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Chapter One

NETHEIA

 

Netheia Isinthi supposed things could be worse.

She could have spent the last three months in a prison cell rather than her own familiar rooms. She could be dressed in rags and manacles instead of a silk dress. She could be awaiting the headman’s axe instead of a meeting with the newly crowned empress.

Outside the door stood four guards—too many for Netheia to fight, no matter how her blood sang at the thought of a challenge. To make matters worse, all her weapons had been removed from the room, even the well-hidden ones. 

Ioanna had always been good at finding hidden things.

Netheia paced the room from end to end. Outside, rain fell softly, and a thin layer of silver mist blanketed the palace grounds. If she looked out the window, she could see more guards posted below.

All the guards assigned to her were strangers, obviously hired on to replace those loyal to her. She wondered what had happened to them. Execution seemed unlikely, given Netheia still lived. 

Nobody tried to contact her, including her own mother. Perhaps she was similarly confined, but probably not. Most likely Enessa didn’t want to be seen associating with Netheia anymore—once the favored daughter, now a failure, a traitor.

What would her father say if he could see them all now?

Netheia spent most of her time exercising until she couldn’t move, finding the burn in her muscles familiar and reassuring. She examined her arms and legs every day, terrified the long confinement was destroying her body. What would everyone say if she emerged from her room as thin as Ioanna? They might even stop supporting her—for surely they still supported her? They were only biding their time, wise enough to not stand openly against the new empress now that the Order of the Sun was here to be her own personal army.

Nobody answered her prayers anymore.

Netheia swallowed and tried to push that thought away. She ought to be grateful for the respite, but instead found herself fantasizing about ways to win her patron goddess back, to prove her worthiness. 

The door opened, and Netheia turned to face the guards standing there.

“The empress will see you now,” one said.

Her fantasies often began this way, and always ended with Ioanna dead on the floor in front of her. In those fantasies, Netheia tore through the guards like they were made of parchment paper, and Ioanna put up less resistance than a rabbit might. But as she observed the guards now, she realized nothing would play out like in her imaginings. They would be on her as soon as the faintest glimmer of rust-red magic appeared at her hands. 

Netheia’s stomach churned, but she refused to allow them to see her distress. She lifted her chin and strode past them out of the room.

*

Ioanna Isinthi, firstborn daughter of Emperor Ionnes, sat on the carved marble throne that should have been Netheia’s. She wore a beautifully embroidered crimson-and-violet gown and a heavy golden crown on her head. Netheia had not been asked to attend the coronation, but the noise from the celebrations afterward had reached her rooms. 

On either side of the throne stood two paladins from the Order of the Sun, a man and a woman. The woman was some foreigner of no importance, but the man was Knight-Commander Livius. He had been exiled from Xytae about fifteen years ago, along with the rest of the Order of the Sun, after their refusal to fight in the emperor’s wars. After his death, the Order quickly reemerged to support Ioanna—almost too quickly. Netheia suspected her sister had been in contact with them long before their father’s death.

“We have discussed the matter.” Ioanna glanced over at the knight-commander. “And we have decided to be lenient. You were led astray by the priestesses of Reygmadra.”

Netheia wanted to object, but Ioanna went on.

“Your actions have cost the empire valuable resources, and you nearly plunged us all into a civil war. But if you agree to help undo the damage you have caused to our nation, I will be lenient. All I ask is you give me your support, publicly. Our people must know we stand together. Will you do this for me?”

“Yes,” said Netheia.

Ioanna’s face fell. “You’re lying.” She sounded exactly like a disappointed child. “Netheia—”

“Well, what did you expect?” snapped Netheia. “You think I’m going to sit back and watch you undo everything our father accomplished? You think I’m going to tell our people I’m proud of you for spitting on our family legacy? That I don’t know how weak you are?”

“I was strong enough to defeat you,” said Ioanna.

Netheia found herself with no retort. 

“Netheia, I didn’t want to do this, but you’ve left me no choice. I am sending you to Birsgen.”

“What?” cried Netheia, shock momentarily replacing rage. They were sending her out of the country?

“Do not argue. It is only a temporary exile. You will remain there until Xytae is stable again. As long as you conduct yourself appropriately, the Ieflarians will treat you as a guest, not a prisoner. Your movements will only be minimally restricted, and you will receive a stipend to live on. Do not throw away this gift, Netheia. We both know your sentence ought to be much harsher.”

Ioanna paused, apparently wanting to give her sister the opportunity to speak. But Netheia had no words for her. 

“Perhaps this is foolish, but I hope that when you return, you will be more amicable to an alliance. I do not wish for us to be enemies all our lives. I know you are not ready to think of such a thing yet, but I would like you to reflect on it while you are away.”

Netheia continued to stand in stoic silence. Ioanna rubbed at her forehead with one thin, pale hand. Netheia hoped their father’s generals were making her life miserable. The thought cheered her when she remembered how the army had been ordered to withdraw from Masim, undoing decades of progress in a matter of days.

But really, Netheia had no idea what happened outside her private rooms. None of her friends were allowed to visit her, nor the priestesses of Reygmadra that had been her most powerful allies in the weeks after her father’s death, including Archpriestess Seia herself. She could only rely on what tiny details she managed to press out of the servants delivering her meals and whatever gossip she overheard from behind her door.

At least, she hoped her friends were not allowed to visit her. What if they were deliberately distancing themselves? Netheia shoved the thought away, refusing to even consider the idea.

*

Netheia stared blankly out the window, indifferent to the servants packing her things. What did it matter what dresses they sent with her or left behind? She had no weapons, no armor. Nothing of use beyond her own two hands.

The door opened, and Netheia glanced over, expecting to see more servants or perhaps some paladins here to threaten her into behaving herself on the journey. But instead, Enessa, Netheia’s mother, entered the room. 

Netheia did not move from her spot on the windowsill. Enessa obviously hadn’t been imprisoned after all, for she looked every bit as regal as when she’d been Father’s empress consort. Her hair, carefully braided across her forehead and along the sides of her face, met in a single braid that trailed down her neck and released into endless dark curls. When she moved, the crystal ends of her hairpins glittered in the light.

But before Netheia could think of something suitably cutting to say, a smaller figure rushed past Enessa and collided with Netheia, nearly knocking her to the floor.

“Netheia!” Iulia hugged her tightly around the waist, and Netheia struggled to keep her balance. “Are you all right? I haven’t seen you in ages. They said you’re going to Ieflaria!”

“Yes, I—”

“They have a dragon there!”

If it ever came down to open warfare between Netheia and Ioanna, Netheia felt certain they’d agree to leave Iulia unharmed no matter who emerged victorious. Irritating as she could be, their youngest sister had a rare innocence about her. Her blessing from Reygmadra was not nearly as powerful as Netheia’s own, and she sparred with no real fire, no passion, no bloodlust.

“Iulia,” reproached Enessa, “you promised you’d behave.”

Iulia released Netheia’s waist and took a step backward. “You need to be sure and meet the dragon! And write to me. And tell me what he says.” She beamed up at Netheia.

“They might not let me see him,” Netheia warned. The young dragon was the adopted son of the crown princess and her wife, making him practically a prince—or perhaps he was a prince? Regardless, she wouldn’t be surprised if the Ieflarians did not let her near him.

“Still write to me though,” said Iulia. “And I’ll write to you too. Don’t forget!”

“I doubt I’ll have anything else to do,” Netheia muttered bitterly. She suspected her time in Ieflaria would be the same as the last few months here in the palace, the only difference being the climate.

“Iulia, I’d like to speak to Netheia alone for a moment,” said Enessa. “Will you leave us?”

Iulia scurried out of the room, but Enessa did not say anything. Instead, she made eye contact with one of the servants, who turned quickly on her heel and following Iulia out. The rest of the servants were not far behind. Finally, when the door swung shut behind them, Enessa spoke.

“I know you are angry—” 

“That is an understatement.” Netheia’s hands clenched. “I’m surprised you’ve bothered to come to me now. Or did Ioanna order you to? It wouldn’t surprise me if you intended to forget I existed!”

“Netheia.”

“No! You don’t get to play both sides anymore. You’ve shown you’re loyal to Ioanna. I’ll remember that when—”

“When what?” Enessa drawled. Netheia fell silent, aware it was no longer safe to speak in such a way with her mother. “No, go on. Tell me what wild fantasy has entered your mind.”

“You might have betrayed me, but I still have allies.”

“Do you? The entire court has seen the extent of Ioanna’s blessing. Who would stand against her after that?”

“That—” Netheia faltered, struggling for the right words. “She got lucky. Or Iolar gave her a temporary blessing so she could win. You know she couldn’t have hidden a blessing like that from us her entire life! Not Ioanna! I’m certain she couldn’t do it again if she needed to. She’d lose if she fought me again.”

“Perhaps so, but how many do you think will risk their lives on that possibility?”

“Enough for me to win!”

“No, Netheia. It is finished. Perhaps if your father had named you his heir before he died, I would feel differently. But he did not, and so I’ve no grounds to protest.”

“He meant to!”

“‘Meant to’ means nothing now. Netheia, it is not so bad. You should thank the gods for giving you the most forgiving woman in Xytae for a sister. And who knows—perhaps you will be empress someday yet. You are still next in line for the succession, and Ioanna’s showing a clear preference for another woman. She may never have heirs. In that case—”

“I should sit around hoping I might become empress when I’m ninety years old? Never mind how much of our heritage she destroys in the meantime!”

“Do whatever you like. Just know she will not pardon you twice.”

Netheia hesitated. She had not considered what might happen if she failed to take the throne a second time. Ioanna was soft, but not that soft. Not with so much at stake. Even if she was inclined to forgive Netheia again, her advisors would lean on her until she yielded.

Enessa walked to the door, apparently finished with this conversation. “Behave yourself, and you’ll be home before you know it. There are more things in the world to be than an empress. You might consider some of them.”

Netheia looked around for something to throw, but the guards had learned their lesson during the first week of her imprisonment and taken away everything heavy enough to cause damage. Her hand closed around a leather sandal, but by the time she threw it, Enessa was already out of the room. The sandal struck the closing door harmlessly and fell to the floor.

Netheia assumed the servants would come back now that her mother and Iulia were gone, so she returned to her spot at the window. She did not tear her eyes away from the misty palace grounds when the door opened again, not until the sound of someone clearing their throat caught her attention.

Irianthe Isinthi, former Empress of Xytae and mother of the deceased Emperor Ionnes, stood in the doorway.

Grandmother Irianthe was most famous for giving up her crown after a short reign, though not under duress. Ruling had never suited her, and as soon as her son grew old enough to replace her, she had departed the capital city for a private estate in the countryside where she spent her days pursing her own interests.

Some people made the mistake of believing Grandmother Irianthe weak because of her hasty abdication. But Netheia knew the truth. Grandmother Irianthe preferred to do her work unseen. An empress, always in the public eye, always under scrutiny, was not a desirable post for one as secretive as she.

Netheia did not at all understand her grandmother’s nature, but she respected it.

Grandmother Irianthe had arrived in Xyuluthe shortly after Ionnes’s death. There was nothing suspicious about that, for of course she would come out of seclusion for her son’s funeral. But instead of returning home afterward, Grandmother Irianthe had remained at the palace.

In retrospect, it was painfully obvious she had come to manipulate events on Ioanna’s behalf. But at the time, Netheia had been too distraught by her father’s death to see it. Eventually, her mind had cleared enough to realize why Ioanna’s forces were gathering at one of Grandmother Irianthe’s estates, but by then it had been too late.

Netheia pressed her fingernails into her palms.

But Grandmother Irianthe had also prevented Ioanna from killing Netheia during their duel, talking her down just as Ioanna had been about to strike the final blow, just as Netheia had been thinking of what she’d say to her father when she met him in Vailyon.

Ioanna had destroyed the south face of the Imperial Palace during her rampage, taking down millennia-old architecture with a few flicks of her hand. According to the servants who brought Netheia her meals, no repairs would be done beyond those that would keep the damage from worsening, for Ioanna felt Xytae’s dwindling funds would be better spent elsewhere.

If not for Grandmother Irianthe’s interference, Netheia would surely be dead.

Still, Netheia had assumed she’d gone home by now. This was undoubtably the longest she’d been in Xyuluthe since her abdication. Perhaps she realized what Netheia had always known: that Ioanna wasn’t strong enough to rule alone.

“I’m going to Ieflaria.” Doubtless her grandmother already knew this. Perhaps it had even been her own suggestion. But she wanted to see how Grandmother Irianthe would react to the words, if she would be sympathetic or smug. This would be Netheia’s first opportunity to take measure of how her grandmother regarded her now.

But Grandmother Irianthe only reacted by sitting down in the seat nearest to Netheia’s window, her face impassive. “When your sister arrived at my home—”

“I’ll tell you the same thing I told Mother,” interrupted Netheia. “You can’t play both sides. I know you don’t support me, and I’ll never forget, no matter how many pretty words you—”

“Do shut up. I’m here for your benefit, not mine. You may nurse your wounded pride on your own time.”

Grandmother Irianthe always spoke frankly, and so perhaps this ought not to be a surprise. But Netheia had expected her to act guilty, considering the circumstances.

“When your sister arrived at my home, I told her something I’d never told anyone before in my life—”

“What, that you were taking an interest in politics?”

“Netheia, I am attempting to communicate something important to you.”

“I don’t care what you have to say! You, or Mother, or anyone else! You’ve lost the chance to ever be considered my ally!”

“Gods forbid it.” Grandmother Irianthe rolled her eyes. “I see you’re in no state to listen. Perhaps we shall try this again when you return from your exile.”

When I return with an army, Netheia did not say because while Enessa might wave off such a grandiose claim, Grandmother Irianthe never would. Instead she said, “He meant me to be empress, you know.”

“I don’t doubt it.” Grandmother Irianthe crossed her ankles. “And I expect he thought he had another fifty years to get the edict written. Did you ever urge him to do it sooner?”

“No,” admitted Netheia because secretly she had assumed the same thing. Her father was the strongest man she’d ever met, maybe even the strongest man in the world. In childhood, Netheia had always thought he would live forever, and some small, foolish part of her had gone on believing that until the day he had died.

“Netheia, this may be difficult for you to understand, but I do not believe Reygmadra has had Xytae’s best interests at heart for a long time.”

“How can you say that?” Netheia’s eyes narrowed. “She’s the patron goddess of our empire! Everyone in our family has her blessing! Why would she favor us if she didn’t mean well?”

“It’s not so straightforward. Yes, she has favored us. But no nation can spend an eternity at war. It is not sustainable. What she asks from us—what she has asked from you, I’m certain—would lead to our downfall.”

“You’ve abandoned her worship?” Unthinkable, and yet it would explain why Grandmother Irianthe supported Ioanna. “After the blessing she gave you, the power—”

“For her benefit, not mine.”

“As it should be!” Abandoning Reygmadra’s worship was one thing; sacrilege was another.

“You’ve spent too much time among the priestesses. If you had been crowned empress, you might have reigned for five years before the empire shattered in your hands. I do not say this because I find you incompetent, but because our ways have become unsustainable. I’ll swear before your sister if you like.”

“Don’t trouble yourself.”

“You are not ready to hear this.” Grandmother Irianthe shook her head. “I should have guessed. Does Reygmadra still speak to you?”

Netheia’s heart lurched.

“I know how she is, Netheia.” Grandmother Irianthe leaned forward. “I’ve heard her voice too. As empress, she hardly gave me a moment’s peace. But I’m free of her now, and you can be as well.”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Of course I do, Netheia!”

“No!” Netheia stood and advanced on her grandmother. Grandmother Irianthe did not react even as Netheia towered over her. “I’d never abandon Reygmadra’s worship! I understand what loyalty is! She made our empire glorious—”

“A thousand years ago, Netheia.”

Netheia shoved her grandmother with all her strength, knocking her out of her seat. Netheia shifted into a defensive stance and raised her hands, preparing for Grandmother Irianthe to leap to her feet so they could have the fight she’d been itching for ever since her imprisonment.

But Grandmother Irianthe did not move. She remained where she had fallen, face twisted with pain, one hand clutching her side. Netheia frowned. Grandmother Irianthe had Regymadra’s blessing just as Netheia herself did. The push should have ignited the blood rage, and the blood rage ought to have numbed the pain of the rough landing.

“Guards,” said Grandmother Irianthe through gritted teeth. She did not shout, and Netheia wasn’t even sure if they heard her, but the doors burst open a moment later. Too confused to react, Netheia only stepped back as the guards crowded around Grandmother Irianthe and tried to help her to her feet.

It could not be her age; Netheia had sparred with warriors and priestesses older than Grandmother Irianthe. Even if she hadn’t sparred for decades, those blessed by Reygmadra were far more difficult to injure than unblessed Men, less likely to break a bone or bleed out from a wound.

“She needs a healer,” one of the guards announced.

She’s faking, Netheia wanted to say, but the words caught in her throat.

None of the guards looked at her as they helped Grandmother Irianthe out of the room. The door slammed shut behind them, leaving her standing there alone as confusion and horror twined together in her stomach.

*

It took two weeks to travel to Birsgen, and Netheia hated every minute of it. Her guards—all paladins—were hostile, always watching for some sign she planned to escape.

Netheia wanted to ask where they expected her to escape to. Perhaps they’d give her some good ideas. But they never acknowledged her when she spoke, so Netheia did not waste her breath.

Officially, she heard no news of Grandmother Irianthe before her departure. But a talkative servant disclosed she was not permanently injured. Part of Netheia felt foolish for worrying at all, for the Imperial Palace employed some of the most powerful healers on the continent.

Still, how had she managed to injure her grandmother so badly? A lucky strike, perhaps? Or perhaps all those decades in seclusion had weakened her grandmother to an extent Netheia had never believed possible.

She pushed the thought away, determined to distract herself. But she had little else to think of, save for how Ioanna had stolen the throne from her, and what she might have done differently. If only Netheia had thought to keep an eye out for the Order of the Sun. If only the army hadn’t been so far from Xyuluthe. If only she’d been faster, cleverer—if only she’d killed Ioanna the moment they had learned of Father’s death!

Part of her was still surprised Ioanna had put up a fight at all. Netheia had honestly expected her sister to jump at the chance to abandon her title and join the temple where she already spent so much of her time. The priests had filled her head with stupid ideas about order and justice. How could anyone expect her to be an empress after that?

Eastern Xytae was lush and green, the land used primarily for farming—though Netheia understood their output had been reduced in recent years and were only expected to increase again now the war was over. Just another thing for Ioanna to take credit for, she supposed. They did pass through towns, but Netheia was never allowed to contact any of the residents. None tried to approach her either, but she told herself she had nothing to say to common farmers, so it hardly mattered at all.

They crossed the border into Ieflaria without incident, and Netheia’s resentment gave way to curiosity. She’d never been to Ieflaria before and only heard stories of their eastern neighbors. The regents were King Dietrich and Queen Saski, and their heir was Crown Princess Adalheidis, married to Princess Esofi, a Rhodian woman. The two princesses were the adoptive mothers of the young dragon Iulia had mentioned but, curiously, had no children of their own species. The king and queen also had a second child, a son around Iulia’s age, named Alard—uncommon for a couple their age, but not unheard of, especially given what the priestesses of Pemele and Dayluue were capable of.

Ieflaria had split off from Xytae centuries ago, taking advantage of the empire’s ebbing strength to declare independence. At that point, the legion had been spread too thinly to regain control, and so Ieflaria had been allowed to slip away, along with Vesolda and Ibaia.

Ioanna had destroyed all the progress her father had made into Masim, and so Netheia wondered if it would be better to forget the south and turn her attention to retaking the rest of the continent once she was empress. There were advantages and disadvantages to the plan, and she knew her father had left those nations in peace because they would undoubtably join forces against Xytae once they realized what was happening, attacking from every direction. Besides, something about Masim had called to him. It was a rich land, full of resources, and Xytae had been at its most powerful when they’d controlled swathes of the region. It was a sort of nostalgia, Netheia supposed, for something he’d only ever read about in history books.

The border separating eastern Xytae from western Ieflaria was guarded by both nations, though crossing over was not prohibited by either side. There were more Ieflarian guards than Xytan, so perhaps they were afraid of an invasion. They ought to be afraid, Netheia privately decided. And once she took care of her sister, they’d regret not sending more.

She wondered if these soldiers, so far from Ioanna’s reach, would be more loyal to her than the ones at home. But perhaps the paladins thought the same thing, for they hurried her through the encampment, a strong hand pushing her forward whenever she attempted to make eye contact with anyone.

Their arrival in Birsgen was quiet. Nobody came out to gawk at Netheia as her carriage passed through the streets. Either they did not know who she was, or they did not care—probably the former. She supposed they assumed her to be a visiting noblewoman, here to find an advantageous marriage or waste her money.

Compared the Imperial Palace at Xyuluthe, Netheia did not find Birsgen’s castle very impressive—smaller and built from gray stone instead of white marble. But she hardly had time to take it all in before being whisked inside by Ieflarian guards. They led her inside, up winding staircases, and down dark corridors until they reached a room. Before she could ask any questions, the door shut behind her, leaving her alone.

Netheia supposed this was where she was meant to stay for the next…however long she would be in Ieflaria. She looked around, taking in the simple furniture and lack of any sort of decorations. Was this room meant for servants?

A second door led Netheia into a bedroom, significantly darker and smaller than what she was accustomed to, and featuring only a single tiny window. Netheia supposed her hosts meant for her to interpret this as an insult. Still, better than staying in a cell.

She wondered if she could go out and walk around or if she was confined to these rooms until a chaperone arrived. If she opened the door, would a guard shove her back inside? Or perhaps she would find it locked.

Anger, familiar and comforting, welled up in her chest. What gave the Ieflarians the right to treat her like this? Either she was a prisoner and belonged in a cell, or she was the sister of the empress and ought to have received a formal welcome and servants of her own and—

Netheia threw a punch at the nearest piece of furniture, a wardrobe. The heavy, sturdy wood did not even dent. Pain shot up her arm, igniting the blood rage. Her blessing did not know the difference between a real threat and a false one. 

She gave in to her fury, striking the wardrobe again and again. The wood dented, boards splintered under her fists, and satisfaction washed over her. She opened one of its doors and tore it free of the hinges, enjoying the sound it made. She threw the door at the far wall with all her strength, and observed with satisfaction the way it cracked, defeated.  

*

When Netheia woke, the sun was beginning to move over the horizon. She lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling, and tried to think of what her first move would be.

Something caught her eye, and she leapt out of bed with a shout. A thin young woman dressed in a simple black gown sat in a chair directly opposite the bed. She was pale with striking blue eyes and raven-dark hair coiled up into a bun. She did not move, even as Netheia advanced on her.

“Who are you?” demanded Netheia. In lieu of a weapon, she clenched her fists and drew them up to her chest.

“My name is Ingka.” Netheia waited for a title or family name, but Ingka said nothing more.

“Well, what are you doing here?”

“I am meant to escort you wherever you wish to go.” Ingka rose to her feet at last. She was nearly as short as Ioanna. “Their Majesties have assigned me to be your chaperone.”

Netheia regarded Ingka appraisingly. So small and thin! Netheia wouldn’t have any trouble locking her in a closet. But what would that accomplish except irritating her hosts? No, she would have to tolerate this chaperone for now or else risk a move to the dungeons.

“This is for you,” Ingka added, reaching into her pocket and withdrawing a letter. “It arrived from Xytae weeks ago.”

Netheia looked down at the broken wax seal. The Ieflarians weren’t even going to pretend they weren’t reading her correspondences. When she unfolded the pages, Iulia’s sloppy handwriting greeted her.

 

Dear Netheia,

You left Xyl Xyl Xyuluthe yesterday. But I am sending this letter now so it will be waiting for you when you get to Bur Bisg the place you are going. I think it will be a nice sirprise. If it’s not there it means the corrier got lost or bored or gave it to the wrong person.

Please rite back to me. Tel me about everything you see, and the peple you meet. And tell me if you see any dragons. You should make friends with a dragon. Nobody else in Xytae is friends with a dragon so you culd be the only one. I think.

I can’t think of anything else to say so I showed this leter to Mother. She said YOUR SPELLING IS VERY BAD but I think its all right. She also says DON’T DO ANYTHING STUPID.

I don’t know if that was meant for me or you, so I’m putting it here for both of us.

Don’t forget to rite to me or I’ll be mad!

Iulia

 

Netheia folded the letter quickly and slipped it into her pocket, determined not to show Ingka any sort of reaction. “Am I expected anywhere?” she asked.

“No.” 

Netheia frowned. Their Majesties ought to want to see her in person. At the least, she should be formally welcomed into the city, exile or not. She was still a princess. Ioanna had not taken her title from her yet.

“You may go anywhere in the castle you wish,” Ingka added. “But if you intend to leave the grounds, we must request permission.”

“I want to go to the temple.”

“There is a chapel of the Ten in the castle. I will escort you.”

“No. I want to go to the Temple of Reygmadra.”

“That will not happen,” said Ingka flatly.

Netheia made a disgusted sound but did not argue. She hadn’t been expecting Ingka to consent to this plan. But if anyone would be her ally in this new country, surely it was the priestesses of Reygmadra. She did not know the name of the archpriestess in Ieflaria, but if she resembled Seia in any way, she’d be extremely useful.

A second room adjoined the bedroom. When Netheia wandered in, she saw a large, free-standing basin tub in the middle of the room but none of the piping that would carry water in.

“We will have to call for servants to bring the water,” said Ingka from behind her. “Would you like me to?”

“That will take ages,” groaned Netheia. Still, she’d been on the road for so long, she supposed she could tolerate the wait for the sake of a proper bath. “Fine. Call for them.”

Netheia stepped back into the bedroom. The sight of the ruined wardrobe greeted her. She’d completely forgotten about taking her anger out on it the previous night. Ingka hadn’t said a word about it.

At some point, as she had slept, her things had been brought in. How strange to realize she must have slept through it. She must have exhausted herself more than she thought. She found nothing useful hidden away within her clothing, no secret daggers or mysterious phials that might have been placed there by an ally—or an enemy seeking to implicate her in a crime. Ioanna would never order such a thing done, but the Order of the Sun might take the initiative if they wanted to convince Ioanna to change Netheia’s sentence.

She supposed she ought to put her things in the broken wardrobe, seeing as Ingka was gone, and she apparently had no other servants. She would complain about that—exile or not, she ought to have a personal maid, not just a chaperone. 

The door opened, and servants entered with buckets of water. It was so primitive, Netheia found herself feeling sorry for the Ieflarians. Xytae had controlled this territory in centuries past, and she knew they’d left infrastructure beneath the city. Why, then, was there no piping in the castle?

She supposed she could ask about it when she started to meet some of the Ieflarian nobles. Doubtless many of them would be wary of associating too closely with her. But if she acted like the sort of girl who cared about plumbing and architecture, they might relax enough for her to start asking real questions.

The servants poured the water into the tub, one bucket at a time. Netheia watched as a neutroi child held their hands over the surface of the water, slowing warming it with their magic. The child, about Iulia’s age, would not meet Netheia’s eyes when she looked at them. Nor, she noticed, did any of the servants.

Once they were all gone, Netheia pulled her dress off and stepped into the water. Ingka remained in the room but with her back to Netheia, eyes directed stoically toward the door. Netheia found this especially amusing, considering the communal nature of baths in Xytae.

Maybe today she would wear one of her short dresses and scandalize everyone.

But no, she was meant to be forming alliances. The scandalizing would have to come later.

“I’m going to need a maid,” Netheia called to Ingka. “Sooner, rather than later.”

“Their Majesties will assign one to you if and when they feel it is warranted.”

Netheia rolled her eyes. “Did Their Majesties warn you that you might be stuck with me for decades?”

“Your exile from Xytae will not be that long.”

“I tried to overthrow the empress,” Netheia reminded her. “You might be trapped with me until we die. Tell me what you like, so I know what to get you at midwinter.”

Ingka did not react to this.

“I’ll come to your wedding,” Netheia went on. “And when you have a child, I’ll be there to tell the midwife she’s doing it all wrong. Oh, I suppose I’ll be their aunt, won’t I?”

“No.”

“You should have thought of that before you took this assignment,” said Netheia. “I’m afraid we’re bound together forever now. We’re practically married if you think about it.”

“No.”

“You didn’t even hear me out.”

Ingka gave a small sigh, and Netheia privately agreed. How had things come to this? Her only source of entertainment was needling her chaperone.

“For midwinter, I’ll get you a better dress. What are you going to get me? I like swords.”

“I am aware.”

“Get me one with a massive jewel set in the pommel.” Netheia pulled one foot close to examine a spot on her big toe. “Make it horrible and gaudy, so everyone knows it’s meant to be awful.”

Ingka did not reply. Perhaps she’d realized Netheia’s conversation was more with herself than Ingka. She slapped the surface of the water in frustration. “Do you have any idea what the past few months have been like for me?”

Ingka’s silence probably meant she’d decided to no longer engage with Netheia, but Netheia pretended Ingka was waiting for her to elaborate. Well, Netheia wasn’t going to. Let Ingka imagine a life of intrigue and conspiracy and hidden daggers.

It was more interesting than the truth.

*

Netheia ran an absent hand over the craggy, uneven stones of the hallway as she passed through and decided the polished marble at home was far superior. 

Ingka walked alongside her, expressionless. Netheia regretted teasing her in the bath. Things would be so much more difficult if Ingka hated her. But she did not think she’d done anything to earn her hatred. Exasperation, perhaps, but not hatred. Not yet.

It would be difficult not to needle someone so stoic and serious. 

They rounded a corner together, and Netheia came face-to-face with something she had never seen before in her life. She stared up at it, eyes wide and mouth gaping. Even the knowledge an adolescent dragon lived somewhere in the castle had not prepared her for the real thing. 

It was about the size of a pony and stood on all fours, tail held out behind itself in midair in the same way a dog or cat might. Its scales were not quite gray and not quite blue, and it regarded her with thoughtful gold eyes. Enormous silver claws tipped each digit of his hands and feet. They were longer than her thumbs.

“Hello,” said the dragon in a surprisingly youthful voice.

“Hello,” replied Netheia weakly.

The dragon continued to watch her, shifting its wings. Netheia still did not move for fear she would prompt it to attack her. She did not even dare glance sidelong at Ingka because what if it leapt while she was distracted? Reygmadra’s blessing would keep her from dying as easily as an ordinary Man, but it was no guarantee of immortality, and those claws looked horrific.

“Carinth!”

The dragon turned his head in the direction of the voice, and Netheia followed his gaze as a woman in an emerald-green gown rounded the corner.

“Carinth, are you scaring people?” she asked.

“Nooo,” said the dragon, sounding like a scolded child.

Netheia studied the woman’s dress. She supposed this was the Ieflarian style—floor-length, velvet, decorated around the waist and hems and wrists with beautiful gold embroidery. Over this she wore a surcoat, black, similarly embroidered. When Netheia met her eyes, the woman gave a friendly smile. “Carinth won’t hurt you.” She rested one hand on the dragon’s head. “I promise. Carinth, this is Princess Netheia Isinthi.”

The dragon sat on his haunches and surveyed Netheia. Netheia risked a glance over at Ingka, stoic and impassive as ever.

Netheia swallowed. She wasn’t sure exactly what to say, but she felt she ought to say something. “I didn’t know dragons could speak.”

“This one does magic too,” said the woman, rubbing one of Carinth’s horns. The gesture reminded Netheia of a mother ruffling her child’s hair. “We’re very proud. Did I introduce myself yet? I’m Adale.”

Netheia tried to keep the surprise from her face. This woman was the crown princess, the heir to Ieflaria’s throne. But she dressed simply for one of her station and not traveling in a flock of glittering waiting ladies.

“You arrived so quietly I almost thought perhaps you weren’t here yet,” added Adale.

“We arrived late last night. I think everyone was already asleep by the time we reached the castle. I haven’t had a chance to meet anyone at all yet.” Adale would be a powerful ally if Netheia could convince her she was someone worth associating with. Perhaps if she acted alone and friendless, the crown princess would take her in out of pity. The strategy would never work in Xytae, but she understood Ieflaria did things differently.

It helped that Adale appeared to regard Netheia as a guest, rather than a political prisoner. Perhaps she was just inordinately polite, but Netheia would take a chance anyway. Deciding every mother on Inthya wanted an opportunity to talk about her own child, Netheia asked, “Can Carinth breathe fire?”

“Not yet, so you’ve nothing to worry about. If you see something on fire, it’s probably not because of him. Besides, dragons don’t breathe flames nearly as often as stories say. We go to the Silver Isles every summer, and I think we’ve only seen it once. They do have a weakness for shiny things though. Let me know if any of your jewelry goes missing. I know most of his hiding spots.”

“Mama!” Netheia wasn’t sure how he managed it, but the dragon looked scandalized. “I don’t do that anymore!”

“Carinth is only fifteen years old, which is younger for a dragon than it is for a Man. He’ll be a child for a while. I don’t mind though. I’m going to be sad when he’s too big to live inside.”

“I’m going to live in the garden once I’m grown,” Carinth informed Netheia. “And when Alard is king, we’re going to build a cave on the royal chase. We did a drawing of it.”

So, the dragon was not the princesses’ heir. Netheia could not call that a surprise, but she found herself sympathetic to Carinth regardless. If the princesses were his mothers, he ought to be a prince in his own right, dragon or not.

She supposed he would be more than capable of handling anyone standing in the way of his throne once he grew older. Still, it would be strange—a dragon ruling a nation of Men. Even if his subjects tolerated it, he would never be one of them, would he?

“You must be best friends with your uncle,” said Netheia.

“Oh, we’re all grateful for Alard.” Adale’s eyes sparkled. “Of course, they still want an heir from Esofi and I, but it’s taken some pressure off us.”

“Carinth doesn’t count?” asked Netheia.

“Unfortunately not. He’s too large to fit on a throne.”

Netheia laughed. “Is that their only objection?”

“No, just the only one I can see any merit in.” Adale looked down at Carinth. “Well, I think someone is late to lessons. I’m sure we’ll meet again.”

The two left, and Netheia looked over to Ingka. She’d remained silent through the entire exchange, so much so that Netheia had nearly forgotten she was even there. Netheia waited to see if she would say anything, but she didn’t.

The Chapel of the Ten was not as large as Netheia had been imagining, but she expected that would be the case with everything in Ieflaria. The Sunrise service ended hours ago, and nobody would be using it for anything else today.

Life-sized statues of the Ten had been placed around the room, and Netheia approached the one of Reygmadra instinctively. A little different than the depictions of Reygmadra that Netheia saw at home, she had a thinner face, a longer nose, and hair worn in Ieflarian-style braids. But she still wore her usual battle-damaged leather armor, and one arm reached for the short sword hilted at her belt as though preparing to attack an unknown opponent.

Netheia rested one hand on the hilt of the stone sword, brushing the statue’s fingers with her own. Would Reygmadra continue to ignore her, even when Netheia stood before her effigy? She closed her eyes and reached out with her mind, hoping and praying for acknowledgment.

As the minutes trickled past, Netheia’s hope turned to outrage. What right did Reygmadra have to ignore her? Netheia had lost everything because of her! Reygmadra had no right to treat Netheia as a failure when kidnapping Vitaliya had been her idea all along!

Netheia turned away from the statue, rage boiling within her, and stalked toward the large double doors at the end of the chapel. Ingka hurried after her, a silent black shadow.

“Where are you going?” asked Ingka when Netheia did not follow the path to her room.

“Shut up!” snarled Netheia. 

Ingka grabbed her by the arm.

At last, an excuse to hit someone again. Netheia wrenched her arm free and swung her other fist directly at Ingka’s face.

Ingka dodged artfully, and so the blow only grazed her cheek. An incredulous laugh escaped Netheia’s lips. Did Their Majesties think she couldn’t spot a fellow warrior if they made her wear a dress?

In a perverse way, Netheia was glad they’d given her a guard and not a waiting lady. Now she would feel no guilt when she broke Ingka’s arm. She rushed forward again, her blood singing, and this time her punch connected with Ingka’s face.

She did not see Ingka pull a blade from anywhere, but suddenly she had two, one in each hand. Ingka must have been hiding them in her sleeves, perhaps strapped to her arms. When the blades pierced Netheia’s skin, her blood lit with rage, and she knew she had the advantage now.

When the blood rage overtook, Netheia lost control over her own actions. The experience almost felt like being possessed by Reygmadra herself. She became brutal, uninhibited, and nearly impervious to pain.

Netheia punched wildly, trying to knock the blades from Ingka’s hands. But her blows barely connected, for Ingka dodged them all with enviable agility. Frustrated, Netheia flung her entire body at Ingka, knocking her to the floor at last. Netheia raised one arm, preparing to break Ingka’s nose—

Someone grabbed Netheia from behind, lifting her off Ingka’s body and pinning her arms to her sides. Netheia turned her head, expecting to see a castle guard. But instead, she found herself looking into the face of another young woman, one even taller than Netheia herself.

She was pale with enormous golden eyes and curly reddish-blonde hair and apparently much stronger than one would expect from looking at her because no matter how Netheia struggled, she could not break free. Netheia threw her legs outward, then slammed the soles of her feet against her captor’s knees. The move had never failed her before, but this girl hardly reacted except to adjust her footing.

Ingka got to her feet. The strange girl released Netheia, allowing her to fall to the ground. Netheia sprang back up, but someone grabbed her arm. Before she could wrench free, someone seized her other arm in the exact same way, and she stared up into the face of one of the castle guards. The blood rage ebbed. 

“I’m, I’m sorry,” stammered the strange girl in oddly accented Ieflarian. She wore a strangely styled dark-blue robe that covered her from throat to ankles. Before Netheia could ask her any questions, the guards dragged her away.


Chapter Two

KLAVIDA

 

Klavida of Nalova had arrived in Ieflaria about a month ago. The country would never be her home, but she couldn’t complain about the weather. Nalova, located in the northernmost region of Cilva, was so far north that most of the maps here in Ioshora cut off before it could be shown. At this time of year, the snows were already falling on her family’s estate and would not stop until late spring. Ieflaria, so warm and mild by comparison, would not receive her first snows for a few months yet.

Most Cilvans did not bother to learn the Ieflarian language, but Klavida had known for years that she would eventually need to travel to Ieflaria to find the information she sought. As a result, her grasp of the language was rather good and continued to improve every day as she spent time with the priestesses and her fellow students.

A relatively recent addition to the city, Birsgen’s university structure reminded Klavida of mage towers of legend, the sort that featured in paintings more often than reality. In fact, the university was one of the tallest structures in the entire city, third only to the Temple of Nara and the royal castle, respectively. One of the first things they told her upon admission was she’d be running up and down endless steps all day long. With only minimal space available for construction at the time of the university’s founding, the architects elected to forego width in favor of height.

It was a stark contrast to Cilva’s university in Emerysk where Klavida had earned the rank of master a year ago. Cilva’s university was as old as the surrounding city, a rambling palace of a building one could easily become lost in. Most of it was gorgeous, well-maintained, and filled with books, people, and priceless antiques. But entire wings had been closed off over the centuries, sometimes due to damage or disrepair and sometimes because of experiments gone wrong.

At nineteen years old, Klavida was too young to test for archmage, the highest rank anyone with Talcia’s blessing could achieve. Upon her arrival in Birsgen, the priestesses had assumed she was attempting to circumvent the rules, and firmly asserted the policy here in Ioshora was no different than the policy in Siabaeld—she must spend five years at master rank before she would be eligible to test for archmage.

Klavida might have taken offense at the assumption she was up to no good, but she had spent enough time among aspiring archmages to know their reputation for underhanded tactics was not wholly unearned. She disliked many of the Cilvan archmages-to-be and the way they gloated about how rich and influential they’d be once they found noble patrons to host them at their courts.

In any case, Klavida had a legitimate reason to come to Ieflaria. She’d prepared her explanation long before leaving home, reciting it again and again in front of her mother and sisters until she could say it without wavering: she was researching Talcia’s magical creatures, with the goal of writing a detailed compendium of every species Talcia had put on Inthya. For now, she was in the early stages, separating legends from truth and identifying places where information was missing or outright false. The latter she found frustratingly common since Talcia’s creatures tended to be shy and secretive, and when Men did not know anything about a subject, they had a bad habit of making things up out of whole cloth. When her research was complete, she would venture out into the wilderness and observe for herself—but that would not be for a long time.

