignored them. 

			He extended his hand until the hilt formed, then wrapped his hand around the handle. 

			The white light from Veritas lit up the tunnel. He could see every corner and every indent in the walls.

			“Of all the Celestial Halls,” Endre said behind him.

			The rest of the voices were unintelligible, only a low hum behind him. 

			Simon simply stared at the sword dumbfounded. 

			“Enough light for you?” 

			Simon frowned and turned away. 

			Caleb grinned. He should probably be more gracious, like Lore, but it was worth the look on Simon’s face.

			Simon led the way down the tunnel. Dust flew up and hung in the stale air. The men’s boots barely made a scuffling noise on the stone floor. Good. They knew how to walk quietly. Even Simon.

			After a couple minutes, a room opened up from the tunnel. The first of the catacombs. Simon stopped just before the doorway. He turned and addressed the men. “We are now entering hallowed halls. Do not touch anything. Do not move anything. These are the burial grounds of our most distinguished patrons.” 

			Caleb fought the desire to roll his eyes. In other words, these men paid a lot of money to be buried here, so don’t break anything. Nothing ever changed. Men wanted to live forever. But since that was impossible, they wanted their remains to last as long as possible. 

			Simon entered the catacombs first, Caleb close behind. An eeriness filled his being, driving away the sarcasm from moments before. A pale light came from shafts built into the ceiling, bathing the room in a ghostly light. The room itself was small, made from grey stone. Three rows of shelves were hollowed out of the stone. Each shelf held a white box, the length of a man and two feet high. 

			Caleb looked to his left. Same three shelves, same white boxes, only there was a doorway in between the shelves. Same with the right. Doorways that seemed to lead to more small rooms like this one, filled with white boxes. 

			His stomach churned. He hated the dead. They reminded him of his nightmares—his victims, their pale faces, their outstretched hands, his dagger clutched between their fingers, poised to stab h—

			“Caleb!”

			His mind came rushing back, his heart beating faster now. 

			Simon stared at him. “Do you feel something? Are there shadows here?”

			He spread out his senses again. Far off, at the edge of his perception, he could feel it. That bitter coldness that accompanied the Mordra.

			“Yes. But far off.”

			“In which direction?”

			Caleb went back inside himself, feeling along the life-river. “To the right.” He pointed to the corner of the room. “That way.”

			“Should we head toward it, or let it come to us?”

			“We should start making our way toward it. We might as well deal with it now.”

			Simon nodded and headed toward the doorway to the right. The other men shuffled nervously, waiting. Caleb growled and followed Simon. 

			Of course the men were afraid. They didn’t possess a weapon that could banish shadow-wraiths. And they had lived in fear of these shadows for over a year.

			But still a part of him was annoyed. The old Caleb.

			Love them. Be compassionate.

			They entered another room. Snuffed out candles and dried flowers lay along the edge of one white box. Another had a rolled up parchment tied with a dark ribbon in front of it. Cobwebs fluttered in the corners. 

			Caleb shuddered, thankful for the light from Veritas.

			In the next room, the air grew musty and damp. He could feel the shadow now—and another one. “There are two of them.” His voice bounced off the walls and coffins. 

			Simon stopped and looked back. “Can you take on two shadows?”

			He stopped as well. “I don’t know. I’m still new at this.”

			Simon folded his arms and muttered something. 

			Caleb closed his eyes. Word, give me patience. He took a deep breath. What if he couldn’t take on two? What if he had led these men down to their deaths? He didn’t desire that, not even for Simon. Definitely a change from a year ago.

			Please help me, Word. 

			Something shifted inside of him. He kept his eyes closed, feeling. “They are moving now. We should stay in this room and let them come to us.”

			“And what should we do?” Endre said behind him.

			He opened his eyes and turned around. He surveyed the room. It was small, with the same shelves and white boxes. Could the shadows move through walls? He wasn’t sure. Better to put himself between the men and the shadows.

			“Stand over there, beside the farthest wall.” He pointed across the room.

			“And what are you going to do?” Simon said as he walked around Caleb. 

			Caleb turned back around and lifted his sword. They were almost here, their cold presence like an iron band around his heart, constricting it. He stared at the corner. “I will do what I can. Just stay out of the way.”
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			The first raindrop hit Lore’s nose the moment he set foot on the piers. 

			Next to him, Cargan cursed. “Even the weather is against us today.”

			Lore didn’t bother saying how bad the weather was going to get. Instead, he pulled the hood of his cloak up over his head and rubbed his chest. A shudder passed through his body and his eyes began to change. The storm was brewing both above and within his veins. 

			Cargan led the men, over a hundred, along the docks. The wind kicked up and the ships bobbed on the choppy waters. Another drop came down. They stayed as close to the walls as they could, dodging old crates and barrels now decayed from spoilage. White bird droppings dotted the wooden planks.

			“Wouldn’t want to be out on the sea in this storm,” a man said behind Lore. “My pa was a captain, could read the weather almost as good as an Avonain. The clouds, the wind, they all foretell a storm is brewin—”

			“Cut the chatter!” Cargan glared at the men. The one who had spoken hung his head. 

			Lore quietly cleared his throat. 

			Cargan turned on him. “What?” 

			“The men are nervous. Yelling at them is not going to ease the tension.”

			“And attracting enemies will only make things worse. Which do you want?”

			Lore pressed his lips into one grim line. Cargan might have been a night watchman or whatever he was back before Thyra was taken. But he was no leader, even after months of leading these people. Hopefully that senator—Regessus—would lead the people after all this was over. He seemed to have more of a heart and a gentleness that these people would need in the coming months. Assuming they actually took Thyra.

			The rain grew steadier as they reached the western gates. Cargan stopped and looked at the wall, then the gates. “Let’s see, the red district would be . . .” He looked both ways, along the wall. “This way.” He passed the gates and kept going along the docks. 

			Lore glanced up. The wall stood at least three stories high, with the usual arrow slits and merlons. The gates were tightly shut, bolted from the inside. 

			But the wall didn’t seem to be in good repair to his trained eyes. He wondered when  the last time was that Thyra had been in battle. Being on the coast and blocked off by the Great Desert, had it grown too comfortable to see danger? Would the same thing have happened in the White City? Would Lord Gaynor, or Lady Astrea, or the council have seen the danger in two men who walked into their city?

			Cargan slowed, his gaze darting up above, and then along the wall. Lore imagined the man was picturing the inside of the city, and where they were in correlation to it. 

			“Right about . . . here.” He stopped. A few booths, more crates, and a couple barrels lined the wall. About twenty feet away the docks dropped off into the ocean. He moved his head back and forth, his face darkening by the minute. “I don’t see it. Maybe we should have brought the little whore to find the door for us.”

			Lore’s blood, already agitated by the storm, caught fire at his words. “Nierne is not a whore!” He forced the words through gritted teeth. He didn’t bother to look behind and see if the other men had overheard Cargan. “She is a woman, and a scribe. And if it wasn’t for her, you wouldn’t have a hope in taking Thyra back.”

			Cargan turned and glared at him. “And how do you figure that?”

			Lore flexed his fingers, but kept his emotions in check. “She is the one who found the Eldarans and brought them back.”

			“And she did a shoddy job of it. One was captured and one is a filthy Teman—”

			“Who is risking his life to save your city. Now . . .” Lore took a deep breath and let it out. The storm raged inside his veins. He could not afford to let it control him. “We have a mission to fulfill. But if you continue to slander my friends, I will leave.”

			“Me and my men are the only chance you have at entering the city and finding your Eldaran.”

			“I don’t care.” He stared at Cargan. The rain pattered against his hood.

			Cargan narrowed his eyes. “You would really leave us?”

			“I would.”

			“Fine.” Cargan waved his hand. “I’ll watch my words.”

			“Then I will follow you. By the way”—Lore looked past Cargan and back toward the wall— “if I kept a door hidden along the wall, I would not have it out in the open where anyone could find it. I bet we will find the door behind one of those booths.” He pointed at the nearest booth. A faded sign swung from a beam with a picture of a fish.

			Cargan’s face turned red, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he turned and went around the booth to the back. Lore followed. The inside of the shack was dark and stank like mold and old fish. Barrels lined the city wall. A counter in bad need of washing divided the shack from the outside. 

			Cargan pulled the barrels away from the wall. Sure enough, there was a door. He tried the handle and found it unlocked. “Well, well. The wh—er—scribe was right. There is a door here.”

			Cargan pulled the door open. Both men looked inside. A tunnel led through the wall into the city. Lore could barely see the other side, but he could see it, so there would be no need for a torch. 

			“Let’s get the men and go.” Cargan turned and stepped out of the shack. 

			Lore peered down the tunnel one more time. Finally, he had reached Thyra. He touched the wall with his fingertips. “I’m coming, Rowen.” 

			The rain answered with a downpour across the wooden shingles above.

			

			
		

		
			The first shadow entered through the doorway to the right. Caleb held Veritas up, his breath coming out in frosty waves. Well, that answered that question. Looked like they couldn’t pass through walls. 

			Red eyes shone from its smoke-like body. Clawed hands appeared at its sides. It shielded its face from the light from Veritas.

			Before the shadow could move away, Caleb stepped forward and swung out. The shadow screamed when the blade touched its body. The sword rattled. The scream grew higher in pitch, like a banshee cry. 

			Caleb wrapped his other hand around the blade. Sweat broke out across his forehead. The screams echoed inside his head, punctuated by the rushing of blood through his mind. A thought tried to surface, but he had no energy to think.

			The smoke body became a funnel as it was sucked into the blade. The shadow’s claws reached for his face, but he was just out of reach. Its arms disappeared into the blade. His own energy felt like it was being sucked inside. He gripped the blade, willing the shadow to disappear.

			Someone yelled behind him. 

			“Just let me finish.” He could think of nothing else, see nothing else, other than the red eyes as they disappeared in Veritas’s light.

			The shadow vanished. 

			Caleb sank down onto one knee. It took a moment for him to realize his breath was still frosty and his skin was cold. He had forgotten about the other shadow!

			He stumbled back up and turned. The men had backed up into a corner, yelling, and climbing on one another to get away. Victor, however, was already inside the shadow’s smoke body. His eyes rolled up into his head and he fell to the stone floor.

			Caleb lifted his sword and with a roar charged the shadow. It looked back at him with ruby eyes and short fangs, its claws curved over Victor’s body. 

			He swung Veritas again and struck the shadow just below the fangs. The fangs sank back into its body and a black hole appeared. The shrieks began, so high that Caleb winced at the sound. Veritas drew on the strength inside him, pulling the shadow into its blade. 

			The shadow clawed at the air. A tiny rupture appeared at the point where his blade connected with the shadow. 

			His eyes widened. There was a world there, another one, as black as a moonless night. The shadow’s hands and arms disappeared into the rupture, its eyes focused on Caleb. 

			Caleb glanced at Victor, then back at the shadow. A wave of raw energy rose inside him, flowing along his arm and into the blade. The blade responded by glowing with white brilliance. “Go now, wraith!”

			The shadow disappeared into the rupture, and the crack sealed. 

			Silence fell across the catacombs. Caleb collapsed onto the floor, his breath short gasps, his chest burning.

			“Victor?” Simon spoke behind Caleb.

			He lifted his head. 

			Victor lay on the floor, his eyes wide, his mouth open in a silent scream. Simon knelt beside the man, checked his pulse, then brought his hand across Victor’s face. 

			Char, the young guardsman, glanced at Victor, then at Caleb. “I thought you said you could keep us safe.” 

			Caleb lay panting on the floor. He did not have the energy to answer Char. Instead, he stared across the stone floor, Veritas beside him, still clutched in his hand and illuminating the room. 

			He squeezed his eyes shut. Why, Word? 

			The air moved, and the flowers along the edge of the lowest coffin fluttered to the ground. You cannot save everyone.

			Then why am I here?

			To save those you can, and leave the rest to me.

			Caleb lay on the floor a moment longer, then struggled up until he was sitting. The others ignored him. He brought his hand across his body and let Veritas sink back into his mark. 

			Only when its light disappeared did the others turn and look at him. The room was now bathed in the pale light that shone from a shaft high above them.

			He couldn’t save them. 

			Trust me, Son of Truth.

			How? This was not the time for a crisis of faith. He was on a mission. He had a job to do.

			But those gathered were looking to him for answers. Simon covered Victor’s body with his own cloak. Char stood with his arms crossed, his eyes narrowed. Endre glanced around at everything but him.

			“I’m sorry.” The words were ash in his mouth. He had failed. He shook his head. He had never failed before. Is that what it meant to be a Guardian? Sands, what good was it to guard mankind when people could slip through his fingers and die?

			“We knew the cost when we came here,” Simon said quietly.

			“That doesn’t matter. A man is still dead because of me.”

			Simon looked up from Victor’s body. “Are you God, Caleb?”

			He didn’t answer. 

			“We knew there would be casualties if we tried to take Thyra back. Victor knew that. We all did.” He tucked the last bit of his cloak beneath Victor’s body. “You are still a man.”

			“A Guardian,” Caleb said through gritted teeth.

			“Who is under the authority of the Word.” 

			Caleb stared at Simon. What had happened to the man who days before hated the very air he breathed? He did not recognize this scribe before him. He would expect Simon to be more like Char over in the corner, brooding and angry at him for letting one of them die. Not this spiritual sounding leader.

			Simon looked down at Victor, now shrouded by his own cloak. “I will come back for him and bury him later.”

			Caleb clenched his hand so tight that the light from his palm was extinguished. “So you’re fine with this?”

			Simon sighed. “No. I’m not fine with Victor’s death. Death was never meant to be a part of our world. But it is, and so we must accept that it comes, and not always according to our time. You saved the rest of us. And Word willing, we will save the rest of Thyra.”

			Caleb staggered up to his feet. “I don’t like it.” He wasn’t sure if he was saying that to Simon or to the Word. He had sworn he would never take another life, not if he could help it. But here he was, responsible for another man’s death.

			Simon stood as well. “Well, that’s good. I would not follow a man who was fine with sacrificing others.” 

			Ouch. Not too long ago, he had done just that.

			Endre nodded in agreement. Caleb had almost forgotten the former merchant was there. Char, however, refused to look at him. 

			Simon pointed at the doorway in front of them. “Now, we must move on.”

			Simon was right. They could not linger here. Not with the other group counting on them to find and dispatch the shadows. But he was shaken now, his confidence eroded like sand beneath the wind. He couldn’t save them all. Who else would die before they were finished with this day?

			

			
		

		
		Just beyond the tunnel were rows of two-story buildings. Mud, inches deep, filled the ten-foot gap between the buildings and city wall. Years of neglect had painted the buildings in tones of brown, with cracks running up the sides of the walls. Wild ivy grew around the door Lore had just exited and bushes with thorns an inch long lined the wall. The stormy sky overhead only added to the dismal look of what he assumed was the House of Roses.