Then, suspecting a bit of flattery would not go amiss, she’d added she was interested in the Rhodian methods brought to Ieflaria by the future queen. The Ieflarians had neglected Talcia’s worship before Princess Esofi’s arrival, and not only lost her favor but many of the techniques used to master magic. The Rhodians, by contrast, were notably devoted to Talcia, and their battlemages were understood to be some of the most skilled—and ruthless—in the world.

And this was all true enough, but none of it had anything to do with the real reason she had come to Ieflaria.

Klavida woke with the rising sun. The noise of the university-employed servants starting their work, as well as the scent of street vendors outside selling cooked sausages and roasted vegetables, never failed to rouse her at an early hour. 

She did not know if there was any truth to the rumors stating university students sometimes joined the Temple of Talcia as acolytes to get better accommodations, but she understood why someone might want to. Her miniscule room was hardly large enough to contain more than its two beds and single large wardrobe, which she shared with an Ieflarian girl, a journeyman-level mage named Hreidun. Hreidun would be testing for master rank at midwinter.

A faint morning glow seeped through the cracks of the shutters, more than enough light for Klavida to see by. She dressed quickly and quietly, determined not to wake her roommate. The robe she wore as a master mage was the same shade of midnight blue worn by archmages and priestesses, but archmage robes were embroidered in silver and priestesses’ were cut in an entirely different style, long and flowing rather than short and practical.

At home, master mages still wore midnight blue, but the color for priestesses and archmages alike was black. Nobody knew where the discrepancy had come from.

Klavida spent most of her time in the university’s library, trying to conduct research. Most of the texts within were depressingly rudimentary, obviously intended for students who were only beginning their studies.

Klavida closed the bedroom door as quietly as she could and hurried down the winding stone steps. She passed no students or instructors on the way down, only the servants who cared for the tower and kept everyone fed. When she reached the ground floor, she pushed the heavy doors outward and stepped into the misty morning.

Klavida had never thought she would miss the scent of snow. Her time in Emerysk had helped her grow at least somewhat accustomed to city life, but nothing had prepared her for the experience of leaving her home country. And not just her country, the entire continent. How easy it was to feel completely alone, even with so many people around.

The Temple of Talcia, a gleaming black marble structure, was only a few minutes’ walk from the university tower. The stone footpath connecting them was always kept clear though it needed to be widened to accommodate more people.

Klavida passed the temple steps but did not walk up them yet. If she didn’t find something to eat, she would never be able to focus on her work. Breakfast would be laid out for the students in a few hours, but she could not wait that long, particularly not when the scent of meat wafted up from the street.

Vendors were known to overcharge in the Temple District, but Klavida did not mind too much, since they were also more trustworthy. Nobody wanted to be caught selling a sausage made from something questionable to an archpriest or wealthy temple donor. 

Most university students preferred to walk the extra distance for lower prices, but Klavida could smell the difference in quality. She couldn’t tell anyone this, not without prompting questions she didn’t want to answer, so she allowed them to think her parents had sent her to Ieflaria with an inordinate amount of spending money.

Klavida acquired breakfast from a familiar vendor—no easy feat, with all the scents and sounds vying for her attention. She made a special effort not to eavesdrop on any conversations she passed by and did not allow herself to go wandering off to investigate whatever was being cooked two streets away. Instead, she returned to the Temple of Talcia and ascended the dark steps. A few bleary-eyed acolytes tended to the birds, but it was otherwise silent—though there was no missing the ringing of the bells from the Temple of Iolar. The Sunrise service would be starting soon for those devoted enough to attend.

She entered the temple, and the scent of smoky incense greeted her, one of the few constants between Ieflaria and Cilva. She made her way upstairs to the library, which she had only started venturing into within the past week. It was a small, stale, windowless room, but the materials within were far more advanced than the books at the university—though generally not relevant to her situation. So far, she’d discovered nothing she did not already know.

Klavida set her bag on the table and withdrew her papers. Once finished, she turned her face to the bookshelves, knowing they were so disorganized that there was nothing to do except pick up where she had left off yesterday.

Some of the texts were impressively old—some were virtually unreadable. Those Klavida could read were an eclectic collection, and there was no guessing what they contained until she opened them.

All the temple priestesses smelled of the soap the acolytes washed their robes with, as well as the special blend of incense the temple used in all its rituals. But, like all Men, they each had their own unique scent. Priestess Ziska’s was particularly flowery, and Klavida could always tell when she was approaching.

Klavida was careful to give no indication she detected Ziska, for ordinary Men could not smell one another under normal circumstances. She only continued to gather up books peacefully.

“Good morning, dear,” came Ziska’s voice from the doorway. “You’re up early. Have you been finding what you need?”

Klavida hesitated, unwilling to lie but not wanting to insult the temple’s collection with the truth. The ensuing silence was as good as any answer.

“If you’re not finding anything here, you might try the castle library. They have a wide range of subjects, and it’s all managed by the Temple of Ethi. Even if they don’t have what you need, the librarian-priests might be able to direct you elsewhere.”

“Oh!” Never in a hundred years would Klavida have even considered setting foot in the castle. “But will they allow me entry?”

“I can have the archpriestess write a letter for you,” said Ziska. “But if you’re wearing your robes, I doubt they’ll stop you at all. The gates are usually open during the daylight hours.”

“Do you think the archpriestess would do that for me?”

“Oh, certainly.” Ziska waved her hand. “I’ll go see if she’s up yet. You wait here.”

Klavida tried to turn her attention to the books in front of her, but she already knew she could not possibly hope to accomplish anything now, especially with the way her hands trembled. Might she be allowed inside the castle? Such a thing would be unthinkable in Cilva, and she never would have dreamed of asking. 

She could only imagine what the royal library must be like. Surely it would have the information she sought! She reached up and touched her hair, trying to recall if she’d combed it before leaving the tower today. What if she looked so awful they turned her away on principle?

Klavida forced herself to be rational. Nobody would argue with a letter from the archpriestess. Besides, her mother always claimed most people were far too busy passing judgment on themselves to bother passing judgment on others. Klavida was not sure if she believed this under ordinary circumstances, but it probably would be so in the castle, where everyone was busy and important.

Her thoughts sobered. Perhaps Ziska would not find the archpriestess after all—or perhaps the archpriestess would refuse to sign the letter, for who was Klavida to anyone except a foreign student who nobody really knew anything about?

Still, what if her search was over? What if answers were only a short walk away?

But what if they weren’t?

What if the library held no answers because there were no answers to be had? What if Klavida was the only person on Inthya to ever suffer in the way she was suffering now?

Klavida tried to set to work but only succeeded in shuffling some papers around. By the time Ziska returned, bearing a sealed letter, she’d spread her things across the table but not opened a single book.

“Here we are.” Ziska passed the letter over to Klavida. “Show it to the guards if they stop you, but don’t let them keep it. The librarian-priests might want to see it as well. They can be funny about their books.”

“Thank you,” gasped Klavida, holding the letter close to her chest. She might never have an opportunity like this again.

She exited the temple only minutes later. The castle was partially visible from the steps of the temple, but Klavida had never gone too near to it. Her parents always warned against tangling with nobles, who were so sure of their understanding of the world they’d find no place for Klavida in it.

But truthfully, Klavida had not explored much of Birsgen at all. She knew her family would want to hear all about Ieflaria when she returned home, and she ought to spend some time touring the city and buying gifts for them. But that could wait until after she found a cure for herself.

There was no comparing the city with the clear, untouched purity of true wilderness, Klavida decided as she made her way in the direction of the castle. With the rising of the sun, the city came to life, and the once-empty streets quickly grew crowded. She ignored the scents that bombarded her from every direction—Men, animal, and food—and kept her eyes locked on her destination. 

Klavida kept her breathing calm and natural as she moved toward the castle. There was no need to panic. If the guards stopped her, she had the archpriestess’s letter, and if that wasn’t good enough, she would simply turn around and tell Ziska so. They wouldn’t arrest her for approaching the castle—that wasn’t a crime.

She fell into step behind a few servants, who passed through the gates easily. As Klavida drew near to the guards, she turned the letter in her hand so the seal was clearly visible, but nobody stopped her.

Klavida relaxed. Even though Princess Esofi was currently out of the country, the university students enjoyed a certain amount of prestige due to her influence. Many of the temple priestesses doubled as university instructors. But not all priestesses were archmages, and not all archmages were priestesses. Even before Esofi’s arrival in Ieflaria, the court mage to Their Majesties had been a man unaffiliated with the temple, and he still held his post today despite the many changes in the meantime.

In those days, archmages had been rare in Ieflaria. The few schools offering training to obtain archmage status were small and of questionable repute. She was glad she was arriving in Ieflaria now and not twenty years ago.

But if not for Esofi, she wouldn’t have come to Ieflaria at all.

The priestesses obviously held their future queen in high esteem, and Klavida was disappointed that she hadn’t seen her yet. But Esofi was on an expedition to the Silver Isles. Normally, she and her wife took their son there in the summer months when the weather was most hospitable. But something was stirring on the isles, and Princess Esofi had returned alone shortly before Klavida’s arrival in Birsgen.

Klavida did not know what was happening among the wild dragons, and if any of the priestesses did, they neglected to speak of it while the students were around. She supposed it was not any of her business, being neither a dragon nor an Ieflarian. She only hoped it was not too serious.

Klavida tried not to gawk as she entered the castle, to not behave like the archetypal foreigner. But she did look around for any details she might report to her family, for they’d want to know everything once they learned she’d been allowed to set foot inside the castle. She imagined how it would be both her parents and all her sisters and their children and her aunts and uncles and cousins all gathered around the big fire in the great hall, roasting meat and listening to her describe the south. She thought of her family home in Nalova, the large, ancient manor where four generations of her family lived. They held no titles, but the land had been her family’s for almost a thousand years. Because Nalova was located in the far north, none of the Cilvan nobility cared enough to try to take it from them so long as they paid their taxes every few years. Her father claimed most nobles thought of the north country as a barren wasteland, uninhabitable and worthless. They did not see the quiet beauty of the wilderness, nor the abundance of life it supported.

Klavida passed the archpriestess’s note over to her other hand, hoping it would be less sweaty. If she reached the library and the letter was too smudged by moisture that the priests couldn’t read it, she would die of shame.

She stopped and asked a footman for directions, and he pointed her down the hallway. Klavida continued along, somewhat reassured there was no shortage of people to ask for help, and if she seemed truly pitiful, someone might even escort her there.

At the sound of a door opening somewhere nearby, Klavida paused. A tall young woman with dark curly hair rushed from the room and into the hallway, her face low and shoulders hunched. Another young woman, much smaller, followed her.

“Where are you going?” asked the smaller of the two.

“Shut up!” retorted the first.

The smaller one reached out and grabbed her companion by the arm. But instead of stopping, the taller one’s face twisted into an ugly snarl. When she threw the first punch, Klavida’s jaw dropped in shock, and she looked around, wondering if the Ieflarians were playing a joke on her, the outsider.

But either the ladies were excellent actors, or this was a true fight. Klavida did not see exactly what happened next, but suddenly, the smaller woman had blades in her hand. Instead of surrendering on the spot, the taller woman appeared pleased and threw herself into the fight. When the blades pierced her skin, she only laughed.

The small woman was lithe and quick, but the larger one appeared to have the advantage. When she knocked the smaller woman to the ground and raised her fists again, Klavida knew it was time to intervene. Stepping forward, she wrapped her arms around the tall woman’s upper body, pinning her arms to her sides, and lifted her up off her victim. The tall woman’s curls brushed against Klavida’s nose, and the scent of fresh citrus and polished metal nearly overpowered her.

The young woman stared at her with shocked eyes, and Klavida’s voice died in her throat, self-conscious and regretful. She wanted to apologize, to release her and hurry away—but then what?

The tall woman threw her legs out and smashed her feet against Klavida’s knees. It hurt, but not enough to make her loosen her grip. Klavida looked around frantically. She wanted to scream for the guards, but her voice was still trapped in her throat. She felt like she was in a dream, unable to do anything but stand there uselessly as the rest of the world spun on.

But thankfully, the guards heard the noise. She saw them hurrying down the corridor, their crimson uniforms bright and unmistakable. Klavida released the woman, and she went sprawling to the ground.

“I’m, I’m sorry,” said Klavida, but nobody paid her any mind. Within seconds, the tall woman had been dragged away by two of the guards, leaving Klavida there in the hall wondering what in the world she’d just witnessed.

“Are you all right?” she asked the smaller woman. This one smelled of blood, cold iron, and dangerous herbs, and Klavida found herself edging away. “Do you need a healer?”

The girl shook her head and adjusted her dress.

“What was all that?” marveled Klavida.

“That was Netheia Isinthi of the Xytan Empire,” explained one of the remaining guards.

Klavida clapped both hands over her mouth in horror. “Oh gods, no!” Even she had heard the news of the banished princess, sent to Ieflaria so her elder sister, the new empress, could restore order.

Panic rose in her chest as she looked from the guards to the young woman she had rescued from the angry princess. What had she been thinking, to step between two noblewomen? Hadn’t her family always warned her to stay out of the affairs of the nobility?

She would surely be arrested now. They might execute her.

The thought spurred her into action, and Klavida bolted, taking off in the direction she’d come from. The castle halls flew past as she ran even as her robe restrained her from running at her best speed. It would not have surprised her if someone intercepted her; if not because of what she’d done, then certainly because she was so obviously fleeing the castle.

But nobody stopped her.

Outside, the sun was finally chasing away the morning mist as the city slowly came to life. Klavida ignored it all, dodging people and carts easily as she ran. She did not slow down when the shining black marble of the temple came into view, not until she was near enough to collapse, sobbing, on the temple steps.

There were always acolytes about, girls in pale-blue robes, and when they saw Klavida, they immediately went scurrying off for a priestess.

“Klavida?” That was Ziska, sounding more concerned than Klavida had ever heard before. A soft hand touched her shoulder. “What’s wrong, my dear? Did they turn you away?”

Klavida shook her head. “I attacked a princess!” she cried, and the tears began anew.

“You what?” Ziska shook her head in disbelief. “You—what? Which princess?”

“Netheia Isinthi!”

“What?” Ziska blinked. “Of Xytae? Has she arrived already?”

“She attacked another lady—I didn’t think, I, I wanted the fighting to stop and now they’re going to arrest me! I’ve got to leave. I’ve got to go home. I should never have come here—”

“Calm down.” Ziska gripped Klavida by the shoulders. “I’m sure this is all a misunderstanding. We’ll go to the guards and sort this out. Archpriestess Asta won’t let them arrest you.”

“How can she stop them? I attacked a princess!”

“A Xytan princess”—Ziska rolled her eyes—“who ought to have been executed, but her sister couldn’t bear to see it done. There’s nobody in the castle who will take her side over yours. Their Majesties may even thank you. We don’t take kindly to Xytans in Ieflaria, Klavida. We remember what they tried to do to us.”

Klavida shook her head. “I need to leave,” she repeated. “I want to go home.”

“I won’t stop you if that’s what you want, but I’ll be sad to see you go. I think your work is incredibly valuable. Men have spent so long separating themselves from Talcia’s wilderness. It is shameful we know so little about her children.”

Klavida did not know what to say.

“Come with me. Let’s get off these steps,” Ziska coaxed. “Let’s go talk to the archpriestess. She’ll know exactly what to do.”

Klavida found Archpriestess Asta to be an overwhelming woman, and she wasn’t the only one who felt that way. She didn’t dislike her; she didn’t know her well enough to. But Asta was loud and forceful, and some of the instructors complained once she’d made up her mind about something, there was no changing it. She smelled of fresh ink on old paper and night-blooming flowers.

Archpriestess Asta led the Moonrise services every month, her voice carrying to every corner of the temple. She occasionally stepped into the university tower to check up on the progress of things but had never spoken to Klavida directly. Now that was about to change.

She only hoped Asta was in a good mood today.


Chapter Three

NETHEIA

 

Less than a day in Ieflaria and Netheia was already in the dungeon.

Reygmadra ought to be proud of her, but she had yet to stop sulking and start behaving like a patron goddess should. Netheia doubted Reygmadra even knew what had happened—she had probably missed the entire thing. Which was fine. The ending was an embarrassment—and puzzling too.

The girl who had interfered with the fight was obviously foreign, neither Xytan nor Ieflarian. Perhaps she was from the north, or far west. She’d taller than Netheia herself but much thinner. Or so Netheia thought. The girl’s robes did a good job of hiding most of her body.

But she had kept her grip on Netheia stoically until the arrival of the guards, ignoring how the princess fought to break free. 

Who was she?

The color of the robes suggested an affiliation with the Temple of Talcia, but the style was all wrong unless the priestesses here dressed completely differently than the ones at home. More importantly, her strength had obviously been magical in nature like Netheia’s own. But Talcia did not grant physical blessings—or did she?

Perhaps the color was coincidental? Talcia’s followers were not the only ones who wore blue; there were not enough colors in the world for each god to claim exclusive rights over one. Priestesses of Nara wore light blue, but that was even less likely, for even those rare few without wings tended to be small, thin women with easily broken bones.

Perhaps the girl’s patron was some obscure, overly specific god Netheia had never heard of. She supposed she would have to ask, assuming the Ieflarians were not planning on letting her starve to death down here and telling Ioanna she had slipped on the steps and broken her neck. Yes, Ioanna would know it was a lie, but what could she do? She might even thank the Ieflarians for getting rid of her.

With no other way to occupy herself, Netheia closed her eyes and reached out with her mind. She wanted Reygmadra to know she would keep annoying her until she got a response. 

What a terrible change from those days when Reygmadra had come to her—first in visions and then manifesting in the Imperial Palace to teach her what her blessing was capable of. Netheia, delighted and a bit awed by Reygmadra’s attention, had immediately thrown herself into mastering these new methods.

For there were things not even the priestesses remembered, skills forgotten centuries ago. Netheia did not know if the records had been accidentally lost or deliberately destroyed—the former seemed more likely, but she could imagine an archpriestess quietly laying the pages in her fireplace, murmuring something like “Perhaps we have gone too far.”

Foremost among these skills was the blood fire. Unlike the blood rage, which came to life unprompted, the blood fire required control and focus. With it, Netheia could shape her magic to her will and allow it to overtake her entire body. She could even punch through Ioanna’s shields, except…

Except Ioanna’s magic burned her when she used it.

It ought to be impossible. Ioanna’s magic—Iolar’s magic—only burned evil things. Things like chaos gods or the cultists who worshipped them. Reygmadra wasn’t a chaos goddess; she was one of the Ten.

Perhaps we have gone too far.

Netheia could not shape her magic into weapons anymore—that skill took months of consistent work to master, and only a few days of inactivity to lose. By the time she had recovered from her duel with Ioanna, the ability had been gone, and regaining it would require weeks of practice. 

With no shortage of free time on her hands, Netheia could have managed it. But the blood fire came at a price she was no longer willing to pay. 

Netheia was not so arrogant as to consider Reygmadra a friend, but she had enjoyed their time together. Not just because Reygmadra’s presence made her feel special and important, but because Reygmadra understood Netheia’s eternal, simmering frustration with the world around her.

If asked, Netheia could not have explained what aspect of her life she was so unhappy with. Everyone at court admired her; everyone wanted to be her friend and attend her parties. She was her father’s daughter, the success to Ioanna’s failure. The priestesses of Reygmadra doted on her; the soldiers would have died for her.

And yet, something about it always felt hollow and unreal.

Pain pulsed through Netheia’s arms, and she looked down at the long cuts left behind by Ingka’s blades. Her blessing had numbed the pain in the moment and staunched the bleeding as well. But now the rage was gone, burned out like a fire with no kindling, and the wounds were making themselves known, throbbing like twin heartbeats.

“Hello?” Netheia called. There had to be at least one guard in here; they couldn’t be foolish enough to leave her alone. She raised her voice so they could not ignore her. “I’m bleeding.”

After an agonizingly long minute, footsteps approached—two guards, both dressed in the red castle uniforms. Knowing they had no reason to trust her, Netheia held her arms out to show them the cuts.

“I need a healer,” she said. “Or at least water and bandages.”

The guards looked like they were certain this was the first step in an elaborate escape plan, and Netheia could not blame them. It would not be out of character for her to attempt to break free. But she was in the same position she’d been in during the journey here. Even if she did manage to get away, where could she go?

One of the guards left and returned shortly with a white-robed healer, a young man. Netheia was ordered to stand against the wall of the cell while they unlocked it and allowed the healer entry.

He examined her injuries, the long thin cuts. “They’re deep,” he reported. “Someone should have been called to see you immediately. Even with your blessing preventing you from bleeding out, they might have become infected.”

Netheia made an indifferent sound, accustomed to injuries and to the quick, easy work of the palace healers back home. Besides, making a fuss over such trivial wounds was a sure way to become the latest source of mockery, princess or not.

The man traced his fingertips over the cuts, leaving a trail of white healing light behind. The pain lifted in moments, and by the time the light faded, the cuts had been replaced by clean, unmarred skin.

She waited for the customary scolding she suspected all healers were forced to memorize before the temple allowed them to take on work, but he did not speak as he got to his feet. He exited her cell quietly, and one of the guards locked the door behind him once again.

“How long am I in here?” Netheia asked.

The guard only shrugged.

“Let me talk to someone,” Netheia pleaded. “Someone has to tell me something; you can’t leave me here. I’m still a princess—”

From the look the guards exchanged, none of this impressed them.

“Captain Lehmann will speak to you when he has the time,” said one. “But he is very busy.”

“Captain Lehmann?” The title filled Netheia with hope. “Who is he?”

“He is the captain of the royal guard. You’ll need to convince him you can be trusted if you wish to earn your freedom back.”

In Xytae, anyone with a military title would be an adherent of Reygmadra. Maybe she would find an ally in him.

Unfortunately, Captain Lehmann did not come to see her that day. With no window, Netheia could not accurately gauge the hours, but the guards changed regularly. They brought her a meal at midday and another a few hours later.

The cell had only a simple cot for a bed, and it was stuffed with something stiff and awful she soon realized was straw. The blanket, though clean, smelled musty. She had never stayed in such terrible conditions before, not even while in Masim. Anger threatened to overtake her once more, but the only things within punching distance were stone walls. Not even Netheia was that foolish. 

*

Captain Lehmann visited her the next day a few hours after the guards brought her another midday meal. She could see just from looking at him that he was an experienced soldier and would not tolerate any games. She glanced at his arms but saw no emblem from the Temple of Reygmadra embroidered there, as on the guards back home. Maybe the royal guard was not affiliated with any temple if it served Their Majesties directly. She supposed she could not fault them for that. There would be no conflicting loyalties.

Still, given his line of work, he might have Reygmadra’s blessing. And in that case, she should be able to make him see devotion to their goddess was far more important to devotion to any worldly allies.

Netheia thought about standing to greet him, but decided she didn’t want to seem too eager to get out of the cell. She remained seated there on the cot and tried to pretend there was nothing unusual about her surroundings, and she’d hardly noticed she wasn’t in her usual room.

“You must be the captain.” Netheia tried to imitate the way her mother always spoke to courtiers—not dismissive but still keenly aware she was royalty and everyone else was beneath her.

“Hardly here a day and you’ve already attacked someone,” said Lehmann flatly. “There was gossip before your arrival, but I silenced it because I believed you deserved a fair chance to prove yourself. Clearly, I wasted my time.”

“This all seems like an overreaction. It was hardly an attack, given that I was unarmed. And my injuries were worse than Ingka’s.”

“That doesn’t change the fact you attacked your attendant. Did you intend to kill her?”

“Kill her? Why would I want to kill her?” Laughing was a bad idea in this situation, but she could hardly help it when the allegation was so absurd. “Is she accusing me of that?”

“Then what did you hope to accomplish?”

“Nothing. It was only a fight. If I’d known you were all going to overreact so badly, I’d have refrained.” A lie, but one she thought might reassure him.

Captain Lehmann leaned in closer. “If you wish to keep your freedom, you will refrain in the future.”

“Fine! One less thing to do. I think that puts me at three. I’ve got eating, sleeping, and brushing my hair. What a delight this country is turning out to be.”

“Their Majesties will allow you more freedom when you prove yourself worthy of it,” said the captain. “As of now, you have done nothing to earn our trust. Do you understand? And if you carry on attacking defenseless women—”

“Who, Ingka? You think I can’t recognize a fellow warrior if you put her in a gown? Don’t insult me.”

“If you attack another resident of this castle, regardless of their title or position, you will spend the remainder of your exile down here. Do you understand?”

“Yes, yes, I understand!” Netheia sighed. “What I don’t understand is why.”

“In Ieflaria, we do not attack one another, especially unprovoked. It may be different in Xytae. But you will have to obey our laws for the duration of your stay here.”

“Nobody was harmed.”

“You had no way of knowing nobody would be harmed. You were merely fortunate. It could have gone badly.”

“But it didn’t.” 

“It might have.”

But it didn’t, Netheia did not say because she realized there was nowhere for the conversation to go except an endless circle. “What will happen next?”

“Their Majesties have not yet come to a decision. I expect you will be allowed to return to your rooms eventually, but I cannot say when. I advise you to cooperate with your guards, so they have no reason to prolong your stay here.”

Netheia did not reply, for she was not certain what to say. She supposed she ought to consider herself lucky.

But she did not. She never would. Even when she discovered the way out of this dungeon and onto her father’s throne, it would not be luck that saw here there. It would be her own strength, skill, and ruthlessness.

The captain departed, and Netheia was alone once more. The hours dragged by, and she lost track of time once again. What did it matter if she was here or at home? Her life was the same either way.

At the sound of footsteps, Netheia looked up, expecting to see Captain Lehmann once more. But instead, Ingka stood on the other side of the door, dressed in a plain black gown so similar to yesterday’s that Netheia thought she might not have changed at all.

“Ingka?” Netheia had honestly never expected to see her again. “What are—?”

“You have been released,” said Ingka in her usual clipped, flat tone. “We will return to your rooms now.”

“I’m not staying in the dungeons?”

“Did you wish to?”

“No, but…” Was this a trick? Ingka’s revenge, perhaps? She would convince Netheia to leave and then have her arrested and executed for attempting to escape? Would she be better off remaining here?

“You may stay in here if you wish. It makes no difference to me. I will inform the captain.”

“No, no. I’ll go with you.” Still, Netheia hesitated. “Why am I being allowed to leave?”

“Such decisions are not mine to make. But your sister asked you be treated as a guest. And Their Majesties will attempt to honor her request unless you make it impossible for them to do so.”

“Of course,” sighed Netheia. She knew she ought to be grateful. She ought to be thrilled to receive this information. What terrible things might Their Majesties let her get away with, for the sake of pleasing Ioanna, of forging an alliance with her? How far could Netheia push? How ambitious could she become?

But all she felt was bitterness. Of course it had nothing to do with her at all. It was about Ioanna. Everyone loved Ioanna now.

She followed Ingka silently, fuming. If Ingka noticed, she said nothing. But Netheia was beginning to suspect that was normal for Ingka.

Back in her room, Ingka settled into her usual seat. She appeared to be preparing for a long day of doing nothing.

“I forgot how boring it is here.” Netheia sat down on the bed. “What have you been doing in the meantime?”

Ingka did not reply.

“And who was the girl who got between us while we were fighting?” asked Netheia. “The foreign one. Is she a noblewoman? Do you know her?”

“No.”

“No, she isn’t a noblewoman, or no, you don’t know her?”

“No to both. Why do you ask?”

“I think I’d like to meet her.”

Ingka gave Netheia the same look she’d given when Netheia had asked to visit the Temple of Reygmadra.

“I’m not angry at her,” Netheia added hastily, realizing how she must sound. “I don’t want to take revenge. I’m just curious.”

Ingka continued to regard Netheia skeptically.

“You saw her! She was stronger than me, but she was dressed like—I don’t know—what was that robe?”

“The robes of a master mage. Fully trained though not yet an archmage.”

“But she was stronger than me.”

Ingka shrugged.

“Aren’t you curious about that?” pressed Netheia. “Even a little bit? I have no idea what her blessing might be.”

“It’s not any of our concern.”

“It’s not as though I have anything better to fixate on!” Netheia sighed heavily. “I want to call on her.”

“You’ve no reason to.”

“Yes, I do. I already told you. I want to find out what her blessing is.”

“That’s none of our concern.”

“Yes, but I am so bored.”

Ingka gave Netheia the same look she’d frequently receive from her mother in childhood.

“Are you afraid I’ll try to recruit her to my secret army?” Netheia asked.

“No, I’m afraid you’ll attack her on sight.”

“I’ve no reason to do that; my pride is not so fragile. I’ve lost fights before.” But never to an archmage, or an archmage-in-training. Talcia’s blessing was so far removed from Reygmadra’s it was difficult to even think of a way two people could use them to duel effectively. “Let me bargain with you. Take me to meet her, and in return I’ll give you something.”

Ingka closed her eyes and exhaled rapidly, which Netheia supposed was her version of a laugh. “You have nothing to offer me.”

“Let me owe you something,” suggested Netheia. “Someday you’ll want something from me, and I’ll have to grant it.”

“No. I’ve no way of holding you to your word.”

“Fine! Let’s stay here and do nothing for the next fifty years!” Netheia threw herself into the nearest chair. “I wish she’d executed me.”

Ingka did nothing to indicate she was impressed by this. Instead she said, “You do have something to do. Their Majesties wish to meet with you.”

“They what?” Netheia straightened. “Are you serious? When?”

“Tomorrow.”

“When were you going to tell me about this?” demanded Netheia.

“Whenever you had finished feeling sorry for yourself.”

Netheia got up and went to her broken wardrobe. She could not decide whether she wanted to dress in her finest gown, to impress them, or in her worst one so they would not think she cared about their opinions. “I expect they want to threaten me in person. That captain didn’t do a very good job of it.”

Ingka did not reply.

*

Netheia imagined King Dietrich and Queen Saski looking something like her own parents, and so was surprised when she encountered them. Two guards, and Ingka, had escorted her to a private study, where she had been told to await the arrival of Their Majesties. Netheia found it offensive to be made to wait, but it was not long before the door opened once again.

Netheia’s own father had always dressed as though he was about to step out onto a battlefield or at least an arena, and her mother was never without bright dresses and thick, heavy jewelry. But the Ieflarian regents both dressed simply, and if not for their (too small, too modest) crowns, she would not have thought twice about them.

Neither of the two were warriors; she could tell from the way they moved. Saski, so motherly and soft, had probably never held anything sharper than an embroidery needle in her life. Dietrich, she imagined she saw traces of training in his movements, but nothing intensive, just enough to keep him active and occupied in his younger years. She wondered which god’s blessings they had. Iolar’s, perhaps? Most regents did, outside of Xytae.

They wasted no time with pleasantries. King Dietrich sat down behind the desk opposite Netheia, and Saski settled onto a large cushioned bench. She expected Dietrich to speak first, but Saski broke the silence.

“We would like to know what caused you to attack your guard.” 

“Nothing,” said Netheia. “Nothing really.”

“You must have had some reason.”

Netheia paused, trying to recall precisely what Ingka had done to annoy her. “Oh. Yes. She grabbed my arm because I was walking too quickly.”

“You attacked her because she grabbed your arm?” repeated Saski. Something about her tone gave Netheia the impression she hoped to be contradicted.

“Yes, that’s right.” Netheia nodded vigorously. “If I’d known everyone was going to get so worked up, I wouldn’t have done it.”

 From the looks Dietrich and Saski exchanged, Netheia could tell this sentiment had not done much to ease their worries.

“Ingka is not weak. She held her own formidably. Even if the mage hadn’t interfered, I expect she would have won in the end as I had no weapons.”

“Princess Netheia, do you understand why we do not find this reassuring?” asked Saski. There was no anger or accusation in her voice, merely concern. Like Netheia was their daughter, and they’d caught her trying to eat a bug off the floor. When Netheia did not reply, she added, “The abilities of your guard—or anyone else you encounter—are not relevant. Under no circumstances are you permitted to attack anyone. Do you understand?”

Netheia did not understand. Were the Ieflarians so soft that they could not cope with a bit of, of, sparring? That was all it was, just sparring, just letting some tension out, and now she and Ingka understood each other. Maybe only formal duels were allowed in Ieflaria? She would have to ask Ingka. She did not want Their Majesties to think she was trying to circumvent their decree.

It wasn’t Netheia’s fault that she did not understand Ieflarian ways. Nobody had explained anything to her.

“I don’t want any trouble,” she said, because it would be impossible to wrest power from Ioanna if she was under constant guard. “I don’t understand what’s expected of me. And I don’t have anything to do. I might be here for decades. I can’t be idle for—”

“You will not be here for decades,” said Dietrich firmly. “Your sister will summon you as soon as the situation in Xytae has calmed.”

As soon as all Netheia’s supporters were dead or at least removed from power. She did not have time to sit here, doing nothing—

But what could she do? She was trapped.

“Netheia,” said Saski, obviously sensing her unhappiness. “Do you know why Ioanna asked us to host you?”

Netheia shook her head. “I expect she didn’t trust anyone in Xytae to do it.”

“Your sister believes you need some time away from the influence of Xytan culture. You’ve been raised to value physical strength over all else. She hopes you will observe how we live and realize there are other ways.” 

“I don’t think that is going to happen.” 

Saski laughed. “Perhaps not. But we agreed to have you here—and treat you as a guest, not an exile—because we are optimistic for Xytae’s future. And for your future as well.”

Netheia, who had gone into the meeting expecting threats and subterfuge, found herself taken aback by the Ieflarian monarchs. They were direct, but not unkind—the opposite of how things usually went in Xytae—and this unbalanced her more than anything else they might have done.

“I was curious about something else,” said Netheia, eager to change the subject. “The girl, the mage that grabbed me—who was she?”

“A student from the university here in Birsgen,” said Dietrich. “You will not encounter her again.”

“Why not?” The words slipped out before she could consider them, and she cringed internally at how plaintive they sounded. “I don’t want to hurt her!” she added quickly, for it was clear from the expression on their faces that Their Majesties had come to the same conclusion as Ingka. “I’d like to reassure her that I’m not holding a grudge. And to tell her I am impressed by her skill.”

Dietrich still looked skeptical, but Saski softened. “Asta mentioned the girl was distraught,” she murmured to her husband. 

“I’d never seen anything like it before,” Netheia went on, sensing the regents required more convincing. “I never thought someone with Talcia’s blessing might get the better of someone like me.”

“Talcia’s blessing is famously versatile, as Princess Esofi has often demonstrated.” Saski turned to Dietrich. “What do you think? With guards?”

“With guards,” agreed Dietrich. Netheia’s heart leapt. A chance to get out of the castle! She tried not to appear too eager.

“I’ll call on her tomorrow if I can get around to it”—she kept her voice cool and neutral—“if I don’t find something better to do in the meantime.”

*

Later that afternoon, Netheia had her first visitor. Sprawled out on the largest sofa in the room, she contemplated whether or not it would be worth it to take the blanket off her bed and wrap herself in it. Her important thoughts were interrupted when a knock came at the door. 

“Ingka, answer it,” Netheia murmured sleepily.

“Answer your own door.”

Netheia groaned and dragged herself out of her seat. “I need a maid. I can’t believe I forgot to ask earlier. I can’t live like this!”

When she pulled the door open, she found herself looking at an unfamiliar man. But from his face and clothing, she could tell he was a Xytan like her.

“Yes?” asked Netheia.

“My name Lukas Izeri,” said the man. “Xytan ambassador to Ieflaria. May I come in?”

“I didn’t know we had an ambassador.” Netheia stepped back to allow him entry.

“We did not until four months ago.” Ambassador Izeri followed her into the room, pulling the door shut behind him. “Your sister created my post.”

“Oh.” Netheia frowned, any bit of goodwill she might have felt toward a fellow Xytan immediately quashed. “Well, what do you want?”

“There’s no call for hostility. I’ve no desire to be your enemy.”

“Everyone who serves my sister is my enemy.” Netheia waved her hand flippantly. “And you can tell her I said so since I know you’ll report every word of what I say to her.”

Ambassador Izeri appeared to give up on pleasantries. “I only came because I thought you might be having a difficult time adjusting to Ieflarian culture. Things are done differently here than in Xytae—particularly at the Xytan court. As you are learning.”

“It was just a fight!” cried Netheia, throwing herself onto the nearest couch for dramatic emphasis. “They’re acting as though—as though—” Metaphors had never been her strong point, so she waved her hand in the air to illustrate her meaning instead.

“I know.” Ambassador Izeri took the seat across from her. “Let me tell you a bit of Ieflarian history, Princess. I think you’ll find it illuminating.”

Netheia raised her eyebrows. She had never truly studied any history beside Xytae’s own, and her knowledge of Ieflaria was limited to how it had once been their territory but broke away when the empire’s influence waned. “All right.”

“The Ieflarian war for independence was short. Xytae lacked the resources to hold it, and Emperor Iovius did not wish to lose any more soldiers than he already had, for Ieflaria wasn’t the only territory beginning to resist Xytan rule. Once it became clear that this rebellion would not be put down as easily as the previous ones, he called them back to hold other, more advantageous areas.”

“I know that.”

“I’m sure you do. But do you know what happened next?” Without waiting for a reply, he continued. “There was a resurgence of traditional Ieflarian culture as you might expect. But we also saw the development of new practices deliberately antithetical to Xytan values. Differences in cultures are to be expected between nations, but some of what you will find in Ieflaria is a conscious rejection of Xytan ways.”

“They’re being ridiculous because they’re angry about something that happened hundreds of years ago?”

“I wouldn’t put it that way. These traditions have been part of Ieflarian life for centuries now. Most Ieflarians do not think of the history behind them, just as we do not think of the history behind our own in Xytae. Besides, I might argue that their anger was warranted. If we look at the way Xytae treated her subordinate territories—”

“Get to the point!” snapped Netheia. Something about this line of conversation irritated her.

“If you conduct yourself in the way you are accustomed to in Xyuluthe, you will find yourself returning to the dungeons. If you wish to spar with someone, you must formally request it, and if the one you challenge is anything but a close personal friend, you can expect them to ask what insult they have dealt you. Fighting is seen as a reflection of anger—and seldom anything more. You will also find that your skill as a warrior will do nothing for your status here unless you can put it to use against a legitimate enemy. As you have none, I encourage you to refrain from dueling entirely.”

Netheia rubbed her eyes. “What else must I not do? I expect eating and sleeping is also objectionable?”

“Xytan culture is competitive. And while the Ieflarians do enjoy the occasional test of skill, they will view you as tiresome if you attempt to constantly measure yourself against them. Xytan nobles are particularly guilty of this, especially in Xyuluthe. I know it is difficult to understand, but you must not attempt to establish your superiority in any area—whether that is a game, wealth, beauty, or anything else you deem desirable.”

“They sound like a jealous people,” said Netheia, “unable to acknowledge when someone is superior. Why should anyone aspire to anything if they cannot take pride in themselves?”

“It’s not like that. Ieflarians will gladly acknowledge one another’s accomplishments. But it is considered impolite to speak of oneself excessively. One who does is seen as boorish, or perhaps secretly doubtful of their own worth and in need of reassurance. I will invite you to accompany me to a few social gatherings, so you may observe how they behave among one another.”

“Why?” demanded Netheia, immediately suspicious. “I know you’re loyal to my sister.”

“Your sister does not wish you to suffer in exile. She has asked me to aid you in whatever way I can. I expected you to struggle with the culture here, but I did not anticipate how dramatic it would be.”

“If she did not wish me to suffer, she would not have sent me here!”

“I don’t think you need suffer. Ieflaria is a beautiful country, and her people are kindhearted and patient. I expect she hoped you might learn something from them.”

Netheia got to her feet, hands curling into fists. “I’m done speaking. You are dismissed.”

“Very well,” said Ambassador Izeri mildly. “Call on me if you require aid.”

“I won’t,” spat Netheia.