			As much as he tried, Lore could not imagine a child Nierne playing here. He could not imagine any children here. Or any humans for that matter. There was nothing of beauty, nothing that would make him think of this place as someone’s home. And it certainly did not look like a place he would call House of Roses. 

			He knew such places of business existed, even in the White City. But he had never visited one himself. He and his father might have differed in their view of life, but they both agreed on one thing: brothels were no place for a Captain of the Guard.

			Beyond that, Lore had never thought about the women who lived in such places, or the children they conceived. He had dutifully stayed away. 

			“We’re not on a sightseeing tour, Captain.”

			Lore came back to the present. “I know.”

			“Then let’s move it.”

			The mud squelched and slurped as the men made their way through the back alley. The cold seeped through his cloak and tunic, chilling his skin. The other men blew into their hands and rubbed them together. 

			After a couple blocks, they turned and stepped onto cobblestone. Rainwater ran between the stones and gathered in large puddles beside the buildings. 

			It took over an hour to reach the northern part of Thyra, where the military compound was located. The walk was slow for the almost a hundred men trying to stay hidden. They used alleys, trees, and the sides of buildings to hide their movement across the city. So far they had not encountered a shadow. Hopefully that meant Caleb was doing his job. 

			The compound was blocked off by ten-foot stone walls. The men eased their way along toward the iron gates in the middle. Bare trees lined the wall and piles of wet leaves stood in the corners and street. 

			Cargan slid along the compound wall toward the gates. The rest of the men stayed back near the buildings across the street and in the alley. Once he reached the gates, he peered around through the bars. Everyone remained silent. There were no voices on the other side of the wall. No movement could be heard. 

			Cargan stood there for a minute, then backed away and made his way across the street to Lore. 

			By now, Regessus had joined them from the back. 

			“They’re here,” Cargan whispered to Lore and Regessus. His face looked pale beneath his beard. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

			“What do you mean?” Lore said.

			“They’re just standing there, in rows, like a military formation. But it’s the way they stand. It’s—it’s unnatural.”

			“Did you expect something different?” Regessus said.

			Cargan shook his head. “No, but expecting something and seeing it, it’s a whole different thing. I knew what the twisting could do to people, but it’s like their souls have been sucked out and only their bodies remain, animated by an unseen power.”

			“That’s not possible, is it?” Lore said. Then again, he had seen the impossible over and over again the last year. 

			Cargan shook his head. “I don’t know.”

			“I don’t believe so,” Regessus said. “The twisting warps the person’s mind, playing a different reality, causing them to believe what their mind tells them. Their souls are still intact, or else Rory and I could not have been freed. It’s only when the Shadonae consume that souls are lost.”

			Lore looked at the two men. “Well, that’s not going to happen, not if we can help it.”

			Cargan nodded, his scowl coming back. “At least they are inside the compound. And there aren’t that many. Maybe fifty, all lined up like toy tin men.”

			Lore frowned. “Is that how many you were expecting?”

			Regessus frowned as well. “No. There should be more.”

			“Then where are the others?”

			The three men glanced at each other. What were the Shadonae planning? Was it possible they knew something?

			“I don’t like this.” Cargan folded his arms. “Something’s up.”

			Lore nodded. “We need to be on our guard.”

			“In the meantime, we’ll lock the compound up tight so the Shadonae can’t summon these soldiers. Now”—He looked between Lore and Regessus—“you both go find that Eldaran. We’re going to need her, assuming she’s still alive and on our side.”

			Lore’s heart beat faster. Finally. He pulled his hood down over his forehead. “Regessus and I will meet you at the senate tower.”

			“Stay out of sight. And be careful.” Cargan pulled on the tip of his beard. “There may be more at work here than we know. We’ll be in the buildings across from the tower, waiting for you.”

			Lore and Regessus nodded. 

			Cargan left them and made his way toward the men still in the alley. 

			

			
			

			
			Lore gripped the hilt of his sword. Inside, he wanted to run and search every house in Thyra for Rowen. He was so close now to finding her.

			Regessus pointed down the street. “Rory said she was stationed at my house. I say we start there.”

			“Sounds good.”

			Both men headed east. The rain now fell in a steady downpour. The only dry spot on his entire body were his feet, tucked inside his boots. He rubbed his hands, now tingling with the storm racing through his veins. 

			The street intersected with a main street. Regessus turned right and headed south. Between the buildings and in the distance stood a tower made of white stone—smooth, round, with a row of windows along the top. A cone-shaped roof topped the tower. 

			Lore pointed at the building. “Is that the senate tower?” 

			Regessus nodded, holding the hood of his cloak in place over his head.

			They made their way along the streets, staying as close to the buildings and homes as possible to avoid detection. Water rushed down the street and pooled at the intersections. Debris and leaves swirled in the eddies. 

			Half of his mind cataloged their route, taking in each turn and direction. The other half concentrated only on one thing. Rowen. 

			He would see her after all these months, the real her, not some vision. He would hold her, kiss her, and take her home. They would bond and live near the White City. He would help with the rebuilding, and she would be free to pursue whatever she wished. And perhaps a family would follow.

			A smile crept across his lips and he pressed on, the storm amplifying his racing emotions. 

			After zigzagging for a couple blocks and crossing two main streets, Regessus slowed. The homes along this block were by far more luxurious than any others they had passed. Two and three stories tall, made from white stone with columns along the front, and doors made from rich woods. 

			The rain fell in a soft drizzle. Lore looked around. The Shadonae had kept Rowen here? Not much of a prison. 

			Regessus stopped half way down the block. Lore placed his hand on the hilt of his sword, bringing his mind back to the present, searching for anything amiss.

			Regessus approached the door to the house in front of them. His hand shook as he reached for the handle. It had to be hard to come back to one’s home after being gone for so long and experiencing so much. Would it be like that for him when he returned to the White City?

			Regessus opened the door. 

			They entered a foyer. Dust had settled across the silver veined marble floor. Two columns stood against either wall, a bust on each. One of the heads looked like Regessus.

			Regessus hurried down the hallway. Lore glanced in each room they passed for any sign of Rowen. Tables, chairs, rugs. All empty. They reached the back where the dining room and kitchen met. 

			A crust of bread, already molding, sat on the dining room table. 

			Lore swallowed. He had a feeling they wouldn’t be finding Rowen here. Still, they should look. Just in case.

			Regessus headed up the staircase. 

			They hurried along the hallway of the second floor. More empty rooms. They turned back and headed up the staircase to the third floor. Neither man said a word. The sky rumbled outside and rain began to patter against the windows. 

			Regessus opened the door to a large room painted in soft green, with a bed, chairs, white marble fireplace, and wardrobe. He held up his hand and entered the room. “This. This is where she stayed.”

			On closer inspection, there was evidence of recent habitation. The cover on the bed was askew, a grey wrap hung on the corner of one of the chairs, the doors to the wardrobe were open, revealing an array of women’s gowns.

			“Are you sure?” Lore picked up the wrap and held it to his nose. It smelled sweet, almost floral, with a hint of soap. Like Rowen.

			“Yes. I never used this room.”

			Regessus’s lips were turned downward and there was a faraway look in his eyes. Lore didn’t bother asking why Regessus kept a room obviously furnished for a woman. Perhaps it had been for a daughter. Or even his wife. Not everyone shared a room with their bondmate. 

			Lore sighed and put the wrap back on the chair. “Doesn’t look like Rowen is here now.”

			“No. I’m afraid not.”

			“Is there another place they would keep her?” He headed toward the doorway. Time to move on. He refused to entertain the other option.

			“Lore, there is the possibili—”

			“No. We haven’t searched everywhere. I will search all of Thyra before I . . .” He ran a hand through his hair. Word, please, not that. 

			“Cragsmoor.” Regessus said behind him.

			Lore spun around. “Crags what?”

			“Cragsmoor. That is where they kept all the prisoners. If she is still alive, that is the only other place I can think of where the Shadonae would keep her.”

			“Then let’s go.”
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			The dungeon door opened with a long groan. Rowen turned her head toward the door and blinked. The torchlight burned her eyes like a noonday sun. A hand grabbed her by the shoulder and hauled her up. “Get up.”

			 Valin.

			Her legs collapsed beneath her, sending her sprawling into the musty straw. Foul smells wafted into the air and her hand slipped across a muddy patch. 

			Valin grabbed her shoulder again, this time with a vise-like grip. 

			Rowen shoved her hands beneath her and pushed up. Her hair cascaded around her face, encased in clumps of mud and straw. 

			“I’ve changed my mind.” Valin hauled her up to her feet. “You won’t be staying here after all.” 

			She blinked again as her eyes became attuned to the torchlight. Her dress hung loosely across her body and a tear ran lengthwise down her right leg. It had once been white, but now was faded and filthy. She shivered and wrapped her arms across her middle. 

			Valin stood back and held the torch up, the orange light bouncing off his dark hair. His gaze darted to her missing hand, then back up to her face. A cold smile spread across his lips. “Once you were desirable, but now . . .” He made a tsk-tsk noise and grabbed her chin. “You could have been a queen.” He turned her face and ran a thumb down her cheek. “You should have said yes.”

			Rowen jerked her head away and took a step back. She gripped her elbows and looked down. She was too tired, too cold to banter words with Valin.

			He reached over and grabbed her shoulder, steering her toward the door. “Out now. Our audience awaits.”

			She stumbled toward the door. “What?” Her dry lip split. “What do you mean?” She touched her lower lip with her tongue and tasted blood. 

			Valin didn’t answer. Instead, he forced her out the door and down the corridor of Cragsmoor. 

			She could barely feel the ground, her naked feet numb from the cold. Everything inside her was numb as well, detached, as if viewing her life from above. Her mind began to churn, thoughts sluggishly coming to the surface after being submerged for weeks. What did Valin mean? What audience?

			They reached the stairs and headed up. The hard packed ground changed to stone floor. The light from Valin’s torch bounced along the wall. 

			Did he mean people? Why would that concern her? 

			Rowen stumbled and caught herself. Valin never slowed nor looked back. The torchlight grew distant. She pushed away from the wall and staggered along, pressing her legs to move faster. She did not want to be left in the darkness. Not again. 

			Valin followed the next set of stairs to the main floor. 

			The air was less stuffy up here, and warmer, but just as thoroughly foul. If Thyra was ever taken someday, the victors needed to burn Cragsmoor down. Only nightmares and ghosts remained in this place. 

			Rowen pulled her lips into a grim line. Yes. If Thyra ever returned to a habitable city, every stone should be torn down so nothing remained. 

			Ahead, pale light appeared through a doorway and the air held a hint of moisture. She placed a hand along the wall to hold herself up. The stone was cold and damp beneath her fingers. Just a few more steps. 

			Valin reached the door and placed the torch in the bracket, then looked back. “Come now, where is that obstinate woman who denied me with such fire? All I see now is a crippled wench crawling toward me. You are a disgrace even to your own kind. Eldarans were noble, regal. You are nothing but a dirty sack of bones.”

			 Rowen stared at him through the curtain of dirty hair. His words could not touch her. They were just barbs in the air. Could Valin really do more to her than he already had, other than take her life?

			Was that his plan now?

			Valin watched her with revulsion. “And to think I actually thought you belonged at my side.” He motioned to someone outside the door. Rain poured down from the sky. A man appeared seconds later, blocking the doorway. “Bring her here.”

			The man entered the corridor and moved toward Rowen. He wore a soaked, faded yellow tabard and muddy boots. She could not see his eyes, his face hidden in the shadows. But she knew what she would see—eyes that did not blink. One of Valin’s twisted men.

			The man grabbed her by the arm and hoisted it over his neck. His other arm wrapped around her waist. She recoiled from his cold, wet clothes, but he held her tight against his side. The dampness seeped into her thin dress and across her skin. 

			He walked back toward Valin, half helping, half dragging her across the floor. 

			Rowen moved her legs, trying to keep her balance. A minute later, she reached the doorway with the soldier’s help. 

			“We head to the senate tower. You”—Valin focused on the man next to her—“help her all the way there.”

			The man never nodded, never acknowledged that he had heard Valin. But she knew the man would obey.

			Outside, rain came crashing down and a cold wind whipped through her clothing. Her teeth chattered and her fingers turned to icicles. Rain and wind whipped about her face like a cyclone. 

			Valin was already halfway across the muddy yard. 

			Before she could prepare herself, the soldier started after Valin, dragging her along with him. Her feet left the stone floor of Cragsmoor and sank into the cold, wet mud. 

			She gripped the soldier’s arm, her feet slipping, the muck crawling up her calves and knees. Valin stopped at the street and waited. A moment later, they reached him and stepped onto the cobblestone. She could hardly see through the downpour. 

			Without letting her rest, Valin started for the senate tower, with her in tow on the arm of his twisted soldier. 

			She shivered uncontrollably, the cold rain soaking into her bones. A warmth grew deep inside her chest, a familiar warmth. It flowed along her body, healing the cuts along the bottom of her feet and the chill entering her lungs. 

			Like an ember, her power would glow, then dim, glow, then dim, healing her over and over again. A form of torture from which she could not black out, but it sapped what little strength she had until she collapsed only a few blocks away from Cragsmoor. 

			She watched Valin’s boots approach her, her face pressed against the cold cobblestone and the rain battering her from above.

			“Pick her up and carry her the rest of the way.”

			Hands reached beneath her and lifted her. The soldier tossed her over his shoulder. Wind and rain blew across her exposed legs, freezing her skin. Rowen closed her eyes. Her head bobbed with each step he took. 

			The darkness came and she relaxed in its embrace, losing herself in the cold.
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			Simon led the way through the catacombs. Decades of dust spun into the air, kicked up by their boots. The strange pale light from the shafts in the ceiling gave the catacombs an eerie appearance. And the white coffins did not help. 

			 Caleb brought up the rear, watching the men ahead of him. Char walked alongside Simon, then Endre, then him. 

			The men were wary of him now. He could feel it in their distance and in the way they avoided his gaze when they looked back. Even Endre was now avoiding him, and he seemed like a pretty cheerful man. 

			They feared him. 

			He didn’t want to care about that they thought. He hadn’t cared before. Sometimes he missed that part of his old life, the way he could close himself off from everyone and everything. But now that his heart had been unlocked, he couldn’t do that, not without resealing it. 

			How he wanted to do that right now. To be cold again.

			Instead, he ignored the men and redoubled his senses, feeling for any shadows. After passing three more rooms, he felt it again, that same, frigid feeling.

			“Stop.” His voice bounced across the room. 

			Simon, who had just about entered the next room, halted. So did Char and Endre. They all turned and looked back. 

			“Another shadow—wait, two more.”

			“Which direction?” Simon was the least afraid, but there was still a trace of fear clinging to his essence.

			Caleb closed his eyes. He could now sense all three men, their souls like wisps. He pushed past their fear, past the room, feeling along. There.

			He opened his eyes and pointed toward the doorway Simon had been about to enter. Simon moved away, along with Char. They pressed their backs up against the coffins lined along the wall. Endre did the same on the other side, leaving the room open from Caleb to the doorway.

			Caleb lifted his hand. His fingers trembled. He squeezed his hand shut until the shaking stopped, then opened it again. He saw Victor in his mind, his body on the floor, his eyes wide with fear. His lungs constricted and his mouth went dry. What if he failed again?

			Focus. 

			He stared at his hand. 

			This is no time to freeze. 

			Somewhere in another part of his mind, he could sense the shadows drawing near, summoned perhaps by the presence of the men he was with. 

			Move. 

			Years of training and learning to turn off his fear triggered, allowing him to move his hand. As he brought his hand across his body, he centered on the light from his palm.

			I need to save these men. I need to stop these shadows.

			Heat burst across his chest, up through his arm, and to his palm. Light flashed and the tip of Veritas emerged from his palm. He brought his hand across his body, pulling the blade from his mark until he closed his hand around the hilt. 

			Seeing the light of Veritas loosened the tightness in his chest. 

			I can’t save everyone.

			He brought his sword up to his face, his frosty breath turning to a warm fog near the blade. 

			But I will do what I can.

			The shadows came flying in from the northwest doorway. They stopped abruptly a couple feet from where Caleb stood. He planted his feet, his attention on the shadows. He would not lose sight of either of them. Not this time.

			They hovered above the ground, their smoke-like bodies swirling in the pale light. Red eyes stared at him, the light from Veritas white pinpricks in their bloody gaze. 

			“You do not belong here.”

			The one on the left hissed through a small gap that formed inside the smoke. The other one lifted clawed hands. 

			Before either could make another move, he sprang across the room and thrust the sword into the one on the right. Its screams shattered an urn that sat in the corner, scattering ash into the air.

			The other shadow soared to the other side of the room and dove for Simon and Char.

			With a twist of his wrist, Caleb pulled the sword out of the first shadow and brought the blade down on the back of the second. It froze, its claws in the air. The smoke turned to swirls of black and Veritas rattled between his hands. 

			The shadow screamed, the sound bouncing inside his skull.

			He brought all his strength down on the blade. It sank into the smoke. The smoke-like body began to pull into the blade. From the corner of his eye the second shadow drifted along the wall toward Endre. 

			Without removing the blade, Caleb stepped to the side, placing himself between Endre and the other shadow. Sweat poured across his body as Veritas drained his strength. “Word! Help me!”

			A ball of energy formed inside his chest. He concentrated on it and sent it flying to his mark. Veritas exploded in brilliant light. 

			The shadow evaporated into nothing. 

			Without blinking, Caleb pivoted around and caught the other shadow, now a couple feet from Endre. His blade sank again into the smoke body. His hand shuddered and darkness formed around the edge of his vision. 

			He panted, pushing all his energy into the blade. Veritas brightened again, and the shadow shrank and churned until it disappeared into the blade. 

			With a gasp, he fell to the floor, darkness spreading across his eyes, his body drained. He could barely breathe now. There was nothing left inside him, not even the heat of his power. 

			Veritas glowed dimly beside him, as if it too were sapped of its strength. 

			He closed his eyes. The floor was cold and hard against his cheek. He just wanted to lie there and never move again.

			Draw on me, Son of Truth.

			Caleb opened his eyes. 

			Draw on my strength.

			He wanted to shout, “I don’t know how!” but his mouth would not move. Instead, he whispered, “All right.” 

			The men moved around him and whispered, but he was too tired to concentrate on what they said. Simon knelt down beside him and said something as well. 

			He closed his eyes again. Seconds later, the barest warmth trickled into his chest. It spread slowly across his body, to his arms, to his legs, to every limb. 

			After a minute, he groaned and pushed himself up. He lifted his hand, his fingers still clutching Veritas. He moved his hand across his body and pressed the blade back into his mark.

			Then he breathed, letting the Word’s strength continue to penetrate his body. The men talked around him, but it was only a buzz inside his mind.

			A minute later, he turned and crept across the floor to a wall and, using the ledge on which a coffin lay, he pulled himself up. 

			Simon placed a hand on his shoulder. “Are you all right?”

			Caleb barely nodded. “Yes. But exhausted.” The Word’s strength continued to trickle into his body. It wasn’t much. But it was enough to move on. To take another step. And another.

			Simon lifted his arm and placed it around his shoulder. 

			Caleb didn’t fight him. Instead, he accepted Simon’s help. 

			“We’re not far from the Monastery. There, you can rest.”

			“Only for a short time.” Even talking hurt. “We can’t stop for long.”

			Simon didn’t answer him. Instead, together they walked across the room, and into the next one.

			

			
		

		
		Up the stairs they went, leaving behind the pale light of the catacombs. The darkness pressed down on them, the silence unnerving. 

			Seconds later something went thump.

			“I’ve found the door.” Simon’s voice reverberated in the stairway. 

			There was a soft clink, then a click. A crack of light appeared ahead. 

			Simon pushed the door open, his other arm still around Caleb. The door groaned as it swung, the hinges rusty from months of disuse and no maintenance. 

			He felt almost strong enough to stand, but didn’t want to risk it, not yet. Instead, he rested in the strength Simon provided, and in the warmth still trickling through his body. 

			So this was what it meant to lean on the Word, to lean on His strength. 

			Of course, he was leaning on Simon too.

			Simon led him and the other men along the dark hallway. The floor was made of warm colored wood. Up to half way, the walls were paneled with the same wood, then some kind of smooth plaster. Metal sconces hung along the walls with candles long since burned out. Farther down the hall there were doors on either side, all open, with natural light inside. 

			Simon entered the first door on the right. The room was small and simply furnished. A single bed, a desk pressed up beneath a window, and a chest. Simon led him across the room to the bed. 

			Caleb sat down. The bed was firm, almost rigidly so. It was exactly how he would picture the living quarters of a scribe and he briefly wondered whose room this was. 

			Endre and Char stayed in the hallway, talking amongst themselves. 

			Simon took a seat at the desk. “I’m afraid I cannot offer you anything else.” 

			Caleb waved a hand at him. “I’m doing better.”

			Seconds ticked by. “So . . .” Simon began. “Your sword, it drains you?”

			“Apparently so. Like I said, I have had very little experience with Veritas.”

			“Veritas?”

			“The sword from my mark.”

			Simon nodded thoughtfully. “Your sword means truth.”

			Char ducked his head in the door. “I don’t think we’re alone.”

			Caleb looked at him. “What do you mean?” 

			Endre joined him. “We hear someone. At the end of the hall.”

			He frowned and looked at Simon. “I don’t sense any shadows.”

			“It could be one of the twisted. But why would they be here?”

			“I don’t know.” Caleb stood, his legs firm. “Let me check.”

			Simon started to protest, but he held up his hand. “As you know, I was once an assassin. And as such, I know how to get into places unseen.” He looked at Char and Endre. “Stay here with Simon.”

			They nodded and backed away from the door. 

			Caleb walked past them and out the door. He waited just outside the room and listened. At first he didn’t hear anything, then there it was—a voice. 

			Silently he made his way down the hall, bypassing other small rooms similar to the one he had left. He turned a corner and spotted a foyer ahead, with a staircase to the left and the main door in the front. He followed the wall, listening to the voice. It was coming just off the foyer. 

			As he drew near the front door, the voice disappeared. Whoever it was, they were in the room to the right. 

			He inched up to the doorway, his body flush against the wall. He could hear nothing on the other side.

			He pulled out the dagger strapped to his chest, testing it in his hand, making sure his grip was firm. He had no intention of killing anyone, but he would defend himself. 

			Slowly, Caleb looked around the doorway. 

			A man stood in the middle of what looked like a large study or office. Rows of shelves lined the walls, each filled with books. A window stood against the far wall with a desk in front of it. 

			The man turned. He had long, pale hair that hung down his back. His skin was also pale, and so tight that Caleb could see the outline of his skull beneath it. He wore an expensive white silk shirt and black pants with soft leather boots. 

			“Caleb Tala.” The man smiled, stretching the skin across his face even more, his blue eyes feral. “I’ve been expecting you.”

			A warning went off inside his mind. He checked his grip on his blade. “Who are you? And how do you know my name?”

			The man laughed. “Oh, I know who you are. You were once the left hand of the Temanin Empire, the personal enforcer of Lord Corin himself. An assassin without equal. But you’ve been banished from your country, or so I’ve heard.” The man lifted his hand as if to inspect his fingers. 

			Caleb noted the black glove he wore. “You still have not answered my questions.”

			“Come in and we shall talk.”

			He stepped inside the room, his senses on full alert. 

			“My name is Malchus. And I believe we have more in common than you know, Guardian.”

			He gripped the dagger. “What do you mean?”

			“We both have power. I use mine to gain more power. At one time, you did as well. After all, what good is power if you lose it?” 

			His eyes narrowed. “I still have no idea what you’re talking about.” But he was starting to get a notion . . . 

			 Malchus paused. “Let me ask you something. You had everything a man could want: money, land, a title, and women. So why did you throw it all away? For that?” He pointed at Caleb’s hand.

			He glanced down. All he had was a dagger in his hand. 

			“I know about the mark on your palm.”

			Caleb slowly looked up, his hand tight around the hilt. “What about my mark?”

			“I know what you are. I know you took out my servant Velyni in Azar. And recently you banished one of my shadows that was patrolling the coast. I would even dare say you’ve just done the same to my shadows in the catacombs. Am I right?”

			A chill rushed through his body. Caleb stared at Malchus. So he was Velyni’s master. The one she was willing to betray. And he was the one who controlled the shadows. Everything fell into place. Malchus was a—

			“Shadonae.” Malchus finished. “Then you’ve heard of us.”

			“Yes. I’ve heard of you.”

			“But we are not who you think we are.”

			“I know you’ve killed a lot of people.”

			Malchus sneered. “You cannot possibly throw that accusation at me. You, who have killed so many yourself.”

			“I’ve changed.”

			“Wrong!” He pointed a finger at Caleb. “A person does not change. Not at the core of his being. You can change your behavior; even convince yourself you have changed. But you are still a murderer, Caleb Tala.”

			Caleb took a step forward. “No, I am not. The Word forgave me.”

			“Debts can never be erased.”

			“Yes, they can. Mine were.”

			“So you follow the Word now, correct?”  

			“Yes.”

			“And you have no desire to do wrong? You’ve changed that much?”

			He opened his mouth, then paused. Did Malchus know about the struggles he had? The dark longings that sometimes echoed inside of him?

			Malchus dropped his hand “You see? Like I said, we are more alike than you know. We are both dark on the inside. There is no escaping that. And we are both powerful. So let me ask you, why do you use your power for a god who wants everything from you? In the end, you are only denying yourself.”

			Caleb narrowed his eyes. “So how exactly how are we alike?”

			Malchus smiled. “Let me show you.” He began to pull off his glove. 

			Caleb checked his dagger, ready for anything.

			The black glove fell to the floor and Malchus held up his hand. Instead of a white mark across his palm, it looked like a scorch mark, like he had held his hand over a fire and burned it until the skin had blackened and crisped. 

			“Do not be deceived by the appearance. With this mark I can tear the veil that divides our world from the unseen one and bring forth beings under my control, those things you call shadows. Did you know you can do the same?”

			“I banish shadows. I do not call them forth.”

			“It is simply a door we use, whether it is for bringing them into the world or pushing them out.”

			“But you are a Shadonae.”

			“I was once an Eldaran.”

			Caleb froze. Wait, what? That wasn’t possible! He couldn’t be. Malchus used that blackened, shriveled mark to kill people. He could do no such thing.

			But there were similarities between them, in a dark, twisted sort of way. His mark was white and filled with light. Malchus’s was dark and filled with death. He banished shadows. Malchus brought them forth. He saved people. Malchus killed them.

			The only difference was their choices.

			He chose to love and guard mankind. Malchus chose to use them. 

			He followed the Word. Malchus did not.

			Malchus smiled. “Ah. Now you see the truth. We are not that much different, you and I—”

			“You’re wrong.” Malchus opened his mouth, but Caleb cut him off. “You said that a person could not change, that at the core of his being, a man will be who he always was. But a person can change. I know I have, at my core. Yes, I still struggle with the darkness. But it is not a part of who I am. Not any more. I had a choice. And I chose. I chose to follow the Word. I chose to become a Son of Truth. We are nothing alike. But it doesn’t have to be that way. You can change too.”

			Malchus snorted. “Are you trying to convert me, Guardian?”

			“No, I’m giving you one last chance.”

			His neck and shoulders tensed, his eyes icy cold. “Before what?”

			“Before I have to—”

			There was a shout, and a streak of color and a body. It flew past Caleb before he could react. The body slammed into Malchus, knocking him to the ground.

			There was a flash of silver and a gasp. 

			Malchus gurgled and blood spilled out his mouth. 

			“You took my family!” 

			Caleb raised his hand. “Char, don’t—”

			The dagger fell. “My children!” 

			Another gurgle sounded across the room and Malchus raised a shaky hand. “You cannot kill me—”

			“And my wife!”

			Blood pooled across the wood floor, a crimson puddle beneath Malchus. His eyes went wide. “This-this can’t happe . . .” He coughed, his mouth red. 

			Caleb held up his hand again. “Char! Stop!”

			Char paused and looked back. “No. I listened long enough. You were going to let him live.”

			Malchus gave a small shudder and his head slumped to the side, his fingers grasping weakly at the air. Then his fingers stilled and his watery eyes grew distant until there was nothing left inside. 

			“No, Char. I was going to—”

			Simon came rushing into the room. “What in the—” He stumbled to a stop, his hand to his mouth. “Dear Word. Char, what have you done?”

			Char stood up, blood splattered across his shirt and face. “I did what had to be done. Cargan said no trial, no sentence. And now we know they can die, just like any of us.” He wiped his hands across his pants. 

			Caleb shook his head. Char had no idea what he had just done to his soul. That kind of blood did not come off with water.

			Endre walked in and went white. “What in the Celestial Halls? Wait, is that—”

			“Yes.” Caleb let out a long breath. “He was one of the Shadonae.”

			“One of? And is he really . . . dead?”

			Caleb shoved his dagger back its sheath and walked over. He knelt down beside Malchus, avoiding the pool of blood, and placed his fingers along his neck. No pulse. Char had stabbed just right, rupturing the one spot he used to aim for during his own assassinations, right above the collarbone. 

			Even if Malchus could heal from that wound, the many stabs to the chest had mutilated his heart and lungs. No man, or Eldaran, or Shadonae, could have survived such violence. 

			Malchus was dead.

			Caleb brought his hand across Malchus’s face, closing his eyes. There was no sorrow in his heart over the man’s passing. From what he had seen and heard, Malchus was a monster.

			But even monsters could change. In that, Malchus had been wrong.

			Caleb wiped his hand across his pants and stood. “Yes. He is dead.” 

			There were no more chances for Malchus. He had reaped what he had sown.
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			The rain amplified the foul smell of Cragsmoor. Lore wrinkled his nose and stared at the dark stone walls and tiny barred windows. The rain and dark clouds only added to the gloom of the place. Don’t let Rowen be here. Not in this place.