Ambassador Izeri got up and walked to the door. His manner gave the impression that he was neither afraid nor offended, though this may have only been a façade. Within a moment, he was gone, the door swinging shut behind him.

Netheia continued to stand there, fingernails cutting into her palms, until Ingka sighed heavily and guided her away.


Chapter Four

KLAVIDA

 

The archpriestess’s private study was not somewhere Klavida had ever planned on ending up, but now she sat, shoulders hunched, in front of Asta’s desk. She relayed the events of her morning from the beginning, wringing her hands in her lap the entire time and trying not to omit any details.

Asta did not appear to be angry, which meant she probably wasn’t. She wasn’t the sort of woman who wasted any time hiding her emotions. She did not ask any questions, apparently taking Klavida’s story at face value. 

“It sounds to me as though you acted in defense of another,” said Asta. “Wouldn’t you say that was your intention?”

“Yes, but—”

“Would you be feeling this anxious if you’d intervened between two servants?”

“I don’t know.” Klavida shook her head. “I can’t think. I’m sure I’ll be arrested—”

“Not if I have anything to say about it.” Asta crossed her arms and sat back in her chair. Then she softened a bit. “I understand your concerns. And I do not know how things are done in Cilva. But Netheia Isinthi is a Xytan exile who attempted to murder her sister and steal her throne. I’d be hard-pressed to find anyone who would take her side over yours.”

Klavida said nothing.

“What aren’t you telling me?” asked Asta.

Klavida’s head snapped up to stare into Asta’s eyes. There was an uncharacteristic inscrutable calm about her.

“What—what do you think I’m not telling you?” asked Klavida.

“Have you looked at the carvings on the courtyard walls?”

“I suppose.” Klavida did not bother to hide her confusion over the abrupt change in subject. The carvings, to her recollection, were an intricate scene of a nighttime forest, depicting many of Talcia’s creatures. It was beautifully done, but she’d stopped taking notice of it as she entered the temple, for she had become accustomed to the sight.

“The one with the dragon,” prompted Asta. “And a unicorn, I think. And…some wolves.”

The silence stretched between them like an impassible chasm.

“Why the secrecy?” asked Asta after a long moment.

“My parents said you wouldn’t understand.”

“My dear”—Asta looked faintly offended—“I do not think I could consider myself worthy of my post if I did not understand.”

“Not just you,” Klavida hurried to amend. “But people. Ieflarian people. There are so many stories here—ugly stories. I’m sure you’ve heard them.”

“Are they true?”

“No! At least, I don’t think they are. They don’t match up with anything I’ve ever heard or seen, and I spent my entire life in a pack until I went away to study. But I can’t tell that to an angry mob, now can I?”

“Perhaps not. But I don’t think you need fear that here—”

“I swore to my parents I’d be careful,” said Klavida. “Terrible things have happened to our kind, especially when we leave the far north. So many are quick to think we carry the blessing of an evil god and dismiss us as liars when we say it comes from Talcia.”

“Is your family in danger?”

“Not anymore,” said Klavida. “Not currently. Sometimes the nobles will convince themselves we require purification. I don’t know if they honestly believe it, or they just want to expand their holdings. It hasn’t happened during my lifetime, but my parents always say it could at any time, and not to trust the nobility. You won’t tell anyone, will you?”

“If Their Majesties ask the correct questions, I may have no choice. For example, if they demand to know how a mage managed to get the better of a Xytan warrior using only her bare hands.” When Klavida opened her mouth to protest, she added, “But I will not raise the subject if they don’t. And I will not speak of this to anyone else if that is what you wish.”

“It is.”

Asta did not respond immediately, and Klavida wondered if she’d finally be dismissed. But then Asta said, “Ziska tells me you are conducting research on the subject of Talcia’s creatures.”

Finally, safer ground. “After Ieflaria established a friendly relationship with the Silver Isles, you learned that much of the knowledge you had regarding dragons was false or incomplete. I believe that to be the case with many, if not all, of Talcia’s creatures. Right now, I’m examining what we already know—or at least what we think we know. When I’m finished, I expect to go out and speak to them myself.”

“You might have an advantage over another mage,” observed Asta.

“That is my hope, but I don’t expect to be ready to set out for a while yet.”

Asta rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “I’ll admit, the stories I’ve heard of those with your blessing are not what one could call flattering. But you are obviously a rational and intelligent young woman. And, even if you were not, I cannot envision Talcia granting a blessing that offers nothing but pain. Regardless of what you might become when the moon is full, you are not a monster. I’m willing to accept that we are just as mistaken about you as we were the dragons.”

“Even so, I’d prefer to keep it to myself. It’s a habit. Talcia’s creatures tend to be secretive, and I suppose I’ve inherited a bit of that.”

“How long have you been in Ieflaria?”

“A bit more than a month, but I only started coming to the temple for research this week.”

Asta paused. “What else aren’t you telling me?”

Klavida looked down at her hands. “Have you ever spoken to Talcia?”

“I speak with her every day.” 

“But does she reply?”

“Not in words. But I sense her all around me. Sometimes I feel as though I could reach out and touch her. Has she spoken to you?”

“No.”

Asta shifted in her seat, leaning forward to rest her chin in her palm. “What do you want her to say to you?”

Despite everything, a cynical smile pulled at Klavida’s mouth. “Must I tell you all my secrets?”

“No,” said Asta. “I’m just very nosy.” When a giggle escaped from Klavida’s lips, she smiled triumphantly. “There, see, it’s not so bad. You’re going to be all right.”

Klavida did not know if Asta had run out of questions or merely realized there were no more answers to be had today. When she emerged from the study, Ziska waited for her.

“Better?” asked Ziska. 

Klavida could hardly answer the question, for terror and relief warred within her stomach. Asta had not screamed, or panicked, or cast her out onto Birsgen’s streets. Asta had tried to understand. But there was no telling what she might do with that information. What if she shared Klavida’s secret with someone who was not nearly so understanding?

“Come on, let me walk you to the university tower,” urged Ziska. 

Fortunately, the walk was not long, for Klavida simply wanted to be alone. When they arrived at the enormous double doors, Ziska turned to face her.

“I hope you will stay. I meant what I said earlier. I’d be sad to see you go.”

“I’ll think about it,” murmured Klavida. She was not under arrest for now, but what if the royals changed their minds later? Or what if the princess insisted Klavida be made an example of? Exile or not, surely Netheia had influence with Their Majesties.

Or what if the princess sent assassins of her own after Klavida, to pay her back for the insult?

Klavida returned to her room and found it empty—Hreidun was off attending classes. Klavida looked around and considered packing her things, but she was so tired. Crying always exhausted her. Instead, she kicked her boots off and crawled under the covers without undressing.

Asta knew the truth about her now. More or less. Perhaps Klavida ought to have told her the whole of it, but what good would it do? She’d given up on any priestesses getting an answer from Talcia on her behalf years ago. Besides, her real concern was whether or not Asta would tell the king and queen about her, or if they’d be so flustered by the idea of a common girl attacking one of their guests that they’d not think to ask how she’d managed to get the upper hand on a member of the Isinthi family.

*

Klavida’s hope that the tale would not spread beyond Ziska and the archpriestess was dashed quickly. Hreidun wanted to hear the whole story, and so did the rest of their classmates. Rumors were not enough—they wanted Klavida to describe the incident in her own words.

For the next few days, Klavida feigned illness and did not leave the tiny bedroom. Perhaps she never would have again if not for the arrival of the castle guards.

They came before midday while Hreidun and the others were attending lessons. Klavida had not even dressed for the day and still wore her nightgown and thick sheepskin robe when a knock came at the door.

Klavida groaned and covered her head with her pillow. Another student, no doubt, here to coax her into relaying the story for the ten thousandth time. She would pretend she was not in and tell Hreidun to make everyone leave her alone when she returned tonight.

But the knock came again, more insistent this time, and a voice said, “Klavida of Nalova?”

That did not sound like a student or a priestess. It sounded like a grown man. There were priests of Talcia, and male students as well, but this voice was loud and authoritative and unfamiliar. Klavida jolted to her feet and stumbled to the door, her bare feet freezing on the cold floorboards.

She opened the door and found herself looking into the face of a man dressed in the bright-crimson uniform of the castle guards. Her heart dropped into her stomach, and she cursed Ziska for talking her out of fleeing the city.

There was only one of him, and she supposed she could blast him with magic and slow him down for long enough to make it out of Birsgen. She could—if she were a different sort of person, the sort who was too cowardly to answer for her crimes. Klavida swallowed and lifted her chin.

“Yes?” She pulled her robe around herself tightly.

“Princess Netheia of Xytae requests an audience with you,” said the guard. “Will you accept?”

“What?” Klavida blinked at him. “I don’t understand.”

“She has come to the tower hoping to meet you. She is waiting downstairs.”

Klavida shook her head. “Am I under arrest?”

“No. She only wishes to speak with you. She has asked me to emphasize that she is not angry with you.”

“I am very confused,” said Klavida.

“If you will not see her, I will tell her so.”

“No!” If the princess honestly wanted to meet her, Klavida had no right to refuse because she owed the other girl an apology. “No, no, I’ll be right down. Just let me dress.” She took a step back and closed the door.

Klavida had never dressed so quickly before in her life. She knew her hair was probably even more of a mess than usual, but she could not bear the thought of keeping the princess waiting for a moment longer than she already had. She fastened the belt on her robe, jammed her feet into her boots, and hurried out.

Klavida forced herself not to run down the steps, for fear that she would lose her balance and tumble all the way down to the bottom, breaking every bone in her body in the process. When she made it down to the ground, more castle guards were waiting along with a tall young woman wearing a strange dress.

Klavida stood with her hands clasped visibly in front of herself so everyone would see she was not about to attack again. There were so many things she wanted to say, and as a result, she said nothing.

“You’re skinnier than I remember.” Netheia frowned. She did not sound annoyed, only curious. Klavida remained unmoving as Netheia circled her appraisingly. She wanted to bolt up the stairs, but she would not. She had put herself in this situation, and now she would see it through to the end.

“How is it you were able to get the better of me?” asked Netheia, coming to a stop right in front of Klavida once again. “Nobody’s beaten me in years.”

Klavida shrugged. “I suppose I got lucky.”

“You expect me to believe that?” Netheia laughed. “Come on. Tell the truth. You don’t look like the sort of girl that gets blessed by Reygmadra.”

“I’m not.” Klavida looked down at her robes. “I have Talcia’s blessing.”

“I didn’t know Talcia granted blessings of strength.”

“It’s complicated.” 

Netheia obviously expected more information, but Klavida refused to give in to her stare. Finally, the princess said, “You’re not Ieflarian. Where are you from?”

“Nalova. In Cilva.”

“They have no universities in Cilva?”

“They do. But I am not here to learn magic—though the priestesses here are very good teachers. I’m conducting research.”

“Research?”

“I was only in the castle because I wanted to use the library.” Klavida hoped the change of subject would distract Netheia enough that she would not ask further questions about her blessing. “I am sorry for what happened.”

“What? You too?” Netheia waved her hand dismissively. “I’d hoped you had more sense than the Ieflarians. It was nothing.”

“I…what?”

“Everyone is overreacting.” Netheia rolled her eyes. “Do you know I had to get special permission from King Dietrich and Queen Saski to come see you? Everyone was afraid I’d break your neck the moment I saw you just because you grabbed me. Back home, nobody is nearly so sensitive.”

“What?” Klavida repeated. She realized that she probably sounded dreadfully unintelligent, so she added, “Back home?”

“We fight all the time!” Netheia waved a hand, but this time the gesture was grand, rather than dismissive. “There’s too many sparring rings to count on the castle grounds!” Then her face darkened. “Or, well, there were. I don’t know. Maybe they’ve removed them.”

“But that’s different. In a ring, for fun, or skill—when everyone’s agreed—that’s different from attacking people in public when they’re not expecting it.”

“Yes, it’s less exciting!” agreed Netheia.

Klavida did not want to contradict the princess, especially when she seemed so certain. But she did not want to spend any more time around this girl. “Well, I appreciate your visit. I must return to my research—”

“No, wait!” Netheia reached out and grabbed her arm, and Klavida fought down her instinct to rip away. “I want to talk to you. I want to learn about your magic. I’ve never seen anything like it!”

“It’s…connected to what I’m researching,” said Klavida evasively. “I’d hoped to find more answers in the royal library. But now I doubt I’ll ever be allowed in there again.”

“What, really?” asked Netheia. “I can get you in tomorrow if that’s what you want.”

Klavida opened her mouth, ready to object on sheer principle, but then she realized what Netheia was offering. “Truly?”

“I’ve been promised I can go anywhere in the castle that I like. Besides, if I can’t get you into some library, I can’t ever hope to rule an empire, now can I?” She did not wait for Klavida to respond. “Come to the castle tomorrow and call on me. We’ll go together.”

“I’d hate to trouble you.”

“Of course not. I’ve no friends here and nothing else to entertain myself.”

Klavida nodded, even as her thoughts screamed objections. Netheia had tried to murder her own sister and nearly plunged her nation into civil war. And Klavida had watched her attack a woman, unprovoked, with her own eyes.

But Klavida needed answers. She had promised herself that she would not return home without them. And with Princess Esofi showing no signs of returning from the Silver Isles, her best chance was in the royal library. She would have to set aside her objections for now. Besides, Netheia was a princess. She would lose all interest in Klavida within a few days. A new fixation would come along soon enough. Just as the nobles back home eventually forgot about the packs living on their land, Netheia would forget Klavida soon enough. Klavida only had to tolerate her for a while. It would be worth it in the end.


Chapter Five

NETHEIA

 

Klavida arrived at midmorning, escorted to Netheia’s room by a pair of guards. She was dressed in the same dark robes she’d worn both times Netheia had seen her previously and clutched a folio to her chest like she was afraid someone might steal it from her.

“Oh, good,” said Netheia, as she opened the door. “I was afraid you’d forgotten.”

This was not completely true—Netheia did not think Klavida was likely to forget an invitation to the castle. But she suspected Klavida did not want to be around her and might not turn up at all. She did not know if Klavida’s aversion was due to not wanting to associate with an exile, or because she, like everyone else, thought Netheia was going to extract revenge for interfering in her fight with Ingka.

Perhaps Klavida was only intimidated because Netheia was a princess and Klavida was probably the daughter of farmers, assuming anything grew in Cilva’s climate. Everyone knew Cilva was a frozen wasteland. Perhaps Klavida’s research was just a façade, an excuse to get away from home.

“Let’s go now unless you wanted to do something else first. I’m so tired of this room.”

Klavida shook her head. “The library is fine. I’ve been looking forward to it.”

They walked in silence with the guards on either side of them and Ingka trailing behind like a shadow. Netheia almost wanted to hit Klavida simply to break the tension. But no, she was not in Xytae anymore. Everyone would take it the wrong way.

They passed a statue of Ethi, neutroi god of wisdom, and Netheia knew they must be close. A moment later, one the guards went over to a large set of doors and opened them. Klavida broke away from Netheia and hurried inside.

Netheia looked around, unimpressed. Libraries were something she associated with Ioanna. She had never had reason to set foot in one of her own volition. This one was not terribly different from the one at home—a high ceiling, endless stacks of shelves, and worktables all over the place. Though it was darker, and the air felt staler. Ieflarian architecture was so cluttered and stifling compared to the airy, open Xytan style.

People in brown robes scurried about, priests of Ethi who doubled as librarians. Most of them would be neutroi like their patron god. Klavida spoke to one of them now. Netheia waited for her to finish, then followed her through the shelves. Ingka trailed behind them.

“What are you looking for?” asked Netheia.

“I’m not sure, honestly.” Klavida ran her fingertips over leather spines. “I’ll know when I see it.”

Netheia scratched the side of her head. “Well, you’ll be looking for a long time if those are your only requirements. Is it about magic?”

“Yes,” said Klavida. “And no.”

Netheia huffed in exasperation and watched Klavida withdraw a book from the shelf and examine it thoughtfully.

This was going to be a boring day.

Netheia found an unoccupied table to sit at and closed her eyes, reaching once again with her mind. She did not really expect a reply from Reygmadra; she just wanted to remind her she wouldn’t tolerate being ignored or forgotten. Especially since this entire situation was Reygmadra’s fault.

Netheia could feel her blood heating as she thought of Reygmadra’s abandonment, could feel her pulse beating in her ears. She was going to start another fight if she did not calm down. Netheia took a few deep breaths and opened her eyes. 

Ingka sat in the corner and watched her silently. Netheia made eye contact so Ingka would know Netheia knew she was there. 

Klavida emerged from the shelves with a stack of books, her folio balanced on top of the pile. Netheia would not have been terribly surprised if Klavida wanted to work elsewhere, but she came and sat down at the table with Netheia.

“What did you find?” asked Netheia. “Anything useful?”

“I won’t know until I read them.” Klavida placed her folio down in front of her and slid the books to the middle of the table. “This might be dull. I am sorry.”

“I would rather be bored with you than bored alone in my room.” Netheia selected one of the books from the pile. As expected, it was about Talcia and her creations. Just as Men had been created by Iolar, Talcia was the mother of most of the magical creatures in the world. Dragons were the most famous, but there were others—gryphons, she knew, and rocs, enormous birds who preferred the warmer climates of Masim. She had never seen one.

“Are you researching dragons?” asked Netheia. It seemed the most likely thing. But Klavida shook her head.

“My research will eventually encompass all of Talcia’s children. But right now, I’m looking up some creatures from my homeland. Dragons are extremely rare in the far north. They hate the cold.”

“What do you have up there then?”

“Oh. Well…sometimes, in the remote areas, you can see winged horses.” Klavida smiled a little. “They don’t usually let people get close, but they’re wonderful to see, even from a distance.”

“Can you ride one?” asked Netheia, thinking of how glorious a rider going into battle on a winged steed would look.

“I don’t think they’d ever let you. And I think it would be wrong to try to capture one; they’re intelligent. It would be too much like slavery.”

“And that’s what you’re researching?”

“Oh. No.” Klavida shook her head. “Um. We also have swanmaids. They can be men or neutroi too, but usually women. Their blessing comes from Nara. They look like ordinary swans, but they’re Men. When they’re born, she gives them a special feather cloak, and when they put it on, they become a swan.”

“Oh.” What did any of this have to do with Talcia?

“There’s a popular story we tell in Cilva,” said Klavida. “It’s said that one day, a man was wandering through the woods and saw a group of swanmaids bathing in a stream. They’d left their feather cloaks hanging on the trees while they washed, so he stole one. When the swanmaid came searching, he said she had to become his wife.”

Netheia frowned deeply. It sounded like this story was shaping up to be one of those ones where Dayluue turned up to chop off some body parts. “What happened next?”

“All the swanmaids gathered around and beat him until he told them where the robe was hidden,” said Klavida. “They’re very mean. And much stronger than they look.”

Netheia nodded approvingly.

“The man went limping home. But on the path ahead, he saw two beautiful women walking toward him. He called out for help, and they asked him what happened. He claimed he had been robbed and beaten by bandits. But when he looked into their eyes, he saw they were the goddesses Pemele and Dayluue. And they beat him again.”

Netheia burst into delighted laughter, prompting every priest in the library to give her a murderous look.

“My mother tells it better than I do,” murmured Klavida. “She does all the voices.”

“Are there other sorts of birdmaids?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. I can imagine the swans getting all the attention because they’re beautiful. But I’d be just as happy to turn into a goose.”

“Or an eagle,” said Netheia dreamily.

“In any case, they tend to keep to themselves. I don’t blame them. I imagine they must feel like other Men don’t understand them.”

“Why are you researching them?”

“Oh!” Klavida looked surprised. “I’m not. You asked what we have in Siabaeld, and they’re…” Her voice trailed off. “Well, never mind. I’m sorry.” She opened one of the books and began to turn the pages quickly.

“If you tell me what you’re looking for, I can help.” Netheia picked up a book from the top of the pile.

Klavida bit her lower lip. “That’s not necessary. I don’t want to take up any more of your time than I already have.”

“I don’t have anything else to do.” Netheia opened the book and stared down at the words, only now remembering how much she hated to read. “At least tell me what words to look for.”

“Well…start with Silver Hunt.”

Netheia hesitated. “Is that an elf thing?”

“Oh, no!” Klavida laughed. “It’s a sort of blessing that Talcia grants, but not…” She raised a hand, and silver light, Talcia’s blessing, appeared at her fingertips briefly. “Not this one.”

“No magic in the library!” hissed one of the priests. Klavida quickly lowered her hand and even slid it into her pocket for good measure, looking ashamed.

“Oh, don’t mind them.” Netheia rolled her eyes. “So, the Silver Hunt. What is it?”

“It’s a bit complicated. Just let me know if you see the words anywhere.”

Klavida’s secrecy was a bit suspicious in Netheia’s opinion. Could she be researching something illegal? But what? Netheia did not know enough about Talcia’s domain or worship to even begin to guess. The mystery intrigued her. Was this something she could turn to her advantage?

The book that Netheia held claimed to be about magical creatures, but unicorns took up a significant percentage of the text. Netheia had never seen a unicorn—they were incredibly rare—but their horns and hooves were often embroidered in metallic silver on tapestries. That could be what the silver referred to, but what about hunt? Unicorns didn’t hunt; everyone knew that. Unless people were hunting the unicorns? There were stories about unicorns blessed with incredible healing magic and people seeking them out for cures to otherwise fatal illnesses, but those were mostly legends, boring tales meant to entertain children.

Netheia flipped through the pages halfheartedly, glancing up at Klavida every so often. But the other girl was immersed in her reading, and only paused occasionally to write something down in a language Netheia could not read.

Netheia tried her best to find the words—though, if anyone asked, she would have happily admitted that her best was not very good. But when she turned the last page, she was no more enlightened than she’d been at the start.

“I didn’t find anything in this one,” she announced, setting the book down.

“That’s all right. I hate to keep you. I’m sure you don’t want to be trapped in here all day.”

“How many times do I have to tell you I don’t have anything else to do?”

“I’m sure you could if you spoke to more people. Ieflarians are friendly, in my experience.”

“You really don’t want me here, do you?” laughed Netheia.

“I’m uncomfortable,” admitted Klavida bluntly. Netheia waited, expecting to hear Klavida explain once again that the nature of her research was private. But instead, she said, “You’re violent.”

Netheia blinked, taken aback. “You can’t blame me for a blessing I never asked for!”

“You are not a slave to your blessing. If you want anyone to associate with you, you’ll need to control your blood rages.”

Netheia scoffed. “You obviously have no idea how my blessing works. Blood rages can’t be controlled; that’s the entire point.”

“Have you ever tried?” asked Klavida.

“Of course not—”

“Then how do you know it can’t be done?”

“Because everyone knows that!” Netheia exploded. Klavida raised a finger to her lips, but Netheia would not be silenced. “You think you’re so much better than me. You have no idea what it’s like, having the magic I do and having to do what I’ve done!”

“Trying to kill your sister, you mean?” asked Klavida. Three different librarian-priests were now striding purposefully toward their table. She stood quickly, gathering her papers into her arms and hurrying toward the door.

“I did not try to kill her!” said Netheia hotly, rushing after Klavida. And that was the truth. She had never thought she needed to kill Ioanna. She had never expected her sister to put up a fight—and besides, Enessa had convinced her that Ioanna was more valuable alive than dead.

Their mother had benefitted from Ioanna’s blessing for nearly two decades, keeping the crown princess at her side so she could always know when someone lied in her presence. The priestesses would have been furious if they’d known, but they did not.

Nobody did.

Netheia was still not completely sure why she’d never warned the priestesses of Reygmadra about Ioanna’s blessing. She supposed she was only following her parents’ example—they’d wanted it kept secret, and so she obeyed, unthinkingly. She had never really plotted against Ioanna. She’d made no secret of her dislike, but she’d have disliked Ioanna regardless of her blessing—she was boring and quiet and never wanted to do anything fun and always acted like Netheia was a child.

The library door swung shut behind them, and Netheia turned in time to see Ingka slip through at the last second. She expected Klavida to flee immediately, but she did not. She looked Netheia in the eye like she thought she was Netheia’s equal, or worse, her better.

“You tried to steal the throne from her. You’d have killed her sooner or later, wouldn’t you?”

“No. I don’t know. Maybe. If I had to.” She did not like the way Klavida was looking at her. It reminded her of the way Dietrich and Saski had looked at her—and worse, of the way Grandmother Irianthe had looked at her before Netheia had knocked her to the ground. Like they all thought she had failed to understand something simple. Netheia swallowed and shoved the memory away. “It wasn’t personal. When there’s an entire nation at stake, sometimes you have to do difficult things.”

“I’m not convinced you would have found it difficult at all.” Klavida paused. “Do you still want to be empress?”

“What else is there to be?”

“A decent person, maybe.”

They stared at each other in silence for a long moment.

“I think you can do it.” 

“Control my blessing or be a decent person?”

Klavida lifted her eyebrows.

“I can’t,” said Netheia. “Either, both—I’m telling you, it’s not possible.”

“I don’t believe you. I think you’ve never been held to any kind of standard.”

“What are you talking about? I’m a princess of Xytae. I’ve been held to standards you could never dream of! And what have you done? Who are you? Just a peasant from Cilva.”

“I might not come from a noble family, but I stopped throwing tantrums when I turned four,” said Klavida. “You haven’t.”

“The blood rage is Reygmadra’s blessing! It’s not a tantrum. It allows warriors to reach their full potential on the battlefield.”

“And when you’re not on the battlefield?”

“Whenever I need it.” Netheia swallowed. “I won’t be made to feel ashamed of my blessing. The world is dangerous. If I can’t protect myself, I don’t have a chance. None of us do.”

“Is that how it is in Xytae?” asked Klavida.

“Of course.” Though, perhaps, not anymore. Not under Ioanna’s watch. “I think you’d get along with my sister.”

Klavida lifted her brows curiously.

“I’m not threatening you. It’s true. She thinks that her way is the only way to be and the rest of us are stupid for wanting something different.”

“I don’t think that.”

“You’re acting like you do!”

“No, I’m—”

“What is going on here?”

Klavida and Netheia looked away from one another and turned, in unison, to the voice that had interrupted.

It was a man, a paladin dressed in the traditional uniform of the Order of the Sun, like the ones who had escorted her from Xyuluthe to Birsgen. Netheia took an involuntary step backward, bumping into the library door in the process. There was only one of him, fortunately, but he looked furious.

“I’m allowed to be here.” Netheia refused to allow him to intimidate her. “I’ve been given permission to go wherever I like. Ingka will tell you.” She turned to her guard expectantly, but Ingka said nothing in her defense, only stared at the paladin with unblinking silver eyes.

“She’s hardly better than you are,” the paladin sneered cryptically. “I should—”

“She hasn’t done anything wrong!” objected Klavida. After a brief pause, she added, “Today.”

The paladin’s eyes gleamed with malice, and Netheia shifted her stance, preparing to lunge forward and grab his sword from its hilt before he could use it against her. But Klavida slipped between the two of them, so quietly that Netheia did not realize what she was doing until it was already done.

“She has done nothing wrong, sir,” repeated Klavida. “I will vouch for her, and so will everyone in the library. We only left because our conversation was becoming too loud.”

“You’re wasting your time trying to reason with him,” said Netheia flatly. “He’s already made up his mind. Tell the librarians it wasn’t my fault that he got blood all over their door—”

“No!” cried Klavida. “No fighting and no killing and no bleeding! Arrest her if you like, but I want to speak to someone and testify on her behalf!”

The paladin obviously had not expected anyone to stand up to him, and now he looked uncertain.

“We should go,” said Ingka quietly. “Princess. We will return to your rooms. Now.”

Netheia glanced once more at the hilt of the paladin’s sword, tantalizingly close. If she took it—if she killed him and immolated her body in magic and slaughtered every guard and paladin and priest who tried to stop her until she stood on a pile of corpses, how many would she manage to kill before someone got the better of her?

Would she be able to kill them all?

And would Reygmadra notice if she did?

Klavida gripped Netheia firmly by the arm and steered her away from the paladin. Netheia did not resist and allowed herself to be guided around the nearest corner and down the hall.

“What was the matter with him?” Klavida huffed. “I’ve never met such a rude paladin before. They’re usually so polite. He must be new. You should complain—he’s no right to treat you like that.”

“He’s loyal to my sister. I expect the entire Order is.”

“That doesn’t make sense. He was obviously an Ieflarian man.”

“The Order is loyal to Iolar first,” said Netheia. “Xytae saw it firsthand when the paladins refused to serve in the war against Masim. I expect Ioanna could order every paladin on the continent to come protect her, and they’d do it in a moment.”

“I’m sure that’s not true.”

“Then you don’t know anything,” snapped Netheia. Part of her regretted it, for Klavida could have stood back and let the paladin execute her on the spot but had elected to speak in her defense instead. Despite her goodwill, Netheia could not fight down her fury.

With the loyalty of the Order of the Sun, Ioanna ruled the continent more completely than Netheia ever would.


Chapter Six

KLAVIDA

 

“Where have you been?” asked Hreidun as Klavida entered their shared bedroom. “You went out! Are you feeling better?”

Klavida put her papers in their drawer. “I was conducting more research. That’s all.”

“Are you feeling better, at least?” asked Hreidun. “I’m telling you, nobody’s going to punish you; they’d have done it already if they were. And besides, we all hate Xytans here—”

“Princess Netheia came to see me.” She regretted the words immediately, because telling Hreidun anything was a sure way to make sure the news spread across the entire temple, but she had to tell someone.

“She what?” cried Hreidun. “She came here? To see you? And I missed it!” She grabbed the coiled braids on each side of her head and pulled on them in a gesture apparently meant to indicate despair. “I can’t believe it! I can’t believe it! Tell me everything.”

“Yesterday. While you were training, she came to speak with me—”

“And you didn’t tell me!” Hreidun collapsed onto her bed. “Fine. I forgive you. Tell me the rest!”

“She said she wasn’t angry with me, and she honestly wasn’t. I think it’s different for Xytan people. I told her about my work, and that I was sorry for what had happened because I didn’t expect to be allowed into the library again, and she invited me to come visit today.” Not that it had amounted to much.

Klavida supposed she ought to be angry with Netheia, for her lack of self-control had resulted in their ejection from the library. But when she searched her feelings, she knew that this would be unfair. She sincerely doubted anything on the library shelves applied to her situation. A familiar, solemn despair took hold of her once more. What if there were no answers?

“What was she like?” asked Hreidun. “Was she frightening? She tried to kill her sister! I’d be afraid to be alone with her.”

“I wasn’t alone; she had a waiting lady.” Klavida hesitated. Was Ingka a waiting lady? She did not smell like a waiting lady. She smelled, bizarrely, like an alchemist. “She wasn’t interested in the library. I thought she might leave me alone to work, but she didn’t want to. I don’t think she has any friends here.”

“She won’t make any. Everyone knows what she did!”

“I’m sure she’ll manage to find allies. Nobles don’t mind that sort of thing so much,” said Klavida, echoing something her parents had told her time and time again. “Besides, she claims she didn’t try to kill her sister.”

Hreidun laughed. “She must not think you’re very smart! The whole world knows what happened.”

“She doesn’t deny trying to take the throne. I just don’t think she was planning on killing Ioanna.”

“Don’t tell me you believe her!”

“I’m not sure,” admitted Klavida. Speaking to Hreidun, who sounded so certain, so practical, it was easy to laugh at Netheia’s claims. But something about Netheia gave Klavida the impression that if she had tried to kill Ioanna, she would come right out and say so.

“Do you think you’ll see her again?”

“Probably not. I think I offended her today. Besides, she’ll find some allies soon enough. Students like us aren’t interesting enough for princesses. And especially not someone like me.”

“You should invite her to come with us for Skysong.” Hreidun named the upcoming festival that venerated Nara. 

“I thought you said you’d be afraid to be alone with her?”

“We won’t be alone; we’ll have each other.”

“I’ll invite her if I see her again. But even if I do, I doubt she’ll agree. A princess won’t want to attend a street festival.” The Temple of Nara would be holding all sorts of special services, but the celebration afterward was what everyone would come for.

“You never know. She might be in the mood to try something new.”

“I’ve never attended a Skysong Festival either,” admitted Klavida. “ Nalova is remote. We’d have to go to a major city to find one.”

“You’ll like it! The priestesses give out food, and they let you jump off the temple roof. There’s a pile of pillows underneath, but every year someone bounces too far and breaks their leg. It’s the best part!”

“That sounds—” Klavida hesitated, not sure what the correct descriptor would be. But Hreidun went on as if she hadn’t spoken.

“The priestesses and couriers will sometimes take children flying with them if they’re small enough. We’re much too old now, but I did it when I was little. It was wonderful! It’s one of the earliest memories I have.”

Klavida thought again of the swanmaids she had described to Netheia. Were any living in Ieflaria? Nobody had spoken of them. Would there be any in attendance at the festival? Or did they celebrate in the way Klavida’s own family did, in the wilderness with only the sky and the stars to witness?

Maybe some served as priestesses. Klavida paused to consider this. The swanmaids were not blessed by Talcia, but their blessing was similar enough to what Klavida was researching that they might have answers for her. Or at least be able to point her in the correct direction.

“I need to go,” said Klavida abruptly. “I need to, to send a courier to my parents. To tell them what has happened. Where’s the Temple of Nara?”

“There’s one right in the district, but it’s on the south edge. I’m sure you’ve spotted it before; it has that enormous spire. But are you sure you want a courier? They’re horribly expensive.”

“Yes.” Klavida hurried toward the door. “I’ll be back later. Goodbye!”

*

Klavida moved quickly down Birsgen’s streets, ignoring all the myriad scents that wafted past and being careful not to step too near any horses. Cities were always such fascinating places, filled with life and colors and scents and sound. She would not allow herself to be overwhelmed. To distract herself, she thought of Nalova, the quiet forests and snowy valleys, and the stories her mother told by firelight. 

The Temple District was home to the Great Temples of each of the Ten with the exception of Inthi’s temple, which had a district all to itself, and Merla’s temple, which was located on the Ieflarian coast. Every nation had a single Great Temple for each of the major gods, where the archpriest or archpriestess lived.

Nara, not being one of the Ten, would not have a Great Temple, but Klavida was certain by the proximity to the Temple District that this one was where the archpriestess of Nara stayed. It was a gorgeous building, silver and white, with enormous balconies on the higher floors. Klavida felt a little dizzy looking at it, and when she realized that this was what Hreidun spoke of leaping from, she nearly threw up.

The temple was quiet, save for the soft cooing of the rock doves that the priestesses trained to deliver messages. It was not yet decorated for the upcoming festivals. Klavida walked up the steps, and nobody stopped her. She entered through the enormous front door, which was unlocked, and stood in an enormous domed room painted to look like the sky.

“Are you looking for a courier?” asked a voice. Klavida turned to see a small, thin woman dressed in pale-blue robes. A pair of enormous feathered wings emerged from her back, and Klavida slid her hands in her pockets to prevent herself from reaching out to touch them. “Their rates are higher now because of Skysong. You might be better off waiting unless it’s urgent.”

“No, I…” Klavida swallowed. “I’m looking for a swanmaid.”

The priestess tilted her head to one side and pressed her lips together, obviously suspicious.

“Or man,” Klavida added hurriedly. “Or neutroi. It doesn’t matter; I only said swanmaid because that’s what all the stories…” Her voice trailed off as she realized she was rambling. “I’d hoped to speak to one. About theological matters.”

The priestess looked unconvinced. “You won’t find one in a city. You won’t find one at all, but especially not in a city.” She paused, her eyes flicking to Klavida’s robe. “You’re from the university?”

“Yes, but—I’m not like the rest of them.”

The priestess was quiet for a moment. Finally, she said, “Few Ieflarians know anything of swanmaids, and those that do regard them as a fantasy. The Temple of Nara has done nothing to contradict this notion since they prefer to be left in peace. But I will not lie to you and say they do not exist.”

“I don’t mean to bother anyone, and I don’t intend to go tracking down communities that prefer to be left alone. I was only hoping maybe some served as priestesses. Or maybe, since the Skysong Festival is coming soon, some might be visiting.”

“What do you intend to ask them?”

“If there’s ever been a swanmaid without a robe.”

The priestess’s eyes softened, confusion replacing suspicion. “A swanmaid without a robe is called a woman.”

“No! She would know something was missing. She would know what she was meant to be. Nara gave her a swan’s soul but withheld her robe.”

“Why would Nara do such a thing?”

“That’s what I was hoping to ask.”

The silence stretched on and on. 

“I’m sorry.” Klavida’s nose stung; her throat swelled. “I should have realized—I should have known they’re secretive. I only came because I’ve tried everything else—” 

“Tried?” interrupted the priestess. “What—are you saying there is a swanmaid without a robe here in Birsgen?”

“Yes. No. Not a swanmaid.” How many people was she going to share her secret with? How much would she risk, for the sake of having answers? “I, I’m sorry. I’ll go.”

“Wait.” The priestess held up her hands. “This isn’t university business, is it?”

“No, no. It’s personal.”

“All right.” The priestess exhaled loudly. “I can’t promise you anything but…wait here.”

The priestess disappeared through one of the large doors on the opposite side of the room. Klavida took a few deep breaths to calm herself, hoping her face wasn’t too red. To distract herself, she looked around, slowly taking in the beautiful painting of the daytime sky on the domed ceiling. 

“Can I help you?”

Klavida lowered her gaze and found herself staring at another woman. She was dressed in the same pale-blue robes that the other priestess had worn, but she managed to make them look as elegant as any ball gown, even as she did nothing except stand before Klavida, twisting a lock of dark hair around one idle finger. Her skin was exceptionally fair, and her eyes were so dark Klavida could not tell her irises from her pupils.

Unlike the first priestess, this woman did not have wings. Nevertheless, she smelled of feathers, of grass, of water and wind—

“My name is Leita,” she said. “And you are…?”

“Klavida. Of Nalova. I’m sorry to bother you, I—”

“Come with me. We will speak somewhere private.”

Klavida followed her out of the enormous domed room. Leita led her up a winding staircase made of white stone and lit by many long windows that allowed daylight—as well as gusts of icy air—to enter the tower. Finally, they stepped out onto one of the large balconies that Klavida had noticed from the ground below.

She had not been able to see that the balcony was covered in greenery and home to countless birds—not just rock doves but an assortment of songbirds as well. Leita glided past them and took a seat on a stone chair half grown over with moss. Klavida moved to sit beside her.

“I was told a mage wished to speak with me.” Her eyes flicked over Klavida. “I did not understand why. But I think I do now.”

She smelled like wind and water. What did she smell on Klavida? Blood and earth?

“I understand it is not wise for your kind to be alone. Particularly not in a city.”

“You seem to manage,” said Klavida quietly.

“I can be home in a matter of hours.” Leita waved one hand. “But we haven’t had any gruesome deaths that I’ve heard of, so perhaps you’re managing too.”

Klavida swallowed. “Did the other priestess tell you what I wanted?”

“No. But I am curious. You’re not Ieflarian—most Ieflarians don’t believe we exist. Why are you here?”

“I wanted to know if there’s ever been a swanmaid without a robe.”

“Without a robe?” repeated Leita. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, Nara granted the blessing but not the robe. The magic is inside her, but she can’t transform. And she knows it’s there; she can sense it. And her sisters can sense it in her too. But she is trapped.”

“That would be extraordinarily cruel. I do not wish to believe Nara would do such a thing.”

“Nara might not, but Talcia would.”

Leita crossed her ankles, and somehow even that little motion seemed impossibly elegant. “I do not wish to believe that.”

“I’ll sit here until the full moon if you require proof.”

Leita’s expression softened, and when she spoke her tone sounded genuine. “No. You have no reason to lie to me. I’m sorry I can’t do anything to help you.”

“We don’t kill people,” added Klavida, thinking back to the ‘gruesome deaths’ comment. “I know what the stories say, especially this far south, but—”

Leita looked embarrassed. “I never had reason to question those stories before today. But I don’t think Talcia would turn her own worshippers into mindless monsters. And if she did, you wouldn’t be here seeking to join them.”

“Then you’ve truly never heard of someone in a situation like mine?”

“I am sorry,” said Leita. “I will be returning home at Skysong, so I can ask if anyone has heard a story like yours. But I don’t want to give you false hope.”