			Regessus opened the door and stepped inside. Lore followed, the mud from the courtyard clinging to his boots and pants with a cold grasp.

			A torch hung from a bracket, still lit. “Someone has been here recently.” Regessus’s voice carried along the dark corridor. He grabbed the torch. “I’m not sure we will find Rowen here.”

			Did Regessus mean find Rowen . . . or find her alive? He didn’t want to think about her dying in a dark pit like this. “We will still search. If there is any chance she is here, we need to know. ” 

			Regessus nodded and led the way. 

			The smell grew worse the farther they went. Lore covered his nose and mouth with the edge of his cloak. He clenched his teeth, his insides boiling now. These Shadonae had treated people like cattle. No, even the farmers he knew treated their stock better than this. 

			They passed empty cells that looked like they could hold fifty people. 

			“When the Shadonae took over Thyra, everyone was rounded up and brought here. Most of the people died.” Regessus started down a set of stairs. “Those who lived were either twisted or left here to be consumed.”

			Lore swallowed the sour taste in his mouth. “Barbaric.”

			“Yes. But no different than how most countries act during times of war.”

			Not the White City. Lady Astrea had treated the Temanin prisoners as humans after the siege, with a goal to negotiate their deportation back to Temanin. He wondered if she had succeeded. 

			But Regessus was right. Most countries treated their captives with humiliation, hunger, and torture. Even Nordica did during the great wars.

			They walked along the second floor. More empty cells. He imagined them filled with people, moaning and crying in the dark. His stomach churned at the thought.

			They reached another set of stairs. It was darkest down here, and the smell was the worst. At the bottom was a large room with a single, thick pillar in the middle. Prison cells surrounded the room, their barred doors facing the pillar.

			Regessus held up the torch. “This is where the last of the prisoners were kept. The ones Rowen freed. Simon, the scribe you met, was one of them.”

			“They were kept down here for a year?”

			“Yes. Not many remained by the time we freed them.” Regessus made his way around the room, shining the torchlight into cells. The ground was black with refuse and soiled straw. 

			Lore placed a clammy hand against the bars. Dear Word, please don’t let us find Rowen here. He staggered over to Regessus and continued to search the cells.

			Nothing. 

			Lore bowed his head and let out a long breath. But if she wasn’t here, then where was she? He looked back up and the knot in his middle returned.

			“Well, that’s it.” Regessus looked back. “We’re out of options and we need to get to the senate tower. The men will be getting ready to attack. Perhaps if we capture the Shadonae, we can question them.”

			“You’re right.” But he didn’t want to go to the tower. He wanted to search every corner of this city until he found Rowen. He had to find her! Every moment she was in danger and if he was too late . . . 

			No. Don’t go there.

			Lore pressed a hand to his face. He needed to refocus. “I wander through shadows and light . . .” He dropped his hand and followed Regessus back to the stairs. “And death haunts my every step. I cannot see the way out of the darkness, so guide me, living Word, Speaker of Life.” 
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			Char dipped his hands into the pool out in the garden behind the Monastery. He might be able to wash his physical hands of the blood, but it now stained his heart. He would need the Word’s touch to remove the stain. Caleb knew that only too well.

			Endre and Simon stood nearby. No one wanted to talk about what had just happened. 

			Caleb turned and crushed a small white flower beneath his boot. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way, not with such violence. But did he really believe Malchus would have chosen otherwise?

			Are you trying to convert me, Guardian?

			No. He sighed. I only wanted to offer you what had been offered me.

			Something touched the edge of his senses.

			He frowned and looked up.

			It wasn’t cold, like the shadows.

			There. Again. Like the lightest touch of a feather, only it was unseen, reaching in and caressing the very core of his being.

			In one heartbeat, he knew that touch. The same one from ages ago, when his soul had been black and full of every vile thing. That touch had first appeared in a vision of a woman with a glowing hand.

			Caleb took a step toward the low wall that surrounded the garden. Is it you? He’d only met Rowen once, that night in the field outside the White City. Were they still connected, after all this time? Did their Eldaran blood connect them in an unseen way?

			Simon touched his arm. 

			Caleb started and looked over at him. 

			“Is there another shadow?” 

			“No.” The touch was faint, so faint that if he did not concentrate on it, he couldn’t feel it. “It’s something else.”

			Simon frowned. “The other Shadonae?”

			“I did not feel Malchus.” Strange. Malchus had said they were alike. But perhaps their choices had severed the connection that would have existed between them. But if that feather-like touch really was Rowen, then that meant . . . 

			“She’s here. And she’s alive.”

			“Who?”

			“The other Eldaran. Rowen.”

			Simon stared at him. “Are you sure?”

			Caleb came back to the present. He pointed at the garden wall. “That way.”

			“You can sense her presence too?”

			“Yes. Faintly. I don’t know if that’s because she is far away, or she is weak. Either way, we should go.”

			Before any of the men could protest, Caleb headed toward the metal gate wedged in the wall. He opened the gate and stepped out onto the street. He closed his eyes and concentrated. It was getting hard to feel that feather-touch.

			There. 

			He didn’t wait for the others. He followed the side street until it met up with a main street and headed north. Ahead, he could see a tower, five times as high as anything else in the city, a beacon in the sky. 

			“Wait, Caleb!” Simon caught up to him. “Is she at the senate tower?”

			“I don’t know. I can’t feel her anymore. But this is the direction I last felt it.” If the other Shadonae was anything like Malchus, he could well imagine that a tower like the one before him would be the place they would reside. A place where they could look down on all they had conquered.

			He didn’t feel the feather touch again as they made their way toward the tower. He refused to speculate why. Instead, he placed his attention on what was ahead of him, on what he would face next. A shadow, the other Shadonae, he didn’t know, but he would be ready.

			A couple blocks from the tower shouts and sword clanks echoed down the street. 

			Caleb held up his hand and sidled up to the wall of a building. Colorful fabric and bits of ribbon blew outside the broken window. He stopped and listened, his fist still up. Simon, Endre, and Char came up beside him.

			“I hear it too.” Char’s features tightened. “Fighting.”

			Caleb nodded, his face set toward the tower. 

			“Is it Cargan’s group?” Endre whispered.

			“Could be,” Simon said. “But who are they fighting? Cargan was supposed to lock the barracks. We can’t fight our own men.”

			Char snorted. “Easy for you to say, scribe. They aren’t really your men. Your type doesn’t figh—”

			“Quiet!” Caleb looked back and slashed the air, his eyes wide. Did these men really want to attract attention? He waited until all he could hear was the soft patter of rain. “Now, we need to figure out what is going on. We will stick to the buildings and make our way toward the tower. Silently.” He emphasized the last word. “Understand?” 

			All three men nodded.

			Caleb dropped his hand and moved forward. With each block they passed, the sound of fighting grew louder. As they crested a small incline, he spotted movement ahead.

			Like a cat, Caleb crept along the street, as close to the buildings as he could. The rain had now stopped, but the air was heavy with moisture and something more.

			A block farther and he could see. It was Cargan’s group all right, the man’s orange tinted hair and beard amongst them. They were fighting in between a maze of columns set up in front of the senate tower. The area reminded him of sunken arena.

			Caleb stopped at the edge of the last building and watched. 

			There were hundreds of soldiers gathered in the street between the columns and where he stood, most of them dressed in chainmail and yellow tabards. They moved with a wooden stiffness, and there were at least three soldiers to every one of Cargan’s men.

			Simon came to stand beside him. “It’s the Thyrian military.”

			Caleb swore. “Looks like Cargan wasn’t able to lock up all the soldiers.” He swore again in his mind when Simon gave him a reproving look.

			“What are we going to do now?” Endre said over his shoulder.

			Simon shook his head. “I don’t know.”

			Something didn’t feel righ—

			Caleb spun around, his dagger out. 

			A sword came slashing toward Endre. 

			Caleb caught the blade and deflected it. Before the soldier could recover, he kicked out, catching the soldier midriff. 

			The soldier went flying back and hit the wall. 

			Char went for the soldier’s sword, wrestling the blade from his hand. 

			Two more soldiers appeared a block away, moving in their direction with swords raised. 

			Char hit the soldier across the temple with the pommel. The soldier slumped across the wall. “That should keep him out for a couple minutes.” 

			“Simon.” Caleb motioned toward the fallen soldier. “Use the cord around your waist and tie him up.”

			Simon fumbled for the cord. “And what about the soldiers coming toward us?”

			Caleb drew his other dagger out and stood, legs apart. “Looks like we’re joining the fight.”
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			Caleb and Char met the two soldiers seconds later. 

			Caleb deflected the first blow, the blade glancing off his dagger. He kicked out and the soldier stumbled back. 

			Char dueled the second soldier, their swords clanging. 

			“We need to find—” Caleb jumped back as the soldier’s blade cut through the air. He landed on the balls of his feet, bringing both daggers in front of him. 

			He caught the second swing between them, twisted the blade away, and kicked the man again.

			The soldier staggered back, winded.

			“We need to find a way to incapacitate the soldiers,” he finished.

			Char grunted, the other soldier’s blade across his and pressing both down toward his face. Last second, he stepped out from the swords, letting the tip of his blade drop, along with the soldier’s. The soldier stumbled forward. 

			Char swept around the soldier and hit him across the back of the neck with his pommel. The soldier fell beside the first one, now tied up. 

			Caleb’s opponent wheezed beside the other wall. 

			More soldiers started across the street in their direction.

			Caleb stashed his daggers and went for the man’s wrist. “Endre, grab the swords.” He dug his fingers into the soft spot underneath and sword fell to the ground with a clatter. 

			He pulled the man’s arm behind his back. “Simon, find something to tie these men up with.” He pulled the other arm back. “Now!”

			Simon looked around, then bent down and grabbed the edge of his robe and tore. “Here.” He held up a strip of fabric.

			“Tie him up and grab a sword.” Caleb pulled out his daggers and came up in a defense stance.

			“But I don’t know how to figh—”

			The first wave of soldiers attacked. 

			Caleb blocked the first blow. 

			Char blocked the second. 

			“Char, we need to push toward Cargan.”

			Metal clanged.

			“We need to find out what his plan is.” Caleb jumped back. A blade passed in front of him. He slammed down with his right dagger and reached in with his left, slashing the man’s forearm. 

			The soldier dropped his sword, a crimson blotch spreading above his wrist.

			Caleb kicked the sword away and continued through the soldiers, jumping, parrying, and thrusting where he could.

			Sweat poured down his face.

			“Stay close!” he yelled over the din, but didn’t look back. Either Simon and Endre were with them, or they weren’t. He could do no more for them.

			Ahead, he spotted Cargan’s orange hair near the pillars. Most of Cargan’s men surrounded him, keeping the flood of yellow tabards at bay. 

			Char parried another blow and kicked the soldier away, knocking over a couple more in the process. 

			“Move, move!” Caleb caught another sword and shoved it away, going in with his other dagger for the gut—

			Careful!

			He drew back at the last moment and grazed the man, then moved into the open space and shoved his elbow into the soldier’s gut instead.

			The soldier stumbled back and fell. 

			Caleb panted. Can’t . . . kill . . . them. Not easy . . . though.

			A minute later, they reached Cargan’s group. A few men lay on the ground, eyes transfixed, blood running between the cobblestones. 

			Caleb bypassed the fallen and reached Cargan’s side. “What the sands happened, Cargan?”

			Cargan grunted as he parried a blow from a nearby soldier. “They knew.” He parried another one. 

			Caleb blocked another soldier. “How?”

			“Don’t know.”

			The soldier slashed again. Caleb dodged the blow, brought his leg out in a sweep, and sent the soldier to the ground. Before the soldier could rise, Caleb dropped down on the man’s chest and hit the man’s knuckles with the handle of his dagger. 

			The sword dropped. 

			Caleb finished with a blow to the head. The soldier’s head slumped to the side. 

			Caleb stood and kicked the sword away. Sands, he hoped he had only knocked the man out. No time to check.

			Cargan dispatched his man. The soldier fell with a thud and blood. Cargan swore and wiped his forehead. “This is not what was supposed to happen.”

			“So now what?”

			Cargan looked up. “We push for the tower. With this many soldiers guarding the tower, the Shadonae have to be inside.”

			“Just one Shadonae. We killed the other.”

			Cargan’s eyebrows shot up. “You did?”

			“Yes.”

			Cargan grinned. “Best news I’ve heard all day. And what about the shadows?”

			“I banished four.”

			“Then that’s four less that we need to worry about.”

			Hundreds of soldiers fought between them and the pillars. Swords clashed, men yelled, and rain fell across the wide-open area in front of the tower.

			Cargan pointed ahead. “If we can just reach the tower and take out the last Shadonae, maybe these men will revert back to their right minds.” 

			Twisted soldiers began to break through their tiny circle of fighters. 

			Caleb readjusted the grip on his daggers. “And if not?”

			Cargan lifted his sword. “Then we hope Lore and Regessus find that other Eldaran.”

			Lore gripped the hilt of his sword. “Looks like Cargan was right. There was more going on than we knew.”

			A battle raged at the base of the senate tower two blocks away, the place where they were to meet up with Cargan. Columns surrounded an arena in front of the tower and swarmed with soldiers dressed in yellow.

			He looked back at Regessus. “Is there a chance there were more soldiers than we knew about? Or did they find a way out of the compound?”

			“I don’t know. Valin’s had a year to twist more men. There is a chance his army increased more than we knew. Definitely looks like more than the fifty or so men Cargan counted back at the compound.”

			“I agree.” His brow wrinkled. “There are hundreds at least.” The twisted soldiers were a blur of yellow amongst the less colorful men Cargan had brought. 

			His mind raced for a new plan. If Cargan’s men were captured, then only Regessus and he—and possibly Caleb’s group—were left.

			Regessus pointed down the street. “It looks like Cargan and his men are pushing toward the tower.”

			Lore turned back and studied the battle. Regessus was right. However, a twisted army stood between Cargan and his men and the tower. And men were falling every minute. The twisted soldiers had no prerogative to keep their opponents alive. 

			Could Cargan actually get past all those soldiers and reach the Shadonae? And what about the shadows? Had Caleb banished them or would they show up?

			And if Cargan actually reached the Shadonae, who would deliver the killing blow? 

			Each thought piled up in his mind until Lore sank down on one knee, his heart a chunk of lead inside his chest. He placed his sword in front of him, tip down, and leaned in, resting his forehead against the hilt. He had been in situations like this before. Impossible situations. Where failure was a certainty. 

			But this one . . . 

			A void opened up inside him, consuming what little hope he had left. 

			I’m so tired of fighting. So tired of searching. 

			He never came expecting to help Thyra. He didn’t come to save a people. He only came to find Rowen.

			Word, help me. I only want one thing. But I cannot leave these people, not like this. He closed his eyes, the cold metal of the hilt pressing into his skin. No more words came. So tired. 

			A hand came to rest on his shoulder. 