“I don’t expect you to learn anything,” admitted Klavida. “But I appreciate it.”

“And you’ve never been able to transform?”

Klavida shook her head. “I was born like this.”

“I find this all troubling,” Leita murmured. “Could it have been an error? It feels strange to think a goddess as powerful as Talcia would make a mistake. But what purpose could this possibly serve?”

“I ask myself that every day.” Klavida shrugged. “I’ve never had an answer. Not from her and not from the priestesses. You’d think it would have stopped hurting by now.”

*

Klavida left the Temple of Nara, but instead of heading back to the university tower, she took a directionless walk through the city, lost in her own internal fog. When she came to the river, she found a secluded spot on the banks and let herself cry. 

Why did she think a swanmaid might have answers for her when her own kind did not? They didn’t even have the same patron goddess! Visiting Nara’s temple had been an act of sheer desperation and nothing more. She’d revealed her secret to a stranger for nothing. What would her parents say?

Klavida took a deep breath and forced herself to be rational. Leita had no reason to reveal her to the residents of Birsgen. And if she did, what proof did she have? Klavida could refute her by standing in moonlight and letting everyone witness the way she did not transform; she’d used the same argument to convince her parents to let her go to Emerysk. 

But fear was seldom rational.

Would Leita find answers for her when she went home? Klavida couldn’t even bring herself to hope. No doubt the entire thing would end in the same way as everything else she tried. Her prayers were useless, her books were useless. She might as well go home and tolerate everyone’s pity for the rest of her life. 

She could no longer smell the river, for crying had blocked her nose. That was no great loss, as this one smelled nothing like a river ought to. Water always washed away the scents of everything that crossed it, but this water smelled wrong, impure. The wolf within her regarded it as poison.

Klavida returned to the university tower at sunset, hoping the fading light would keep anyone from noticing her blotchy red face. To her great surprise, Netheia and Ingka waited for her in the tower’s atrium along with two royal guards. Klavida’s heart sank at the sight. She was in no mood to talk to anyone right now, least of all Netheia—who was probably still angry at her for speaking so rudely in the library.

“Klavida! There you are!” cried Netheia. Then she hesitated. “Is something wrong?”

“Oh, no. I stayed out too long. I’ve got a cold.” Klavida sniffed, hoping it sounded like illness and not tears. At Netheia unconvinced expression, Klavida decided to change the subject. “I wasn’t expecting to see you again.”

Netheia glanced away and gave a half shrug. “You can yell at me some more if you like.”

“You’re in luck; I’m too tired.” Klavida wiped at her eyes. “You haven’t been waiting too long, have you?”

Netheia shrugged evasively. “Don’t worry about me.”

“Did you need something? Or…”

“No, no. I just wanted to talk to you. You didn’t find the information you needed, did you?”

“No. But it’s all right, honestly. I don’t think there’s any library in the world with what I’m looking for.” Realizing this would surely provoke questions she did not wish to answer, she added, “But I was going to ask you—it’s the Skysong Festival next week. I don’t suppose you wanted to attend with some friends and me?”

“I’ve been invited to a party the same day, unfortunately,” said Netheia. “I’d refuse in a minute, but it’s the first time anyone has acknowledged my existence, so I don’t dare.”

“No, that’s all right. I’m glad things are working out.”

“I don’t know if I’d go that far but—oh! You should come too.”

Klavida nearly choked. “What?”

“Come with me. To the party. As my guest.”

“No!” Klavida took several rapid steps backward, disliking the way Netheia burst into laughter. “I couldn’t!”

“Why not?”

“I can’t attend a party full of nobles and princesses and—and—and besides, I don’t have a dress.” She’d only brought simple, practical dresses from Nalova, designed for running through the woods or sitting by a fire. If she turned up to a party at the castle wearing one, she’d be directed to the servants’ quarters.

“Borrow one of mine. You’re tall enough.”

“I’m not wearing a Xytan dress!” She tried to imagine herself in the dress Netheia wore now. It featured a simple purple underdress, so simple one might argue it was hardly more than a sheet. Over that was an equally simple gown of wine-red silk, which only reached Netheia’s knees. The most complex part of the entire outfit was the belt she wore, heavy braided leather. While it looked beautiful on Netheia, accenting toned limbs and a long, elegant neck, Klavida could not imagine being so exposed. “And—and I can’t go to a party for nobles. They’ll laugh at me.”

“Then I’ll break their noses! Please? Or else I’ll only have Ingka to talk to. You wouldn’t do that to me, would you? Listen, I’ll buy you a dress. Go find the most expensive dressmaker in the city and have them send me the bill. Tell them to sew gemstones into the collar and line the sleeves with ermine.”

“No!”

“You don’t have anything to worry about. I’ve been invited by Princess Adale herself, so if someone insults you, they’re insulting me and her by association—”

“Crown Princess Adale?” Klavida interrupted.

“Yes, she’s the only one in the castle who’s been even remotely friendly—”

“Will Princess Esofi be there too?”

“What?” Netheia blinked at her. “I don’t know. I suppose. Isn’t she away on some diplomatic mission? Or I don’t know, maybe she’ll be back by then. Don’t ask me; I don’t know anything.”

“I’ll come,” said Klavida quickly. Yes, it was a slim chance, but she might never get a better opportunity. “Yes, I’ll be there. But I’m holding you to your promise about a dress.”

*

Klavida did not intend to purchase a noblewoman’s gown, particularly not one decorated with gemstones, but she did commission a dress of heavy sapphire-blue wool. The hem of the skirt, as well as the cuffs of the long sleeves, were trimmed in a thick band of black fabric, beautifully embroidered with green vines and yellow flowers. Feeling homesick, she asked the dressmaker to give it a high collar in the style of the dresses in Cilva. This, too, was trimmed in the same embroidered black band.

Netheia accompanied her to the fitting. When Klavida emerged, however, the princess’s face fell.

“It’s so plain,” she complained. “At least take the embroidery off and replace it with fur.”

“No, I like it like this.” It was not so simple that she would be ejected from the castle, but not so fine she would never have reason to wear it again. “I don’t want anyone to think I’m claiming to be a lady.”

The dressmaker’s apprentice—who had spent the entire time eyeing Netheia like they thought she was about to pull a sword out and begin stabbing indiscriminately—looked to the shop owner for help.

“Haven’t you seen the Rhodian-influenced dresses?” asked Netheia. “Those big ones? Princess Esofi brought the style with her. I was sure you’d want one of those.”

Klavida laughed. “I wanted something I can wear more than once. Besides, I’d have nowhere to keep it. My room is the size of a closet.”

Klavida would have been more than happy to return to the tower and spend no more of Netheia’s money, but Netheia insisted they were not done. Klavida had no idea what she meant by this, but she supposed she ought to be grateful Netheia had not ordered the dressmaker to fix the dress to her own specifications. It would have been her right—she was paying for it, after all.

Klavida was not sure if Netheia’s acquiescence had been out of friendship, or something else. She knew she was the nearest thing Netheia had to a friend in this country, which was troubling for multiple reasons.

Ingka led them to another shop where Netheia purchased a cloak of palest silver, trimmed in white fur, as well as a pair of boots that were absurdly beautiful, considering nobody would be able to see them under her skirt. Klavida was about to object to the latter until she put her feet into them, and then she knew she would wear them every day until they fell to pieces.

“One last thing,” said Netheia as they left the shop.

“What more could we possibly need?” Klavida asked.

“We’re going to the castle; we’ve got an appointment. You’re lucky I could get them on such short notice.”

“Get who?” asked Klavida, but Netheia only hurried on ahead. She looked at Ingka for help, but Netheia’s guard remained silent as a shadow.

When they arrived at the castle, Klavida’s heart raced. Even under ordinary circumstances, being in a castle would make her nervous. But now she felt certain every person within knew of her fight with Netheia and their subsequent ejection from the library. She wanted to claim an illness and hurry back to the tower—but for the sake of potentially meeting Princess Esofi, she would stay.

They went to Netheia’s rooms, which Klavida had seen once before. They were far nicer than Klavida’s own room, though not nearly as fine as she would have expected a princess’s rooms to be. But Netheia was an exile, a political prisoner. Honestly, Klavida might have expected her living conditions to be far worse, but rumors stated Empress Ioanna wished for her sister to be treated well.

Not long after they arrived, there was a knock at the door. Ingka let in a tall neutroi dressed in beautiful clothes and two apprentices, who each carried polished wooden boxes.

“They’re for her,” Netheia gestured to Klavida. The neutroi opened one of the wooden boxes. Klavida saw something flash in the candlelight. For a brief, absurd moment, she thought it was magic. But no, it was a golden circlet, intricately crafted to look like a wreath of flowers. At the center was a single, colorless gemstone—a diamond.

“No!” Klavida stared at the ornament that would feed her entire family for a year if her family ever decided to start paying for food. “I can’t. It’s too much!”

“You are going to embarrass me if you turn up to a party hosted by the crown princess wearing only a woolen dress. Stop arguing and put it on.”

“Someone will think I stole it,” Klavida protested weakly. “My parents will think I stole it.” Or, more likely, that Netheia had given it to her in exchange for illicit favors. 

There seemed to be no sense in arguing any longer, so she allowed the jeweler to place the circlet on her head. Netheia hurried her over to the mirror where she gazed at herself in awe. Her hair was a mess from the wind, each curl going in a different direction, and her face was red and chapped. But the circlet was beautiful, and she turned her head from side to side to admire the way it gleamed in the light. The enormous gemstone was cold and smooth against her forehead, and so heavy she imagined perhaps she were a unicorn, transformed into a girl.

“You can wear it at your wedding,” said Netheia. “And think of me when you do.”

“I doubt Mage Klavida wishes to think of you on her wedding day,” said Ingka dryly. Klavida gasped, and so did the jewelers. Netheia sputtered—and then shrieked with laughter. She turned away from the mirror, but Klavida could see in the glass she was still smiling.

“A belt, in the same style, I think,” Netheia told the master jeweler. “The dress is too plain otherwise.”

“No gems, though,” said Klavida hurriedly. “Just the gold filigree. Else my parents will think I broke into the royal vaults.” She looked at her reflection and sighed. “No, it’s too late for that. They already will.”

“I don’t trust you to do your hair properly,” said Netheia. “Come see me a few hours before the party, and I’ll call someone to help us both.”

“Netheia…” Klavida did not want to speak up, but she knew she had to. She needed to get ahead of this before things spiraled completely out of control. “May I speak with you? Alone?”

Netheia’s eyebrows rose slightly, but she nodded. Klavida followed her into the next room, which turned out to be a rather sparse bedroom. Before Ingka could follow them in, Netheia reached back and closed the door in her face. 

“Netheia.” Klavida took a deep breath. “Please don’t be offended, but you really don’t have to do this. It’s worrying me. You’re spending all your money on—”

“Oh, it’s not my money. It’s my sister’s.”

Klavida could not help but laugh, and Netheia laughed with her.

“Don’t be angry with me, but I’m afraid. I’m afraid of what you’ll want in return for all this.”

Netheia appeared legitimately surprised. “I, I didn’t—”

“I just had to ask,” Klavida hastened to add. “I just. I needed to be sure. You understand. Do you understand? I’m sure you—”

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

“I’m sorry,” said Klavida. “I didn’t mean to accuse you of—”

“No. It’s fair.” Netheia’s eyes met Klavida’s. “It’s a fair accusation. Anyone with sense in their head would worry. But I honestly didn’t mean anything by it. I’m just bored. Besides, nobody has ever spoken to me the way you do. It’s refreshing.”

“What about Ingka?” asked Klavida, smiling slightly.

“Ingka, like many people in my life, speaks to me as though I am a hopeless cause. You speak to me like I might not be.” 

Klavida’s face heated with embarrassment. “Of course you’re not.”

“Not everyone feels that way.”

Klavida looked down at her feet, unable to meet Netheia’s gaze any longer. Her face was burning up, and now her stomach was attempting to tie itself in knots. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” asked Netheia. “I’ll send the jewelers away if it would make you feel better, but I’m just as happy to pay for the pieces. It’s nothing, Klavida.”

Klavida paused to think it over. Finally, tentatively, she said, “I don’t want to be the reason the jewelers don’t get paid.”

“Good, then it’s settled!” Netheia brightened up. “And…I’ll be more careful in the future. Or at least, I’ll try to be.”

“Thank you,” whispered Klavida.

Now it was Netheia’s turn to look at her feet. “It’s nothing,” she mumbled, suddenly awkward. “Come on, let’s get back out there before Ingka breaks down the door.”

*

Klavida awoke on the morning of the Skysong Festival sick to her stomach and shaking with anxiety. Hreidun dragged her out of bed, threatening to pour water over her if she missed the party at Birgsen’s castle. This, Klavida felt, was a bit of an overreaction, given it would not begin until midday, but it roused her regardless.

She put on the dress, the cloak, and the new boots. The only mirror she and Hreidun had between them was the size of Klavida’s palm, so she combed her hair as best she could and went out to face the day.

She did not think she would ever enjoy approaching the castle, but if she had not been arrested yet, she supposed she never would be. Ingka met her as she arrived and guided her to Netheia’s room. Klavida wanted to take advantage of this time without Netheia to ask Ingka some questions, but the woman was so utterly silent that Klavida’s questions died on her tongue.

When they entered Netheia’s room, Klavida saw she was not alone. She was seated on a low stool while a maid carefully braided her hair, and another decorated the braids with bejeweled pins.

“Oh, there you are!” said Netheia brightly, catching sight of Klavida’s reflection in the mirror. “I’m nearly done; they’ll do you next.”

“I’m not sure about this—” 

“You can’t turn up at a party hosted by the crown princess with your hair like that.” Netheia stood, and each of the maids took a step backward as though they did not trust her not to reach out and slap them. “Sit here.”

“That’s not what I meant—” Klavida began, but one of the maids was already pushing her onto the seat. She could do nothing but sit there like a doll while they combed out her hair and arranged her curls.

“Will people be jumping off things?” asked Klavida, recalling what Hreidun had told her.

“I have no idea. I hope so. But nobody’s mentioned either way. I don’t know how much the party has to do with Skysong or Nara. I think it’s an excuse to drink.” Netheia shrugged. “I’m glad you’re here though. It would be embarrassing if I had nobody to talk to at all.”

“Do you really think they’ll all ignore you?”

“I like to assume the worst.”

“But the crown princess invited you. You said nobody would—”

“Listen, stop worrying. If it’s boring, we’ll leave. I’ve got to put in an appearance, so people remember I exist. And maybe it will end early, and we can go to the temple’s public festival afterward. That’s something to look forward to.”

Klavida’s hair was finished far too quickly, the belt clasped around her waist and circlet placed reverently upon her brow. Before she knew it, they were leaving Netheia’s room again and making their way down ancient stone halls.

“You look nice,” said Netheia abruptly. Klavida glanced over at her in surprise. Netheia stared resolutely ahead, but Klavida sensed the tension on her and noted her hands curling into fists. “That is… It’s nice to see you in something besides a university robe.”

“Would you like to try again?” said Ingka dryly from somewhere behind them. 

“You shut up!” cried Netheia. 

“It’s all right,” Klavida murmured. “I know what you meant.”

Netheia looked as though she wanted very much to say something else but remained silent for the remainder of the journey.

The castle’s main ballroom where the party was to take place featured bright, gleaming floors and countless windows draped in velvet. Blue and white flowers decorated nearly every surface. Klavida might have stood there in the entryway with her mouth hanging open, but Netheia’s arm was interlocked with hers, and so the princess easily dragged her further into the room filled with glittering nobles. Klavida tried to keep her eyes low but looked up when Netheia came to an abrupt halt to stare at something. Klavida followed her gaze to a young dragon with strikingly beautiful ruby scales standing beside a short woman with light hair.

“That’s not Carinth,” murmured Netheia.

“No, that’s Etheriet!” Klavida whispered eagerly. “I wasn’t expecting to see her here.”

“You know her?”

“Not personally, but she’s quite famous. She comes to the university sometimes—she has a blessing, but she’s young, so she’s still learning to control it. Most of the time, though, she’s attending Lady Mireille’s school.”

“What?” Netheia stared at Klavida. “There’s a dragon attending a school?”

“It sounds a bit silly,” granted Klavida. “But yes. Lady Mireille—that’s her right there with the light hair—she runs a sort of school for dragons. The idea is they can learn how Men do things, how we live and think about the world. It’s supposed to help us all understand one another. Princess Esofi is serious about Ieflaria and the Silver Isles becoming allies.”

“And who is Lady Mireille?” asked Netheia.

“She came from Rhodia with Princess Esofi. She was her waiting lady for years before she opened the school. I’ve never spoken with her, but everyone says she is kind.” Klavida glanced around the room. “I don’t see Princess Esofi herself though.”

“What does she look like?”

“I’ve never seen her myself,” admitted Klavida. “She’s been in the Silver Isles since before I arrived in Ieflaria. But they say she wears the most incredible dresses.”

As they wandered through the crowds, Klavida noticed people smiled politely at her, but those smiles faded when their eyes fell upon Netheia, and they quickly turned away. Klavida was not sure if Netheia noticed this or not. The princess’s face was blank and gave no indication of her thoughts.

Klavida and Netheia found a quiet spot to stand. Netheia held a large goblet of wine, but Klavida did not trust herself to eat or drink without becoming sick, thanks to her overwhelming anxiety. 

Living in Emerysk and now Birsgen, Klavida believed herself accustomed to large crowds. The scent of exotic Ieflarian perfumes mingled with heavy expensive meats and rich wine. She breathed deeply, savoring it all, forcing herself to remain still. She would not give any of these nobles a reason to be suspicious of her. 

“Oh,” murmured Klavida as she caught a familiar scent. She turned to determine the source of it, and a figure caught her eye. “I know him.”

“What?” Netheia followed Klavida’s gaze to a handsome nobleman. “Him? Who is he?”

“One of the priests of Talcia.” One of the only priests of Talcia—priestesses were far more common. “I wonder how he managed to get invited?”

“He doesn’t look like a priest to me.” Netheia eyed his expensive clothing. “Are you sure it’s the same person?”

“Yes, I’m positive.” She smelled traces of temple incense on him. “I think he’s from a noble family. I think his sister is someone important.”

“How important?” asked Netheia, but before Klavida could reply, the alleged priest caught sight of them staring. Klavida cringed internally, hoping he had not overheard any of this. But he did not look angry as he approached. If anything, he appeared vaguely guilty.

“Mage Klavida,” he said. “I was not expecting to see you here.”

Klavida shrugged helplessly, stunned he even remembered her name—but of course, now she was famous throughout the entire temple district for picking a fight with Netheia Isinthi (for that, she had been informed, was what the latest versions of the tale claimed).

“I was invited, and…” She glanced over at Netheia. “I did not want to be rude.”

Brandt made an amused sound in his throat but did not address Netheia or her presence. “Don’t tell anyone you saw me here, will you? It’s not against the rules, but we’re not supposed to take advantage of family connections after we join the temple.”

“I won’t,” promised Klavida. Nobles who joined temples were often in an awkward position. Most temples required them to give up their titles. Some even required they forfeit any land or property. Klavida understood why the temples did this, to stave off corruption. But even so, few people could leave their families behind entirely.

“I take it everything worked out?” 

Klavida nodded. 

“Good, I’m glad. Ziska said you were concerned, but she told you what the situation is here. You’ve nothing to fear.”

“It’s all in the past,” Klavida murmured awkwardly. This conversation was bordering on insulting to Netheia, and Klavida wished desperately to change the subject. But before she could think of a new topic, the scent of raw meat filled her nose, and something bumped against her.

Klavida looked around, expecting to see an apologetic servant or a very unapologetic noble. But instead she found herself staring into the face of a young dragon with crimson scales and silver eyes.

“Oh!” It took all her self-control not to back into Brandt. She knew Etheriet would not harm her, but her survival instinct still screamed at her to run. She forced herself to remain calm.

“Hello,” said the young dragon pleasantly. “You’re a w—”

“Etheriet!” Lady Mireille pushed through the crowd to catch up with her lost charge. “You mustn’t sneak up on people; you’ll frighten them!”

“I know, but—”

“I think Etheriet recognized me from the university.” Taking a calculated risk, Klavida reached out and laid one hand on Etheriet’s shoulder, pressing down meaningfully and praying it did not result in getting her arm torn off. Etheriet remained mercifully silent, and Klavida removed her hand. “I’m a student there. It’s an honor to meet you both in person.”

“Oh, really?” Lady Mireille’s eyes sparkled, her panic forgotten. “Are you studying to be an archmage?”

“No, I don’t think so. But it’s a wonderful environment to learn in. I’m a great admirer of Princess Esofi and the work she’s done. I hoped to see her here tonight.”

“She’s still on the Isles, unfortunately,” said Lady Mireille. “Political business. Dragon business. Political dragon business. But don’t worry, I am certain she’ll return before midwinter. Queen Saski hates for her family to be apart during the holiday.”

“I didn’t think dragons cared much for politics.” 

“They usually don’t; they’re very independent. It’s been a nightmare trying to convince them to put a leader forward since they don’t like the idea of a single voice claiming to speak for them all. Though recently…” Mireille’s voice trailed off. “Well, don’t worry. Princess Esofi will sort it out.”

That sounded worrying. Etheriet’s face was difficult to read, but Klavida thought she was frowning.

“Oh, and here’s the crown princess!” Klavida followed Mireille’s gaze to where a tall woman in a violet dress was entering the room, accompanied by another dragon about the same size as Etheriet, though this one was blue.

Klavida looked around for Netheia but could not see her anywhere. She breathed in deeply, trying to catch the scent of cold metal and citrusy Xytan perfume, but this room was a mess of scents and sounds, all begging for her attention.

Neither Etheriet nor Lady Mireille were paying attention to her anymore, so Klavida slipped away, trying to push discreetly though the crowd. When she finally caught sight of Netheia, tucked away in a corner, she gave a sigh of relief. Would it be rude to suggest they leave? She was growing overwhelmed, and Princess Esofi would not be in attendance tonight, so there was little point in staying.

She moved carefully through the crowd, trying not to jostle anyone. As a result, she was too far away to intervene when a paladin approached Netheia.


Chapter Seven

NETHEIA

 

Netheia had drifted away from Klavida—not intentionally, but Klavida seemed so engaged with the Ieflarians that she felt burdensome. She thought of the parties at home where she was always the center of attention. But now, she doubted anyone would even notice if she returned to her room.

Netheia supposed she could do something dangerous and absurd to change that, but the prospect did not fill her with any enthusiasm. Perhaps this was the rest of her life—pity invitations and realizing a random student off Birsgen’s streets was more popular than herself.

At least Klavida was having a nice time. She would have an interesting story to tell her family when she returned home.

Netheia stationed herself by a doorway where servants were passing in and out with trays laden with food. As far as she could tell, there was nothing special happening here to indicate any connection to the Skysong Festival. It was probably just an excuse for a party.

Movement caught her eye as someone sidled up next to her, and Netheia turned—only to take a quick step backward as she realized she was facing a paladin, dressed in that horribly familiar uniform, a white tabard decorated with a yellow sun, worn over silver chainmail.

Knowing the paladin’s intentions could not be friendly, and she had no weapons, Netheia opened her mouth to scream. But the paladin winked at her, and Netheia realized her face was familiar.

“Decima?” Netheia gasped. She had not seen her friend since her duel with Ioanna.

“Shh,” said Decima. “Don’t make a scene. Yet.”

“What—how—you need to get out of here!”

“What? Aren’t you happy to see me?” Decima laughed. “Come on, do you want to hear the plan or not?”

“I do, but…” Netheia glanced around the room. Nobody was paying any attention to her; they were all engrossed in their conversations. In fact, she might even say they were making a special effort to ignore her. “You’re going to be arrested.”

“There’s two dragons in this room, and they’ve both got blessings. The real paladins won’t be able to sense me over them,” said Decima dismissively. “Now shut up and let me talk. You’re going to convince the Ieflarians Ioanna is about to invade their country.”

“What?” Netheia felt her eyebrows rise. “Why would Ioanna do something like that?”

“Because she’s a truthsayer, and obviously that means she’s been chosen by Iolar to rule the continent. It’s not even a stretch. I’m sure the paladins would support her if she started pushing at the border.”

“But she never will. How do you expect the Ieflarians to believe such a thing?”

“Don’t worry,” said Decima. “I’m here to lend you a bit of credibility.”

Netheia laughed. “And how do you plan to do that?”

Instead of answering, Decima grinned broadly. Then, in a single, fluid movement, she unsheathed her sword and stabbed Netheia in the stomach.

The blood rage flared to life, and Netheia staggered forward, hands grasping uselessly for Decima’s throat. The world slid sideways; her vision blurred. Her blessing wanted to fight, but her body refused to cooperate. Distantly—screams, smashing, shattering. Decima leaned forward to murmur in her ear.

“I’ve got to go now. You know the plan. You can follow it or die in exile. It’s up to you.”

Netheia opened her mouth to retort, to ask Decima if she’d lost her mind, but found she could only make a horrific gurgling noise.

Decima winked at her again, and that was the last thing Netheia remembered.

*

Voices—but they were strange and distorted. Hands on her arms, pulling her. Hands on her legs, lifting her. She tried to open her eyes, but the light burned. Everything burned.

Everything burned until everything was nothing.

Silence.

She opened her eyes.

She rested on a soft mattress, and a thin blanket covered the lower half of her body. Everything was white, and for a moment she thought she might be at Xyuluthe. But no, no. It was only a healing ward—perhaps in the castle, or perhaps a temple.

Netheia tried to look from side to side, but pain shot through her body, and a small cry of pain escaped her lips before she bit it back. Carefully, she pulled the blanket away and craned her neck as best she could to look down at her stomach. There were clean white bandages wrapped around where Decima had stabbed her.

She had never been so badly injured before, not even after her fight with Ioanna. Yes, she had been to Masim with her father, but she had never been allowed to fight with the soldiers, let alone leave the safety of the guarded encampment where the generals and commanders stayed. The worst Masim had given her was a sunburn.

“Klavida?” Her throat was so dry she could barely get the word out. She coughed, and a figure appeared in the doorway—a priest of Adranus, white robed, and carrying a tray.

“Don’t move,” he cautioned. “You’re going to jostle your bandages.”

Netheia coughed again to clear her throat and regretted it a moment later as pain lanced from her stomach. “Where is Klavida?”

“Who is that? A servant?”

“No, my friend. Blue dress, reddish hair, eyes like a…” Netheia’s voice trailed off as she realized what she’d been about to say, the bizarre descriptor on the tip of her tongue, and hurried to amend it. “…like topaz.”

Like a wolf.

“If you’re talking about the university mage, she’s been given a room to stay in for the night. The guards have asked her to remain in the castle until the investigation is through.”

Netheia slumped back against the pillows. At least now Klavida could use the library without Netheia getting them thrown out. 

“Your blessing may have saved your life; kept you from bleeding out,” the healer continued. “You may consider yourself fortunate. Still, you will remain here until you have recovered. We have guards posted at the door, and you can call for them if you require aid.”

“What happened to the paladin?” asked Netheia.

“She escaped in the confusion, and the Order of the Sun is still struggling to identify her. You may be asked to aid in the investigation.”

What did Decima want her to say? To do? She had told Netheia nothing useful—except she was meant to somehow turn the Ieflarians against Ioanna. And that seemed about as likely as fitting the ocean into a bucket. 

She suspected she knew why Decima hadn’t given her much information: the less she knew, the better. Especially if she found herself before Ioanna again. Decima and her unseen allies obviously expected Netheia to be clever enough to work out a plan of action herself.

Netheia took a deep breath and steeled herself. She had spent months waiting for this moment; she was not going to reject it simply because it had come under less-than-ideal circumstances. What Decima wanted her to do was dangerous, but she would risk it. She would risk anything to have Reygmadra’s favor again.

“Lady paladins are uncommon, and the Order keeps meticulous records,” drawled Ingka’s familiar voice. Netheia looked up to see her entering the room. “I expect they will identify her quickly. Though whether they manage to capture her is another matter.”

“Oh, there you are,” said Netheia, fighting to match Ingka’s indifference. “I was hoping they’d dismissed you. For incompetence.”

“I find it strange she fled,” Ingka went on as though Netheia had not spoken. “I would expect a paladin to submit to arrest. But I would also expect a paladin to take the time to kill you properly.”

“You always know just what to say, Ingka.” Netheia tried to sit up only to realize this was a terrible idea. “Where is Klavida? In the library?”

“No. She was distressed. I doubt she will be doing any work.”

“Oh, of course. She’s not used to this sort of thing, is she?” Ingka did not respond to this rhetorical question. “Can you tell her I’m well enough for visitors?”

“Are you well enough for visitors?” asked Ingka, turning to look at the healer for verification.

“If I’m well enough for you, I’m well enough for anyone!” cried Netheia. “Besides, I’ve been injured far worse than this. A Masimi warrior once cut off my hand, and the healer reattached it with thread and magic.”

“No, he didn’t,” said the priest dryly.

“You don’t know! You weren’t there!” cried Netheia. “Look, you can nearly see the scar.” She held up her wrist for inspection, then yanked it away before the healer could lean in for a closer look. “If I was going to die, I’d have done it already.”

“Their Majesties have requested you receive the best care we can give, and we cannot do that if you’re constantly entertaining visitors,” warned the priest.

“I don’t have an entourage. I’d just like to see Klavida.” Assuming she cared to see Netheia. Assuming she cared at all. “She’s the only friend I have here.”

It was shameful to admit, but Netheia would not allow Ingka or the priest to see she cared about her lack of popularity.

“Rest first. I will consult with the others and with the castle guards.”

Netheia had a bad feeling she would not be allowed any visitors at all, but Klavida arrived about an hour later. She was still wearing the dress from last night, though not the jewelry. Her hair was coming loose from her careful braids.

“How are you feeling?” asked Klavida. “The healers said it would have been much worse if not for your blessing.”

“I’m still shocked,” Netheia admitted. “It happened so quickly.” She recalled how her body had refused to defend itself even as the blood rage had surged through her. The priestesses said that grievous injuries could overpower the blood rage, but she had never expected to experience it herself. What a horrid, helpless feeling. She suppressed a shudder. 

“It felt like a dream.” Klavida shook her head. “These paladins! I thought the one at the library was rude, but I didn’t know the half of it. Do you think she was sent by your sister?”

“If my sister wanted me executed, she could have ordered it done months ago. Unless she thinks it would have damaged her reputation. I have no idea.”

“The guards questioned me, and I told them about the first paladin we ran into at the library. I feel so foolish that we didn’t report him at the time.”

“What, for being rude?” Netheia felt a smile pull at her lips. “I don’t think there’s anything in the paladin’s code about that.”

“I hardly remember what he even looked like. They’ll ask you if you can recall anything.”

“Don’t worry. None of it was your fault. These things happen. Assassins happen.”

“That’s a terrible way to have to live.”

There was no judgment in Klavida’s words, only pity. Netheia looked away. “Greater risks for greater rewards, I suppose.”

“It hardly seems worth it.”

It is, Netheia wanted to say, but she doubted her words would carry much weight since she was currently sitting in the healing ward with a hole in her abdomen. She decided to change the subject.

“What is your family like?” she asked. “In Nalova, I mean.”

“It’s large. We have my parents, and my sisters, and also my grandparents—on my mother’s side. And all her siblings and their children. There’s sixteen of us in all.”

“Your home must be crowded.”

“Not as much as you’d think. Not many people want to live so far north, so my family was able to claim a lot of land. Our lives are peaceful and free. We pay our taxes, and the nobles leave us alone.”

“You don’t like nobles very much.”

“What!” Klavida looked alarmed. “No. No, it’s—it’s complicated. I suppose we—my family—we’ve had bad experiences in the past, and so we try to keep our distance and stay forgotten.”  

“Doesn’t it get boring?” asked Netheia. 

“No. Or at least, not in my experience. I suppose it might if you’ve lived in cities all your life.” Klavida hunched her shoulders. “It’s less glamorous. But I’ve never felt like I was in danger.”

“Are you afraid you might be in danger now?” asked Netheia. “Since you’ve been associating with me?”

“I don’t know. My family worships Talcia, but I’ve never had any reason to believe the Order of the Sun was dangerous to anyone except chaos gods. I’m rethinking everything now.”

“Don’t. I’m a special case.” Netheia grinned at her. “I bring out the worst in people—particularly those with Iolar’s blessing. It’s my special talent.”

“How can you joke about this?”

“What else can I do?” countered Netheia. “Besides, it’s not so bad. In Xytae, assassins use poisons more often than not. I’d much prefer someone come at me with a sword.”

“That’s terrible,” murmured Klavida again. “I’m sorry.”

Something about the way Klavida said those words made a lump rise in Netheia’s throat. She swallowed hastily and tried to think of another joke. “What are you sorry for? Did you hire the paladin to stab me?”

“What? No!”

Netheia laughed, then stopped short when she realized how badly it hurt. “Stop it. Stop being so pitying. I can’t stand it. Come on, tell me something else. How long have you been in Ieflaria? You must be eager to get home.”

“Less than two months. And I told myself I wouldn’t go home until I finished my research.”

“What does your family think?”

“I know they want me to come home.” Klavida looked down at her hands again. “They didn’t want me to leave to start with. But it was something I had to do. And in the end, they didn’t try to stop me. I think they understood, even though they weren’t happy. That’s how it is, sometimes, with family.”

“My situation is the opposite of yours,” mused Netheia. “I didn’t want to go at all, but they threw me out. And I have no idea if I’ll ever be allowed to return.”

“I don’t either,” Klavida whispered.

“Why wouldn’t you?”

“It’s complicated.”

“Your research? Why is it so important? Have you discovered something new?”

“I suspect I have, and that’s the trouble. If I’m the first, there’s nothing to research. No answers to find except for what I discover through my own experiences.”

“Are you going to tell me what you’re trying to find?”

Klavida went quiet, and Netheia feared she’d been too intrusive.

“Most Men can’t survive easily in extremely cold places,” said Klavida in a soft voice. “Sometimes, Talcia grants special abilities to make survival easier, and so we can better understand her wilderness.”

“The swanmaids,” said Netheia.

“The swanmaids are Nara’s blessing, but you have the right idea. Animals bear the cold far better than Men. Wolves are especially suited for the far north.”

“Wolves?” Netheia recoiled. Every tale of wolfmen she’d ever heard involved them carrying off livestock or small children. They were not blessed; they were monsters. “That can’t be—”

“The legends are a little dark. Especially in Ioshora where true werewolves are rarely seen, and so the stories can become embellished or merged with tales of curses laid by chaos gods. They are not so badly feared in Siabaeld as they are here.”

Netheia’s eyes narrowed as she thought, once again, of Klavida’s powerful arms, of how she’d barely flinched when Netheia had driven her heels into her knees. “Can you turn into a wolf?” she asked, bluntly.

“No.” 

Netheia glanced around to see if anyone else was listening to this bizarre conversation, but the room was empty. “Listen, I’m not a fool. You obviously—”

“Oh, I have the blessing,” said Klavida. “I wouldn’t have my strength if that was the case. But I cannot transform. I’ve never been able to. I am trapped. And I’ve come here to see if there’s anyone in the world who has been in a similar situation.”

Netheia looked into Klavida’s golden eyes. She did not need her sister’s blessing to know Klavida told the truth. “You’re still less frightening than me,” she proclaimed.

Klavida shook her head and laughed. “You’re not as frightening as you think you are.”

“Are you really going to insult me when I’m so badly injured?” Netheia gestured to her bandages. Then she sobered. “I understand why you kept it a secret.”

She recalled the wolfmen stories from her childhood, all designed specifically to provoke fear, and weighed them against everything she knew about Klavida. The stories said upon transforming, wolfmen lost all control over themselves and became wild beasts. In the morning, they might wake up covered in blood with no memory of the previous night.

Netheia could not reconcile those stories with what she knew about Klavida. Klavida, who always carried a paper folio and looked vaguely worried and had lectured Netheia about self-control. She could have commissioned a dress with more diamonds than fabric, but instead had elected for a simple, modest design. How many of Netheia’s friends back home would have shown such restraint? None that she could think of.

“I know gods will revoke blessings when people commit terrible crimes, but I’ve never been able to transform, not even when I was a baby.” Klavida’s voice turned melancholy. “How could I have angered Talcia at such a young age?”

“I doubt you angered her. Maybe it was a mistake. Maybe she got distracted by something when she was giving you your blessing, and it came out wrong.”

“But why wouldn’t she fix it? She can’t have missed all my prayers; I’ve sent hundreds. Thousands. And I’ve asked priestesses to pray on my behalf as well.”

“The gods are awful. I try not to expect too much from them.”

Klavida looked scandalized. “Netheia!”

“I’m telling the truth! Have you ever met a god?”

“No. Of course not.”

Netheia glared down at her hands.

“I got permanently Changed when I was young,” Klavida said, naming the magical ritual performed by the Temple of Dayluue that altered a person’s body to better reflect the way they preferred to express their gender.  “I thought it might help. I was going to get Changed regardless; that’s not why I did it. But I thought it might…I don’t know. Shake something loose in there. Or once I was my true self, maybe the magic would start working correctly.”

“But it didn’t?”

“No. Honestly, we should have known it wouldn’t. There’s plenty of hunters who are Changed—and plenty who stay Unchanged because they don’t want to bother with magic—and none of them have ever had a problem transforming. Believe me, I asked. It’s just me.”

“I’m sorry,” said Netheia. “But at least the Change worked.”

Klavida shuddered. “I didn’t even think of that! That would have been awful; I can’t imagine. But no, it’s only the wolf transformation that doesn’t work. Getting Changed was no trouble at all. I just sat there while the priestesses chanted. The hardest part was picking out a nose. They had far too many options for everything. They even had a book of ear shapes, but I refused to look at it. I told them my ears were already perfect.”

“I tried it, for fun,” offered Netheia. “But I knew it wouldn’t be permanent, so I didn’t spend any time going through the options. I took all the defaults.” The priestesses of Dayluue encouraged everyone to try the Change at least once, for the experience, even if they felt no dissatisfaction with their own bodies. Netheia had gone to the temple with Decima on a day when they’d been particularly bored and paid the meager fee to get the ritual done.

She did not think she would love being a boy so much that she’d never change back. But she’d heard boys had an easier time building up muscle, even without Reygmadra’s blessing, and that had intrigued her.

But, unexpectedly, she’d hated every minute of the experience. It was uncomfortable in a way she could not possibly hope to articulate like a sunburn covering her entire body. She was restless and irritable, the smell was intolerable, and she found she could hardly focus long enough to test out the muscles in her changed body. Decima hadn’t understood (she had held her new shape for nearly a week), but the priestesses had.

Netheia had changed back within the hour—which was for the best because she might have demanded they return her money if it had gone on for much longer. The priestesses had explained this discomfort was frequently what people who chose to get permanently Changed felt before they had a chance to get the ritual done.

“They asked me if I wanted to reduce my hair too,” recalled Klavida. “They said they could make it grow thinner and more lightly. But I told them no—everyone in my family has a lot of hair. It’s part of being a wolf.”

“I’m trying to think of someone else who can help you,” Netheia mused. “But I don’t know. I don’t know anyone here. If there’s someone important you want to get an audience with, maybe I can help. But I don’t know any names.”

“I am hoping Princess Esofi can tell me something useful. Everyone knows Talcia favors her. But I’ve no idea when she’ll be back. I’m trying to keep myself busy in the meantime, but it’s frustrating.”

“I know what you mean,” Netheia murmured.

“They said I can return to the university whenever I want, but I feel bad for you being all alone in here. I don’t think they’ll throw me out until the investigation is done, so I can stay a while.”

“You can go if you need to! Honestly, I’m fine. The shock was worse than the pain.”

Klavida shook her head. “I’m not testing for archmage, so I’ve nothing to hurry back for.”

“So, you’ve been killing time in that tower for months waiting for Princess Esofi to turn up?” Netheia asked.

“Well, I have learned some new things. The Rhodian methods are different from the Cilvan. I don’t think I’d teach my own children in that way—it’s a bit harsh, and overly structured. But it’s interesting to see the difference.”