			Lore didn’t respond. He just knelt there, reaching from the depths of his soul toward the Word. Save us, Word, save all of us.

			The sky rumbled above, but he remained on his knees, the rain falling on him. He brought his other hand up and grasped the hilt with both hands. Slowly, with each breath, his strength trickled back. I have to go on. I will go on.

			“We need to help Cargan.” 

			At Regessus’s quiet words, Lore nodded and rose to his feet. “We can’t kill those soldiers.”

			“I know. I was once one of them. If there is any chance of saving them, we must.”

			He lifted his sword. “Rowen can free them.” 

			“Yes. Our hope rests in her.”

			“No, our hope rests in the Word.”

			Regessus bowed his head in acknowledgement. “But many times He uses his servants. If we can just find her . . .”

			“We go to the tower. I have a feeling Rowen is there.” 

			“I agree.” Regessus pushed his lips into a grim line. “But I don’t want to think about what Valin’s plans are for her.”

			Lore gripped his sword and his blood pounded through his veins. An image of Rowen falling from his arms, leaving a bloody trail along his tunic filled his mind. They took her hand, what else would they take from her? “I don’t either.” 

			“I know a back way to the tower. Follow me.” Regessus started down the side street they were on. After passing three back doors, they came to another side street, so narrow that Lore could spread his arms out and touch both sides if he wanted to.

			Ahead stood the tower, but a wall about the height of a man blocked off the bottom part from his view. 

			Regessus pointed at the wall. “We should be able to get a look at the situation from that wall, without being seen ourselves.”

			The sounds of the battle echoed along the narrow alley. Overhead, the clouds grew darker, even though it was mid afternoon. Lore rubbed his chest, his fingers tingling again from his seablood. 

			A minute later, they reached the wall, just a couple inches taller than both of them. Leaves and bits of broken glass lay against the base of it. A tree grew on the other side, its branches hanging a couple feet above the top of the wall.

			Lore sheathed his sword. He stepped around the glass and reached for the ledge. With a jump, he pulled himself up onto the wall. The stone scraped his hands and left a small abrasion on his left finger. Without pausing, he scrambled across the top of the wall, which was only six inches wide, to where it butted up against the building and sat back, his knees up against his chest.

			While the branches from the nearby tree would not hide them from anyone looking their direction, it did provide cover and allowed them to see the tower. 

			Hundreds of men filled the streets surrounding the tower, most wearing a yellow tabard. A large group of non-yellow soldiers were to his left, and in the middle of that group he caught sight of Cargan’s orange hair. Cargan and his men were pushing their way toward the tower. 

			Lore took in the bigger area. It looked like the main streets of Thyra converged here, at the senate tower. Around the tower was one wide circular street, connecting the streets like a hub, now filled with fighting. So many men that he couldn’t even see the cobblestone.

			 Past the round street were twenty-foot columns, forming a semi-circle at the base of the tower. Between the columns were more soldiers, all dressed in drab yellow tabards and chainmail. They, however, were not engaged in the fighting. It seemed more like they were guarding something.

			Regessus joined him on the wall. 

			Lore pointed at the columns and the soldiers lined between. “What do you think they are doing?” 

			“I don’t kno—hold on.” Regessus craned his neck. “There is an arena there, which the columns surround. It is a gathering place for Thyra when the senate needs to address the people. I can see the senate doors, past the stage. And . . .”

			His face tightened and Lore watched him swallow, the lump visible. “It can’t be . . .”

			Lore looked back at the columns and braced against the wall behind him. He brought his legs beneath him and drew up away from the wall until he could see above the soldiers around the arena. 

			Inside the arena stood hundreds of people, perhaps more than a thousand. There were more than just men. There were women, too. 

			“Where did they come from?” 

			Regessus shook his head, his face pale.

			Lore scanned the crowd again. Cargan’s group drew near the columns. Did Cargan know there were hostages?

			“The only thing—” Regessus took a shaky breath. “The only thing I can think of is that they are people from some of the outlying villages, pockets of people who have been hiding from the Shadonae across Kerre.” 

			“But how did the Shadonae find them after all this time?”

			“I don’t know. Valin said not everyone who served him was twisted.”

			Lore glanced back at Regessus. “Are you saying someone betrayed us?”

			Regessus didn’t answer.

			“We can’t stay here.” Lore readied himself to jump. There was a clear path now on the right side of the columns as the twisted soldiers converged on Cargan’s group to the left. But they would need to move fast. “There is an opening on the right. We’ll follow the buildings and approach the columns from there, near the tower. But we need to do it now while the soldiers are distracted with Cargan’s men. Then we go for the tower.”

			“And what do we do about the soldiers near the pillars?”

			“There are only a couple. I can take care of them.”

			“And then . . .”

			Lore stared at the tower. He’d killed before, to save his lord and his people. He would do it again, if it would save these people now. He would do it to save Rowen. “And then we go for the Shadonae.”

			The rain started to fall again. 

		

	
	
			

Chapter

46

		

		
			“I never told you what happened to your mother.” 

			Rowen refused to look at Valin. She stared at the wall ahead. A torch burned in the bracket next to a door, a red-orange flame against the darkness. They were in the senate tower at the bottom of the staircase.

			His breath was hot against her cheek. “Or your father. They were neither honorable nor heroic. None of the Eldarans were.”

			The stone was cold against her backside.

			“But first, let me tell you what happened to the Eldaran race. For hundreds of years, the Eldarans hid, not out of fear, but out of arrogance. After the Nordic wars, they were tired of serving mankind. So they traveled across the Lands and over the ground bridge to the Lands beyond, to make a place just for themselves. 

			“Over the years, they grew complacent, content to live away from mankind in their own little valley. Soon mankind believed the Eldarans had disappeared altogether.”

			Rowen snapped around. “Why should I believe anything you say?”

			“Because”–Valin drew his head back, his eyes moving back and forth–“I was one of them.”

			A ringing started in her ears. She stared at Valin, her whole body paralyzed. She tried to move her mouth, but her lips would not budge. “You?” 

			A slow smile spread across his face. “Yes, Rowen. I, too, was an Eldaran once. I grew up in that valley far away, alongside Mercia and Anwar. So did Malchus.”

			She swallowed and her body trembled. It couldn’t be true. Valin was lying.

			“No.” He slowly drew back. “You are a Truthsayer. Look into my eyes and see if I am lying.”

			The icy blue was gone, only an inky blackness remained in his gaze. But there was no deceit. Valin was telling the truth. 

			“I wanted more than what that valley could offer. So I left. I traveled the Lands for years, learning about mankind, searching out knowledge denied to me by my own people. It was in a city across the sea where I was discovered for what I was, not a human, but an Eldaran. But instead of the honor and respect due my heritage, I was labeled a witch and stabbed. When that didn’t kill me, they bound me to the stake. That is when I discovered my true power.”

			Rowen shrank back. The darkness inside the room felt like it was consuming her, and the torchlight was a fire from the darkest pit. “Why are you telling me this? Why now?”

			“As a fellow Truthsayer, I thought you would want the truth before you die.”

			Fellow Truthsayer? The room spun around. Rowen gripped the wall behind her. It was true, all true. She could see it in his eyes. 

			“I killed those villagers. One stabbed me, but I healed from it, using his own life force.” 

			She looked away, swallowing the bile inside her throat. 

			“I realized then that I could control my power, use it the way I wanted. No more revealing truth, no more healing people. The Eldarans never used their power anyway, so why not use it for myself? However, when I returned to the valley, the elders thought otherwise and banished me.”

			She twisted back and glared at Valin. “Good for them.”

			“No, not good for them. By then I had already persuaded Malchus to join me. We fought back.” A smile crept across his face. “And we won. Even Anwar could not stop us after his transformation into the new Truthsayer. One by one, we stripped each Eldaran of their power. And then we killed them. All except Mercia.”

			Rowen slid down the wall. She wanted to curl into a ball and cry. Instead, she hid her face in her left hand, all too aware of her missing right hand. He had stripped her of her power as well. And now he was going to kill her.

			Valin crouched down. “I gave Mercia one last chance to join us. She refused, like you. In a moment of pity, I let her go. Malchus realized what I had done and sent shadow wolves after her. We thought that was the end of the Eldaran race. Never did I guess what Mercia carried with her, what she eventually brought into the Lands . . .”

			She was going to retch. But there was nothing left inside her.

			“I always wondered why Anwar could not stop us.” Valin tapped his chin. “He should have been able to. But his power was weak. Now I know. It was because of you. You were the result of a people who had turned their back on the Word. And so the Word left them.”

			Rowen looked at Valin from between her fingers. “What makes you so different?”

			“I’ve never claimed to follow the Word. I was never a hypocrite, like them. I have always been faithful to myself.”

			“Have you no fear?”

			Valin laughed. “No, for I will never die. My power sustains me. What need do I have to fear the Word? What will He do to me? For years I have taken, and the Word has done nothing about it. Now—” He stood. “Like I said, we have an audience. My soldiers should have the people assembled by now.”

			“Who?”

			“I have found and gathered almost every person in the land of Kerre.”

			“Why?”

			“To wipe them out. I annihilated one civilization, and now I’m about to annihilate another. And that, Rowen, is power.”

			Annihilate? He meant the Eldarans. And now the people of Kerre. “Slaughtering people is power?”

			“Yes. I hold life and death in my hands. Just like the Word. Now, I don’t want to ruin the surprise, so you’ll have to wear this for now—”

			Valin pulled something over her head and grabbed her by the shoulder. She couldn’t see and the material barely left room for her to breath. 

			He pulled her up. “But before I kill the last of the people of Thyra—” His voice came through muffled. “I want to destroy their last hope, the one who had the power to stop me, but didn’t.” He dragged her across the floor. “You. And when you are dead, I will become a fire, an inferno, and I will burn across the Lands until every human lies dead at my feet. Then I will be satisfied.” 
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			Another man fell beside Caleb. He didn’t have time to stop. He made his way through the soldiers, his daggers an extension of his being. He did not think, he simply moved, bringing one man down after another, hopefully without killing them. Cargan came behind him, picking off any others. 

			But there were only a few of them left, and so many twisted soldiers, especially near the columns, which were ten feet away. 

			Slash. Block. Parry. Kick.

			Five feet away.

			Cargan groaned behind him.

			Caleb paused long enough to let Cargan catch up. 

			A long cut bled beneath Cargan’s right eye and blood covered his front. He huffed. “Almost . . . there.”

			Caleb took a moment to rest. Sweat mingled with the blood on his face and the rain falling above. His arms shook, his fingers permanently curled around his daggers.

			Cargan took in a deep breath, then raised his sword and yelled, charging for the pillars. 

			Caleb moved beside him, swerving, dodging, and kicking out. 

			A minute later they reached the columns.

			Cargan took down the two men between the pillars, then stopped short. 

			Caleb kicked out, catching his foe midsection. The man fell back and lay gasping on the ground. He panted and looked up.

			His whole body froze.

			At first he didn’t register the sound, the high-pitched eerie wail. All he could do was stare past the pillars. 

			The bottom of the arena was filled with people. A sea of people, hundreds of them: Men, women, even some children, though there were few. Many sported bruises or cuts across their faces, torn clothes, and dark circles under their eyes. 

			The sound echoed again across the arena and up through the street. Weeping. First soft, then rising. One woman cried out and lifted her hands, which were bound at the wrists. 

			Cargan dropped his sword to his side. 

			A couple other men came to stand beside them, gaping at the scene below.

			“Who are they?” From the corner of his eye, Caleb spotted more twisted soldiers coming in their direction.

			Cargan jerked his head as if coming awake, his eyes wide. “They’re Thyrians.”

			His gaze darted across the crowd. “Wait, these aren’t the people we left behind, are they?”  

			“No, other pockets of refugees scattered across Kerre. But if the Shadonae found them, then . . .” 

			“The Shadonae probably know about the mines as well.” Simon came up alongside Caleb. “And they knew we were coming.” His robes were soaked and torn along the bottom. He looked over the crowd, his face tight.

			Thyrian solders stood around the arena and between the pillars, with their swords drawn. More were amongst the crowd, their yellow tabards setting them apart. One approached the wailing woman and hit her on the back of the head with his pommel. She fell, disappearing among the sea of people. 

			The weeping dimmed, but its undertones echoed across the arena, like the death criers in Temanin who mourned at the pyres. Only more eerie, more haunting. 

			Cargan licked his lips. “This explains everything: how we were ambushed, why there were so few soldiers in the barracks. We were set up. But by who?”

			“More soldiers coming.” Caleb lifted his daggers. His arms shook. “Do we still fight?”

			 Only a handful of them remained. 

			Cargan lifted his sword, “I will never give up.” He pushed his shoulders back, his face set. “I would rather die than let the Shadonae take me!” He gave a loud roar and rushed left toward the oncoming soldiers.

			Two other men followed Cargan.

			It was madness to keep fighting. But he was a Guardian. And if there was any chance he could do something to save these people . . . 

			Word, help me. 

			Caleb gripped his daggers and dashed into the fray.

			Everything around him blurred except what was right in front of him. 

			Grunts and yells filled the air. 

			Simon fell to his right. 

			Cargan shouted and fell beneath a mass of yellow.

			Sweat stung Caleb’s eyes. 

			His daggers slipped between his sweaty fingers.

			His lungs burned.

			I can’t . . . keep . . . going.

			A blade caught him between the shoulder blades. 

			Caleb yelled and stumbled against a column. Fiery ribbons tore through his back. He fell to his knees and panted. His daggers clattered to the ground. 

			The soldiers moved on.

			He squeezed his eyes shut. Nierne was right. He couldn’t promise he would return. 

			Nierne.

			He pictured her, red curls bobbing across her shoulders, the tiny red speckles across her nose, the way her grey eyes would flash—

			His back flared again and he grit his teeth.

			Had this all been for nothing? Were they really going to lose?

			Word, where are you?

			A warm pulse triggered deep inside his chest. Caleb sucked in a lungful of air and looked up. What the— 

			The pulse grew, spreading across his chest and into his back. A light caught his eye. He glanced down. Beneath his palm light shone across the cobblestone. 

			Was he . . . healing himself?

			The warmth rippled across his back like water, washing away the fire, spreading through his skin and muscles. 

			Caleb pushed off the ground and stumbled back to the column. He leaned against the stone, warmth filling his being. Moments later the pain vanished. 

			He gave his shoulders a cautious roll. No tearing, no spasm of fire across his back. 

			His breath stalled and he blinked. He could heal—

			His head slumped to the side and his vision dimmed. Apparently the healing had taken what small strength he had left. 

			He sat there, breathing, little by little. Maybe not all was lost. If he could heal, then he could go on. 

			Through lidded eyes, he watched the rest of the men taken by the twisted soldiers. Some fell, some were dragged away. Another woman cried out in the crowd below. 

			Cargan lay a couple feet away. Caleb wasn’t sure if the man was dead or just unconscious.

			He closed his eyes. He didn’t care much for Cargan, but they had fought together, and the man never gave up. He hoped for the latter.

			So tired.

			A feather-like touch brushed his soul. 

			He pried his eyes open. 

			A hush fell across the crowd. 

			Across the arena, a stage jutted out from the base of the tower. A man exited the tower, dragging another figure covered in a burlap sack. His hair was black and wavy, his face perfect, each feature exactly as it should be. He wore a dark blue tunic embroidered in silver and black pants. 

			As the man approached the edge of the stage, Caleb switched his attention to the figure whose head was covered. 

			The prisoner was thin and wore a long dress that was stained and torn past the knee, exposing a leg with each step. A woman. The prisoner was a woman.

			The feather-like touch brushed him again. 

			She was here. The Truthsayer who had touched him so long ago.

			Rowen.
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			Lore and Regessus crept along the side of the buildings that circled the tower. Most of the soldiers were on the far left side of the columns, fighting Cargan and his men. There were still a handful of soldiers left, their backs to Lore and Regessus, positioned between each column. 

			Lore stopped at the four o’clock position, right on the corner of one of the main streets. He wiped his face and pushed his hair back. “Are you ready?” he whispered to Regessus. 

			“I’ll try to keep up with you. But I’m not much of a fighter.”

			Lore nodded. He readied himself for the upcoming clash. He loosened each muscle beginning with his arms. Fear was only a feeling, a feeling that would get in the way. It had no place here.

			He motioned toward the tower. “We’ll skirt the columns and follow the side of the tower. If we fight, we fight on the street, not down amongst the people.”

			“I agree.”

			His arms and legs were limber now, tingling with adrenaline. Lore hefted his sword. “All right, let’s—”

			Regessus grabbed his arm and pointed at the tower. “Wait! It’s Valin. He’s just come out of the tower.”

			Lore blinked against the rain, searching past the soldiers and the columns. Far off he spotted a stage at the base of the tower and a man walking across it, dragging another person behind him. The person’s head was covered with a sack. 

			“Why would he come out?” Regessus whispered. “Unless . . .”

			Lore glanced to the left. The fighting had died down. Only the twisted soldiers remained. Cargan and his men had fallen. “He thinks he’s won. We need to move now if we are going to—”

			“I think it’s more.”

			Lore looked back. 

			Valin was only a finger in height from this distance. He stopped at the edge of the stage and let go of the prisoner. The prisoner fell to her knees beside Valin, head bowed.

			As Valin pulled the sack off his prisoner, Lore’s middle gave a hard lurch. 

			“Rowen . . .” The air froze inside his lungs. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. He could only stare at her. 

			Her pale hair hung around her face like a curtain, her body covered by a tattered dress. 

			Valin started speaking. His words barely reached them. His tone was harsh and bitter as it bounced between the pillars and across the arena. Then Valin reached down and grabbed Rowen by the hair, pulling her face up.

			Voltage surged through his body. Lore started across the street, his sword raised. 

			It was now or never. 

			Blood pounded through his veins. The first row of Thyrian soldiers near the columns turned. A single thought flickered through the red haze in his mind before drifting away: do not harm these men. 

			Lore met the first soldier half way across the circular street. 

			The soldier attacked with his sword. 

			He caught the man’s blow across his blade, lifted his sword along with the soldier’s and wrapped his blade around it. With a sharp twist, he brought his blade down and jerked hard, sending the soldier’s sword flying. 

			Without missing a step, Lore kicked out, catching the man in the middle, and sent him back into the two other soldiers who had turned. 

			It had been months since he had fought or trained, but his body knew exactly how to move. He raised his sword again. 

			More and more soldiers turned his way. 

			He disarmed another soldier and kicked him as well. The third soldier he hit with his pommel, knocking the man flat on his back. 

			They were converging on him now, a mass of yellow. Between them and past the pillars he saw Valin pull Rowen up onto her feet. 

			Then the soldiers attacked. 

			Lore sent another sword flying, and kicked another soldier, but there were too many now. They swarmed on him. 

			A fist caught him in the face, another in the belly. A sword slashed his arm. He lost his hold on his weapon and it clattered to the ground. 

			Another fist connected with his cheek and sent his face reeling back. 

			Hands grabbed his arms.

			Lore struggled back up. “Rowen!” He stared at her between the pillars and past the sea of people gathered inside the arena. 

			The soldiers dragged him back. A couple feet away they had Regessus at sword point.

			He strained against their grasp. “Rowwwen!” Word, please. Let her hear me. Let her know I’m here. “Rowen!”

			The wind began to blow, whisking across his face and pulling his cloak back. He stumbled to the side, the soldiers along with him. The wind blew even harder until he had to turn away from it to breathe. His cheek throbbed right below his eye and his arm stung from the gash he had received. 

			The soldiers held their hands up, blocking the wind from their faces. The rain came down hard, pelting them. 

			Above, the sky grew even darker.

			Thunder boomed, shaking the ground. 
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			Rowen felt the rain the moment they left the tower, a harsh patter across the sack on her head. At the edges of her senses, she could feel the people gathered. Their fear was a billowing storm, and she pulled in deep inside herself. She could not handle it. 

			Valin dragged her forward, her legs unable to keep up. She fell to the floor and still he continued to drag her. Her right hand was of no use, the stump hitting the ground, and she could barely get her left hand under her to push herself up. She scrambled along, a flush rising across her cheeks.

			Valin stopped and let go. 

			She fell on her knees, panting. 

			The people’s fear and grief pressed in on her again until she was suffocating under the load. 

			He pulled the sack from her head. 

			She kept her head bowed. She couldn’t look up. She could not look at the faces of the people she had failed.

			“I would welcome you, like your senate of old. But your senate is no more. And I am not here to welcome you.”

			There was a pause and Rowen imagined Valin was looking over the crowd. “You thought you could stop us. You came slinking back into Thyra like rats. And like rats, we caught you. For that is what you are: Filthy, wallowing rats, consumed by greed, selfishness, and pettiness. It was your own that turned you in, a man from your midst that gave me the location of your villages and hideouts. He also gave me the location of the mines. And soon those women and children will join your fate.” 

			A murmur rose up from the crowd. 

			“Yes, he was a traitor. But who amongst you would not do anything to save your own skin?”

			A Thyrian had betrayed these people to Valin? How could he? Why should she even fight for such people?

			“I know hope still fuels your soul.” His voice echoed across the arena. “Hope that you will be rescued, that somehow you will win today. That perhaps the Word still cares about you. But I stand here and I ask, ‘Where is the Word?’ Where is your salvation?” He laughed and grabbed her by the hair.  “I will show you . . .”

			Valin jerked her head up, ripping out the strands. 

			A cry escaped her. 

			Then she saw them, the sea of faces spread out in front of her. Terrified faces. Weary faces. Lost faces. 

			“Here she is. The last Eldaran. The last Truthsayer.” Valin shook her head, tearing more of her hair. “But no more. I took her power. Show them, Rowen.” Her name came out as a sneer. “Show them your mark.”

			Her arm refused to move. 

			Valin yanked until it felt like her scalp would come off. “I said show them!”

			Slowly, Rowen raised her arm. Heat spread across her body like a fever. A cripple, that’s what she was. A broken dream.

			The arena was silent, save for the patter of rain.

			His hold loosened, leaving her head tingling. “Now you will watch the last Eldaran die. I will take her life before you, the same way I have taken every life from this land . . .”

			Rowen closed her eyes, drawing so deep inside herself that she could no longer hear Valin, could no longer feel the people, only the small ember of fire that still burned inside her being. It was all she had left. Nothing else. No mark, no power, not even a hand. And soon no life.

			This was the end of her dark path, but where was the light she had always seen at the end? Instead, there was only more darkness. The power inside her was dying. And soon so would she. 

			The first tear fell, mingling with the rain falling across her face. Word, hear me one more time. The words came from the deep place inside her. One more request. Give me my power back. Fill me, and let me finish this. Let me save these people. 

			The sea of faces flashed across her mind. Then more faces appeared, a whirr of color and images. The villagers she had grown up with in Cinad. The guards from the White City. Lady Astrea, Aren, and those she had left behind. Newer faces appeared. The people she had healed in Temanin. The child with the burn. Nierne, the scribe who had traveled all the way to the White City to find her. 

			Let me save all the people of the Lands. 

			Another face appeared. The man she had touched that night outside the White City. That evil, vile—wait. He . . . he was here now. She could feel him. His presence was strong, cutting through the other wisps of life like a blade of steel. 

			He was like her. He was an Eldaran. She wasn’t the only one.

			Somewhere outside her mind, Valin pulled her up to her unsteady legs. The end was near. 

			One last face appeared inside her mind. Lore. She could almost hear him shouting her name. 

			Word. Her mouth formed His name. Let me save him. Help me save all of them. Just one more time.

			Her eyes were still shut, her entire being crying out to the Word. Use me. All of me. 

			A harsh wind sprang up, twisting around her, pulling at her dress, wrapping her hair around her face. Valin let go of her, but she did not open her eyes. Everything inside her centered on the Word.

			Then she heard His voice, full of warmth and power. 

			In the moment of your greatest weakness, you will know my power. 

			The Word’s voice echoed around her, through her, and deep within her. Will you give yourself to my power, Daughter of Light? Will you open yourself and let me pour myself through you?

			Yes. All that I am.

			For a moment, nothing happened. The wind blew across her face and cold drops of rain splattered across her cheeks. 

			Then the ember inside her, the source of her Eldaran power, came alive. 

			The heat grew, expanding like a ball of fire. It spread through her, reaching to her head, her fingers, her toes. And still the heat grew until it burned across her body. 

			She rose, as if lifted by an unseen hand. 

			The wind howled through the arena. The people cowered together and covered their faces. 

			She turned toward Valin and, for the first time, his arrogant look was gone, and in its place . . . 

			A mask of fear.

			“Valin.” It was her voice, but with a deeper undertone, like two voices blending together. “For years I called to you. You cut yourself off from me, even though I spoke your name. You perverted your power and took what was not yours. The lives you stole cry out to me.”

			Valin held his gloved hand up in a fist. “You never stopped me!” he yelled over the wind.

			“I love you. I whispered to you each night, with each star and moon. I shouted to you with the rise of the sun—”

			He slashed the air. “I want nothing to do with you!”

			There was a lull in the wind. “I know.” Rowen felt such sorrow pass through her it made her own heart ache. This vile, cruel man the Word loved even still. She could feel it.

			“Now I must answer the souls you took. Your time has come to an end.”

			“No!” Valin flung himself at Rowen, but was caught midair and hung there, unable to move. 

			Her eyes burned and steam rose from her body. “Valin, I will speak your name no more.”

			His body began to glitter like gold, starting from the tip of his nose. The shimmering brightness spread across him until his skin shone with light. He hung in the air, a sparkling statue. All except his eyes. She could still see his eyes. Then they too disappeared into two white specks.

			The gilded body rose a foot into the air. With a blast, it exploded into a thousand tiny specks, like sand strewn across the sky. The specks hung there for one heartbeat. And then, in a gust of wind, the gold dust scattered high into the sky until it disappeared into the storm above.

			Valin was no more.

			Rowen wanted to fall to her knees, but the Word’s power still coursed through her, leaving her upright. Now, Daughter of Light, let us free these people.

			A roar filled her ears and shook her body. A voice boomed and she felt it through her entire being. It was thunder, and wind, and singing, and a child’s laugh all rolled into one glorious sound. 

			The voice of the Word.

			Fire like molten lead poured through her, the same inferno she had felt the night she saved the White City. It connected with the power inside her and burst. She could only see the white light surrounding her, and hear the continuous roar of His voice through her. Her Eldaran power, instead of flowing toward her missing hand, spread across her entire body. The wind whipped around her. Her entire being glowed with the light.

			The floodwaters of the Word’s power poured down on her like a torrential rain from the sky above. She raised her arms and laughed. This was the light, that light at the end of her dark road. She had reached it at last. Her journey was finally over.

			As the light passed through her, it spread across the arena, touching every soul there. With each soul, she saw their lives spin across her vision—each and every one. The images moved so fast that all she saw were colors and blurred pictures. Feelings pressed down on her until she was bare beneath the onslaught. Shadow memories were burned away and gasps of new life entered those who had been twisted.

			Then she felt it. The tearing inside her. Her body could not handle all this power. She was mortal, and the seam between her body and soul was unraveling. Each second, the tear grew. 

			She would not survive.

			Rowen closed her eyes, concentrating on her truthsaying power. It flowed alongside the light of the Word, brushing each person it reached. More images came flying back, of lives lived, and people loved, and darkness committed.

			I can’t do this. She was drowning now, looking up from beneath the waves of light. So many people . . . 

			I am here, Daughter of Light. Hold onto me.

			She reached for the Word. 

			A hand gripped hers. She could not see it, but she knew it was His. The images became bearable, each one moving at dizzying speed. 

			Then, slowly, the images faded. So did the thunderous voice. The wind shrank to a whisper. 

			It was done.

			The Word pulled her up. The tear split across her being and she rose above the waves of light. Like a hand being pulled from a glove, she pulled away from her body, leaving behind the pain and aches and sorrow she had carried for so long. 

			When the last thread broke inside her, it didn’t hurt. Instead, the world disappeared. There was no roar, no wind, no fire. 

			Just silence. 

			Slowly Rowen opened her eyes. She stood in a warm fog, with soft light around her. Her tattered, dirty dress was gone. Instead, she wore a long gown of white silk, as white as a new snow on a winter morning. 

			A man approached, his body shrouded by the fog.

			As the fog parted, she knew Who she would see. She had seen Him before, in the abandoned Eldaran Sanctuary a long time ago. But there was no fear of Him this time. Only a deep longing for His presence.

			The Word stepped from the fog. He was dressed in a simple white robe. His hands were calloused and scarred, a particularly large one across His left hand. She looked up. He stared back, with eyes dark like the night sky. More scars covered His face, a long ugly one down His neck, and a crisscross patch across His cheek, and . . . 

			 A small white one just below His eye. The scar He bore for her.

			He approached her and smiled. 

			Rowen trembled. She wanted to touch Him, just the hem of His robe, but was afraid to move. 

			He opened His arms. “Come here, Daughter of Light. There is nothing to fear.”

			With a gasp, she lurched forward and reached for Him. 

			He enfolded her in His arms. He was warm, like a spring day and smelled like the meadow outside the White City, fresh and clean. 

			“Well done, my child.”

			She began to cry. 

			“Well done.”
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			The patter of rain woke Lore. He opened his eyes and stared at the sky. The dark clouds above had faded to a soft grey. He pushed against the cobblestones and sat up. The back of his head throbbed and his body ached. Down the steps from where he sat, others were rising. Murmurs echoed across the arena. 

			He touched his face, the one spot on his right side bruising from his fight with the twisted soldiers. How long had he been out?

			“What happened to me?”

			Lore looked back.

			A Thyrian soldier came stumbling from the street, holding his head. Other men stood as well, all dressed in yellow tabards. Another one moaned. “The light . . .”