Footsteps approached—many footsteps, and Netheia could identify the sound of metal greaves on the stone floor. She sat herself up as best she could, and Klavida straightened as well. Two castle guards entered the room, followed by Their Majesties, King Dietrich and Queen Saski. Klavida looked like she wanted to run, but there was no other way out of the room, and so she merely got up and backed away from Netheia’s bedside.

“Princess Netheia,” said King Dietrich. “We cannot apologize enough for what happened last night. Nobody here would ever have expected a paladin to behave in such a way.”

“It’s not your fault.” Netheia tried to wave her hand casually, to show she was not concerned, but flinched when she raised her arm above her shoulder.

“The paladin who attacked has not been identified yet, but several witnesses commented she looked like a Xytan woman.”

“I don’t remember.” Netheia hoped her voice sounded convincing. “It all happened so quickly.”

“We sent word of what happened to your sister, but it will be some time before we can expect a reply,” Saski explained. “I do not know if she will request you be moved out of the capital for your own safety.”

“To somewhere remote, you mean?” Netheia frowned. “I don’t want that.” Too late, she realized she had absolutely no say in this matter. “I mean, I would feel safer within the city. At least here we have the castle guards—and the healers are more powerful.”

“We will wait for Ioanna’s response,” said Dietrich. “Perhaps she will even summon you home.”

Netheia highly doubted that, but she did not contradict him. “I think I’d be in even greater danger there if the Order of the Sun has decided to take matters into their own hands.”

“We will have to wait and see. In the meantime, you will be moved to another room in a safer location. We promised your sister you would be treated well, and we intend to uphold our promise.”

Their Majesties left, but before Klavida could slink out after them, Crown Princess Adale arrived with Carinth. There was obvious guilt on her face as she sat down in the seat Klavida had vacated.

“This is all my fault, isn’t it?” Adale asked mournfully. “I was the one who invited you.”

“No!” said Netheia, legitimately surprised. “I’m glad it happened where it did with so many people around. If I’d been alone in my room, I might have died of my injuries before anyone found me. Really, I’m lucky she decided to attack me so publicly.”

“I’ve never cared much for paladins.” Adale shook her head. “But I’d never have believed one might try to assassinate someone. They’re absolutely obsessed with honor.”

Netheia tried to shrug, which was made difficult by both her injury, and the fact she was flat against the bed. “The paladins are strange about Ioanna.”

“Ioanna was clear in her request we treat you well. It’s hardly a secret she bears you no ill will.”

“Oh, I know. But the paladins don’t like it. They expect me to try to kill her at the first opportunity. I imagine the one who attacked me had convinced herself she was doing it for Ioanna’s own good.”

“I’m surprised she fled,” commented Adale, echoing Ingka’s observation. “All the paladins I’ve met would have stood there and allowed themselves to be arrested. They’re very serious about upholding the law—and being held to it themselves.”

“There’s no telling what they’ll do for Ioanna,” Netheia pointed out. “I think they’re a bit obsessed with her. They wouldn’t mind if she wanted to rule the continent.”

Adale laughed, but it was an awkward, uncomfortable laugh. “I don’t know if they’d go that far.”

“They’ve always stayed out of politics as best they could—it’s what got them exiled from Xytae to start with. But they came back the moment my father died to help her take the throne. I don’t think I can predict what they will or won’t do for her sake.” Netheia paused, realizing she could not emphasize this too heavily or else people might grow suspicious. She sighed and rested a hand over her bandages. “Never mind. I’m rambling.”

“Well, if it helps, Knight-Commander Glace is livid,” Adale reassured her. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him this angry in my life. He won’t sleep until he identifies the assassin.”

“Are the documents for the Xytan paladins still here or did Livius bring them home with him?” asked Netheia. “Everyone is saying they think she was Xytan.”

“I’m not sure,” admitted Adale. “I’d imagine they were sent back. But even so, there are records. We’ve had Xytan paladins here for…I don’t know. Fifteen years? Maybe more. I’m certain Glace retained some of that information, or had copies made.”

“Well, it hardly matters, does it? Even if we know her name, she’s probably halfway home by now. And there’s no telling how many more will come. And I don’t have a single weapon.”

“Listen, we’re moving you to a safer area of the castle. You’ll have more guards and a nicer room. And Ingka.”

Netheia groaned and rolled her eyes, and Adale laughed—genuinely, this time.

“I understand if you can’t tell me, but”—Netheia looked up at Adale hopefully—“did Ioanna she say how long she intended for me to stay here?”

 “No. Just until Xytae has stabilized. We’ve no idea how long that might take.”

Netheia looked down at her bandages again. “It doesn’t matter. I am safer here.”

Adale left after a while, and Klavida gave an audible sigh of relief. Netheia had nearly forgotten she was been there at all.

“You’re tired. I don’t want to keep you here any longer. Are you going to go to the university?”

“I’m dreading it. Everyone will want to know what happened, and I’ll be telling the story for weeks. But I should. I’ve been wearing this dress for two days now.”

“You can visit me again, or I’ll visit you when I’m well enough. Either way…”

“You don’t mind?”

“Visiting? No. I like to get out of the castle—”

“No, I mean. What I told you. About my family.”

“Oh.” Netheia paused. With all the visitors coming in, she’d hardly had time to consider Klavida’s situation. “It’s another one of Talcia’s blessings, you said?”

“Yes.”

“I’d like to know more. But not because I need reassurance. I’m just curious. I’ve never thought of it as a blessing at all—but I think I understand why you want it so much. Not to fit in with your family, but…” Her voice trailed off. She was straying into sentimentality, which would only result in her being mocked. But no—none of her friends were here, only Klavida. And Klavida had never mocked her, not once.

She did not know what to do with that realization.

“I’ll tell you some stories. Next time I visit—I’ll tell you some stories from Cilva.”

“I’d like that,” said Netheia, earnestly. How long had it been since she’d heard a story that wasn’t about fighting and bleeding and dying? She was exhausted, she realized. She was exhausted from the burden Reygmadra had laid on her, on the entire empire.

She gave a jolt of horror at her traitorous thoughts. What was happening to her? She turned to look at the bedside table and all the tiny glass bottles laid out there. Obviously, the healers had given her something to numb the pain, and it had side effects.

“Netheia? Are you all right?”

“Yes! I’m fine!” Netheia looked into Klavida’s golden eyes. “I’m sorry. I think I need to rest.”

“I’m not surprised with so many important visitors. I’m afraid to see who else will come in if I stay any longer.” Klavida smiled. “I’m glad you’re all right. I thought…”

“She was lucky I wasn’t near any of the tables. Things would have gone differently if I’d been able to grab a knife.” This, at least, was familiar, the bluster and bravado that was synonymous with Xytan nobility. But it felt wrong. Disrespectful in a bizarre and indescribable way. Netheia added, “At least tell your university friends I put up a fight.”

Klavida laughed. Her laughter was kind, Netheia realized. Back home, laughter was usually mocking, usually cruel. A sign someone had slipped up and shown weakness. But Klavida had not mocked her once, had she? Netheia contemplated this as she watched Klavida leave the room, closing the door behind herself carefully, so it would not make any noise.

“I don’t like her,” said a new voice from somewhere close by. Netheia’s heart dropped into her stomach as she turned her head toward the sound instinctively—but even before she did, she knew who she would see.

A tall woman dressed in battered leather armor stood beside Netheia’s bedside. Her hair was long and free and messy, and dried blood was smeared across her fingertips and her face.

“I don’t like her,” repeated Reygmadra.

Netheia bit down her instinctive reaction, which was to begin shrieking and cursing and demanding to know where Reygmadra had been for the last few months. Instead, she tried to muster up her usual indifference. “Well, what do you want me to do? Kill her?”

“Yes.”

Netheia rolled her eyes; this was Reygmadra’s answer to everything. “Where have you been?”

“For one who has been begging me to manifest for months, you do not sound grateful,” said Reygmadra. “I don’t think I care for it.”

“And I didn’t care for being abandoned!”

Reygmadra leaned in closer. She was always terrifying when she was angry, and it usually took little to set her off. “I am not your pet!” The glass bottles fell to the floor and shattered, and Netheia flinched away. She knew from experience nobody would overhear this argument, no matter how loudly either of them shouted. “I do not come when you call, and you are only one of many champions I have scattered across the world! It would take me even less time to replace you than it would to kill you! Your tiny meat brain cannot possibly comprehend all that is required of me, and unless you would like me to show you precisely how small you are in comparison with the rest of the universe, I suggest you remember your place!”

“I’m only saying things will be more difficult now that Ioanna is empress.” Netheia kept her voice as calm as she could manage. “She’s had time to solidify her power, meaning anything we try is likely to end in my execution.”

“If you are that much of a coward, you may remain here for the rest of your life, forgotten. And I’ll rip your blessing right out of your body and give it to someone more deserving.”

She would not allow Reygmadra to see how much the threat horrified her—she could think of nothing more disgraceful than a revocation of a blessing. “Why did you order Decima to stab me?”

The fire in Reygmadra’s eyes flickered. “I did not order that.”

“You’re here by coincidence?” Netheia paused. “No, wait. You’re here because you’re curious! If she hadn’t stabbed me, you’d still be off sulking! I should have known! You threaten with leaving me here for the rest of my life, but that was precisely what you planned to do, wasn’t it?”

“And what if it was? What are you going to do about it?”

Nothing. There was nothing Netheia could do about it. Arguing with Reygmadra was like arguing with the ocean.

“You have not been using the blood fire,” said Reygmadra. “Why?”

“Why am I weak to Iolar’s magic when I use it?” countered Netheia. 

Netheia did not think she’d ever taken Reygmadra by surprise before, but this question appeared to do exactly that. Her patron goddess remained silent, almost like she was trying to think up an answer.

“You told me the blood fire would let me defeat Ioanna, but I would have been better off without it,” Netheia went on after it became clear Reygmadra wasn’t going to reply. “All those months you insisted I spend training, and for what? I might have won if you’d never told me about it to start with! It’s not a blessing at all; it’s a weakness!”

She expected Reygmadra to start shouting again, or at least find some way to blame Netheia for what had happened. Reygmadra never accepted blame for anything. But Reygmadra remained oddly calm.

“You have had these past few months to reflect on your failures. Now it is time to act. You will take the throne that should have been yours from the start, or you will die in exile, alone and powerless.”

“I can’t take anything from a healing ward. Come back in a month.”

“You will heal quickly. You always do. In the meantime, you know what you need to do. Decima already told you.”

“Convince everyone Ioanna wants to control Ioshora? I was hoping for something more exciting.”

But the more she thought about it, the less ridiculous it seemed. Nobody in Ieflaria knew anything about Ioanna, aside from her title and her blessing. They did not know she had spent her childhood hiding among priests and books, or by the time she was six years old, the priestesses of Reygmadra had given up on trying to teach her to handle a weapon and instead turned their lessons to strategy and tactics, only for Ioanna to continuously ask stupid, irrelevant questions about the Masimi people. Nor did they know about the years following, which Ioanna had spent hovering by their mother’s side and regarding everything around her with cold disdain.

Netheia knew, for she had been there to witness it all with her own eyes. But who else in Birsgen had ever laid eyes on Ioanna, let alone spoken to her? There was Ambassador Izeri, but who else? Nobody.

Perhaps she could persuade the Ieflarian court that Ioanna had a few things in common with their father after all.

*

Klavida returned to visit her the next day to the surprise of both Netheia and the healer who had been placed in charge of her care. She wore her university robe and a pensive expression on her face.

“Did something happen?” asked Netheia. “Did you run into another paladin?”

“No, nothing like that. I don’t think they’d have any reason to bother me when I’m alone. At least, I hope not. I visited the Temple of Nara and got some bad news.”

“The Temple of Nara? Why were you there?”

“It was foolish, but I thought they might be able to help. Do you remember when we talked about the swanmaids? I thought maybe one of them would know what’s wrong with me. Before the Skysong Festival, I went to the temple, asking if they knew where I could find some. But one of the priestesses there was a swanmaid herself, and she knew what I was the moment she saw me.”

“Did she help you?”

“She said she was going home for the Skysong Festival, and she would ask if anyone knew of a situation like mine. She returned today, but nobody knew anything useful. It’s what I expected to hear, honestly. But I’m still disappointed.”

Would Reygmadra know what was wrong with Klavida? Expecting her to help was foolish, but maybe Netheia could at least get some answers for her friend.

I don’t like her, Reygmadra had said.

You don’t like anyone, Netheia should have retorted, but she hadn’t thought of it at the time.

But when Klavida learned what was wrong with herself, she would return home. That was what she’d told Netheia—and Netheia believed it, based on how much Klavida appeared to miss her family. What if Netheia bargained with Reygmadra, saying Klavida would go away forever if she learned how to make her blessing start working properly? Even if Reygmadra couldn’t personally fix it since it was Talcia’s magic, they would at least have an idea of where to start.

But then Klavida would leave, and Netheia would be alone.

“Well, never mind!” Klavida shook her head. “I knew from the start nothing would come of it. I’m grateful she consented to speak with me at all.”

“What was she like?” asked Netheia. “I wouldn’t have expected to find one in a city like this. And all alone without her sisters.”

“Ah, perhaps I shouldn’t have mentioned it at all.” Klavida looked down at her feet. “I think it was meant to be a secret…”

“Who would I tell?” pointed out Netheia. “I don’t have any business with Nara or her followers. Could you tell she was a swan by looking at her?”

“No. If you saw her on the street, you’d think she was just a very pretty woman. I could smell something unusual on her, but—”

“You what?” interrupted Netheia. “You could smell her blessing?”

“Not exactly. I know ordinary people don’t spend a lot of time thinking about how things smell, and there’s so much you can’t smell. I couldn’t tell she was a swanmaid, but I could tell she was different. She was beautiful though.”

A brief, bizarre rush of jealousy washed over Netheia. She tried to keep it from showing on her face but did not know how successful she was. Luckily, she was saved from having to come up with a reply when the door opened again.

Netheia looked up, expecting to see one of the healers, but instead a young woman entered the room. She wore a simple red dress, the uniform of the castle maids. Like most of the Ieflarians, she wore her hair in two braids, but hers were not pinned up. She wore them free, over her shoulders, like a younger child might.

“Oh!” she said. “I didn’t realize you have a visitor. I’m sorry.”

“No, that’s all right.” Klavida rose quickly. “We weren’t discussing anything important. Did you need to speak with Netheia?”

“My name is Valda. I’m Princess Netheia’s new maid—or I will be once you’re allowed to leave. We’ve already moved all your things to a new room.”

“Oh yes, the new room,” said Netheia. “I forgot.”

“It’s much bigger. You’ll be more comfortable—and safer too. But you have so few things. Did you want me to get you anything, to be ready by the time you’re released from here?”

“Not unless you can get me a sword.” 

Valda’s eager smile froze. Her eyes flicked toward Klavida, silently imploring her to help.

“No, no, I know you’re not allowed to do that,” sighed Netheia. “But don’t worry. I don’t need anything right now.”

“You might want to think of commissioning some winter dresses,” suggested Valda. “I looked at what you have, and I’m afraid you might be cold once the weather turns.”

A servant in Xytae would never make such a bold suggestion, and if they had, Netheia would have shouted at them for impertinence. But Klavida would surely disapprove. And besides—Netheia paused to examine her feelings—she was not offended by Valda’s suggestion. 

“Remind me again after the healers set me free. There’s nothing worse than being cold.”


Chapter Eight

KLAVIDA

 

Klavida moved quietly through the university halls, trying not to attract attention. Thanks to Hreidun, everyone knew she’d been in attendance at the party where a paladin had tried to assassinate Netheia Isinthi, and they all wanted to hear the story from her own lips. 

As a result, Klavida found herself avoiding people and spending even more time with her research. She had completely given up on finding anything relevant to her personal situation, admitting to herself she was the only person in the history of the world to have a strange half blessing.

Instead, she worked on her other project, the documentation of Talcia’s creatures. The Ieflarian books listed some species that Klavida had never heard of, and these would require further investigation. She wrote each name down and carefully copied the drawings into her own notes, meticulously citing each one. The final draft, of course, would feature her own drawings, done from live models. But until then, these would serve as placeholders.

The work helped her forget about the terrible attack on Netheia’s life and the fact that Princess Esofi was still on the Isles and would not be back until midwinter. 

“Klavida!”

Klavida debated pretending not to hear the call, but she decided that would be rude, so she stopped. Behind her were two students, Aysu and Ceren.

Aysu and Ceren were both Masimi girls, though they were not from the same family, nor even the same province. They had been particularly enthusiastic about Klavida’s fight with Netheia, and particularly unenthusiastic about Klavida accepting Netheia’s invitations to socialize afterward.

“Where have you been?” asked Aysu. “Nobody’s seen you all week. We were starting to worry you’d been arrested.”

Klavida laughed. “Arrested! For what?”

“I don’t know—so many strange things have happened around you this month, haven’t they? We were afraid the guards had decided you were in league with that paladin or something.”

“The one who attacked Netheia? I wasn’t anywhere near them when it happened. I was on the other side of the room.”

“I don’t understand why you’re still associating with her.” Ceren shook her head. “Are you hoping she’ll buy you more dresses?”

“No! No, it’s not like that.”

“Then you like being around her?” Aysu sounded genuinely concerned. “She’s a horrible person. And her family—”

“I know. I, I don’t like her at all. But I need her, for my research. She’s been getting me into all sorts of private libraries. Without her, I’d still be floundering around. It’s not a personal thing. Once I’m done my work, I’ll be happy to never speak with her again.”

Klavida was not proud of the lie, and she was not sure if it reflected on her any better than the truth would have. But she could hardly explain her feelings, and even if she tried, Aysu and Ceren would think Klavida did not care about what Netheia’s family had done to their homeland, that it did not matter to Klavida because she was not Masimi herself.

In truth, Xytae’s war with Masim felt unreal, simply because it was so far removed from Klavida’s own experiences. She had never visited either nation—she had never left Cilva at all before coming to Ieflaria. On an intellectual level, she knew Xytae was the aggressor, and Masim the victim. Ionnes had earned his death a thousand times over. Klavida could even say she was glad Netheia had not succeeded in overthrowing her sister because it was obvious she would make a terrible empress.

But she could not say she hated Netheia. Any decent person ought to hate her, shouldn’t they? Perhaps something was wrong with Klavida. Being moderately friendly and buying a few dresses did not even begin to negate the damage her family had done to the world. It was not even as though Netheia was trying to make amends for her actions. In fact, she doubted Netheia thought she’d even done anything wrong.

The realization made her stomach sink. She had been so foolish and so selfish. Netheia had been friendly to her, and Klavida had overlooked the blood on her hands because…why? Because she was moderately friendly? Because she had seemed lonely?

Because Klavida was lonely too?

“Well, we’re glad you’re not locked up somewhere,” said Ceren. “But really, stop running around with Netheia Isinthi.”

“We’re afraid she’ll turn you evil!” Aysu interjected.

Klavida laughed. “I’m sorry. I’m mostly hoping she can introduce me to Princess Esofi if she ever returns to Ieflaria.”

“I don’t think Princess Esofi will want anything to do with her!” said Aysu.

“Well, no, I think Klavida’s got it,” Ceren disagreed. “Even if Princess Esofi hates her, she’ll still be polite, won’t she?”

“I suppose.” Aysu sounded disappointed. “Too bad that paladin couldn’t finish what she started! I wonder if she’ll try again.”

“I can’t believe they still haven’t caught her,” said Ceren.

“I was hoping Princess Esofi would be there at the party,” Klavida said hastily, trying to divert the subject away from Netheia. “But it sounds like she’s going to be on the Isles for a while longer.”

“Does anyone know what she’s doing there?” asked Ceren. “She’s been gone for ages.”

“I asked, but Lady Mireille didn’t want to talk about it. She said it’s political. It sounded like the dragons might be fighting amongst themselves, but that’s only a guess.”

“It must be bad, if they’re keeping it a secret,” said Aysu. “It makes me think they’re afraid people will panic if we learn the whole story.”

“Lady Mireille felt certain Princess Esofi could handle it,” Klavida recalled. “And I’m sure if things get dangerous, she’ll come home. She wouldn’t do anything foolish.”

They came to the steps and moved downward, toward the main entrance. But halfway there, they encountered another figure making her way up. It was Netheia, looking paler than usual but uninjured. She smiled brightly when she saw Klavida, but Klavida could not mask the horror that seized her.

“What—what are you doing here?” asked Klavida.

“The healers let me go!” said Netheia brightly, apparently oblivious to the tension rising in the stairway.

“So you came here?” Klavida was intensely aware of both Aysu and Ceren standing right behind her, and the fact they might decide to throw Netheia down the steps at any moment. She peered behind Netheia, hoping to see Ingka standing there. But the staircase was empty.

“Is that a problem?” Netheia sounded uncertain for the first time, perhaps ever. “I thought—but if you’re busy—do you want me to leave?”

Klavida floundered for a response. Behind her, Aysu said, “That’s never mattered to you before, has it?”

Netheia looked past Klavida to the two Masimi girls. “I don’t know you,” she said, sounding more confused than angry.

“We know you,” said Aysu.

“Netheia, we should go,” said Klavida hastily. “Somewhere else.”

“No, wait,” said Ceren. “We want to talk to her. We want to ask some questions.”

“It wasn’t her fault,” Klavida argued. “She didn’t order it!”

“Order what?”

“The invasion of our homeland, of course!” said Aysu. “We’ve been at war since the moment your father took the throne!”

Netheia appeared confused. “Ioanna ended the war months ago. And even if she hadn’t, Ieflaria is neutral ground.”

“You think we care?” demanded Aysu. “With so many homes burned, and childhoods stolen—you think that stops mattering because we crossed the Summer Strait?”

“I didn’t do any of that,” said Netheia. “I’ve never even been allowed to fight beside the soldiers. The most I ever did was follow my father around the war camps.”

“So you could learn to do the same!”

“Reygmadra has ordered us to reestablish our empire!” snapped Netheia. “She is our patron goddess, and we will not disobey!”

“Then why didn’t Reygmadra order our shah to surrender to you?” asked Ceren. “Why did she tell us to gather the armies, to fight the invasion? Either you are a liar, or she is playing both sides.”

“Both sides, I’d guess.” Netheia was backing down the steps, but Klavida could not smell fear upon her. She obviously did not understand a word the other girl was saying.

“What sort of goddess pits two nations against one another for her own amusement?” demanded Ceren.

“It’s not for her amusement. It’s so we don’t become weak and complacent. The world is cruel—”

“And your solution is to add more cruelty?”

“You’re deliberately misunderstanding me. You want to blame me for the whole war even though it started before I was even born. Nothing I say will change that.”

“You could at least pretend to be sorry,” said Aysu. “You could at least pretend to be ashamed.”

“I’m not ashamed for following the orders of my patron goddess.”

“It doesn’t sound like your patron goddess deserves anyone’s prayers,” Ceren pointed out. “Maybe the world would be better off if everyone forgot her name. She’s brought nothing but death and suffering. Even your own people are turning—”

“That’s not true!” shouted Netheia, fury finally replacing confusion. She clenched her fists and stepped back up.

“We’re going!” cried Klavida. She shot forward and grabbed Netheia by the wrist. Netheia gave a shout of surprise, but she could do nothing to stop Klavida’s progress down the remainder of the steps unless she wanted to risk falling. They reached the ground floor in record time, and Klavida saw Ingka standing there waiting. But even then, Klavida did not slow down. She pulled Netheia toward the enormous double doors of the university tower. “Come on.”

“But—”

Klavida did not answer, nor did she loosen her grip on Netheia’s wrist. Netheia could have ripped free if she’d wanted to, but she did not. She allowed Klavida to pull her along. Klavida risked a glance at her and saw that moment of fury had once again been supplanted by confusion.

They went outside into the bright afternoon, but not until the doors had shut firmly behind them and they were halfway down the path leading to the temple did Klavida breathe normally again.

“What was all that?” demanded Netheia, pulling her wrist free.

“You shouldn’t have come here. I forgot to tell you we have Masimi students—”

“So what?”

“So they all hate you!”

Netheia stared at her. “Why?”

“Did—did you not hear a word Ceren and Aysu said?” asked Klavida, incredulous. “They told you exactly why.”

“Yes, but they weren’t making any sense.”

“Netheia!” Klavida had suspected this would be her reaction, but it was still disappointing to have those suspicions confirmed. “How would you feel if you spent your entire childhood worrying foreign soldiers would burn down your village?”

“It wasn’t personal. As I said, Reygmadra commanded us to act. Besides, I wasn’t the one who gave the order to invade.”

“Netheia, we’re talking about real people! Not little wooden pieces on a map! You can make excuses all you like, but nothing can change the fact Xytae’s actions ruined countless lives!”

“What do you want me to say?” asked Netheia.

“I don’t know! Maybe that you’re sorry?”

“I’m not sorry!”

“Then get used to everyone hating you!”

“I already am!” Netheia shouted. “You think I haven’t noticed? You think I don’t know? Nobody at court wants me here; they’re just putting up with me for Ioanna! Even before I left home, all my friends pretended they didn’t know me. My own mother didn’t visit me once while I was imprisoned!”

“Then change! Stop being—stop being like this. Stop being cruel! You can choose to start behaving differently whenever you like. And stop hiding behind Reygmadra’s awful commands to justify your father’s actions!”

“I’m not hiding behind them! She ordered the war; that’s a fact.”

“Nobody is forcing you to worship her!”

Netheia stared at her with wide eyes for a moment. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. You have no idea what she’s like.”

“Tell me.”

The door opened behind them, and Klavida turned, expecting to see Aysu and Ceren there, ready to continue their argument. But it was Ingka, her face as expressionless as ever.

“Will we be returning to the castle?” she asked.

“I suppose so,” said Netheia bitterly.

“Netheia, don’t be angry with me,” said Klavida. “I’m not trying to be cruel. I see how unhappy you are, and I know it doesn’t have to be this way.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.” Netheia shook her head. “Ingka, let’s go.”

Klavida watched the two women leave, sorrow and regret twining together in her stomach.

*

The warmest rooms in the university were the studies, enormous rooms filled with large faded couches and worn wooden tables. On cold evenings, students frequently gathered around the enormous fireplace to gossip.

Klavida had been avoiding these gatherings lately, but tonight Hreidun dragged her along, saying their room was unbearably cold. Klavida’s blessing meant she was far less sensitive to such things, so she took her roommate’s word on it.

She found a comfortable spot not too near to the center of the room and hoped maybe she would go unnoticed. Most of the lamps had been extinguished, and the only real source of light was the fireplace, which cast long shadows everywhere.

“Klavida was there; she can tell you,” came Aysu’s voice above all the rest. “She walked in here like—like—like she had every right to! Klavida nearly carried her out, and she’s lucky. I might have kicked her down the stairs! Isn’t that right?”

All eyes turned to Klavida, who sighed and rubbed her face. “It was nothing.” 

“What did she want?” asked one of the other students.

“Nothing, really. The healers released her, and I think she was bored. She doesn’t have any friends here. And I don’t want to tell her off when she nearly died.” Klavida swallowed, hoping nobody sensed the lie. 

“Klavida thinks Netheia can introduce her to Princess Esofi,” reported Ceren. “That’s why she’s tolerating her.”

“It’s—it’s not like that. I just want to ask her some questions relevant to my research. She has so much practical experience with, with—well, it hardly matters because I don’t know when she’ll be back.”

“She has been gone for ages. I wonder if the dragons might be trying to select an emperor?” asked Hreidun.

A murmur went through the group.

“An emperor?” repeated Klavida. “A dragon emperor?”

“For a dragon, emperor isn’t only a title,” explained Hreidun. “It’s a sort of blessing he gets. Or she, I’m sure there can be empress dragons. When a dragon becomes an emperor, he has the power to command other dragons—whether they like it or not. When I was young, Ieflaria was constantly being attacked by dragons from the Silver Isles because they had an emperor who hated Men.”

“Would it be a bad thing if they had one again?” asked Klavida.

“Princess Esofi says the dragons only have emperors during dangerous times, or harsh conditions,” volunteered another student. “They normally don’t like having a single leader. They’re Talcia’s creatures, so they’re very independent.”

“But things are going well on the Isles, aren’t they?” asked Klavida. “Why would the dragons need an emperor now?”

“I don’t know. It’s just a guess.” Hreidun shrugged. “Maybe I’m completely wrong. I just remember how it was before Princess Esofi arrived. That sort of thing stays with you.”

“Why did the emperor hate Men?” asked Klavida.

“Talcia had stopped granting the dragons blessings because she didn’t like how they were acting, and he blamed us. Princess Esofi tried to reason with him, but he didn’t want to talk. She killed him outside Birsgen.”

Klavida nodded and stared into the fire. She was somewhat familiar with the story though not all the details. It had happened when she was about five years old. Still, she felt a pang of regret the story ended in death. 

What would cause the dragons to select an emperor now? What could ever hope to make an entire island of dragons feel threatened, especially with Ieflaria as their ally?

*

Netheia did not try to visit again. Nor did Klavida go to see her. Part of her wanted to, and her guilt increased with every passing day. She was not sure what she felt when she thought of Netheia. Anger, of course, and disgust at her callous disregard for the Masimi people, but it was not just that.

Regret?

Klavida sat on her bed and stared down at her books. But no matter how long she gazed at the page, she could not immerse herself in the words. Her mind was elsewhere.

The door opened, and Hreidun dashed in.

“There you are!” she cried. “I heard the strangest rumor, and I need your opinion.”

Klavida gave Hreidun a skeptical look. “You know I don’t—”

“Yes, I know, but it’s relevant to you!” When Klavida frowned, Hreidun went on. “There have been rumors. I don’t have any idea where they’re coming from, but they’re saying Empress Ioanna is planning an invasion of Ieflaria.”

 “Nonsense. That can’t possibly be true.”

“And the rumors say the Order of the Sun will support her.”

“You can’t believe that.” 

“I don’t know,” admitted Hreidun. “I don’t want to believe anything bad about the Order of the Sun. You remember I told you, when I was young, we had dragons attacking the country? Until Princess Esofi arrived, the paladins were the most effective at killing them. We had two stationed in our town. They were from Xytae, in exile, but they were nice. I felt bad for them, since they were sent away from their homes, but we all felt safer with them around.”

“I’ll admit my experiences lately haven’t been ideal, but the Order has a good reputation. Besides, why would Ioanna invade Ieflaria? She just removed all her soldiers from Masim.”

“Maybe she realized Masim is too strong for Xytae to defeat. Maybe she thinks Ieflaria is weaker. An easier target.”

Klavida shook her head. “I don’t believe any of it.”

“That’s why we want you to talk to Netheia!” urged Hreidun. “She knows her sister even if they’re enemies. She can tell us what’s going on.”

“Do you think she’d tell the truth?” asked Klavida. “If she hates Ioanna, she’ll say whatever she needs in order to make her look bad.”

“I thought she was your friend.” 

“I am not so sure about that,” sighed Klavida. “I thought—I’m not sure what I thought. But she doesn’t see anything wrong with what her father did in Masim. It’s changed the way I think about her.”

“You’d think she’d at least have the sense to pretend to be ashamed. Even if she doesn’t truly mean it.”

“Xytae seems like a terrible sort of place to have to live,” Klavida observed. “I’d never speak ill of one of the Ten, but Reygmadra…I don’t understand why she wanted a war.”

“Well, she’s the goddess of war.” 

“Yes, but there’s got to be more depth to it than that. Suppose Xytae had won. Then what? Would they attack Ieflaria next? And then Vesolda and Ibaia, and Cilva and—and everywhere else?”

“I don’t know. But you’re missing the point—”

“Even if Reygmadra’s plan went perfectly, sooner or later they’d run out of nations to fight. Or would she tell the empire to have a civil war and fight itself until Inthya runs out of people?”

“You’re missing the point!” cried Hreidun. “You need to ask Netheia about this rumor!”

“I don’t even know if she’ll want to see me. She probably hates me now.”

“At least try! Aren’t you a bit curious?”

Yes, but not for the reason Hreidun thought. Klavida did not believe for a moment that Ioanna was planning to invade Ieflaria. She did, however, believe that Netheia might have had a hand in the rumor’s creation.

“I’ll talk to her,” sighed Klavida. “But don’t expect a straight answer.”


Chapter Nine

NETHEIA

 

“We have received a response from your sister. She says she is glad your injuries were not fatal.”

Netheia sat in King Dietrich’s study where she’d been summoned immediately after waking. He and Saski both stood before her with Saski holding a letter in her hand. 

“Did she?” Netheia raised her eyebrows. “I’d have thought—”

“She has asked for more guards to be stationed around you,” interrupted Dietrich. “She is also sending more paladins from Xytae to aid in our investigation. She is extremely displeased the Order has not been able to identify the assassin yet.”

“She’s not calling me home?” asked Netheia.

“No,” said Saski. “But we will do everything we can to ensure your safety.”

“What about these paladins? Will I be safe from them?” The words slipped out before she could truly consider them. But it would not hurt to remind Their Majesties that it was a paladin’s fault they were in this situation to begin with—or so they all assumed.

“Are you uncomfortable with them?” Saski looked at Dietrich. “Perhaps we ought to—”

“No, never mind.” Netheia rubbed her face with her hand. “I’ll talk to them if they want, but I already told you everything I know. I only saw the assassin for a moment. I can’t even say I’d recognize her if she walked up to me in the street.”

“The investigation is not your responsibility,” soothed Saski. “Do not think of it. The Order has headquarters in the city; there is no need for them to remain at the castle. How are your new rooms?”

“They’re comfortable.” While nowhere near as large as her rooms at home, they were at least appropriate for a woman of her station. “And the maid is…nice.”

For Valda was nothing like the silent, stony-faced Xytan servants. Under ordinary circumstances, Netheia might have complained she was too informal, too familiar. But the girl was bright and happy and a great deal more entertaining than Ingka.

And now Klavida had decided Netheia was not worthy of associating with, she had to take what she could get.

Netheia felt her smile falter as she thought of Klavida. She had not heard a word from her since her disastrous visit to the university. She expected she never would again. Netheia swallowed and told herself she did not care about a Cilvan peasant with a defective blessing.

“Is something the matter, dear?” asked Saski.

“No!” said Netheia quickly. “Just thinking about the paladins.”

“They will not trouble you,” said Dietrich. “None of them have any reason to approach you now. Any who do will be regarded as potential assassins by the guards.”

The meeting ended, and Netheia returned to her room, escorted by Ingka. She had no other plans for the day but was thinking of wandering the castle grounds until someone agreed to have a conversation with her.

“A message came for you!” Valda reported happily as Netheia entered the room. “An invitation to a hunt, hosted by one of Crown Princess Adale’s friends.” She reached into her apron pocket and withdrew a letter. “Isn’t that exciting?”

“They are hoping you will be attacked again, and they will have a good story to tell,” asserted Ingka, prompting Valda to give a scandalized shriek before clapping her hands over her mouth.

Netheia laughed, partially at Ingka’s words and partially at Valda’s reaction to them. “There are worse reasons to be popular. I’ll take it.”

She wondered if the assassination attempt had softened people’s opinion of her. Nobody called on her during the day, but even receiving a single invitation was an improvement.

Netheia went into her bedroom and set the invitation down on her desk. A hunt would be far more enjoyable than a party. She only wished all her favorite horses were not in Xytae and hoped whatever mount she borrowed from the stables would be adequate.

Netheia sat down on the bed. She’d been doing her best not to think of Klavida, nor the Masimi girls who had spoken so rudely to her. But the conversation kept returning to her, particularly Klavida’s words.

Then change.

Stop being cruel.

You don’t have to worship her.

Netheia gave a bitter laugh. Perhaps if she told Klavida that Reygmadra had already once threatened to rip her blessing out of her body, she would begin to understand. But maybe not. Klavida’s own faulty blessing had not been enough to dissuade her from worshipping Talcia.

She thought of the Masimi girls. They had to be from wealthy families if they’d been allowed to come all the way to Ieflaria to study.

Real people. Not little wooden pieces on a map.

What did she know about the Masimi people? The country was large, and cultures could vary by region, but even then, what did she truly know? Their Eleventh was Zeneen, a goddess with wings like a hawk. They had a reputation for hospitality—though Netheia had never experienced this firsthand. They thought Iolar was married to Pemele, not Talcia. They were utterly scandalized by the Xytan people’s casual approach to nudity. They loved cats.

When Netheia thought of the Masimi, she thought of soldiers wielding curved swords and riding stunningly beautiful mares. She did not think of girls with Talcia’s magic reading old books and singing to the moon. She thought of glorious cities protected by vast armies, not tiny villages filled with parents who baked bread and children who splashed in muddy streams, whose only weapons were the same tools they used for harvesting grain.

It was easier that way.

It didn’t matter! The war was over. Ioanna had called the soldiers back home. There was no blood on Netheia’s hands, neither literally nor metaphorically. She had not killed anyone, nor had she commanded anyone else to do so. Maybe if things had gone differently after Father’s death, or if he’d taken fifteen minutes out of his day to formally declare Netheia his heir—

But he hadn’t, and now Netheia was locked in a cold Ieflarian bedroom while Ioanna sat on their father’s throne.

“You are not doing anything,” came Reygmadra’s familiar voice from behind her. Netheia turned her head to look at her but did not stand. “You are not doing anything.”

“What do you want me to do?” snapped Netheia. “Kill Their Majesties and proclaim myself queen?”

“You know what you must do.”

“It’s impossible!” cried Netheia, jumping up and turning to face her patron goddess at last. “Everyone loves Ioanna—the moment I say a word against her, they’ll know I’m plotting something! I won’t stand a chance.”

“And you have not been practicing with your blessing.” There was no need to request clarification. Netheia knew she meant the blood fire, the complete immersion of herself in magic. “One hour. Each day.”

“I will not be able to go unnoticed for an hour!”

“Do it at night while everyone thinks you are sleeping.” Reygmadra waved her hand dismissively. “You are growing weak.”

“I am stronger than I would be if I practiced for an hour a day!” objected Netheia. For while the blood fire was powerful, and took a great deal of practice to control, using it too frequently had an adverse effect on Netheia’s body. She recalled how weak she had been when Ioanna had arrived at the palace to rescue Vitaliya. So haggard and sickeningly pale the palace healers had taken to following her around like silent shadows, obviously expecting her to collapse at any moment.

“You would be accustomed to it by now if you had not stopped practicing. No more excuses. No more wasting time.”

“But—”

Reygmadra vanished before Netheia could even finish the sentence. Netheia screamed through her teeth in frustration, pounding her fist onto the mattress. It was like trying to reason with a wall!

Men tended to think of Merla, Goddess of the Sea and Second of the Ten, as a force of nature. Netheia supposed Reygmadra was too. She ought to have been good at plotting, at subterfuge, at strategy and tactics, for these all fell within her domain. But…no. Everything she had commanded Netheia to do was blunt and brutal and uncomplicated.

Maybe once Reygmadra had been able to plan more than a few hours ahead. But now she reminded Netheia of an old grandmother whose senses had been dulled by age. But gods did not age, not in the way Men did. Reygmadra was as old as the stars or perhaps even older.

But Reygmadra could not always have been like this. Once, a long time ago, she must have been different. Or else she would have never gathered so many devoted followers.

Netheia tried to push these thoughts away. Even if her suspicions were correct, there was nothing she could do.

Netheia sat down in the middle of the bed and crossed her legs. She closed her eyes and cleared her mind, preparing to reach for the blood fire.

I do not believe Reygmadra has had Xytae’s best interests at heart for a very long time, Grandmother Irianthe had said. Netheia’s eyes snapped open.

She hadn’t truly considered her grandmother’s words; she’d been so angry in that moment. And afterward, she’d been distracted by how hard Grandmother Irianthe had fallen, how she had not immediately leapt up.

But even if her grandmother was correct, what could Netheia do? What could anyone do? Reygmadra was one of the Ten; one would have to be an utter fool to stand against her. All Netheia could do was wait and hope Ioanna called her home before Reygmadra started demanding the impossible.

Netheia went to bed at her usual time. Ingka did grant her privacy while she slept, and so there was nobody around to observe as Netheia sat cross-legged in the middle of the bed and closed her eyes. She remembered the last time she’d done this, moments before her duel with Ioanna.

Breathing deeply, she reached for her magic. It burned, as always, somewhere unreachable within herself. She was out of practice, but she still remembered how to call it to her hands and slowly allow it to spread up her arms and across her body until every inch of her glowed with rust-red magic.

She held it for as long as she could, but after only a minute or two, a sharp pain shot through her forehead, and her vision grew cloudy. She released the magic and fell onto the bed, gasping for air and hoping Reygmadra had not been watching this pitiful attempt. No wonder Netheia had fallen out of practice at the first opportunity. This was even more awful than she remembered.

And she was vulnerable against Iolar’s magic in this state, so what was the point of trying?

Netheia closed her eyes and waited for the pain in her head to clear, intending to get up and try again. But she was so tired, and the magic so painful, that she simply fell asleep instead.

*

The day of the hunt dawned clear and beautiful, but Netheia was in a dreadful mood. Practicing with the blood fire every night left her weak and exhausted, and if not for Valda persistently shaking her awake, she would have missed the party’s departure entirely. She stood in the middle of the room, rubbing her eyes and staring blankly at nothing while Valda tied her dress, put her shoes on her feet, and combed her hair.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” worried Valda as Netheia shuffled toward the door. “Maybe I’ll call a healer before you go—”

“It’s fine,” Netheia murmured, waving her hand. “I didn’t get to sleep on time last night.”

Ingka accompanied Netheia down to the stables where they would be able to borrow horses for the hunt. The horses were not as fine as the ones Netheia had left in Xytae, but she was too exhausted to even utter a complaint. She accepted the first mount the hostlers offered without bothering to inspect it, aware Ingka now observed her suspiciously.

On a better day, Netheia might have been eager for the chance to explore the royal chase and meet more of the crown princess’s associates. Adale and her friends were loud and happy and exuberant, apparently without a care in the world. If Netheia had been feeling more like herself, this might have made her homesick for her own friends, disloyal as they might be. But today she only found it irritating. 

Netheia realized she should have feigned an illness. It would not have been difficult to convince anyone she was sick if the concerned looks Adale’s friends were casting in her direction were anything to judge by.

Netheia’s mount was clever enough to follow all the others with only minimal guidance, and so she was able to devote all her attention to behaving like nothing was wrong. A few people approached her to comment on the weather and ask if she needed water, but Netheia only smiled and said it was her own fault for staying up so late the previous night.

Carinth was in attendance today as well. Nearly the size of a horse himself, he moved among the crowd easily. Netheia supposed someone might have been able to put a saddle on him, but perhaps he would find that insulting. A few of the horses seemed uneasy around him and veered away if he approached directly, but most did not appear to notice or care. Netheia, who would have expected every animal in attendance to go into an outright panic at the sight of such an obvious predator, found herself surprised.

“Most of the horses at the castle are accustomed to him by now,” explained one of Adale’s friends, noting Netheia’s stare. “He’s been here longer than most of them.”

Netheia rubbed at her eyes and tried to shake herself awake. From now on, she would have to refrain from practicing with the blood fire the night before any important events, at least until her strength improved.

Netheia closed her eyes, just to rest them. A moment later—or at least what felt like a moment later—dull pain lanced through her side. Opening her eyes, she found herself looking up at a handsome man who stood beside the horse she’d fallen from.

“Hello, I’ve got you,” he said. Netheia’s first instinct was to shriek and dig her nails into his face for the indignity, but she refrained, realizing he’d kept her from colliding with the ground. “Don’t move; you fainted. We’ll call for healers.”

“I don’t need a healer,” Netheia protested weakly, but all the other riders were hurrying over to see what had happened, and she knew there was no way she would be allowed to slink off to her rooms after falling off a horse. “I promise, I’m fine.”

“Good catch, Theo.” Adale dismounted and hurried over to his side. “I’m sure someone’s got a blanket we can put down—”

“I’m not sick,” Netheia objected again, but this went unheard. She wriggled free of Theo’s grasp until her feet connected with the ground. “I can ride; let me go back to the castle. There’s no need to make the healers come all the way out here.”

Adale looked skeptical. “I don’t think the healers would want you riding.”

“I know, but I’m not ill or injured. I didn’t get enough sleep.”

“You can ride with me,” offered Theo. “I won’t let you fall.”

Netheia grimaced at the suggestion. She had not ridden with anyone since she was a young child, and that person had always been her father. She might have shouted at Theo for insulting her, but he was obviously one of the crown princess’s close friends.

“That’s a good idea, I think,” said Adale. “I’ll go with you; I feel terrible. You always seem to be getting hurt around me.”

“It’s not anyone’s fault. I’ve been having bad luck lately.”

In the end, her only options were to ride to the castle with Theo and Adale or wait for the healers to come to examine her in front of the entire riding party. With no other alternatives, Netheia elected to return to the castle.

Sharing a horse felt strange, but neither Theo—whose full name was Lord Theodoar, though he and Adale were so familiar with one another they did not use full names or titles—nor Adale acted as though there was anything shameful about it.

Carinth flew ahead of the horses, and so the healers were already waiting for them when they arrived at the castle. Within minutes, Netheia found herself in the healing ward where she had already spent so much time.

Her stomach wound was the first thing the healers checked, followed by a complete physical examination. By the end, Netheia could no longer contain her impatience.

“We thought your wound might be infected, but it’s clean,” announced the lead healer. “And it’s healing extremely well. I’d not have advised going on a hunt so soon after your injury, but I can definitively say it was not what caused you to collapse today.”

“I know that,” scowled Netheia. “I don’t need an examination. I just need to rest.”

“Staying up late?” asked the healer.

“Yes.”

“Yes.” He nodded knowingly. “We see this frequently from people your age. I hope you grow out of it soon, for your own sake—”

“No, I…” Netheia hesitated. Maybe it was better everyone think she spent her nights drinking. It would at least stop them from asking questions Netheia had no way to answer. “I should have stayed in today.”

“Yes, you should have. You’ll stay here until Their Majesties grant you permission to leave.”

“What? But I’m fine! You can’t keep me here when nothing’s wrong—”

“Their Majesties are deeply concerned for your safety. Your sister is as well. Therefore—”

Netheia interrupted this with a bark of laughter. “Ioanna? You think she wants me alive?” 

“Netheia, it’s not so bad,” soothed Adale. “Theo and I will sit with you until my parents arrive. I’m sure they’ll be here any moment now. He’s right. Everyone wants to make sure you’re safe.”

Why? Netheia wanted to scream. She thought of the hateful Masimi girls, of Klavida’s cold disdain, of Ingka’s open disgust. Nobody wanted her alive, and even if they did not actively wish her dead, they did not want her in their vicinity. Even Reygmadra—

Bile rose in her throat, but she fought it down. If she was sick here in front of everyone, she would be confined to this ward for the rest of her natural life.

Adale seemed to interpret her silence as acceptance and dragged a chair over to Netheia’s bedside. “Listen, don’t be embarrassed. You’re not the first person to fall off her horse at one of my parties, and you won’t be the last.”

“It rarely happens so early in the morning though,” commented Theodoar, making Adale laugh.

Netheia sat in silence, listening to the two banter. If she hadn’t known otherwise, she would have presumed they were blood siblings.

After a while, a healer appeared in the doorway and said, “You have a visitor. Shall I show her in?”

Netheia hesitated. Who but Their Majesties would be coming to visit her? But of course, they would not be politely requesting an audience; they would come straight in. She nodded, confused. A minute later when Klavida peered around the open doorway, her confusion doubled.

“That was quick,” commented Netheia. “I’ve not even been here an hour—”

“I didn’t know you were in here. I went to call on you, and Valda said you’d gone out, but someone else said you’d been taken to the healers. Was there another assassination attempt?”

“No, no. I haven’t been getting enough sleep, and I fell off a horse.” Klavida did not look reassured. “I wasn’t expecting to see you today. After…” Her voice trailed off as she remembered Adale and Theodoar were still at her bedside.

“Theo, let’s go see what’s keeping my parents,” suggested Adale, rising quickly. Netheia opened her mouth to say she was welcome to stay, but they were gone in an instant. Ingka, however, remained behind.

“You look…” Klavida’s voice trailed off awkwardly. Then she rallied and said, “Netheia, is it possible you’re being poisoned?”

Netheia laughed. “Very possible. But that’s not what caused this, I promise.”

“Netheia, I’m serious! You look terrible!”

“How dare you. I am the model of Xytan beauty.” Netheia grinned at her, but Klavida did not even give a flicker of a smile. “I’ve been having trouble sleeping this last week. Ask Ingka; she’ll tell you.”

“Why?”

“Why not? She has no reason to lie, and she’s more credible than I am.”

“No. I mean why haven’t you been sleeping?”

Netheia tried not to look too guilty. “Just trouble falling asleep. And staying asleep. Thinking too much about things. You know.”

“Things in Xytae?”

Netheia shrugged.

“I’ve been hearing rumors. Strange rumors. About your sister.”

Netheia frowned. “What? What sort of rumors?”

Klavida swallowed and glanced down at her feet. “She’s considering an invasion of Ieflaria.”

Netheia sat up sharply. “Where did you hear that?”

“At the university. Some students were gossiping. I’m sure it’s not true…?” 

“Tell me what they said,” instructed Netheia. “As much as you can remember.”

“She’s planning an invasion, and the Order of the Sun is supporting her. I don’t have any details. I suppose I didn’t want to hear them.”

Netheia found herself without a response even though she knew Klavida was waiting for one.

“Well?” prompted Klavida. “Is it true?”

“I don’t know any more than you do!” This could not be her own work, could it? No, she’d only barely worked to spread those rumors; she’d done so little that Reygmadra even manifested to scold her about it. The guilty party must be Decima or whoever was helping her. “I’m stuck here in Birsgen. I have no idea what’s going on in Xyuluthe.”

Could Klavida tell she was lying? Did she suspect?

“Does it seem like the sort of thing Ioanna would do?” asked Klavida. “She’s your sister; I’m sure you know her better than anyone.”

“I hardly know her at all! And she hardly knows me. You have the wrong idea about everything if you think we were best friends growing up.” Netheia shook her head. “But I don’t know. Maybe she’s decided her truthsayer blessing is a sign she’s meant to rule the continent. Or maybe Iolar told her so himself.”

“I don’t want to believe that.” 

“Is that why you came here? To ask me about rumors?”

“No! I also wanted to say…I am sorry about what happened at the university.”

“No, you’re not.” 

“I’m not sorry for what I said.” Klavida nodded. “But I’m sorry it happened the way it did, so suddenly, and I should have warned you we have Masimi students who might try to confront you.”

Netheia did not know how to respond. She’d been surprised at how deeply Klavida’s rejection had affected her, considering Klavida was nobody of importance, really—yes, she was! She was important; she was the only person here who genuinely cared about Netheia, and not because she was Ioanna’s sister or a potential empress.

There was so much Klavida did not understand, and so much Netheia did not want Klavida to understand.

Klavida continued to stare at her, and Netheia realized she was waiting for a response. But before she could think of anything to say, the doors opened again and two guards entered, followed by King Dietrich and Queen Saski. Klavida leapt to her feet in the manner of a child caught doing something wrong. But nobody paid any attention to her.

“I’m not dying,” said Netheia quickly before either of Their Majesties could speak. “It was an accident. I don’t need to be here.”

“You look unwell,” said Saski bluntly.

“I know, but that’s my own fault, I haven’t been getting enough sleep.”

“Why not?” asked Saski. “Are your rooms not to your liking?”

Netheia opened her mouth to say the rooms were fine, but at that moment, she felt cold fingers on her throat. Reygmadra was here, invisible, watching. And she wanted Netheia to act. If she did not…

“The room—the room is…adequate. I’ve been—I’ve only been…worrying…about the paladins…the investigation…” The invisible hand on her throat loosened a little, and Netheia gasped heavily.

“Are you all right, my dear?” asked Saski, leaning forward.

“Just, just tired. I’ve been…” Her voice trailed off awkwardly, and Netheia knew she ought to finish the sentence, but her heart was racing. All she wanted to do was close her eyes and forget.

“I think she’s being poisoned.” Klavida wrung her hands and looked down at her shoes. Netheia hadn’t anticipated Klavida might possess the courage to address Their Majesties directly.

“Klavida, I told you—”

“Can you see yourself?” Klavida cried, meeting her eyes once more. “You look terrible! You look like you might die at any moment! No amount of lost sleep will cause this, not in the time since I saw you last!”

Netheia had no reply for her.

“We will discuss that possibility with Ingka,” said Dietrich. “But Netheia needs to rest. In the meantime, I can assure you the Order of the Sun is actively investigating the matter of your assassin, and—”

The fingers around Netheia’s throat tightened again, and she knew what Reygmadra wanted her to say. “They’re not going to find anything!” cried Netheia. “Why are we trusting the Order of the Sun to investigate their paladins? They’re going to protect their own!”

Dietrich and Saski both looked taken aback, and Netheia wanted to apologize. But she could not. She wasn’t even a person anymore, was she? Just a tool for Reygmadra to bend and bend and bend until she snapped.

Their Majesties left, and Ingka went with them, leaving Netheia and Klavida alone in the room together. For a time, all was silent.

“I hate it,” said Netheia at last.

Klavida blinked in confusion. “Hate what?”

“I hate disappointing you. But this is all I know how to be.”

“What are you talking about?” Klavida moved closer. “Do I need to call the healers in?”

“I hate myself,” realized Netheia. When had that started? She could not recall.

“Netheia.” Klavida took Netheia’s hands in her own. “It’s going to be all right.”

“I think we’ve passed the point where that can realistically be considered an option.” Netheia leaned back against her pillow but did not release Klavida’s hands. “But you’ll be all right. You’ll get your blessing sorted out, and go home, and your family will tell you how much they’ve missed you.”

“I’m sure yours misses you too.”

“You’re wrong. Guess the last thing I did before I left. You’ll never guess.”

“What did you do?”

“I attacked my grandmother—I pushed her so hard the guards had to carry her out.”

Klavida’s golden eyes widened, but she still did not pull her hands free.

“See?” Netheia shook her head. “Aren’t I awful? And I’ve always been this way, for as long as I can remember. But I wasn’t embarrassed by it until now. What’s it like not hating everyone you meet? What’s it like not being hated by thousands of people?”

“You can change. I’m sure of it. Anyone can, if they want to. I can’t promise it will be easy, or everyone will forgive you. But it’s better than going on how you’ve been.”

“I can’t though. I don’t have a choice. She’ll take my magic away.”

At the awestruck expression on Klavida’s face, Netheia regretted speaking those words. This was out of Klavida’s depth, and it was unfair of Netheia to burden her with it.

“I know you can’t do anything about it. Nobody can. I only want you to know that even if I tried to change, there would be consequences. I don’t want you to mistake this for not caring. You make me wish things could be different. But I don’t think I’ve been in control of my life since the day my father died. Or maybe even before. I thought I was deciding things for myself—I assumed I was—but now I’m not sure how much was me and how much was her. I’m not trying to make excuses; I’ve been entangled with her for such a long time I don’t think I know how to be a real person.”

“It sounds like she needs you more than you need her.” 

Netheia cringed. “Don’t—don’t say that.” How Archpriestess Seia would screech if she heard Klavida speak in such a way! “Just because we don’t know what the gods are doing doesn’t mean we should abandon them. You should understand better than anyone.”

“You told me the gods are awful and you try not to expect much from them,” Klavida pointed out. “Remember?”

Netheia floundered for a response and came up with nothing.

“It’s not the same,” said Klavida gently. “Our situations—they’re not the same.”

“They are!”

“No.” Klavida shook her head, calm and certain. “Maybe on the surface…but no.”

“Maybe you’re right. I’m trapped with her forever. But you, you’ll cure yourself, and go home, and when you get married, you’ll wear that circlet—”

“No!”

“What?” Netheia paused. “Are you not going to wear it? You should; it’s nice.”

“No—”

“Well, why not? Don’t tell me you have anything nicer.”

“I’m not talking about the circlet!”

“Well, I am.” Perhaps it was wrong to needle Klavida when she was obviously so worried, but Netheia thought they both needed a distraction. “What are you planning to wear instead? At your wedding?”

“That doesn’t matter!” Klavida pressed her lips together. “And you can stop harping on it because nobody’s going to marry me anyway.” At the puzzled expression on Netheia’s face, she added, “They’ll all be afraid our children won’t be able to transform.”

“Even if you found out how to fix it?”

“Yes.”

“That’s not fair. I’ll show them—you can marry me. You’ll be a princess. And they’ll all be sorry.”

“Netheia, stop.” Klavida’s cheeks reddened. “It’s not important. We’re not talking about me. We’re talking about you.”

“It is important. You’re wonderful—you’re smart and patient and kind, and they’d reject you because you can’t turn into a wolf. Someone ought to show them how wrong they are.” 

What was happening to her? Why was she speaking to Klavida—to anyone—in this way? She ought to be mortified, but she wasn’t. If anything, the admission left her feeling lighter. “That’s not what marriage is for. It’s not for proving points or making people sorry. It’s for when you want to spend the rest of your life with someone.”

“In my experience, it’s for political alliances.”

Klavida frowned. “Are you—are you betrothed to someone?”

Why do you care? Netheia wanted to ask, but she was afraid to hear the answer. “No. My father always said he trusted me to make the best choice when the time came.”

Klavida laughed. “And that’s me, is it?”

“Oh, certainly,” said Netheia. “At least, for me. But not for you. Princess or not, you’re still getting the worse end of the bargain, so I urge you not to accept.”


Chapter Ten

KLAVIDA

 

When Klavida returned to the healers to see Netheia the next day, she hoped the princess’s condition would be improved. But if anything, Netheia looked even sicker: her hair limp and stringy, lips thin and colorless, and eyes sunken even deeper into her face.

Netheia took in the expression on Klavida’s face. “Is it that bad?”

“I did not expect you to look even worse today.” Klavida pulled up a chair and sat by Netheia’s side. “Netheia, what’s happening to you?”

“I told you. I’m tired.” But Netheia looked away toward the assortment of glass bottles on the table beside her bed rather than meet Klavida’s eyes.

“What have they been giving you?” demanded Klavida, following Netheia’s gaze to the bottles. “What is any of that?”

“I’ve no idea. I’m not a healer.” Netheia shrugged. “Some of it helps me sleep, but the rest…I don’t know. I haven’t asked.”

“Why not?”

“Why should I? Do you think the healers are poisoning me?”

“Netheia!” cried Klavida, scandalized.

“What? That’s what you’re implying, isn’t it?” 

Klavida would never speak so disrespectfully of the healers, but it would explain why they had not found any legitimate reason for Netheia’s weakness.

Netheia appeared to find Klavida’s uncertainty highly amusing. “If they wanted to kill me, I would already be dead.”

“Stop talking like that. Do you have a poison-taster?”

“Yes, Ingka’s doing it.”

“Ingka?” repeated Klavida. “What sort of maid—what sort of guard—”

“I don’t think she’s either of those things.” Netheia sat back against her pillow and looked up at the ceiling. “But I don’t know for certain. I haven’t asked.”

“Where is she now? Isn’t she meant to protect you?”

“Not precisely. At first, I thought she was terrible at her job, but I think I’ve been looking at it backward. She’s not protecting me from anyone. She’s protecting everyone else from me.”

Klavida felt her expression soften. “That’s not fair.”

“What do you mean?”

“You deserve someone protecting you. Especially now.”

Netheia’s mouth moved, but no words came out. She appeared to struggle with a response. Finally, she said, “I don’t.”

“Do I need to bring you a mirror before you’ll change your mind?”

“Did you come here just to insult me?” A crooked smile pulled at the corner of Netheia’s mouth. “I can tell you’re about to start yelling, so don’t. My head hurts.”

“Aren’t you worried?”

“No,” said Netheia. “And you shouldn’t be either. I’m sure you have better things to do.”

“I don’t.”

Netheia’s cheeks darkened, and she turned to stare at the wall. “Aren’t you meant to be writing a book?”

Klavida’s heart sank at the blunt rejection. “I can leave if you want me to.”

“No!” A little bit of fire returned to Netheia’s eyes. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just don’t want you wasting time in here when there’s so much else you could be doing.”

“It’s not wasted time.”

Netheia still wouldn’t meet her gaze, and Klavida decided not to push. Instead, she shifted into a more comfortable position in her chair, folded her hands in her lap, and looked out the window.

After a few peaceful minutes, Netheia broke the silence. 

“Aren’t you bored?”

“What?” Klavida turned to her. “Not at all. Why?”

“Because I’m not doing anything.”

“I don’t expect you to do anything in your condition.”

“But you must be bored.”

“I’m not.” Klavida laced and unlaced her fingers. “Not every moment needs to be filled with noise. Sometimes it can be nice to just be with someone. Don’t you think so?”

Netheia didn’t reply, but her expression turned thoughtful. 

After a while, Netheia closed her eyes and appeared to fall asleep. Klavida watched her for a few minutes, and then got up as quietly as she could and exited the room. 

Ingka waited outside the door, apparently standing guard. She looked at Klavida with weary gray eyes.

“Are you certain she is not being poisoned?” Klavida asked, trying to keep her voice low. “Look at her. She’s even worse than she was yesterday. How is that possible?”

“If she is being poisoned, she is doing it to herself.”

“What in the world is that supposed to mean?”

“Precisely what I said.”

“You think Netheia is poisoning herself?”

“Yes,” said Ingka.

“How is it possible Netheia has access to poisons at all?” demanded Klavida.

“Not all poisons are of the body, Mage Klavida.”

“Stop speaking in riddles! Do you know what’s wrong with her or not?”

“If I did, I would inform Their Majesties. I don’t know what she’s doing to herself or how she’s managing it—only that she clearly is. Ask her yourself if you think she’ll give you an honest answer.”

Klavida exited the healing ward, deep in thought. She was inclined to doubt Ingka’s assertion that Netheia was somehow making herself ill simply because she couldn’t see how such a thing was possible. Besides, what benefit could there be in weakening herself? Klavida supposed it might be an effective way to garner pity from her fellow nobles, but that seemed antithetical to everything she knew about Netheia. Besides, Netheia appeared genuinely frustrated about her confinement to the healing ward. 

Klavida thought of the rumors she’d heard about Netheia’s sister. Could Ioanna be behind this? Iolar’s followers were meant to eschew the use of poison, viewing it as a form of deception. But they also weren’t supposed to stab people at parties. So perhaps there was no guessing what they would or wouldn’t do.

But why would Ioanna poison Netheia, or order her stabbed? If the empress wanted to kill her sister, she could summon her home for an execution. None of it made any sense at all. Maybe the Order of the Sun was doing it on their own, without Ioanna’s approval? Or just a few lone paladins?

Maybe someone was trying to get Ioanna’s attention, to make her angry with the Ieflarians for allowing her sister to be treated so poorly? That would fit with the rumors that Ioanna planned to attack Ieflaria—and the assassination attempt at the party predated those rumors, didn’t they? But who would benefit from a war between Xytae and Ieflaria?

Her thoughts spun in fruitless circles. Maybe she could wait until someone brought Netheia food. She should be able to smell poison, shouldn’t she? Klavida had never encountered poison before, but she imagined her nose ought to be able to detect it on food. Shouldn’t she? Even if she didn’t know what poison smelled like, she should be able to detect the presence of something amiss in her meal.

Klavida walked in the direction of the library, more out of habit than any real desire to get work done. Still, being around the librarians and books would be familiar and comforting. Even if she could not focus enough to read, perhaps she could write a letter home.

When she was nearly halfway to her destination, she heard a strange tapping sound and paused to listen. It sounded like several people were rhythmically pressing dagger blades against the floor. Klavida frowned, but then two young dragons rounded the corner together—Carinth and Etheriet. When they spotted Klavida, they stopped their conversation and looked up at her with bright, curious eyes.

“Oh!” said Etheriet happily. “I remember you! Wolf girl!”

Klavida glanced around quickly, but nobody else was in the hall to overhear this. “I suppose I am. But don’t tell anyone if you can manage it.”

“Oh! Is it a secret?” asked Carinth.

“In a sense,” murmured Klavida.

“What is your name?” asked Etheriet.

“Klavida. Of Nalova.”

“Oh! You’re friends with Princess Netheia,” said Carinth. “Everyone says she must be paying you a lot of—” But his words ended abruptly as Etheriet slammed her shoulder against his, and he took a few staggering steps to the side.

“Oh, do they?” Klavida fought down a smile. She shouldn’t be surprised, given Netheia’s poor reputation here. She might have even believed it herself if she’d been observing the situation from the outside. “Well, I’ll tell you the truth of it. She’s not paying me anything at all unless you count access to the castle library as payment.”

“You truly are her friend?” asked Carinth. “Why? Nobody else likes her.”

“Well…” Klavida’s voice trailed off. “I don’t think she’s ever had a real friend before. In Xytae, everyone was so cruel to one another because they were afraid to seem weak. I want her to see friendship doesn’t have to be like that. I know her father did terrible things, but she doesn’t have to be like him. She can still change if she wants to.”

“Does she want to?” asked Carinth.

“I think she does. But wanting it isn’t enough. It also takes work. And she’s been so sick lately.”

“Yes! She fell off her horse, and Uncle Theo caught her in time!” said Carinth. “I saw it, I was there. She said she was tired, but I don’t think she was. I think she has the plague.”

“I don’t think she has the plague,” Klavida reassured him. She would not tell him of her suspicions of poisoning—dragon or not, he was still a child. 

“Do you think she’ll die?” asked Carinth, for apparently there was no end to his blunt observations.

“No, no, I’m sure she won’t.” Klavida gave him a reassuring smile, trying to mask her own worry. “The best healers in Ieflaria are tending to her, and she’s Empress Ioanna’s sister. She won’t be permitted to die.”

Etheriet seemed uncomfortable with this line of conversation, and she said, “We won’t tell anyone you’re a wolf-girl. We can keep secrets for our cousins.”

“I’m only afraid the Men here will be frightened of me, if they know the truth. I don’t want them to think any differently of me.”

“I don’t think they will,” said Carinth. “Men like meeting different sorts of Men. They get excited for it. I’m sure my mother would like to meet you. She’s on the Silver Isles right now, but I know she would, if she was here.”

“I’d like that. Do you have any idea when she might be back?”

“Grandmother says she must be home before midwinter. She’ll be upset if she’s not. She’ll send guards to fetch her.”

“Do you have any idea why she’s been gone for so long?” asked Klavida. Perhaps it was wrong of her to take advantage of the young dragons’ childlike innocence, but she could not help herself. Everyone had been so secretive. 

“It’s just Firazeth.” Etheriet shook her head. “He’s trouble. Everyone knows it. He’s going to end up like—”

“Who is he? A dragon?”

“Yes. He was living alone on one of the smaller isles, but he came back to the flight a few months ago, saying…things.” Etheriet’s silver claws scratched at the stone floor anxiously. “I don’t think I’m supposed to tell you.”

“That’s all right.” Guilt rose in her stomach. “You don’t have to—I’m sorry I asked—”

“You don’t need to keep secrets from her! She is our cousin!” objected Carinth.

“But Lady Mireille said not to talk about it with the Men,” worried Etheriet. “Even Men that are also wolves.”

“It’s all right.” Klavida hated to see the young dragons argue. “Forget I asked. Whatever it is, I’m sure your mother can handle it. She is a powerful mage, and Talcia watches over her.”

“Yes. Nobody can defeat Mera.” Carinth nodded authoritatively.

Klavida looked at the young dragons thoughtfully. She’d been planning to go to the library, but now she wondered if there might be a better use of her time.

“I’d like to do something nice for Princess Netheia,” said Klavida. “Do the two of you think you could help me?”

*

Netheia was still asleep when Klavida returned to the healing ward a few hours later, but Klavida didn’t mind. Netheia needed every bit of rest she could get. 

In the meantime, Klavida sat down with a book she’d taken from the library and picked up one of the bottles from Netheia’s bedside table. Each of the bottles bore a label, which meant Klavida could look them up. And while she did not think anyone would simply leave poison out in plain sight, she would at least be able to tell if there was something in the collection that Netheia had no need for. 

Netheia did not wake until after sunset. Klavida, thoroughly engrossed in her work, did not notice her stirring until she murmured, “Klavida? What are you doing here?”

Klavida set down the bottle she’d been checking and put her book aside. She’d found nothing blatantly wrong with the substances she’d examined so far—all of them appeared to have legitimate medical uses, and they all matched the physical descriptions in the book. 

“Are you feeling any better?” she asked. 

Netheia nodded. 

“Do you think you’re feeling well enough to go out?”

“Out where?” asked Netheia.

“Just for a walk around the castle grounds,” Klavida reassured her. “Not too far and nowhere dangerous.”

“I’d like to, but I don’t think the healers will allow that. They don’t want me leaving this room, and I know the guards will stop me if I try.”

“Don’t worry; I’ve got a plan.” Klavida smiled and glanced meaningfully toward the window.

Netheia laughed. “What, are we going to tie the bedsheets together and climb down?”

“No, that’s dangerous.” Klavida set her book down and went to the window. There was no glass in it, for that was only reserved for the best rooms, but heavy wooden shutters and a thick fabric drape kept the cold at bay. The window was enormous, rare for a castle like this. Klavida supposed the healers had requested it specifically so their patients could have fresh air and sunlight.

Klavida pushed the curtain aside and unhooked the latch on the shutters.

The night air was already cold, but Klavida had the heavy cloak Netheia had purchased for her. All the clothes Netheia had worn the day of the hunt were still in this room, carefully folded and placed gently in the corner, and Klavida was sure they’d be enough for this short excursion out. As Netheia dressed, Klavida continued to peer out the window.

“So, if we’re not climbing the bedsheets, how are we getting down?” asked Netheia. “I’m not jumping even if you’ve put cushions at the bottom.”

“We are going to fly,” said Klavida. A moment later, Carinth pulled himself up onto the window’s ledge from outside.

Netheia burst into laughter at the sight of him. “I refuse to believe this was your idea, Klavida! You’re too sensible.”

“It wasn’t,” Klavida admitted as Carinth clambered down onto the floor. “I only wanted them to cause a distraction so we could slip out for a while. It was Carinth who suggested we fly.”

Netheia looked at Carinth appraisingly. “Can you carry us both? Will we be too heavy?”

“I will help!” said a new voice from the window. Now Etheriet was on the ledge in the place Carinth vacated. She tumbled onto the floor after him. “It’s not far; don’t worry. We have carried adults your size before. Lady Mireille always wants to ride instead of walk.”

Klavida did not let it show on her face, but the plan worried her. But the young dragons were so certain and enthusiastic. Besides, it would all be worth it if she could get Netheia to tell her the truth about her condition; if she was somehow poisoning herself like Ingka suspected, or if something else was going on.

“Sit up by the base of my neck, in front of my wings,” instructed Etheriet. Klavida did as she said, adjusting the skirt of her robe so it would not ride up too badly. “You can put your arms around my neck, but don’t hold so tightly that I can’t breathe. Don’t worry; I won’t let you slip.”

“Is it like riding a horse?” asked Netheia.

“I’m not sure. I’ve never ridden,” admitted Klavida. It did feel unusual though. Etheriet’s scales were cold to the touch and harder than she’d expected. But they were beautiful, shimmering crimson under the candlelight.

“Are you ready?” asked Etheriet.

“I think so.” Klavida looked at Netheia, uncertain. The dragons were unquestionably confident they could carry her and Netheia, but they were also very young. Perhaps she ought to have verified their claims with someone else before accepting the offer.

“You can scream if you like; most people do,” added Etheriet. She put her front claws up on the window’s ledge and looked out. Then, without warning, she launched herself into the air. Klavida only barely bit back a scream as the wind rushed past.

Etheriet was not moving downward though. Her wings beat heavily, pushing them further up into the sky. Klavida risked a glance downward and saw the dark pathways and gardens of the castle grounds. Above, in the sky, the moon was not yet full.

“Can you see well in the dark?” called Klavida.

“Yes! Can you?”

“Better than ordinary Men, but probably not as well as you.” Klavida turned around partway to see if Carinth and Netheia flew behind them. It was difficult to tell, but Klavida thought the expression on Netheia’s face was one of panic.

Soon enough, the two young dragons landed before a quiet pond. Klavida stepped off Etheriet’s back and sank down onto the grass. Netheia tumbled off Carinth’s back like she’d forgotten how to use her legs. In the moonlight, Klavida could see her fingers digging into the grass.

“Are you all right?” she asked Netheia.

Netheia nodded wordlessly, but her rushed and heavy breathing told a different story.

“Not everyone likes flying,” commented Carinth. “Some people get sick.”

“I’m fine,” muttered Netheia. She shifted to sit on the grass beside Klavida. “Just give me a moment to breathe.”

Klavida waited. There was no rush; they had nowhere important to be. Soon enough, Netheia’s breathing returned to normal.

“It’s going to be the Moonrise service soon, isn’t it?” asked Netheia, observing the waxing moon above.

“In a few days,” agreed Klavida. “Do you go to the services?”

“Not usually,” admitted Netheia. “The songs are nice though.”

“Wolves sing the Moonrise songs too. That’s how Talcia first came to notice them even though they’re Cyne’s creations. In the early days of Inthya when the gods commonly lived among Men, she only concerned herself with her own children—the dragons and the like. She didn’t even grant her blessings to Men at first. But we won her over by loving her.”

“Oh,” said Netheia. She didn’t sound disinterested, only surprised.

“Are you too cold? We can go back in.”

“No, it’s fine. Anything’s better than the healing ward. I don’t see how anyone’s meant to recover when they’re sleeping on such an uncomfortable mattress.”

“Mama says the same!” contributed Carinth. “She’ll order them to bring in better ones after the coronation!”

“What coronation?” asked Klavida.

Etheriet rose on her hind legs to give Carinth an irritated push. He took a few staggering steps to the side. “Can’t you go five minutes without saying too much? Five minutes!”

“I’m sorry! I forgot! I forgot it was a secret!”

“The princesses are going to be crowned?” asked Klavida. She supposed it wasn’t a surprise. King Dietrich and Queen Saski were growing older and probably wanted to raise their son in peace and leave the running of the kingdom to their daughter.

“After midwinter,” confirmed Carinth. “At the new year.”

“They’re going to make the announcement at the midwinter feast,” explained Etheriet. “You must pretend to be surprised. Nobody is supposed to know. I’m not even supposed to know, but Carinth doesn’t understand how secrets work.”

Klavida sighed and wondered how many people in the castle already knew about the true nature of her blessing.

“So, they’ll be coregents?” asked Netheia.

“Yes, that’s right,” said Carinth. “It’s different in Xytae, isn’t it?”

“Yes, there is only one regent in Xytae,” confirmed Netheia. “My mother saw to domestic affairs while my father was away, but she would not have been permitted to rule on her own.” Netheia hesitated. Then she added, “A stronger woman might have tried. But that was never her way.”

The two dragons began to chase one another around the pond. Klavida and Netheia stayed seated, watching and listening to the occasional splash.

“If your mother had tried to keep the throne, would you have fought her?” asked Klavida.

“Of course. Ioanna wouldn’t have, but I would’ve. But she’d never do something like that.”

“Why did she marry your father?” Klavida hadn’t meant to phrase it like that, and quickly hurried to amend her words. “I mean—was it arranged by their parents, or were they in love?”

“My father picked her himself, but I don’t know if they were ever in love.” Netheia bit on her lower lip. “It wasn’t political; her family’s never been influential. But you’d think he’d want someone more like himself. Unless maybe he was afraid of being stabbed in the back. Most Xytan nobles are so ambitious. But Mother always did exactly what he said. He was never afraid to leave her at home while he campaigned.”

“He trusted her.” It was so strange to think of a marriage being a business transaction, rather than a union of love. But what had her father always said? Nobles did things differently. “She must be a very loyal woman.”

To Klavida’s surprise, Netheia scoffed. “Yes. She had everyone fooled.”

“What do you mean?”

“She always acted so strong. People respected her. People were afraid of her! They’d come to me before petitions, asking if she was in a good mood, or if they should come back a different day. But the whole thing was a lie. It was Ioanna at her side, telling her who was lying, who was plotting. She let everyone think she was so clever, that she had spies everywhere, but the whole thing was an illusion. When my father died, she stepped back and watched Ioanna and I fight it out. And the moment she realized I’d lost—” Netheia’s voice broke.

“I’m sorry.” Klavida wished she’d never raised the subject. “I—I can’t imagine what that must have been like.”

“I was going to be his heir,” Netheia whispered bitterly. “He died before he could name me. I never cared he put it off because there was so much time left. Until there wasn’t.”

Klavida nodded, and Netheia wiped at her eyes like she was angry with them.

“I could have done it. My plan would have worked. We had the city walls; we had soldiers and guards and resources! Ioanna had the paladins, and what do paladins know about battle? They fight alone! They fight monsters and chaos gods! A proper army would overwhelm them! But no, we have to do everything her way, or else she throws a screaming tantrum and threatens to rip my insides out! She says it was my fault for not being strong enough, but I think it was her fault for coming up with such a stupid plan!”

Klavida nodded again, utterly lost but unwilling to interrupt, lest Netheia’s anger find a new target. But Netheia fell back onto the grass to stare up at the sky. Klavida craned her neck to make sure she had not fainted.

“She wanted Ioanna,” said Netheia faintly. “If we’d fought the way I wanted, my army against hers, I would have won, but Ioanna would have escaped. The paladins would never have allowed her to be captured. But Reygmadra wanted Ioanna dead, so when the priestesses brought Vitaliya to me…”

“Vitaliya?” repeated Klavida. The name sounded vaguely familiar.

“Princess of Vesolda, and empress consort any day now. Reygmadra said Ioanna would trade herself for Vitaliya. I didn’t believe it for a minute, but…” Netheia shrugged. “Ioanna showed up at the palace, but she wasn’t there to surrender. I expect you know the rest.”

“I am sorry.” She was not sorry Netheia had lost because it was clear she and her patron goddess needed to be kept away from any seat of power, but she was sorry for all Netheia had endured, and for the way she had been raised. “You have another sister, don’t you?”

“Iulia.” Netheia’s voice softened. “She’s young; she had no part in any of what happened. She’s not like the rest of us. She’s…happy.”

“I have two sisters as well. Innya and Raisa. Both older, but everyone always thinks I’m the eldest because I’m tallest.”

“Have they treated you differently because you can’t transform?”

“No, not at all. I know they’re sad for me, but they always included me in their games when we were young. It must have been frustrating, waiting while I stumbled after them on two legs. But they never complained. When I was small, Raisa let me ride on her back.” Klavida remembered her own tiny hands clutching at her sister’s silver fur, the awkward loping gait, how Raisa could not run too quickly or else Klavida would fall off sideways. “It wasn’t until I met other hunters, from outside our family, I started to realize something was wrong. Many assumed my blessing had been revoked for some crime. My sisters always fought anyone who suggested it, but it was a reasonable assumption. I’m glad I have my other blessing, to prove Talcia does not completely hate me.”

“I don’t see why she’d hate you,” Netheia murmured. “But who knows what the gods are thinking? It all feels so awful and arbitrary. They’re supposed to be wonderful and wise, but they seem more like children.”

“There has to be a point to it,” Klavida insisted. “Even now, I’m sure.”

Netheia did not reply, and Klavida knew she disagreed.

“I’ve been worried about you,” Klavida ventured. “I know I already asked, but it’s bizarre to see you so weak. I feel certain you’re being poisoned.”

Netheia sighed heavily. “It’s not poison. It’s magic.”

Klavida’s heart sank. Ingka was correct. Netheia was doing something to herself. “Why? For sympathy?”

“What!” Netheia burst into laughter. “What are you talking about?”

“You’re making yourself sick on purpose. It’s because you don’t think anyone likes you, isn’t it? You don’t have to do that; there’s other ways—”

“You’ve managed to get every bit of it wrong,” said Netheia dryly. “I’m impressed. No, keep going. I want to see how many more stupid ideas you can fit into your theory.”

“Why are you doing it then?” 