			The light!

			Lore scrambled to his feet. The world became a mesh of grey. He reached for the pillar and leaned against it. The light. Waves of it. Crashing down, knocking people to the ground. Just like that night a year ago in the White City. 

			The sky settled once again above him and the pillars returned to their place.

			 He looked toward the front of the arena, his chest tingling. Rowen had done it again! Someway, somehow—

			The stage was empty. 

			His heart stopped and his smile faded. Where was she?

			Lore stepped away from the column and made his way down into the arena. More people woke up and began to move. He bypassed them, his gaze fixed on the stage. 

			Was she gone? Had the Word taken her somewhere? He saw the Shadonae in his mind, his body splintering into a shower of golden sand before drifting away in the wind. 

			Did that happen to her as well?

			He was half way to the stage. A sick feeling swelled inside his middle and his mouth went dry. No. Rowen couldn’t be gone. It was her light that had made the Shadonae disappear. She wouldn’t fade herself. 

			Would she?

			Word, help me find her. Please don’t let her be gone. 

			His throat felt like someone was squeezing his last breath from him. He stumbled across a body, caught himself, and continued toward the stage. Someone called out to him, but he ignored the voice. He reached the stage and launched himself up onto the platform. She had to be here, somewhere. She had to be! There was nothing else . . . 

			A flutter of white caught his eye near a pillar to the left. Lore raced across the stage. 

			Rowen lay on the ground, the pillar hiding the upper half of her body. He choked out a breath. “Rowe—”

			He slowed. 

			Her body lay at an odd angle. 

			The sick feeling came back tenfold. “Oh, Word, no.” He stepped around the pillar. “Rowen. Rowen!” 

			She lay face down, her hair splayed out around her head. 

			A cold sweat broke out across his body. ”Rowen?” 

			She did not respond.

			Maybe she was unconscious. But something didn’t seem natural about her. 

			Lore knelt down, his heart fluctuating between racing and standing still. He reached for her shoulder, his hand trembling. “No, please Word . . .”

			With a gentle pull, he moved her onto her back. Her hair covered her face like a veil. A shout began to form deep inside his throat. He brushed her hair away. The cry moved to the back of his mouth.

			Blood trickled from her right nostril, drying on her pale skin. Her lips were a bluish pink. And her eyes—he couldn’t breathe—so blue. Blue like the ocean on a sunny day.

			Now empty. 

			Rowen stared up at the sky, but he knew she was gone. He had seen death too many times to deny what he now saw in her face. 

			His lungs didn’t work and his mind refused to think. He reached over and touched her cheek. Her skin was cool beneath his fingers. 

			“No, no, oh Word . . .” He gargled out the last words and gathered her into his arms. Already she was growing cold and stiff. He held her tight against his chest. A long moan escaped his lips. “You can’t leave me! You can’t—”

			He buried his face in her hair and rocked back and forth. A light drizzle fell across his body, soaking into his hair. 

			Lore leaned back. Even in death, she was the most beautiful woman he knew. He stroked her hair, and then, unable to stand her empty gaze, he brushed her eyelids shut. 

			Tears stung his eyes, pooling there, but not yet falling. “I came for you.” He swallowed. “Just like I said I would.” She couldn’t hear him, but he needed to say these words anyway. “I love you, Rowen.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “I always have. And I always will.”

			He held her close again. In that moment, his heart shattered into a thousand tiny pieces. She was gone, really gone. No more searching for her across seas and desert. No more fighting. No more wondering if he would ever reach her. 

			She was gone, to a place he could not follow.

			The tears finally came.

			

			
		

		
		Caleb groaned and sat up. Others were sitting up around him, rubbing their heads or glancing around. Soft rain fell across his head and shoulders and the sky grumbled above him. His mark burned across his palm like a hot poker pressed against his skin.

			He brought his hand around and stared at his mark. It pulsed with a soft light. The wave of light had ignited his mark. He could still feel that power now, deep inside: the searing touch of the Word across his soul.

			More people awoke. Simon groaned and sat up. He blinked a couple times and a bruise bloomed across his cheek where he had hit the ground. He looked around and his brow furrowed. “What happened?”

			Caleb didn’t answer. Yellow movement caught his eye. Thyrian soldiers came around the columns at the top of the arena. They wobbled like newborn lambs, leaning against the pillars or sitting down along the stairs. But there was something different about them now. They moved naturally and their eyes blinked.

			A woman shouted nearby and scrambled up the steps. The soldier nearest her dropped his jaw. She grabbed him and held him tight. Brother-sister, wife-husband, he didn’t know. More reunions like that happened around the arena. People embraced one another. Surprised shouts, laughter, and crying mingled in the air under a canopy of gentle rain.

			Caleb breathed in deeply and smiled. They had done it. They had won. And he had been a part of it, a part of something bigger and grander than himself. The salvation of a people.

			“I can’t believe it.” Simon smiled nearby, his eyes wide and glowing. “We are free. I never thought . . .” He let his breath out slowly. “Down in the depths of Cragsmoor I thought the Word had forgotten us. But He hadn’t. He was with us the entire time.”

			Caleb nodded, his heart full. “Yes, He was.”

			They may not be friends, but there was now peace between them. 

			Cargan coughed nearby and sat up, rubbing his chest. A patch of crimson stained his shirt near his shoulder. His eyes widened and his jaw dropped. “What in all the Lands?” he sputtered as two Thyrian soldiers walked past them down into the arena. 

			Simon laughed. “We are free. Finally free.”

			Caleb stood up and glanced around again, this time searching for Lore. He wanted to share in his friend’s joy. By now he should have found Rowen. He glanced at the stage, but saw nothing—wait. There, at the far end between the tower and one of the columns. 

			He started across the arena, walking around groups of people talking and laughing. Half way, a moan filled the air, barely audible above the festive sounds around him. He tensed and the elation from moments ago vanished. 

			He hurried through the rest of the crowd, jostling between people and shoving through tight spots until he reached the stairs. Lore knelt beside the farthest pillar, rocking back and forth.

			His mouth went dry. It couldn’t be, not after all she had done . . . 

			Caleb scrambled up the stairs that led around the stage. He stopped at the top, his whole body tingling. Lore didn’t seem to hear him. Over his shoulder was a head of pale hair. 

			Behind him, the arena exploded into laughter and joy. 

			Lore started rocking back and forth again, his head pressed into the body he held. Another moan escaped him.

			Caleb held his hand out, then pulled it back. The sound tore through his soul. What could he say? What could he do? “Word, this isn’t how it was supposed to end.”

			He swallowed, debating whether to walk over, or to let Lore grieve in private. He chose the later. 

			He turned around, sat down on the top step and held his face in his hands. 

			Yes, they had won. 

			But the price had cost Lore everything.

		

	
	
			

Chapter

51

		

		
			The pain, the heartache, and the cares were gone. No more burdens, no more fear. Instead, peace flowed around Rowen and through her. Like a sigh at the end of a long day.

			The fog rolled around her and the Word, filled with soft light and the smell of springtime. It wasn’t wet, not like the mist she remembered back home. It was like warm water, only it did not dampen her clothing or skin. There was no sound, just silence. 

			She never wanted to leave.

			The Word pulled away. 

			She glanced one more time at the scar below His eye before He turned and stood at her side. He took her hand and they walked through the mist, His fingers warm and calloused.

			After a couple minutes, the Word spoke. His voice was quiet and low, so different from the thunderous voice He had used when confronting Valin. “Daughter, you have finished one part of your journey. But it is not your time, not quite yet.”

			Rowen lifted her head. 

			“It is not time for you to come home.”

			“But I’m already here.” She felt like a child talking to her father.

			The Word smiled. “There are those who still need you.”

			She remembered people from her life, but they were just part of a dream fading from her mind. 

			“Sometimes the hardest part of sacrifice is choosing to live. Someday, when you are older, you will enter my halls. But not yet. Your story is not finished.”

			She wasn’t afraid. Fear was an ancient memory. But she knew it would not be like this if she went back. “Will you leave me?”

			“No. I have never left you. I was there when you were conceived. I was there when your mother left you on that doorstep. I was there when your father died and when you came into your power. I have walked beside you everyday, though you did not see me. And I will walk beside you again, until your time at last is finished in the Lands.”

			Rowen glanced down. The mist swirled around their legs. Would her life be filled once again with pain and sorrow? How could she go back to that and give up the peace she had here? 

			The hardest part of sacrifice is choosing to live. She looked away and saw the barest outline of a city far off in the mist. The Celestial Halls, home of the Word. 

			She would not be going there today. She would return and finish her life. But someday she would come home and never leave. And that gave her hope. “I will go back.”

			The Word stopped and turned. He looked at her, His face calm and peaceful. “I will always be with you.” His last words were a soft whisper, carried on the warm breeze. 

			When she blinked, He was gone. 

			The mist rose, folding her inside. The soft light changed to grey, darkening until she could no longer see.

			In the darkness, her soul sank back into her body. As it did, each ache and burden settled across her like a heavy cloak. The Word’s peace still lingered, but it was only a sigh now compared to what she had experienced moments before. The warm fog disappeared, replaced with cold air that brushed her skin and rain falling across her face. 

			Life was so dark and cold. 

			Rowen gradually opened her eyes. The darkness turned to grey. She closed her eyes and opened them again. It was the sky above her that was grey. She took a shallow breath. How odd to breathe again. As air entered her body, sensations rushed back: hundreds of pricks and pains. Her whole body ached. Yes, she was back. She was alive.

			And it hurt.

			Someone held her. Strong arms cradled her beneath her shoulders and knees. She turned her head bit by bit. It hurt to even do that. A head bowed inches from her face. Hair hung down, the color of sand. 

			She knew that hair. And those shoulders. 

			She lifted her hand inch by inch and reached beneath the curtain of hair. Her fingers brushed across a coarse beard. 

			The head moved and the curtain of hair parted. Deep grey eyes found hers. Eyes she knew so well. She placed her hand along a cheek covered in grey peppered stubble, with a gash above the hairline and a bruise along the cheekbone.

			His eyes went wide. His lips moved, but no sound came out. 

			Rowen breathed again and smiled. 

			“You . . .” His voice was hoarse. 

			“Lore.” She said his name with her next breath. Then she felt it. The blaze inside him. Warm and comforting. 

			Lore stared at her, his eyes never blinking. Then his hand left the back of her knees and his fingers touched her face. Strong, gentle fingers. He wiped the area below her nose. Blood tinted his thumb as he pulled back. Still, he never spoke.

			Then he dipped his head down. His lips touched hers, tender first, then stronger. His hand came around and braced the back of her head, pulling her closer. He tasted of everything she remembered, salt and rain.

			Her soul reached out and touched his. He was her other half, the part of her she had missed all these months. Now he was here with her, and she was complete. 

			Lore pulled back. He looked different with the beard, older, wiser. But his eyes were the same, those same deep-sea eyes. 

			“I don’t understand.” His voice was still hoarse. “But I don’t need to. You were dead, and now you’re alive.” She touched his lips with two fingertips and he kissed them. “I have you back. And I will forever be grateful to the Word.”

			She stroked his cheek. “The Word said my life wasn’t over yet. It wasn’t time. He said you needed me.” And others. But for now, Lore was enough.

			A tear trickled down his cheek, disappearing into his beard. “Yes, I do need you. I love you.”

			“I love you, too.” Rowen looked up at the sky. Thank you, Word.

			

			
		

		
		The sun set across the ocean, a blazing orange ball of light. The last few clouds from the storm changed to red and purple and the first star came out just above the horizon. A bonfire blazed to Rowen’s right, built from large pieces of driftwood and dry dune grass. The surf gently rose and fell along the golden sand, a quiet sound in the background of laughter and chatter. 

			More bonfires burned along the beach, surrounded by the survivors of the Shadonae. To the north stood Thyra, a dark shadow of a city. But soon it would be rebuilt. Buildings would be repaired, ships would sail again, and refugees would be called home. 

			A small crowd gathered near the bonfire, holding hands, standing close to loved ones. Those who had lost everything to the Shadonae were embraced by those around them, so not one person was alone. 

			The heat from the fire seeped through her simple dress and her hair hung down her back, freshly washed and untangled. The last of the wildflowers graced her head, woven into a simple crown.

			Lore stood across from her. He had shaved the beard and now looked like his old self, save the leather jerkin he always wore back home. The firelight played along his strong features and there was a soft smile across his lips. 

			Rowen smiled back. A new journey began this evening, a different one from the long dark road that had marked her life. There was no Oathmaker to bind them, but there were witnesses, so the binding would be true.

			Rory stood on the outer edges of the light. The first person she had rescued in Thyra. Next to him stood a young woman who looked like his sister. Regessus was next, his hands folded, standing a head taller than everyone else. More people stood next to them, but Rowen did not recognize them, only the yellow tabards they wore. Men whom she had freed at the end.

			The scribe Nierne stood at the edge of the crowd, her hair a brilliant red in the firelight. Next to her stood Caleb Tala, the Temanin she had touched long ago in the field outside the White City. Lore had told her that afternoon about their journey, and about Caleb. He too was an Eldaran. And together, they were the last. Only . . . 

			She would never use her power again. 

			Lore stepped forward and took her hand, and held her right arm just above the stump. He did not shy away from her injury, he did not ignore it. He simply looked into her eyes and rubbed his thumb along the inside of her wrist, his way of saying everything was all right. 

			That was enough for her. 

			“Rowen, I bind myself to you: in honor, and respect, and love. I will share your pain and burdens. I will share your laughter and joy. All that is mine is yours. My life is yours, from now until death. Will you have my bonding?”

			Joy swelled up inside her, chasing away all the darkness that had haunted her for years. Here she stood in front of the man she loved, her friend, and the one she longed for. “Yes.” 

			She squeezed his hand. “And Lore, I bind myself to you: in honor, respect, and love. I will share your pain and burdens. I will share your laughter and joy. All that is mine is yours. My life is yours, from now until death. Will you have my bonding?”

			His essence flared, that familiar blaze. She inhaled it, letting it wash over her. 

			“Yes.” He bent down and touched her lips with his. 

			Laughter and clapping broke out around them, but she barely heard it. Instead, she felt Lore’s essence consume her, warming her as he deepened the kiss. 

			A moment later, he drew back and brushed her hair from her face. 

			Food had been prepared. Crabs had been caught and were now baking in the fires, along with seagull eggs and small fish on sticks. The people had also brought whatever they could find in the city, all piled along the sand. There would be a feast tonight, a celebration of life.

			Lore led her to a log that had been set up near the fire. People brought them food and wished them happiness. Rowen just smiled and nodded. She could hardly eat, her belly already full of love. 

			He held her hand, and she couldn’t get enough of his touch, his scent, his smile. It was all a dream, but even better than anything that had filled her mind during the deepest parts of the night. No dark path marked her life anymore. Just a simple life with Lore. 

			There was no music, just the chatter and laughter of people along the beach and the sound of the surf. Rowen sat back, closed her eyes, and listened.

			“What are you thinking about?” Lore whispered.

			She smiled. “Life.”

			His fingers cupped her chin and he pressed his lips down on hers. Without opening her eyes, she returned his kiss. 

			“I think it’s about time we left.”

			Rowen drew back and frowned. “Where?”

			Instead of answering her, Lore stood and scooped her up. 

			She grabbed the front of his tunic and gasped. “Where are we going?”

			He grinned and walked past the bonfire, heading toward the dark coast. “Somewhere special.”

			People laughed and waved as they passed. The sun had set and more stars appeared, along with the moon. The waves looked like silver lines as they rushed across the sand.

			The last bit of firelight faded from view and so did the noise. Now it was just her and Lore. 

			Rowen relaxed his arms and sighed. She placed her hand over his heart and smiled. 

			She was home. 

		

	
	
			

Chapter

52

		

		
			Nierne arrived shortly before dusk with the rest of the women and children from the mines. Bonfires had already been lit along the beach, five in all. There was a festive feel in the air, but all she could do was look beyond the fires to where Thyra stood in the distance. 

			It looked different now. Faded and worn. The walls were still there, and the gates. Fields of grass grew around the city and ships rolled with the waves between the piers. The air still smelled of salt and fish and the familiar sound of the ocean filled her ears. But she had been gone a long time, and Thyra was not the home it once was. It had changed, and so had she.

			“Nierne!”

			She turned. 

			Simon walked up to her, a smile on his face. A bruise had formed along the bottom of his right eye and his dark hair waved in the breeze. She still hurt from their last conversation and wasn’t sure what to expect now. 

			“We did it!”

			Apart from the beard, Simon appeared just like the young man she had served with back in the Monastery. He had even found a new robe and it fell loosely across his lean physique. 

			He stopped a foot away. She had a feeling that if he could, he would give her a hug. Instead, he just grinned at her. “It’s done! The Shadonae are no more.”

			“I know.” She gave him a small smile. 

			His smile faltered and he rubbed the back of his neck. “Look. I’ve had time to think, and I want to say I’m sorry for what I said a couple days ago. Some prejudices are hard to break.” His gaze darted past her shoulder, then back to her face. 

			She glanced back. Caleb was heading their direction. Her stomach did a little flip. He was a couple hundred feet away when Cargan stopped him. 

			“I want you to come back to the Monastery. You were always a gifted scribe with an eye for detail and a love for history. We could use someone like you as we rebuild.”

			She took a deep breath and turned back. “Thank you, Simon. But I’ve changed. I don’t know if I would fit in with the Monastery and all its rules.”

			“I’m considering some changes.”

			“That would be good.”

			“Would you at least think about it?” He looked at her wistfully.

			“Yes. I will consider it.” She could do that at least.

			“Well, I should be going. The ceremony will be starting soon and I think Caleb would like to speak to you.”

			Nierne tilted her head. Something was different with Simon. Perhaps he had changed too.

			Simon turned and walked toward the first fire. People were already gathering around the bonfire. The sky above grew dark and the few clouds left from the storm turned purple and red.

			A hand touched her arm. “Nierne.”

			She turned around and her breath left her lungs. 

			Caleb stood before her, dressed in a simple black tunic and pants. He looked almost exactly like he did over a year ago, when they first met in his tent by the White City. Same dark hair, same chiseled face, same dark eyes. She had been afraid of him then, but something different burned inside her now. “Caleb, you’re here.”

			He raised one eyebrow. “I told you I would come back.” 

			A smile crept across her lips. One thing hadn’t changed: he was still arrogant. “Yes, you did.”

			

			
		

		
		Nierne wandered past the bonfires. It was late now, and still the people celebrated, adding more driftwood to the fires and dancing in the light. Her head hurt and she just wanted to find a nice, quiet place to rest, preferably alone. 

			Caleb stood next to Senator Regessus at the second bonfire. They looked to be in a deep conversation. Simon sat on a log that had been pulled up to the fire, watching the people dance nearby. Did he want to join in? There was no dancing allowed at the Monastery, but perhaps that would be one of the changes he made. He could, if he wanted to.

			She left the firelight and climbed the sandy hill to where the dune grass grew, and followed a small path back to Thyra. The moon hung high above her, casting pale light across the trail. The sounds of festivity faded as she drew away from the beach.

			There was no wind tonight and the air, although not warm, was not cold either. Peaceful, really. 

			It took fifteen minutes to reach the city walls. She followed the walls to the southern gate, which was open. Everything was silent now, save for the occasional chirp from some invisible insect. 

			Slowly she relaxed. She walked into the city, not sure where she was going, only that it felt good to be away from all the excitement. She actually missed those nights during her trip, where it was just Lore, Caleb, and her under the night sky. 

			She had never known Thyra to be so quiet. Even at night, Thyra had been an active, vibrant city. Now it was different. No music from the inns, no crowds, no streetlamps lit or candles in the windows. 

			Just quiet, as if the city had been put to rest.

			Nierne stopped beside an old bookshop. The window was broken and the door hung open. Moonlight twinkled across the broken glass scattered across the cobblestone. 

			Restful and empty. 

			She made her way along the streets, soaking in the stillness until she reached the end of a street and realized where she had been heading all along: The Monastery. 

			It stood a block away, an old structure, one of the oldest in Thyra. It had been there for centuries, a place where scribes recorded history and preserved the ancient writings, and where the fathers passed on the art of script and the knowledge of the Word.

			Nierne approached her old home, her feet whispering across the cobblestones. The moon was now overhead, and lit up the street almost as much as a streetlamp.

			She reached the corner of the wall and touched the old brick. The bricks were jagged and coarse beneath her fingertips. An iron gate stood a couple feet away, the one that led into the prayer garden. 

			She entered the garden and stood on the gravel path. Weeds had sprung up all over, hardly recognizable as the once-kept garden with perfect rows and well trimmed flowers Father Karl had always taken pride in.

			She sighed and her gaze swept toward the Monastery itself. A part of the wall had broken and fallen, crushing a small patch of weeds beneath it. 

			The Monastery reminded her of her own life—broken, shattered, full of dust and in disrepair. It would be rebuilt, but it would never be the same again. And neither would she. She had seen too much, experienced too much to ever go back to being the simple scribe she had once been, the naïve girl who had lived inside these walls.

			Simon had plans to fix the Monastery and restore the order. A year, maybe two, and the Monastery would probably once again take its place in Thyrian society.

			But where was her place? Did she really belong here anymore? Should she take Simon up on his offer and take her vows? A year ago it was her dream. But now . . . 

			A shadow moved to her right. 

			Nierne spun around, hands out.

			Caleb leaned against the outer wall, his arms crossed. The moon cast half his body in shadow, but she knew it was him. “You shouldn’t be wandering around by yourself.”

			“Crackers, Caleb, don’t sneak up on me like that.”

			He shrugged and stepped away from the wall. “I saw you leave the celebration, so I followed. It’s not safe to wander around in the dark.”

			She turned back toward the Monastery. “It’s safe enough now.”

			Caleb snorted behind her. 

			She touched the wall again, her fingers lingering on the side of the building. She could feel his eyes on her. Seconds ticked by. Another insect chirruped nearby.

			“I wanted to let you know that I will be leaving in a couple days.”

			“What?” She twisted around. “Where? Why?”

			Caleb now stood in the middle of the garden. The moonlight shone across his dark hair and face, his eyes black orbs. “My job here is done. The shadows are gone, at least in the city. It is time for me to figure out a new path for my life.” He glanced at the Monastery. “My heart longs again for the desert, for my people. Many of them have never heard of the Word. I want to share Him with them.”

			Nierne sucked in her breath. “You’re going back to Temanin?”

			He shook his head. “Sadly, no. Just to the border. Balthazar has offered me a place among his people. I don’t want to be a nomad forever, but I could learn some things from them. As an assassin, I was trained in poison and remedies. Maybe my herbal knowledge can be used for healing.”

			Caleb . . . a healer? In a strange way, she could see that. It was nice to see he had a plan for his life. So why did she feel empty at the thought of him leaving?

			“Is this what you really want?” He nodded toward the Monastery.

			She dropped her head and looked at the ground. She could barely see her boots in the darkness. “I don’t know.”

			He closed the distance between them. He placed his thumb and finger beneath her chin and tilted her head up until she was staring into his eyes. “I told you I was going to ask you a question after all this was over.”

			Her mouth went dry. She wanted to move, but her legs refused to budge.

			His eyes roved back and forth. “Nierne, you know me well enough to know I won’t banter around with words. I won’t waste your time. If you are set on becoming a scribe, then I wish you happiness in that role. You would make a great scribe. But if you want a different life, then let me ask you one question. Will you go with me?”

			Nierne stared at Caleb, her mind slowly catching up to what he had just said. “Are you—are you asking me—”

			“Bond with me. Become my wife.”

			Her heart thumped inside her chest, and her breath came out in short gasps. Bond with Caleb? Live out the rest of her life with him? Travel with him across the Lands? 

			Or take her vows and become a scribe.

			It is good not to be alone. You can serve the Word in many ways.

			Faded though the words were, she still heard Father Reth’s voice in her mind. Did he know that she would never become a scribe? Had he seen her future somehow, or just guessed it?

			Caleb moved his thumb and played with the corner of her mouth. Yes. She wanted more than the life of a scribe. She wanted to see the world, not just write about it. She wanted to know the Word, not just record His words. And she wanted to be with Caleb.

			One word. All she had to do was say one word. She looked into his eyes, taking in his entire being. They were connected, bonded at a deeper level than she had ever experienced with another human. He would change her and she would change him. And together they would be more.

			“Yes.” She let out the breath she had been holding. “Yes. I want to go with you.”

			A smile spread across his lips. His gaze moved across her face. Then he took a step back and pulled out a dagger from the sheath at his side. He lifted his other hand and with a quick slash created a small cut across his thumb. 

			Her nose wrinkled. “What are you doing?” 

			Caleb held his thumb up between them. A drop of blood formed along the cut. “In Temanin, when a man and woman choose to join together in a lifelong bond, the man spreads a drop of his blood across the woman’s forehead. It symbolizes she is now part of him, part of his blood.” He looked at her. “Are you ready?”

			Her eyes went wide. “Wait, we’re bonding now?”

			“Not quite, but yes. It is a promise until witnessed. I’m sure we can find someone to witness us back on the beach.”

			Crackers, when Caleb wanted things to move, they moved fast! 

			The grin disappeared, replaced with a more serious face. “Having second thoughts?”

			“No.” Nierne took a deep breath. She knew what she wanted. She wanted to be with him. “I’m ready.”

			The smile returned. He reached over and pressed his thumb to her forehead, then spread the spot of blood. His eyes trailed back to hers. “You are part of me now.”

			Before she could react, he pulled her in, flush against him, and kissed her. That same unseen force wrapped them together. She held onto his shirt with one hand and wrapped the other around his neck. This was where she was supposed to be.

			A moment later Caleb backed away, but Nierne held onto the front of his tunic. He breathed hard as he reached up and brushed one of her curls away. “No regrets?”

			She shook her head. No, this was the path for her. He would change her. But she was ready. “No regrets.” 

			Then he kissed her again. Long and hard.

		

	
	
			

Epilogue

		

		
			Rowen drifted awake, the cobwebs of fatigue still clinging to her mind. She blinked a couple times and lay there on the straw bed, her eyes open. Her son slept on the other side of the bed, the side Lore usually slept on, just a couple inches from her face.

			She watched Trygg sleep, a rare moment when he wasn’t moving or running around. His hair hung over his forehead, the same way Lore’s did. Same color too, the color of the sandy coasts of Avonai. And if his eyes were open, they would be whatever color the sea was today. 

			She brushed his hair back, then sat up and tossed the quilt aside. It was getting harder to move with this new one taking up so much space inside her. She ran a hand across her belly. Not long and Trygg would have a playmate.

			She looked around their small cabin. It wasn’t much, but it was home. A rough wooden table sat in the middle of the room with a bench on either side. The fireplace stood against the far wall, cold and dark. With summer fast approaching, there was no need for a fire. 

			Plates and cups were stacked inside the cupboard on the far side of the room and a small straw bed sat in the corner for Trygg. Soon, though, they would need more space with the new baby. Perhaps by then the White City would be finished and they could move back.

			A breeze drifted in through the open door. 

			Lore stood in the doorway, his back to the cabin. 

			Quietly, so as not to disturb Trygg, Rowen inched across the bed to the edge and came to her feet. She straightened her dress and padded across the earthen floor. 

			Lore sighed. 

			She reached the doorway and placed a hand on his arm. He looked over at her and a smile spread across his lips. “Sleep well?” He pushed a stray hair back behind her ear. 

			“I feel lazy.”

			He laughed, the creases along the corners of his eyes deepening. “You needed the rest. I saw Trygg this morning, running along the wall. And you chasing after him.”

			“Yes.” Rowen looked out the doorway, across the fields now scattered with a brilliant array of wild flowers, to the walls of the White City. The walls had been the first thing to be rebuilt after the war and now stood tall and proud again. “He said he was gathering flowers for me. Not sure why he needed a wooden sword for that. Or needed to run back and forth along the wall. I think he was pretending to be you.”

			He winked. “I don’t run along the wall during my inspections.” 

			She smiled back. “Trygg thinks you do. He said he wants to be just like you when he grows up.” The baby sent a kick across her belly. She rubbed the area with her stump. It had taken months to adjust to doing ordinary things without her right hand. Lore had encouraged her and helped her through the process.

			Lore noticed. “Is the baby moving?”

			“Yes.”

			He placed a hand over the end of her arm and across her extended stomach. A serious expression came over his face. She had seen the same one with Trygg. She might not have her mark anymore, but would their children?

			“Lore.” She placed her hand over his. 

			He closed his eyes. “I know.”

			“Whether they have the mark or not, they will still have to choose. I had to choose whether I would follow the Word. You had to choose.”

			Lore leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “I know,” he said softly. “I just wish I could make life easier for them, especially if . . .”

			Rowen rubbed his hand. “Especially if they end up with the Mark of the Word. If they inherit my Eldaran blood.”

			“Yes.”

			She let out a slow breath. “We can’t. We might not be around. They will have to make their own choices. All we can do is teach them now and be an example. And tell them our story.”

			“Story?”

			Rowen and Lore looked back. Trygg came stumbling toward them from the bed, rubbing his eyes. His hair stood on end and there was a flush across his cheeks. “Story, Papa?”

			“Yes.” Lore turned and picked Trygg up, holding him close. “A story.” He stepped outside and started across the field. “Would you like to hear this story?”

			Trygg beamed. “Yes!”

			“In the beginning, the Word spoke . . .”

			Rowen watched them make their way across the field toward the White City. The breeze blew gently through the flowers and in the distance the dark blue banners of the city fluttered. She sighed and leaned her head against the doorway. Theirs was a story of faith, trust, and sacrifice. The same story lived over and over again with each generation. 

			A story about the Word and His love for mankind.
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