“It’s a blessing I have. It’s called the blood fire. I doubt you’ll find it in any book; it’s all but forgotten. It takes a great deal of effort to master. I’ve fallen out of practice, and I’ve started working with it again to pass the time. Until I get my strength back up, it will leave me weaker than usual. Now don’t you feel ridiculous?”

“How is that any better than you deliberately poisoning yourself?” demanded Klavida. “And—and furthermore, what sort of blessing makes you so weak you fall off a horse in broad daylight?”

“It’s just until I get into practice. When you first learned to use your blessing, I’m sure you weren’t able to hold it for as long.”

“Yes, but it never made me so ill people thought I was drinking poison.”

“Maybe people ought to mind their own business!”

“Why are you so determined for nobody to care about you?” asked Klavida. “I don’t understand you at all! You sought me out for weeks, you’re obviously lonely, and you say you have no allies here. Then the moment people are truly worried for you, you act like we’re pathetic, foolish children! You can’t have it both ways!”

Netheia looked genuinely startled. “That’s how it has always been.”

“It doesn’t make any sense! You want friends—or allies, at least—but you don’t want them to care about you? Can’t you see how nonsensical that is?”

“I expect them to know I can take care of myself.”

“You need help!” cried Klavida. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I know you’re keeping secrets, and I know you don’t know what proper friendship looks like! You can’t go on like this. I feel like you’re going to drop dead at any moment.”

“I won’t. I just need to get a bit stronger.”

“What do you need this magic for?” demanded Klavida. Netheia averted her eyes. “No, answer me! What is so special about this blessing you’re putting yourself in the healing ward trying to master it?”

“If I do not use it, it will be taken from me,” said Netheia flatly. “I have already been warned.”

Now it was Klavida’s turn to sit in dumbfounded silence. Finally, she whispered, “She said that to you?”

“Shouted it, actually.”

“Have you spoken with any of her priestesses?”

Netheia laughed. “You think I’d be allowed to stand in the same room as one of Reygmadra’s priestesses? I’m not even permitted to visit the temple.”

“That’s not fair—”

“Of course it is; they were my most fervent allies in Xytae.”

“I will go for you. I’ll speak to the archpriestess, I’ll tell her what Reygmadra has threatened you with—”

“And then what?” Netheia’s eyebrows rose.

“I don’t know! But it’s better than sitting here watching you waste away!”

“You can go if you like, but you’re wasting your time. No archpriestess will contradict her patron goddess, you know that.”

“I don’t expect her to contradict her. But maybe she’ll be able to come up with a different solution.”

“That isn’t how Reygmadra works,” sighed Netheia. “But go on, try it if you want.”

“It’s not fair,” whispered Klavida. “It’s not fair she can treat you like this, and nobody can do anything—”

“Nothing’s fair. Is nature fair? Little birds falling out of the nest and getting eaten by snakes, is that fair?”

“We’re not birds, or snakes. Animals can’t reason. Men can, and gods can.”

“I’m not sure about gods, honestly. Reasoning with Reygmadra is like fighting a stone wall. And for all we know, the others might be no different.”

Klavida did not respond for a long time. Then she said, “Does Reygmadra know about me?”

“She knows you exist.” Netheia shrugged. “I don’t think she likes you.”

“Why not?”

“Because she told me she didn’t like you.”

Klavida made a sound somewhere between a gasp and a laugh. “Should I be worried?”

“No. Don’t take it personally. She doesn’t like anyone.”

“I wonder if she knows what’s wrong with me,” Klavida mused. “If she’s seen me, I wonder if she noticed my blessing is stuck.”

“She didn’t mention it. Do you want me to ask?”

“No! I don’t want her remembering I exist!” Klavida shuddered. “I’ll wait for Princess Esofi. I’m sure she’ll be back soon.”

“And then you can go home.”

Klavida hesitated. “We don’t know if she’ll be able to fix the problem even if she can identify the cause. Maybe I’ll have to go on a quest like in the stories. Maybe there’s something Talcia wants me to do.”

“Either way, you’ll have to leave Birsgen, won’t you?”

“I don’t know,” murmured Klavida. She missed home terribly, so why did the thought of leaving make her heart sink? “Maybe it will be a convenient short-distance quest.”

Something brushed against her hand. Klavida glanced down and saw Netheia’s fingers resting close to her own.

“I don’t have to go right away,” said Klavida tentatively. “I can keep researching for the book, I can find work—”

“Don’t you dare!” Netheia cried, surprising Klavida so much that she jumped. “If you stay here because you don’t want me to be alone, I’ll toss you into this pond.”

Klavida laughed. “Oh, will you? I thought we’d already established I’m stronger than you.”

“I certainly never said that!”

“Maybe not, but the fact remains I was able to hold you easily when you were fighting with Ingka.”

“That doesn’t count. That doesn’t count! I wasn’t expecting it; you cheated! If you came at me straight on, I’d throw you!”

“All right.” Irrational giddy joy bubbled up in her chest. “Prove it!” 

“Fine! I will!” Netheia sprang to her feet, and Klavida did the same.

Klavida was not as strong as her sisters—she suspected the fact she could not transform had something to do with it—but stronger than those who didn’t have the hunter’s blessing. She was also confident that even if she was the one to throw Netheia in the water, Netheia would still continue to insist she was stronger, but she wouldn’t expect anything different from the princess.

Netheia grabbed Klavida’s upper arms, but Klavida was ready for her, laughing and catching Netheia’s arms in the same way. But the banks were soft and slippery, and neither girl was able to get a strong foothold. When Netheia tried to lift her, they both went sliding sideways, crying out as they lost their footing. Klavida bent her knees as low as she could manage and twisted to the side, sending Netheia toward the water.

But Netheia did not let go of Klavida, and the ground was too soft for Klavida to keep herself upright. She hit the water only a moment after Netheia did.

They surfaced together, gasping and sputtering. The pond water was icy cold, and Klavida thought she could feel greenery tangled up in her hair. She ought to be freezing, but she did not know if it was her blessing that kept her so warm, or the bizarre heat that now coursed through her veins.

Netheia laughed, but the laughter died away as she looked at Klavida. Her expression turned pensive. She took a few awkward, wading steps forward, her skirt floating around her waist in the dark water, until they stood only inches apart.

“Your eyes,” murmured Netheia. “They’re reflecting the light.”

Klavida laughed. “Yes, they do that.”

Netheia reached up to touch her cheek, and Klavida leaned forward obligingly, unsure if she was about to receive a handful of mud to the face or—

Netheia closed the remaining gap between them and pressed her lips to Klavida’s.


Chapter Eleven

NETHEIA

 

She should not have told Klavida about the blood fire.

Netheia tried her best to focus on that thought, rather than everything else spinning around in her head. She’d made so many mistakes last night, but this was one she could at least bear to think about for longer than a moment.

She should not have told Klavida about the blood fire.

To be fair, Reygmadra had never ordered her to keep it a secret. On the contrary, she had made it clear she expected the blessing to be used, and often. The first time Netheia had ever used it against someone had been on the day they learned of Father’s death. Enessa and Ioanna and Iulia had all witnessed it. And then, when Ioanna returned, she’d used it again publicly.

Nobody had come to her afterward to ask about it. Perhaps they all assumed it was merely an extension of the blood rage. Or perhaps they simply did not care.

No one cared.

“Princess?” said Valda tentatively. “Is everything all right?”

“I have no idea.” Netheia rubbed at her eyes.

“Shall I call the healers?”

“No! I never want to see another healer again!” At the fearful expression on Valda’s face, Netheia smiled to show she was joking. “It’s all right, Valda. I have a lot on my mind.”

She’d been released from the healing ward early this morning, though with strict orders to not accept any invitations for anything more strenuous than a walk in the garden. If they noticed the dried mud on her hands, or the fact her dress from the previous day was soaked through, they did not mention it.

She had not practiced with the blood fire at all yesterday, and she expected Reygmadra would turn up to shout at her about it sooner or later. But she found herself thinking less of that and more of Klavida.

Klavida, who had seen her to the healing ward but slipped away shortly after. How was she feeling? What was she thinking? Netheia hoped she would visit today. Now that the university was unofficially off-limits, she would have to send a letter if Klavida did not turn up and hope for a response.

Her thoughts were cut short by a knock at the door. Valda hurried to answer it. It was nice to have her around even though she was a bit too familiar. She wasn’t certain if she trusted her enough to confide in her yet. But maybe Valda could help her with her relationship with Klavida.

If one could call it that.

“Oh, hello,” came Valda’s cheerful voice. “Are you here for Princess Neth—oh! Stop!”

At the sound of Valda’s cry, Netheia instinctively knocked the unlit candle from her bedside table out of its wrought-iron holder. The holder was not an ideal weapon, but it was heavy and preferable to going out there empty-handed.

“Where is she?” shouted a man’s voice. “Where is she?”

“Please, sir, she’s—”

Netheia rushed out of the bedroom, fully prepared to put the blood fire to good use. But waiting for her was not a soldier, or a paladin, or even an assassin. It was Ambassador Izeri, his face crimson with rage, one hand clamped tightly around Valda’s upper arm as she tried to twist away.

“Oh look,” said Netheia, bemused. “You are a Xytan after all. Unhand her at once, or I’ll feed you your own entrails.”

Izeri released Valda’s arm, but she had not stopped trying to break free, so she went sprawling to the ground.

“Valda, go fetch Ingka,” ordered Netheia, never once breaking eye contact with her sister’s ambassador. “Now.”

“But—”

“I’ll be fine. Go.”

Valda gave her one last glance and nodded. She edged past Izeri, giving him as wide a berth as possible and slipped out the door. When it clicked shut behind her, Netheia tossed her iron candleholder from one hand to the other.

“I’ll admit I forgot about you. You were so boring, last we met. But attacking my maid is no way to go about getting my attention. Now I take it you’re not here to invite me to a party?”

“How dare you be so callous after the crimes you’ve committed!”

“Excuse me?” Netheia blinked. “What am I meant to have done now?”

“You know exactly what I’m talking about!” he shouted. “An entire Ieflarian outpost wiped out—by soldiers in Xytan uniform!”

“What?”

“I expect you thought you were very clever. Send your men in, order them to allow a single Ieflarian to escape with news Xytae had attacked them—your sister was too lenient by far! You ought to have been executed!”

“Why don’t you stop bellowing at me and instead explain why you think I had anything to do with an attack on some outpost?”

“To further discredit your sister, of course.” He shook though not with fear. With fury. “You think the rumors have not reached me? That Ioanna plans to invade Ieflaria? You think I don’t know precisely who is behind them?”

“I suppose it has not occurred to you those rumors are simply the truth?”

Izeri scoffed. “Do not insult my intelligence. These Ieflarians might not know your sister well enough to judge this situation, but we both do. The truth will emerge soon, and I suggest you confess to your part in it before the paladins decide to take the matter into their own hands.”

“How am I meant to have orchestrated this?” demanded Netheia. “I’ve been locked up in here under heavy guard, and when I’m not, I’m falling off horses. I won’t pretend I wouldn’t be happy to have the crown, but you are mistaken as to my involvement in whatever is happening outside the castle walls. I could not act against Ioanna even if I wanted to.”

The door opened again, cutting off Izeri’s reply. Netheia expected to see Ingka there, but it was a castle guard, one she did not think she recognized though his helmet obscured much of his face.

“Excuse me,” he said. “Is everything all right in here?”

“No, it is not.” Netheia pointed at Izeri. “This man attacked my maid, and now he’s threatening me. I want him removed from my sight.”

“Come along.” The guard placed one hand on Izeri’s shoulder.

“Never mind. I’m going.” Izeri shook free and turned toward the door. “This isn’t over, Princess. You won’t get away with this.”

“All right, all right,” said the guard. “Come along.” Then he leaned back to address someone else, someone who must have been standing in the hallway. “We’re clear.”

They left, and a new guard came into view. This must have been who the other man was addressing. But, Netheia realized after a moment, this guard was a woman. And when she grinned at Netheia, her face was familiar. 

“Decima?” Netheia gasped. “Now what are you doing?”

“More than you, apparently,” retorted Decima. “What have you done to help turn the Ieflarians against Ioanna? Because it looks like you’re doing nothing.”

Netheia glanced up and down the hall to make sure nobody was around. “I need to work carefully, or I’ll be executed. What’s this about Xytan soldiers on the border—and now an outpost attacked?”

“Priestesses, mostly,” said Decima. “The uniforms aren’t hard to get. But we have some real soldiers as well.”

“The moment Ioanna writes to Their Majesties—no, she won’t just write, she’ll send paladins. Real paladins, who might spend a few minutes looking for a legitimate reason to kill me if they’re in a good mood. How long do you think it will take them to work out the fake soldiers are all affiliated with me?”

“That’s not going to happen because Ioanna’s not going to be getting any letters from Birsgen.” Decima smirked. “Happy now?”

“No,” said Netheia. “I’m not.”

“When did you turn into such a coward?” demanded Decima. “By the gods, I hope your father isn’t watching us now! He’d be ashamed of you!”

Netheia lunged forward and shoved Decima with all her strength. Decima’s heavy armor smashed against the stone wall, and Netheia was sure the noise would bring everyone in the castle running. But Decima only laughed and, with significant effort, righted herself.

“There you are! You were worrying me.” Decima shook her head fondly. “No more lazing around—the excursion is over. It’s time to act. I’ll see you later.”

Before Netheia could say anything more, she left.

Valda and Ingka returned minutes later, but it was too late. Everyone was gone. Ingka seemed to disbelieve Netheia’s story, even when Valda swore to it, and interrogated her endlessly until Netheia announced she was going to sleep and to only wake her if Klavida came to visit.

 

She dreamed she was at home, wandering through the familiar halls of the Imperial Palace at Xyuluthe. Some of the people who passed by her were familiar, but some were not. But none acknowledged her, not even when she called out to them.

Up ahead, she could hear laughter.

She followed the sound out into the gardens. Nothing was in bloom at this time of year, but the hedges were high and neatly trimmed. Not far off, Ioanna and Vitaliya walked together, arm in arm. They did not see her, even as she walked up behind them.

“You can’t be serious,” Vitaliya was saying. “You’re joking; tell me you’re joking.”

“It was only a thought,” murmured Ioanna. “I know how bizarre it sounds, but I don’t want to dismiss it out of hand. Particularly not when it’s coming from a fellow truthsayer.”

“You haven’t got time to go to Ibaia in any case.”

“Not right now, but perhaps in the future. It sounds fascinating. Besides, I might never have a chance to meet another truthsayer.”

Netheia frowned. Ibaia, the small but fiercely independent nation located off Xytae’s western border, was most famous for its bizarre system of government. Instead of a monarch, their leaders were elected by the rest of the citizens. And these leaders only ruled temporarily. Once their time was up, everyone would go out again and select someone new. It all sounded like an enormous mess to Netheia. She was not sure why Ioanna would care to see any of it unless she needed a good laugh.

“Invite him to visit you,” said Vitaliya. “I’m sure he’d come.”

“Do you think he’d be able to make the journey? He’s nearly eighty.”

“You don’t know unless you ask. But tell him to keep all that political business to himself. We’ve barely recovered from your sister, the last thing we need is—”

“I find it fascinating,” said Ioanna. “You’d think they’d crumble in a year, but they’ve been at it for centuries! It’s so compelling. And we’d never have to worry the peasants were being mistreated by their lieges because if they were, they could select someone better next time.”

“Don’t talk like that! The nobles will go into fits.”

“I know.” Ioanna sighed. “But I can dream, can’t I?”

“I don’t think it could work. Maybe for a little place like Ibaia, but Xytae is too large.”

“But I’m worried,” said Ioanna. “Who will rule Xytae after me? I don’t like the idea that I can devote my entire life to repairing our nation, and then the moment I die, someone else comes along and undoes it all.”

“You hypocrite!” cried Netheia. “That’s exactly what you did to Father!”

Neither Ioanna nor Vitaliya reacted. They could not hear her.

“I understand what you mean,” said Vitaliya. “But this is a very extreme solution. I don’t think anyone would accept it.”

“I’d have to introduce it gradually,” murmured Ioanna. “Start from the bottom, perhaps allow the peasants to elect representatives…then over the years, as titles are vacated, families die out, replace those with elected officials instead. It will take decades, I expect.”

It was a good thing Netheia could not interact with Ioanna, else she’d have strangled her with her bare hands.

“If you don’t want to be empress, there’s more efficient ways to go about it,” laughed Vitaliya.

“That’s not exactly it,” said Ioanna. “It’s just, I’m frightened by the idea that when I die, everything will go back to being exactly how it was before. That Xytae will return to its old ways, starting wars because we can and ruining lives. I know doing things the way Ibaia does is no guarantee, but—”

 

“No!” yelled Netheia, sitting upright in bed. Ingka, who had apparently been standing beside her, jumped in surprise. Netheia looked around the room, and then back at her.

“What’s the matter?” asked Ingka.

“I, I had a dream.”

Not a dream. A vision.

“Their Majesties wish to speak with you,” said Ingka. “Immediately.”

“Give me a minute,” murmured Netheia. Her heart still raced, and her hands trembled. A vision from Reygmadra. But unlike all the others. Reygmadra’s visions had been more like promises, glorious scenes of battle and victory like paintings come to life. But this felt real. It felt like something that had happened.

“Princess?” Valda peered around Ingka’s shoulder. “Are you all right?”

“I had a terrible dream,” Netheia murmured.

“What was it?”

“I don’t remember.” Netheia shook her head. “I only remember the feeling.”

“I once dreamed I was a Mer,” contributed Valda. “Except I wasn’t in the sea. I was still here in the castle, trying to get my work done, and everyone was shouting at me because I could only flop across the floor, and I was late to everything.”

“That’s nice,” murmured Netheia, covering her eyes with her arm.

“No, it was terrible!”

“Get up, Princess,” said Ingka flatly. “They want you now.”

“Here, let me comb her hair first,” said Valda.

“There’s no time!”

“All right!” snapped Netheia, dragging herself away from the covers. She rubbed at her face again. “What did they want?”

Ingka did not reply, but Netheia was so preoccupied with her thoughts that she hardly cared. The conversation between Ioanna and Vitaliya had obviously not come from Reygmadra’s imagination. Nor did it offer any strategic advantage she could think of. The only thing it accomplished was filling Netheia’s heart with fury. That Ioanna would even think of modeling the empire after Ibaia! She was tempted to climb out the window and walk to Xyuluthe, and when she got there—

This was what Reygmadra wanted. Her rage, her fury. Her hatred of Ioanna. Reygmadra knew she was wavering. This was her way of bringing Netheia back on target.

It was working.

*

Valda got her way in the end, though Netheia wasn’t sure how she’d managed it. But when Netheia followed Ingka down the halls, her hair was still wet, for combing her curls while dry was a recipe for disaster.

Ingka led her to an area of the castle where Netheia did not think she had ever been before. They stopped at a large, imposing pair of double doors guarded by a single man. At the sight of Netheia, he stepped aside and pulled one of the doors open.

“Go,” said Ingka.

“You’re not coming?”

“No. I will wait for you here.”

The room appeared to be a war room. An enormous table with a map carved into the surface stood in the center. Netheia looked around at everyone, taking note of King Dietrich and Queen Saski as well as their daughter Adale. There was also a man dressed in a uniform of the Order of the Sun though Netheia knew he could not be an ordinary paladin. This was probably Knight-Commander Glace.

She did not recognize the other three people in the room, but from their clothing, she guessed they were Ieflarian generals.

“Princess Netheia,” said King Dietrich as she stepped into the room. “Thank you for joining us today. Is Ambassador Izeri with you?”

“No.” Netheia shook her head, wondering how much they knew. “Is he meant to be? I don’t think he’s well. I had a strange encounter with him this morning.”

“What happened?” asked Dietrich quietly.

“He came to my room, but he didn’t seem himself. He shouted at both Valda and me. The guards had to escort him away.”

“What did he say to you?” asked Saski.

“Honestly, I couldn’t make sense of it.” Netheia shrugged. “I think he said something about an Ieflarian outpost being attacked.”

“He was correct,” said Dietrich solemnly. “That is why you are here today. Several days ago, one of our border posts was attacked by Xytan soldiers. Word reached us at around midnight last night. At this time, we only know of a single survivor.”

“Why would Ioanna order that?” asked Netheia.

“We were hoping to ask you the same question,” Saski murmured gently. “It is our hope this was merely some sort of misunderstanding.”

“I can’t guess. Where was the outpost?”

“On the border, here.” Dietrich leaned forward to indicate a spot on the map, the northernmost point where the Ieflarian and Xytan borders met. On the Xytan side, the only thing to the north was the Winter Strait, but Ieflarian land extended upward for what appeared to be a few hundred miles.

“Are the Xytan soldiers holding the outpost or moving inward?” asked Netheia.

“We don’t know. The scouts have not reported yet.”

“Well…” Netheia chewed her lower lip. “It looks to me like Ioanna’s decided to start pushing at the border a bit.”

“Empress Ioanna would not do such a thing,” said Glace sharply. “She is not—”

“We have heard your opinion on the matter, Glace,” interrupted Dietrich. “I’d like to hear from Princess Netheia now.”

 “I don’t know how much help I can be. I’ve barely left the castle since I arrived here. I don’t know any more than what you’ve told me.”

“We understand you cannot possibly know what Ioanna’s plans are,” said Saski. “But we are hoping you might give us some insight to her thoughts. As her sister.”

Netheia leaned in to examine the map again. The outpost appeared to be directly west of Birsgen, but there were no lines indicating a direct route between the two locations. Netheia supposed that area of the country was mountainous and heavily forested. It was probably impossible to build a direct route. If the soldiers were moving toward Birsgen, they would not arrive for a while yet.

“I suppose she might be trying to gain favor with some of my father’s generals.” Netheia looked up. “I don’t know who’s been arrested or dismissed or executed. But she can’t have done away with all of them. They’re bound to be furious after she ordered them to withdraw from Masim. Attacking Ieflaria would be an easy way to get them on her side without the expense of shipping soldiers off-continent.”

“Or maybe they’re coming for you,” said Glace.

Netheia raised her eyebrows. “Excuse me?”

“Perhaps they are your own supporters. Perhaps they intend to rescue you from your exile.”

“Well, as long as we’re all speculating wildly, I’d like to point out Ioanna has one of the rarest blessings in the world. If not the rarest. Perhaps Iolar does intend for her to rule the continent.” Netheia locked eyes with Knight-Commander Glace. “Would you object to that?”

“Excuse me?” demanded Glace. “What are you implying?”

“I imply nothing. Would the Order of the Sun support Ioanna if she decided she deserved to rule Ioshora? If she ordered you to aid her?”

“We are not mercenaries!”

Netheia laughed. “You were last spring!”

Knight-Commander Glace turned to King Dietrich. “Why is she permitted to be here? She only seeks to divide us further.”

“Answer the question, Knight-Commander Glace,” said Dietrich in a surprisingly even tone. “Would the Order of the Sun support Ioanna if she waged war on Ieflaria?”

“How can you think to ask me that?” Glace clenched his fists. “After we have protected Ieflaria from chaos gods for generations? After the scores of paladins who died defending our people against dragon attacks?”

“He is still not answering,” said Netheia flatly.

“How am I meant to answer such an insult?”

“You don’t know, do you?” murmured Adale. “You don’t know what you’d do.”

Glace stared at her. “I cannot speak for the entire Order, but I will swear to you that I would never work to undermine the Ieflarian monarchy. Perhaps some paladins would find the idea appealing. Perhaps they could be persuaded such a thing is Iolar’s will, but I cannot bring myself to believe it.”

“Why not?” asked Netheia. “Reygmadra intended for my father to rule to the world. Why shouldn’t Iolar want the same thing for Ioanna?”

“How dare you compare—”

“I don’t see why this is so difficult to believe.” Netheia turned to Dietrich and Saski. “If I was returned to the throne, I’d happily sign a peace treaty with Ieflaria. I see no advantage to ruling your nation, not when there are far more advantageous—”

“Out,” said King Dietrich. Before Netheia could fully comprehend his words, a hand wrapped itself around her upper arm, and she found herself gazing at a stone-faced guard as he pulled her out of the chair and toward the doorway.

“Wait!” cried Netheia, panicked. She’d gone too far. She’d said too much. This was all Reygmadra’s fault. “Wait, I didn’t mean—”

But it was too late. The door slammed shut behind her, leaving Netheia standing alone in the quiet hallway. She huffed and crossed her arms. So much for Decima’s wonderful plan! Of course the Ieflarians would never trust her.

“Ejected already?” asked Ingka dryly. “Who did you hit?”

“It’s going to be you in a moment!” Netheia snapped.

“Excuse me,” murmured a gentle voice from behind her. “Might I slip past you?”

Netheia turned on her heel, fully prepared to tell someone off, but her voice died in her throat at the sight of the woman standing there.

She was significantly shorter than Netheia, but there was something assuredly elegant about her regardless. Her hair was blonde, and curled into impossibly perfect ringlets, and her eyes were large and warm. Full cheeks, even fuller arms, and a gown so ruffled that it looked as though it might come to life and swallow Netheia whole—

“Princess Esofi,” murmured Ingka, taking several reverent steps back. Esofi gave the two of them a brief smile before disappearing into the war room.


Chapter Twelve

KLAVIDA

 

“Klavida, wake up!”

Klavida gripped her pillow and turned over, covering her head with it. But Hreidun was not so easily dissuaded. She climbed onto Klavida’s bed and sat on her legs until Klavida was forced to wriggle free.

“Hreidun!” snapped Klavida.

“Princess Esofi is back!” cried Hreidun.

Nothing on Inthya could have jolted Klavida awake as effectively as those four words. She nearly fell out of bed, and Hreidun jumped out of the way in time to avoid being knocked to the ground.

“She’s back?” gasped Klavida.

“Yes! Late last night or maybe early this morning, I’m not sure. But she’s back!”Klavida hurried to select a clean robe from the wardrobe. “Has she explained why she was gone for so long?”

“No! Nobody knows anything yet. But I’m sure they can’t keep it a secret forever. I’m dying to know the truth.”

“Do you think she’ll come to the university today?”

“I have no idea.”

Klavida forced herself to calm down. She could not realistically expect an audience with Princess Esofi today or even within the next week. Even if she was not already preoccupied with whatever was unfolding on the Silver Isles, the princess would be exhausted from her journey. Klavida would have to be patient. After nineteen years of waiting for answers, what was a few more days?

“Speaking of late arrivals, what time did you get in last night?” asked Hreidun. “I didn’t think you were coming back at all.”

“Oh!” Klavida had nearly forgotten about the events of last night, sneaking out of the castle, and pushing Netheia in the pond, and… “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you.”

“Were you with Netheia again?”

“Yes. She’s still in the healing ward. I feel bad for her.”

“I don’t!” said Hreidun cheerfully. “But if she buys me boots half as fine as yours, maybe I’ll change my mind.”

“Stop it. It’s not like that. You can’t imagine how she was raised. It was monstrous. We’d be no better in her shoes. Besides, she’s not so bad once you get her to stop acting like…”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know,” said Klavida. “She pretends she doesn’t care about anyone or want anyone caring about her. I think that’s how she had to act in Xytae or else everyone would think she was weak. But once you get her to stop, she’s much nicer to be around.”

“I can’t imagine!”

“I’ll bring you with me to meet her one of these days. You can see for yourself.”

“I still don’t see why you stayed out so late.” Hreidun cast her a sidelong glance. Klavida met her gaze, even and resolute. “Make that face all you like! Your cheeks are still turning red.”

“They’re not!” The sound of Klavida’s own voice surprised her, so weak and indignant. “Mind your own business.”

“You’re so cruel! Keeping secrets from me. Especially ones this good.” Hreidun sat down on her bed and pulled her knees to her chest. “Will you marry her and be a princess?”

“No!”

“Why not?”

Klavida sputtered. “Because I just met her a month ago!”

“You know, now that I think of it, I’m surprised more people haven’t tried to court her,” mused Hreidun. “I know she’s Xytan but still. Plenty of people would tolerate her for the sake of a title.”

“Will you stop?”

“Never!” This was apparently the best thing to happen to Hreidun in weeks. “Klavida, stop being ashamed and start being happy! I know you’re not the sort of girl who chases after money or titles, so that must mean you really like her. That’s a good thing.”

“I know, but I’m not nearly ready to think of marriage or how I’d fit into her family. It’s terrifying. I couldn’t live at Xyuluthe; I’d die. And I know she’d never tolerate somewhere as remote as Nalova.”

“Are you going to see her now?”

“Yes,” said Klavida, though she could not say if she was more eager to see Netheia or Esofi. “Help me with my hair?”

*

When Klavida arrived at the castle healing ward, Netheia was gone. Released, the healers explained, under the condition she not exert herself.

Klavida was not sure where Netheia’s new room was, but luckily a servant was able to escort her there. She knocked at the door, trying to think of what she would say when she saw Netheia again. Hopefully Ingka could be persuaded to leave them alone once again.

Ingka would want answers; she would want to know what happened last night. Well, that would have to wait.

The door opened, and Valda smiled up at her.

“Mage Klavida!” she said happily. “It’s so good to see you again!”

“Is Netheia here?”

“No, I’m sorry. She was called to a meeting with Their Majesties. But she specifically mentioned she wanted to see you today. Come in. I’ll get us some tea while we wait.”

“Thank you,” murmured Klavida, following Valda into the room. Even on first glance, Klavida could tell this was far, far nicer than Netheia’s old one. Apparently being stabbed had its privileges. “What do Their Majesties want with Netheia?”

“I don’t know. I just combed her hair. My mother always told me to keep out of noble business. You understand.”

“I do. My mother told me the same. For all the good it’s done.” Klavida took a seat, and Valda handed her a steaming hot teacup. Ieflaria had a good relationship with Ko’li, and so sugar was their sweetener of choice. In Cilva, honey was more easily come by. She was still not accustomed to the flavor. “I was glad to hear the healers released her.”

“I know. She looked terrible, didn’t she? I was sure she must be seriously ill. Our healers are extremely talented, but I didn’t expect her to be allowed out so soon.”

“Did she look better today?”

Valda hummed. “Better than when she collapsed, but I think a few more days’ rest wouldn’t have gone amiss.”

Klavida nodded, and they sipped their tea in silence.

“I heard a rumor Princess Esofi has returned to Birsgen. Do you know if it’s true?”

“It’s out already?” Valda laughed. “Yes, it’s true. And I’m so glad. Everyone was starting to worry. She’s never been gone so long.”

“Is everything all right on the Isles?”

“I don’t know. But even if it’s not, Princess Esofi can handle it.” Valda nodded confidently in the same way Carinth had. “The dragons know not to cross her.”

“That’s what everyone says. I hope I can meet her.”

“I’m sure you will. The university is extremely important to her. Are you testing for archmage? She always views the examinations.”

Klavida shook her head. “I’m too young. And I’m not sure if I’ll ever want to be an archmage. I’m happy where I am now.”

“You’re lucky. Not many can say that.” Valda smiled again. “Seems everyone always wants more than what they have.”

“I do want things.” Not in the urgent, desperate way Netheia wanted things, perhaps. But she wanted plenty of things. Her blessing to function correctly, to be with her family, for Netheia to realize she was wrong about everything.

Valda did not say anything to that.

Netheia returned about an hour later, slamming the door open and storming into the room. Ingka followed behind her, lips pursed together like an irritated parent.

“Netheia?” asked Klavida, standing up. “What’s—what’s the matter?”

“Klavida?” Netheia froze, and the rage on her face melted away, only to be replaced with confusion. “I didn’t know you were here—”

“Valda said you were in a meeting. I thought I’d wait…but I can go.”

“No! Never mind, the meeting’s done. I’m glad to see you.”

“Are you sure you’re all right?”

“Yes.” Netheia nodded vigorously. “A lot has happened this morning. But I do have good news for you. Princess Esofi is in Birsgen. I saw her myself.”

“You saw her?” Klavida could not hide her excitement. “What was she like?”

“It was only for a moment, in passing, outside the war room. I was leaving, and she was coming in.”

“War room?” Klavida repeated. “What were you doing in a war room?”

Netheia made a disgusted noise and threw her hands in the air. “Calm down! It was nothing! They just wanted to ask me some questions.”

“About what?”

“Klavida!” Netheia huffed. “I don’t want to do this right now, all right? I’m tired. I was just released from the healers. I’ve been shouted at and threatened all day long—”

“You can’t tell me that and expect me not to worry.”

“I know, but I’m still…” Netheia sat down across from Klavida and slumped backward. “I’m not ready to talk about it yet. I’m still working it all out for myself. So many things have happened today. And I’m tired. I’m so tired.”

“You need to rest. Go to bed. It’s what the healers would want. And I’ll come back tomorrow.”

“No!” Netheia lifted her head sharply. “I don’t want you to go. I want you to be here.”

“All right. Go sit in bed, so I don’t have to worry about you collapsing. And I’ll come sit with you.”

Netheia got up and slumped off to what Klavida assumed was the bedroom. Klavida turned to Ingka questioningly, but Ingka regarded her with her usual cool indifference. 

Klavida sighed and followed after Netheia.

She did not know what she’d been expecting, but the bedroom was enormous to the point of absurdity. It was ever larger than her parents’ bedroom in Nalova. And the bed was enormous as well. It looked like it could have held about six people comfortably. The whole thing was a far cry from the cramped room she shared with Hreidun.

Netheia sat on the bed, cross-legged, the thick coverlets pulled over her knees. Klavida went over to the opposite corner and slid her boots off before sitting down beside her.

“I was glad to hear the healers released you,” said Klavida awkwardly. “I know you hated it in there.”

Netheia leaned back against the pillows and nodded.

“You said you saw Princess Esofi?” prompted Klavida. 

Netheia nodded again. 

“What did she look like?”

“Not very tall, I remember. She had blonde hair in these tight curls. Not all messy like mine, I’m sure they were pressed in with an iron.” Netheia gave Klavida a look. “Should I be jealous?”

Klavida laughed. “Are you ready to talk about last night? Or do you not want to admit I’m stronger than you?”

“What!” It was wonderful to see the fire return to Netheia’s eyes. “You’re not!”

“I knew you’d never admit it.”

“Because there’s nothing to admit!”

“All right. Let’s talk about the rest of it.”

Netheia looked away, but her cheeks darkened. Klavida wondered if this was what Hreidun had seen on her own face a few hours ago. She moved closer and reached out with one hand to touch Netheia’s cheek.

“You could do better,” muttered Netheia, but she leaned into Klavida’s hand regardless. “Much better.”

“You’re not as terrible as you think you are. Or wish you were. And you’re certainly not the same person you were the day we met. Can’t you see it?”

“I’m still not good. And you deserve someone to be with someone who is.”

“Do you know what I think?” asked Klavida. “I think you’re in the middle of becoming who you’re meant to be. You’re not finished yet.”

Netheia laughed bitterly. “You won’t like who I’m meant to be.”

“Why do you say that?”

Netheia opened her mouth, but no words emerged. Then she raised her hands to her own neck as though protecting it from an invisible assailant.

“Netheia?” Klavida’s voice rose in alarm.

“Get out!” cried Netheia, jerking away. Klavida reached for her instinctively, but her hand caught empty air. 

“Netheia! What’s wrong?”

“I don’t want you to be hurt!” Netheia squeezed her eyes shut and curled in on herself. “Stop. Stop. Stop it! STOP IT!”

“Netheia!” cried Klavida, but Netheia only clamped her hands over her ears and moaned softly.

The door slammed open, and Ingka burst into the room, a blade in each hand. She looked from Klavida to Netheia, and back again.

“Something’s wrong with her!” Klavida jumped off the bed. “We were talking, and she started screaming—”

“She doesn’t like you!” choked Netheia. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “She wants me to kill you! I can’t stop her, I—no!” Rust colored light appeared at her hands, and Netheia lashed out with it as though wielding a whip. Ingka dodged it expertly, and Klavida managed to put a sparkling silver shield up in time, but Netheia’s magical fire smashed through it. Klavida flinched and prepared for the blow—

Only for the whip to collide with a glowing golden shield. Unlike Klavida’s, this shield held. The whip shattered like glass. Klavida turned, expecting to see a paladin. But it was Valda who stood there; it was Valda who held the shield.

The anguish on Netheia’s face was replaced by surprise. Apparently herself once more, she slumped forward on the bed, shaking with tears.

“Netheia!” Klavida moved to take a step forward, but Valda put out an arm to block her.

“I should have guessed,” whimpered Netheia. “I should have guessed you weren’t a maid.”

Klavida glared up at Valda suspiciously. “What are you? A paladin?”

“No, I’m only an initiate. I was selected for this task because I have not yet taken the vow that forbids me to lie.”

“Do Their Majesties know about this?” demanded Klavida.

“Of course.” Valda looked mildly puzzled. “Why shouldn’t they?”

“Because one paladin has already tried to kill Netheia!” shouted Klavida. “And now they’ve allowed a second one direct access—”

“As I said, I am only an initiate. And many of us have our doubts about the assassination attempt.”

“I saw it happen!”

“Did you see a paladin?” asked Valda. “Or did you see a woman in a paladin’s uniform?”Klavida had no patience for any of this. “Come on, Netheia, let’s go see the healers.”

“There’s nothing the healers can do.” Netheia shuddered. “She’s gone now.”

There was no question as to who she was. “Do you think she’ll come back?”

“I don’t know. She’s never done anything like that before.” Netheia shook her head. “I’ve never felt her so angry.”

“Was it because of me?” asked Klavida.

“I don’t think so. I think something else happened, and you were someone to take it out on. But you should go. If I hurt you—”

“I’m not going.” Klavida put her hands on her hips. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Please,” said Netheia in voice so low and broken that for a moment Klavida thought she might be possessed again.

“All right. I’m going to go spend a bit of time in the library. But I’ll be back to check on you.”

She left the bedroom reluctantly and waited a moment to see if Ingka or Valda would follow her. But neither of them did.

Klavida set off for the library, but she already knew she would not be able to focus on anything. So instead she made her way out to the gardens. It was cold out by Ieflarian standards, and so she was alone. She found a secluded place to sit and closed her eyes, trying to calm herself and make sense of what she’d seen. Should she go to the Temple of Reygmadra? But no, it was as Netheia had said last night. Even if the priestesses were inclined to help, how could they possibly be expected to stand against their own patron goddess?

The sight of the fiery whip had seared itself into her memory along with the way it had torn through her shield but shattered upon contact with Valda’s. Perhaps Valda’s blessing was merely more powerful than Klavida’s, and if that was the case, she could accept it, but…

She suspected it had nothing to do with the respective strength of their blessings and everything to do with their domains.

“Hello!” said a cheerful voice, and Klavida looked up to see Carinth standing in front of her. As usual, Etheriet was not far behind. “What are you doing out here? It’s cold.”

Klavida forced a smile to her face. “I don’t mind. I hardly feel it. But what are you doing out here?”

“We saw you looking…” Carinth turned to Etheriet for help.

“Upset,” Etheriet contributed.

“Yes.” Carinth nodded. “We wanted to make sure you are all right.”

“I’ll be fine. I heard your mother is home. You must be excited.”

“Yes! But I’ve hardly had a chance to say hello to her yet. She went right into a meeting.”

Klavida smiled sympathetically. “I’m sorry. I’m sure she’s missed you very much.”

“Where is Princess Netheia?” asked Etheriet. “Still with the healers?”

“No, they let her return to her room this morning. But she’s not feeling well. I’ve left her to rest.” She would not burden the young dragons with the rest of it. It would only frighten them. “You should go inside. I don’t want you to freeze.”

“Well, all right.” Carinth looked at Etheriet, and she bobbed her head in agreement. She needed no excuse to flee the late autumn chill. Klavida watched the two dragons go.

Her thoughts turned to her sisters. What would Innya and Raisa say if she asked them for advice? Perhaps that Netheia wasn’t worth her time.

And Klavida couldn’t even get angry at that because she’d thought the same thing at first.

But she had been wrong.

What would her mother say? Or her father? Keep out of noble business, of course. But nobles were just people, and sometimes people needed help.

“Excuse me,” said a gentle voice, and Klavida started. She had not heard anyone come up. But a beautiful Ieflarian woman was smiling down at her. Unlike the other women Klavida had seen, her hair was unbraided, flowing long and free over her shoulders and down her back. She wore a reddish-purple robe, which meant she was one of the priestesses of Dayluue.

“Oh,” said Klavida, taken by surprise. “Can I help you?”

“I hope so. This is my first time coming to the castle, and I’m afraid I’ve become a bit lost.” The young woman wrung her hands anxiously. “I’m meant to be at the Chapel of the Ten. They gave me directions, but I’m all turned around.”

Klavida had a bit of a soft spot for the priestesses of Dayluue as they were the ones who had helped her get Changed all those years ago. She got to her feet, “I know where that is; I pass by it on the way to the library. I’ll take you there.”

“Oh, thank you!” The woman’s face lit in the most beautiful smile Klavida had ever seen, and she turned her eyes away out of shyness, afraid her face was burning crimson. The woman linked her elbow with Klavida’s. “I’m so glad I found you. I was afraid to ask any servants for help—they’re all so frantically busy today.”

“I imagine it’s because Princess Esofi is back.” Klavida kept her eyes locked resolutely on the path ahead. “She’s been gone for such a long time.”

“You must be one of her students!”

“I am enrolled at the university, but I’ve never met her,” said Klavida. “I’ve only been in Ieflaria for two months. She was gone before I arrived. I do hope I have the chance to meet her soon. She sounds like an incredible woman. But perhaps she’ll be too busy.”

“Where are you from?”

“Cilva. Northern Cilva, far north.” Klavida gestured vaguely skyward with her free arm.

“Ah! That must be why you don’t mind sitting out in the cold.”

Klavida laughed. “Yes, I suppose so.”

When they reentered the castle, Klavida was surprised to see the halls were oddly quiet. In fact, contrary to what the priestess had claimed, she did not see anyone around at all.

“I wonder where everyone’s gone?” she commented.

“I’ve heard some rumors, wandering these halls,” murmured the priestess. “They say an Ieflarian border post was attacked by Xytan soldiers a few days ago.”

“What?” Klavida stared at the priestess incredulously. “No! That can’t be true.”

“You don’t think so?”

“Empress Ioanna has no reason to attack Ieflaria.” And yet, her mind returned to the rumors Hreidun had shared with her, to Netheia’s assertion that she knew nothing of her sister’s desires. “It can’t be true.”

“Perhaps you are right,” said the priestess. “I hope you are. Though some believe the Xytan people are incapable of anything but warfare.”

“That’s ridiculous. They’re people like any others. Besides, Ioanna ended the war with Masim. Why would she start another one less than a year later?”

“You’re right, it doesn’t make much sense,” agreed the priestess. “Perhaps it’s all a misunderstanding. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“It’s not your fault,” Klavida shook her head. “I’m just surprised.”

“Perhaps it is all a misunderstanding,” repeated the priestess. “Ah, here we are.”

For indeed they had arrived at the massive double doors marking the Chapel of the Ten. The priestess gives Klavida another bright smile as she pulled a door open. “Thank you for your help.”

Klavida watched her disappear into the chapel. She suddenly felt oddly disoriented as though she’d spent the past few minutes spinning in a circle. She leaned against the wall and closed her eyes until she felt steady again.

The corridors were growing louder—had they truly been empty a moment ago? Now they were full of people, rushing here and there. Where had they all come from?

Klavida pulled herself away from the wall and moved to the nearest window, hoping a bit of fresh air would clear her head. But when she looked up, the sun was directly overhead. Her stomach lurched—how was it noon already? How long had she spent walking with the priestess? It couldn’t have been more than a few minutes!

“Klavida!”

It was Carinth, again. She forced a smile onto her face for his sake. Then she spotted the woman behind him, and her mouth fell open.

“I don’t think we’ve met.” Princess Esofi’s face lifted in a warm smile that reminded Klavida of her own mother.

“Klavida is a university student, Mera,” said Carinth. “She is from Cilva. And she’s friends with Princess Netheia, but she’s not being paid to do it.”

A decidedly inelegant laugh escaped from Esofi’s lips before she managed to stifle it. “Carinth, we’ve talked about this—”

“It’s all right.” Klavida fought down a laugh of her own. “I understand.”

“How are you finding our university?” asked Esofi. “I understand Cilva’s is significantly more established. I hope the experience hasn’t been underwhelming.”

“Not at all,” Klavida hurried to reassure her. “Though I’m not studying for archmage. I’ve come to Ieflaria to conduct research. In fact, if it’s not too forward, I was secretly hoping I might get your opinion on a problem I’ve uncovered.”

“A problem?” Esofi frowned.

“I suppose you might consider it a sort of curse. But it is one of Talcia’s blessings. Just an obscure one. More common in Cilva than Ieflaria.”

Esofi shook her head. “Are you saying one of Talcia’s blessings is also a curse?”

“Not precisely. Though by the standards of Men, it might be considered one. I’d be happy to tell you everything if you can spare the time.”

Esofi appeared hesitant, and Klavida feared she might have come off as a bit unstable. But then Carinth said, “It’s all right, Mera. She is my cousin.”

Esofi tilted her head to look at him. “What do you mean?”

“I’ll happily tell you everything if we can go somewhere quieter.”

Esofi appeared to think this over. “Carinth, why don’t you go play with Etheriet? I’ll come find you when I’m finished speaking to Mage Klavida.”

Carinth took off, and Esofi led Klavida down the hallway and into one of the castle’s sitting rooms. After verifying it was vacant, Esofi closed the door tightly behind them.

“Sit down,” said Esofi. Klavida did so, nearly falling over in the process. “Now, why don’t you tell me what it is you’ve discovered?”

Klavida wondered if Esofi heard her heart racing. “I have come to Ieflaria because I am researching Talcia’s creatures. In Cilva, I found many of the things Men have written about them are incomplete or false. I’m sure you understand.”

“I do.”

“Eventually, my hope is to go out into the wilderness and study them for myself—maybe even speak with them if I am fortunate. I expect it will take years, or even decades, considering how many different species exist. But it will be worth it to have accurate information, I think.” Klavida paused to assess Esofi’s reaction—neutral, apparently. “But the question I have is more personal to me. You see, my family—everyone except for me—when the moon is full, they transform into wolves. They can change at other times, too, but the full moon forces it.”

Esofi looked curious though unsurprised. “How long has your family been like this?”

“I don’t know. As far back as anyone can remember.”

“And you’ve come to find out why?”

“Well, it’s my problem, isn’t it?” asked Klavida miserably. “I can’t go home without a cure. But I can’t find a single thing about it.”

“Surely that’s not true. I know there’s writings of the Silver Hunt in our library. Your family isn’t cursed in any case. Talcia loves her wilderness and loves sharing it with us. Being able to take a wild shape makes you closer to her than any other Man.”

“That’s not what I meant,” stammered Klavida. “I wasn’t saying—I don’t think my family is cursed, I never have! I’m the one who’s cursed!”

“A lack of a blessing is not a curse. But I understand your feelings. There must have been a reason why, out of all your family, you were the only one not given the ability to transform.”

“It’s even worse. I do have the blessing—Carinth and Etheriet sensed it the moment they saw me. It’s why they think I’m their cousin. I’m much stronger than an ordinary Man, and I can smell what you had for breakfast, and I can see in the dark. I can sense the wolf inside me, but it’s as though I’m stuck.”

Esofi frowned. “I’ve never heard of anything like that before.”

“Will you ask her why?” asked Klavida. “She doesn’t answer my prayers. Or the prayers of any of the priestesses who ask on my behalf. But she’d answer you, wouldn’t she?”

“I will certainly ask her, but…” Esofi appeared to be struggling with the words. “If Talcia has not given you a reason, I’m inclined to say it is not yet time for you to know it.”

“Do you think there’s something she wants me to do first?”

“That would be my guess. I don’t believe you are being punished for some crime you committed when you were only a few days old. Talcia can be difficult for us to understand, but she is never malicious.”

“If she would tell me what she wants, I could do it for her! I’d do it today.”

“I know.” Esofi reached out to take Klavida’s hands comfortingly. “I can’t imagine how difficult your life has been. A lesser woman might have turned away from Talcia completely. Your faith and your patience are commendable.”

“My family has been kind. They never treated me badly for it. But other hunters, outside my family, some of them want nothing to do with me as though I might pass my condition on to them. It’s been difficult.”

“I’m glad your family hasn’t abandoned you. I’m sure they miss you.” Esofi released her hands and sat back.

“I know they do. But I need to understand why Talcia’s done this to me. If I’d been born without the blessing, it might be easier to accept I’m not meant to be a wolf. But this bizarre half blessing…”

“I understand.” Esofi nodded. “And I want to help you. While I don’t expect a forthright answer from Talcia, perhaps we can spend some time investigating it together once the issues in the Isles have been settled.”

“I’d be honored! But—I’m sure you’re busy.”

“I am. But your situation is both fascinating and concerning—and possibly unprecedented.”

“I am certain you are correct on that last one. I’m the first in my family to attend university, and I only did it so I could research my condition. But I never found anything.”

“Do you truly intend to go on researching Talcia’s creatures once you’ve solved this?”

“Yes. I think it’s something that needs to be done—as I said, there’s so much misinformation in our libraries. And I think they might be more inclined to allow me to approach them than an ordinary mage.”

“Does your family consider yourselves Men or one of her races?”

“We are certainly Men. My ancestors once lived in the south of Siabaeld but were forced further and further northward by their enemies. They expected us to die, but we survived despite the bitter cold and harsh conditions. Talcia saw this and was impressed by our resilience, so she granted us the ability to transform.”

“You would not include yourself in your own research?”

“Well, I’d hate to undermine the project with my own bias.” Klavida smiled wryly. “But I am also thinking of detailing some creatures commonly misattributed to Talcia. The hunter’s blessing might also warrant a mention.”

“I would like to see what you have written so far.” 

“It’s all in Cilvan, unfortunately. But I’d be happy to spend a few days translating a copy for you.”

“Do not hurry on my account. I doubt I’ll have time to review it for a while, given everything else happening right now.” Esofi turned her head to look away and lifted a gloved hand to her eye. Klavida saw a glimmer of a tear before it was daubed away.

“Oh! Princess!” cried Klavida, horror rising up in her throat. “I’m sorry—I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“No,” said Esofi quietly. “It’s not your fault. It’s just a dear friend of mine has died and I’ve hardly had time to mourn him. His name was Ivanedi.”

“A dragon?” asked Klavida.

“Yes.” Esofi daubed at her eyes. “Perhaps I should not be shocked. He was over two hundred years old. Dragons can live longer, but they seldom do. Still, I wish…”

“I’m sorry,” Klavida repeated. “I’m so sorry. And I’ve been taking up so much of your time—”

“No. The distraction has been nice, particularly since it might be the last I’m allowed for a while.”

If all the rumors were true, Ieflaria currently faced two threats: the dragons to the east, and the Xytans to the west. Perhaps they could handle one but both simultaneously? Netheia would know better than Klavida. But Netheia was unwell. She wanted to ask Esofi which of the two threats was most dangerous, but to ask such a question would be unthinkable.

Klavida thought of her desperate suggestion she return to Nalova. And yes, perhaps that would be the wisest choice. She was a common girl from a village no one had ever heard of; she would be no help against whatever happened in the days ahead. If anything, she would only be in the way.

But Netheia obviously needed help even if she did not want to admit it. And even if Klavida could do nothing herself, perhaps she could direct Netheia to people who could.

*

When Klavida arrived back at Netheia’s room, all was quiet. Ingka answered the door and told her Netheia was in her room.

But as she neared the door, she realized she could smell blood. Panic shot through her and she reached for the doorknob only to freeze at the sound of voices.

It sounded like Netheia was arguing with someone. Valda?

“—can’t expect me to believe that!”

“I don’t care what you believe,” drawled an unfamiliar voice. It was not Valda.

Klavida wrenched the door open, prepared to demand answers.

Netheia sat alone in the middle of the bed. She looked surprised to see Klavida but not angry or alarmed. “We’re not knocking anymore?” she asked.

Klavida found herself without a reply. She glanced around, but as far as she could see, the bedroom was empty. The scent of blood was gone as well. Had she imagined it? Had she imagined the voices as well? “Is…is there someone in here with you?”

“Of course not.” Netheia straightened her dress. “Didn’t I tell you to get out of here?”

“And I told you I’d be back.” Klavida moved to sit down on the bed. “I’ve had a strange morning.”

“Haven’t we all?” asked Netheia wryly, but she moved closer, nevertheless.


Chapter Thirteen

NETHEIA

 

Netheia drifted in and out of sleep. When she woke, sunlight streamed through her window, and the bedroom was quiet. She wanted to call for Klavida—was she still here? Was she waiting outside with Valda and Ingka? Or was she back at the university tower, throwing all her belongings into a bag?

Something caught Netheia’s eye, and she nearly jumped. A figure sat in the chair across from her bed in the same way Ingka had sat the first day Netheia arrived in Ieflaria. But Ingka didn’t sit there now—Reygmadra did. 

But she looked…wrong. She slumped in the chair, her eyes shut, apparently sleeping. Her hair, while never done in anything more than a messy braid, was knotted and tangled. A cut at the top of her forehead leaked blood down her face, and her familiar battered armor had new cracks in it.

Reygmadra could manifest on Inthya looking however she liked, so why had she elected to appear like this?

Netheia suspected Reygmadra would lash out if startled awake, so she remained in her bed well out of arm’s reach. She hadn’t known gods could sleep either or they even needed to.

She wasn’t feeling charitable toward Reygmadra right now since she’d possessed her and tried to kill Klavida. But she had never seen her like this before either.

Reygmadra woke slowly, eyes fluttering open in a distressingly mortal way. She raised a hand to wipe at the blood but only succeeded in smearing it.

“Are you…all right?” Netheia asked, getting up.

Reygmadra started to say something, but all that came out was a rasping cough. Netheia moved toward her instinctively, wondering if she’d be laughed at if she suggested they visit the healers.

“It’s nothing,” said Reygmadra when she could speak again.

“Did you…” Netheia hesitated, for surely the words she planned to speak were pure absurdity, “Did you lose a fight?”

“Of course not!” Reygmadra sounded genuinely offended.

“You’re manifesting like this on purpose?”

Reygmadra stood. “I’m not discussing this with you.”

Now she supposed she knew how Klavida felt whenever Netheia dismissed her concerns. “Who—what—were you fighting with?”

“I could not explain that to you even if I cared to. All you need to know is you are the least of my responsibilities.”

“Why are you here?” asked Netheia. “Their Majesties know you’re trying to influence things now that two of their spies saw you possess me! We can’t possibly succeed now.”

“The Ieflarians now face a threat from the Silver Isles. They are not strong enough to fight two wars simultaneously. The dragons will not be reasoned with, so they will have no choice to restore you to the throne simply to end the attack on their western border.”

“The dragons?” repeated Netheia. “Are you the reason Princess Esofi has been gone for so long?”

Reygmadra didn’t reply, but she didn’t need to. 

“This will never work,” said Netheia. “This is a terrible plan. Their Majesties are already suspicious of me, and now—” 

“When did you become such a coward?” demanded Reygmadra.

“When did you turn into a chaos god?” Netheia screamed back.

She braced herself for the slap to dodge and leap and sprint out of the room—but Reygmadra did not react at all. In fact, she seemed eerily calm.

“When Their Majesties next summon you, you will accept any offer they give you. You will not speak except to promise a treaty with them. When the treaty is provided, you will not argue over details. You will accept it exactly as offered, and you will return to Xytae.”

“You can’t expect me to believe that!”

“I don’t care what you believe.”

The door swung open. Klavida stood, her eyes wide and face panicked. Netheia glanced in Reygmadra’s direction, but she was already gone.

“We’re not knocking anymore?” Netheia asked, impressed by how smoothly the words came out.

Klavida looked around the room. “Is…is there someone in here with you?”

“Of course not.” Netheia adjusted her dress so she would not have to look Klavida in the eye. Had Klavida’s hunter abilities allowed her to sense Reygmadra, or was Reygmadra so weakened that she hadn’t been able to hide her presence? “Didn’t I tell you to get out of here?”

“And I told you I’d be back.” Klavida moved forward and sat down on the bed. “I’ve had a strange morning.”

“Haven’t we all?” muttered Netheia, but she was glad for Klavida’s nearness.

“Excuse me,” said Ingka’s voice from the doorway. They both looked over to see her holding a few letters in her hand. “Princess Netheia. You have correspondences.”

“I do?” asked Netheia in surprise. “From whom?”

Ingka handed her the letters without answering. The seals were already broken on both, but Netheia knew that was to be expected. She opened the thinner of the two first.

“It’s from my younger sister,” she explained, knowing Klavida could not read the Xytan writing. “She’s probably upset with me. I promised her I’d write, and I never did.”

“Why didn’t you?” asked Klavida, but Netheia did not reply. She was too focused on reading Iulia’s letter.

 

Dear Netheia,

Every time I sit down to write this letter, something new happens and I have to start over. Did you write back to me from my first letter? I didn’t get anything. A corrier came and told us you got stabbed by a paladin! And then they said you got better. And then they said you fell off a horse! Is it true you fell of a horse? I don’t think I believe that. You’ve never fallen off a horse before in your life. Have you?

Mother says I am worse than ever in lessons. But its not my fault. I’ve been having bad dreams lately. So I’m always tired. She says she will take me to the Temple of Eran. I think she means it as a bad thing but actually I want to go.

Did you meet a dragon yet? Please write back to me. You can be mad at Ioanna but you can’t be mad at me.

Love,

Iulia.

 

“What did she say?” asked Klavida.

“Just child things.” Netheia swallowed and put the letter in her pocket. “I’ll have to write back to her this time.” She unfolded the second letter and saw Grandmother Irianthe’s familiar tight handwriting.

“That one is long,” observed Klavida, and she was correct. Grandmother Irianthe’s letter more than made up for the brevity of Iulia’s. “Who is it from?”

“My grandmother,” Netheia murmured.

 

Dear Netheia,

Much time has passed since your departure from Xyuluthe. I’ve spent many hours reflecting on our final conversation, and I expect you have as well.

I wish to relay to you a tale I have only ever shared with Ioanna. I am reluctant to put it into writing, even now, but I feel any shame that might come to me when this letter is inevitably read by the Ieflarians is overshadowed by how imperative it is that you understand.

I know you were shocked when you injured me, and I bear you no ill will. I expect you thought the blood rage would take care of me. I expect you were looking forward to a good fight.

You had no way of knowing my blessing was revoked by Reygmadra decades ago.

 

The letter fell out of Netheia’s hand. She scrambled to pick it up and continued reading.

 

I know I will not be welcomed in Vailyon after my death. I will not be with my parents and my son. I’ve no idea what god might take me. And yet, I feel a sort of pride, for I know what she asked of me was abhorrent.

Do you find those visions glorious? I did not. They sickened me. I would not—could not—do as she asked. But Reygmadra is not one to give up easily. Her voice, and her vision for Xytae, tormented me for years until I managed to escape it.

But that is not the only reason why I have written to you.

Do you know what cause the fall of the Xytan Empire all those centuries ago? Back when the continent was ours, and a great deal of the surrounding area as well? I expect your tutors told you Domeysil was to blame, that the elves tricked us and triggered the chain of events that left us irreparably weakened. That is what I was taught as well—and when I asked what, specifically, the elves had tricked us with, I was told that detail was lost to time. It was not until decades later, when I devoted myself to the study of our history, that I uncovered the truth.

Emperor Neya ruled Xytae in those times. He is our direct ancestor, though at this moment I cannot be troubled to count how many generations back. Likewise, Domeysil was ruled by a king named Maradem. In those days, the law forbidding elves from setting foot in Ioshora was only loosely enforced—so loosely that Maradem himself was able to travel to the Xytan court. Such a thing would be unthinkable now, but I understand it was common in those days.

Neya found the elf king unsettling at first, but soon became accustomed to the odd ways of his visitor. Eventually, he came to consider him a true ally and even a friend. When Maradem invited him to Osweye, so he might return the emperor’s hospitality, Neya accepted.

And that is how he came to be introduced to the elvish practice of keeping slaves.

We shall not pretend Xytae has always treated her vassals well, but true chattel slavery was something we refrained from, even at the height of our power. But Neya saw the prosperity of the elves and realized the Ten had done nothing to punish them. Perhaps slavery was not as objectionable as the temples claimed?

I hold an extensive collection of edicts issued in Emperor Neya’s time, as well as his personal writings. They have taken me decades to compile, and I’ve devoted endless hours to distinguishing true records from forgeries. That is why I am able to tell you with complete confidence that when Neya relayed his plan to Reygmadra, she did nothing to dissuade him. In fact, she regarded the idea with great interest.

I do not have to tell you what happened next. The world rose up against Xytae, colonies and independent kingdoms alike. We were attacked from all directions. Some of our territories managed to drive us out entirely. Even nature itself turned against us—no rain fell on the empire for six months, though the sky was always dark. Locusts ravaged our crops, and wild beasts rampaged through our cities, unafraid of Men. Plagues reduced our population by a quarter. At the end of it, Neya took his own life.

It is tempting to blame the elves for everything—Neya’s daughter did. It is thanks to her efforts you have never so much as laid eyes on an elf. But Neya was not an innocent victim. He was the most powerful man in the world! He knew his actions were an affront to nature, but his greed overruled his common sense. The elves are abhorrent by the standards of Men, but they are not Men and we cannot to expect them to be. They have their own gods, their own laws. Our bodies may appear similar, but you and I have more in common with a Mer or a dragon than an elf.

And what of Reygmadra? Why did she not warn the emperor away from his plan? Neya would have obeyed her in an instant. He loved her more than he loved his wife, or his mother, or his daughter. Even if she cared nothing for him as an individual, she would not wish to see Xytae ruined. There is no question she knew how the other nine would react. Why, then, did she say nothing? Why did she encourage him?

I urge you to draw your own conclusions.

Irianthe Isinthi

 

Netheia set the letter down, resisting her urge to crumple it into a ball and throw it into the fire. But no. She had to stop and think and reflect, not react with anger.

“What does it say?” asked Klavida. “It’s so long. Is she angry with you?”

“I don’t think so,” murmured Netheia. “But…something is wrong.”

“In Xytae?”

“No. Something is wrong with Reygmadra.”

Klavida hesitated for a moment, and then she nodded. “Yes. I think you’re right.”

“I didn’t realize how far back it goes. I thought maybe it was the last few decades. I thought maybe it was just me.” Netheia squeezed her eyes shut and pressed her hands to her forehead. “She didn’t go from good to terrible overnight; we’d have all stopped worshipping her if she did. She’s been slowly corrupting for centuries, and I don’t know how much longer…”

“It’s all right,” soothed Klavida, wrapping one arm around Netheia’s shoulder. “We’ll figure this out. There’s got to be a way to solve this. There’s got to be a way out.”

A faint knock came from the outer door, and Netheia heard Ingka’s soft footsteps moving to answer it. She and Klavida sat in silence, listening as the door creaked open and voices conversed, too low for Netheia to hear.

“It’s three people,” murmured Klavida. “All wearing armor. And someone’s asking for you.”

“Do they sound angry?”

“I don’t think so.”

Netheia got up. If she was going to be arrested, she supposed she might as well face it with some dignity. She opened the door and stepped into the sitting room where Ingka was conversing with three men as Klavida had sensed. Two appeared to be castle guards while the third was Captain Lehmann.

“Good afternoon,” said Netheia. “Is there a problem?”

“I am afraid so,” said Captain Lehmann. “Please take a seat.”

Netheia supposed it was a good sign they weren’t dragging her off to the dungeons, though perhaps they were only being polite for Ioanna’s sake. She sat down in a chair warily, and Klavida moved to stand behind her. Lehmann took the opposite seat.

“Princess Netheia, are you familiar with Ambassador Izeri?” 

“Yes. That is, I know who he is. Though I would not consider us friends.”

“I understand the two of you had a disagreement this morning?”

Netheia felt herself relax. So they had not come to question her about Reygmadra’s short but terrifying possession! “Yes. He was being rude to me, so I had the guards escort him out. Valda can tell you.” She looked around the room, but Valda was not there. “He shouted at her and grabbed her arm. If you’re questioning anyone, it ought to be him.”

“I would like to do that very much, Princess Netheia,” said Captain Lehmann. “But I cannot. Ambassador Izeri is dead.”

Klavida gave a soft gasp.

“What are you talking about?” scoffed Netheia. “Ambassador Izeri? That can’t be right. I saw him this morning!”

“Yes, we are aware. That’s why we are here.”

“But—” Netheia realized Klavida was staring at her with an expression of abject horror on her face. “Is this a joke?”

“I am afraid not.”

Decima, Netheia realized. Decima and whoever the other guard had been. How foolish of her to think they’d let him go around the castle accusing Netheia of orchestrating the attack! She should have known!

But even if she had, what could she have done?

“He was being rude, so I made the guards escort him out. But—but I didn’t kill him.” She wondered what Ioanna would say if she were here. Would it count as a lie? Netheia’s hand hadn’t been the one holding the sword.

“We are not making any accusations, Princess. We want you to remember as much as you can.”

“Are you certain he was killed?” asked Netheia. She was not certain why she so desperately wanted Lehmann to be wrong, for this all to be a misunderstanding. “Is it not possible that he died from an illness, or—”

“No. I cannot disclose the nature of his injuries to you, but I can say with complete certainty that he was murdered. There is no question. Now, I would like you to recount your day, starting from the moment you first woke.”

“I didn’t wake up in my bed. I was in the healing ward. This is my first day back in my rooms since I fell off that horse. The healers released me early this morning. Ingka and Valda both escorted me, and Ingka left us. A while later, there was a knock at the door, and I heard Valda yelling. When I went out, Ambassador Izeri was holding her by the arm. He shouted at me, and I told Valda to run and fetch Ingka. But some guards came along first and escorted him away. That was the last I saw of him.”

“What was he shouting about?”

“I wasn’t sure at the time. He seemed…disoriented. But when I was called to a meeting with King Dietrich and Queen Saski, I realized he was speaking of the invasion at the border. But I don’t understand what he expected me to do about it. I’m not in contact with Ioanna, and even if I was, I’ve no influence over her.”

“I see,” said Captain Lehmann. “Now, do you recall anything about the guards who removed him from you room?”

“They were ordinary guards.” Netheia spread her hands in a gesture of helplessness. “I don’t usually take note of their faces.”

“Did you call for them?”

“No, they came when they heard the noise. I’m surprised more people didn’t hear it.”

“Did Ingka or Valda see these guards?”

“Well…I don’t know. I suppose not. Unless they passed one another in the hall. I don’t know which direction Valda and Ingka came from. I was alone with Izeri for only a few minutes. It was not enough time to kill him without a weapon and certainly not enough time to hide his body.”

“I understand.” His face gave no indication of whether he believed her. “Can you tell me anything of your relationship with him?”

“I only spoke with him once before today. He came to see me when I first arrived in Ieflaria, but I wasn’t interested in his friendship, given I knew he would report anything I said to Ioanna. He never called on me again, and I forgot about him.”

“I see.” Captain Lehmann stood abruptly. “That is all for now, I think. Thank you for your cooperation.”

Netheia nodded, still in a daze. By the time she’d regained her clarity, the guards were gone, and Klavida was staring at her with wide golden eyes.

“Stop looking at me like that!” snapped Netheia. “I didn’t do it! I couldn’t have even if I wanted to! I’ve been under guard since the moment I woke up!”

“You don’t have to shout at me,” said Klavida. “We’ve all had a long day.”

“I did not kill him!”

“I never said you did. But you’re being very defensive.”

“You would be too if you were in my shoes! I know they’ll find some way to blame me for this. It’s what they want!”

“Might I make a suggestion?” asked Ingka.

“No!” Netheia shouted. “I’m going to bed!”

“It’s the middle of the afternoon,” objected Klavida.

“I don’t care!” Netheia pushed past Klavida and went into the bedroom. Behind her, Klavida and Ingka muttered to one another. She closed the door behind her to prove she did not care about whatever they were discussing. But Klavida entered a moment later.

“I didn’t kill him.”

“But you know who did, don’t you?” asked Klavida.

Netheia did not answer.

“I don’t know what you’re planning, but whatever she’s asking you to do—Netheia, you can’t go on like this. I know you can’t.”

“I don’t have a choice.”

“You think she’ll leave you alone after you’ve done what she wants?” asked Klavida. “When you’re the empress of Xytae or whatever it is your end goal is? She’s going to keep pushing and pushing. You’ll spend your whole life doing terrible things because she orders it. Or you can end it today, and I’ll spend the rest of my life protecting you from whatever comes next.”

“You can’t protect me. Nobody can. Even if Reygmadra takes away my blessing and leaves me in peace, they’ll execute me.”

“We’ll run away to Nalova. Both of us, together.”

“You can’t do that,” whispered Netheia. “You can’t leave now; you’re so close to finding answers.”

“I already have my answer.” Klavida met Netheia’s eyes. “I know exactly why I can’t transform. It was not a punishment or a mistake. I realized the truth of it today.”

“What do you mean?”

“Talcia knew I wouldn’t accept my fate quietly. Sooner or later I would seek out her most prominent follower for answers. She knew I would come to Ieflaria to meet Esofi. But I was never meant to meet her, not really. I was meant to meet you.”

Netheia could only sit there with her mouth half open. “I don’t—I don’t understand—”

“You don’t understand my entire life has been leading up to the two of us standing here, having this conversation?” asked Klavida. “I don’t know what you’re planning, but I know it will throw the entire continent into chaos. That’s why I’m here to turn you away from it. Perhaps I’m the only one in the world who can.”

“But—that would mean—” Netheia shook her head, baffled by the scope of Klavida’s assertion. “You were born unable to transform…because of me?”

“Yes.”

“But that’s—” Unfair was probably the greatest understatement in recorded history. “Klavida—how could—why would—”

“This isn’t about me. It’s about you—it’s about all the people you’re going to hurt if you keep on like this.”

“How can you say that? Talcia ruined your life because of something completely out of your control!”

“My life isn’t ruined. I grew up happy and loved and protected, and no matter what happens, my family will always welcome me home. If not for my blessing, I might have spent my entire life in Nalova and never realized the rest of the world can be just as beautiful. And I don’t think any of this is out of my control. You were right when you said you weren’t responsible what happened in Masim. If you want to keep it that way, you’ll tell Their Majesties everything. Or else she’ll have you right back where your father left off.”

“But—” There was no way Netheia could respond to all this. It was simply too much.

Perhaps we have gone too far.

There was no ‘perhaps’ about it.

Netheia went to the bedroom door and pulled it open. Ingka was standing there, waiting.

“I need to see Their Majesties immediately,” she said. “I know who killed Ambassador Izeri.”

*

Captain Lehmann was not pleased when Netheia repeatedly asserted she would only deliver her information directly to Their Majesties.

“Their Majesties are in an important meeting,” he said for the third or fourth time. “I will relay anything you tell me to them.”

“I can’t wait!” cried Netheia. “This isn’t about Ambassador Izeri. It’s about the attack at the border—and the threats from the dragons! It’s all connected. I must see them immediately before she realizes what I’m doing!”

“Before whom realizes?”

“We don’t have time!” insisted Netheia. “We don’t have—”

Klavida rested a hand on Netheia’s shoulder. “Captain, I’m afraid she’s right. There’s—”

“They’re still in the war room, aren’t they?” asked Netheia. Without waiting for an answer, she took off down the halls.

“Hey!” bellowed Lehmann. “Get back here!”

But there was no time to waste. Every second counted now. She sped through the hallways, praying she still remembered the way.

Klavida caught up to her before Lehmann did. In fact, she passed Netheia entirely and turned to face her. Even moving backward, Netheia could not overtake her again.

“Netheia, I don’t think this was the best way to handle that,” admonished Klavida.

Netheia wanted to reply, but that would have only slowed her down. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Lehmann was not the only one pursuing her—apparently being chased by him was a signal to the rest of the guards to pursue her as well, no questions asked.

She reached for her blessing. The blood rage needed little prompting to come to life, but it wanted to turn and fight her pursuers, not flee from them! Netheia gritted her teeth and forced herself to focus. She was not fighting today. She did not need to fight…

The blood rage needed to fight.

Later, she promised it. Later, later. She thought the syllables in time with her foot falls. Later, later, later.

She passed Klavida, but even this was not enough.

As she came within sight of the thick double doors, she called up the blood fire, allowing it to flow over her body. It burned through every muscle, but Netheia did not allow herself to stop. The guards on either side of the door had spotted her, but they appeared to move in slow motion as she approached.

Netheia reached out with the blood fire, casting it as far ahead of herself as she could manage. It struck the heavy wooden doors, and she smashed through them a moment later. She had enough time to hope they were not bolted from the inside before the wood splintered.

She was vaguely aware of people screaming but could not make out any of their faces because her vision was nothing but blotches of brown and white.

“I—just—need—a—minute,” gasped Netheia. Or at least that was what she’d intended to say, for the words came out a nonsense jumble of sounds. She took a few staggering steps forward and nearly collapsed on the ground. If not for the guards seizing her by the arms, she would have landed on her face.

“Take her to the dungeons immediately,” commanded a voice. Netheia’s vision cleared, and she found herself staring at King Dietrich.

“No, wait!” cried Netheia. She glanced around the room to see who else was gathered there. Queen Saski had her hand pressed over her heart. Princesses Adale and Esofi both stared at her with alarmed expressions. Pink light flickered at Esofi’s fingertips, and Adale was reaching across to her left side for a dagger.

She also recognized many of the same generals who had been at the first meeting this morning, but now there were more of them. Many of them had stepped back when Netheia had smashed through the door, but one had stepped forward—a tall woman who wore a beautifully decorated breastplate over rust-red robes. Just behind her were two more women, similarly dressed, though they lacked her elegant ornamental helmet. They were priestesses of Reygmadra, and she was willing to bet the tallest one was Ieflaria’s archpriestess. Would they attack her if she tried to speak out? Did they know what Reygmadra planned? Were they part of it?

“Ioanna wasn’t responsible the attacks on your border!” cried Netheia. “I was!”

The room erupted into noise. The guards holding her arms seemed to hesitate, and Netheia could have pulled herself free, but she relied on them to keep her from landing on her face. She closed her eyes and tried to breathe. Her nose might have been broken.

When King Dietrich shouted for order, she opened her eyes again. Everyone was looking at her.

“The attack on the border wasn’t ordered by Ioanna. Ioanna doesn’t know anything about it. All the couriers you sent to her have been intercepted, and that’s why she’s not responding.”

Netheia glanced over in the direction of the priestesses. The archpriestess did not look angry. In fact, the expression on her face was oddly calm. Behind her, the other two priestesses were murmuring to each other, but the archpriestess waved a hand to silence them.

“The soldiers that attacked your outpost were loyal to me. I didn’t order it, but it was done on my behalf. They wanted you to think Ioanna was to blame, so you’d support a rebellion against her! Ambassador Izeri was killed because he realized—” Her words ended in a choke. Pressure around her neck, but this time it was not simply cold fingers. It felt as though someone had slammed a stone against her throat. She gasped for air and tried to struggle with the invisible force, but there was nothing to grab hold of, nothing to defeat.

Then—a shimmer in the air. Slowly, hands manifested around her throat, glowing rust-red and then dimming to a mortal shade. The arms appeared next, appearing bit by bit, as though they were being constructed, followed by a torso and the rest of a body. People were crying out in shock, but Netheia could only focus on the figure in front of her.

“Don’t look so surprised, Netheia,” said Reygmadra. “I told you precisely what would happen if you let my gifts go to waste. Didn’t I?”

She could not have responded even if she wanted to, so tightly were the hands clasped around her throat. A moment of relief came when Reygmadra removed one of her hands—

But then her entire body erupted in anguish as Reygmadra pressed her hand to the center of Netheia’s chest and slowly curled her fingers. Sparkling rust-red light, the light of Netheia’s own blessing, flickered in the air. She felt it ripping away from her flesh, saw it sparkling in Reygmadra’s palm.

The world went black. When it returned, she was on the floor, but it was clear no more than a few seconds had passed. Her vision swam. Every inch of her body felt like it was burning. It felt as though all her skin had been peeled off with a knife. Was this what Grandmother Irianthe had endured? How had she survived?

Reygmadra still stood over her, and now she reached for the blade at her side. Unsheathing it with a smile, she said, “I could have done this first, but I think—”

Someone reached out and put a hand over Reygmadra’s wrist. Reygmadra turned her head slightly, and Netheia followed her gaze to the archpriestess.

“I think that’s enough, don’t you?” murmured the woman.

Perhaps we have gone too far, perhaps we have, perhaps we—

“Excuse me?” Reygmadra sounded more amused than angry, but Netheia knew that could change in an instant.

“Please,” said the woman, her voice low. “Your actions reflect poorly on the temple.”

Netheia feared Reygmadra’s silence meant she was preparing for a new attack. But when Reygmadra remained unmoving, staring blankly into the archpriestess’s face for an uncomfortably long time, Netheia realized she was well and truly at a loss for words.

“I think perhaps you should go,” said the archpriestess.

Netheia pressed her head against the cold stone floor and shut her eyes, just to rest them. But apparently that was all her body needed to fall unconscious.

*

She could hear people shouting, but it was as though she floated underwater while they called to her from above. She wanted to stand up, to break the surface of the water and call out a reply, but she could not find the strength.

She managed to open her eyes once or twice, but nothing she saw made any sense. Healers were leaning over her, shouting at each other—

Silence.

When Netheia opened her eyes again, she was in the healing ward. Something pressed uncomfortably into her hand, and when she glanced over to see what it was, she saw Klavida sitting there, clutching her so tightly her knuckles had gone white.

Netheia shifted her fingers and Klavida looked up sharply. She released Netheia’s hand and practically fell forward onto the bed to embrace her. Netheia groaned in pain. Every inch of her body felt like it had been stabbed with needles.

“I’m sorry,” whispered Klavida. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t think she’d actually do it.”

Netheia pressed a hand to the middle of her chest. Surprisingly, solid flesh met her palm rather than the gaping hole she’d been expecting. Nevertheless, she could sense the absence of her blessing in the same way she would the absence of a limb. Tears sprang to her eyes.

“The—the archpriestess said—” Klavida’s voice wavered, and Netheia realized she was trying to hold back tears as well. “She said, she said she’d like to speak with you when you’re ready. I didn’t trust her at first, but the princesses told me she—”

“She stopped Reygmadra from killing me,” Netheia murmured.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know if it’s worth anything, but…I’m proud of you.”

“It is. That’s why I did it.”

“You’re free of her, no matter what comes next. And—and I won’t forget my promise. You can come with me to Nalova. You can stay with me forever if you like. There’s nothing to be afraid of anymore.”

 “That’s not true. There’s always something to be afraid of. And I’ll be arrested until Ioanna sends someone to sort everything out personally.”

“They wouldn’t.”

“They will. I admitted to orchestrating an attack on one of their own settlements for the purpose of overthrowing my sister. I’m not going anywhere ever again, no matter how sorry everyone feels for me.” Netheia breathed in deeply. “So, we need to get out of here.”

“Run away, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“To Nalova?”

“No.” Netheia shook her head.

The door opened, and Netheia fell silent immediately, not wanting her plan to be overheard by anyone. Klavida stood quickly and went to the figure in the doorway—it looked like a guard, from where Netheia sat, dressed in the usual red uniform—

The guard raised one hand and struck Klavida with all her strength, sending her crashing to the ground. Netheia tried to get up, but her body refused to cooperate. She struggled to move her legs as Decima stalked closer.

“Decima!” cried Netheia. “You have to stop!”

“You’ve lost the right to tell anyone what to do!” shouted Decima. “How could you? After everything we risked? The months of planning! The sacrifices we all made! And you betrayed us—and for what? For what?”

“Decima, you don’t understand. She’s—Reygmadra’s—there’s something wrong with her. She’s become corrupted. She’s not herself anymore—”

“Who cares?” screamed Decima. “I’d see her send us back to war than let Iolar ruin our homeland!”

“It won’t ever end.” Netheia tried to move backward, but there was nowhere to go. The headboard of the bed pressed into her spine. “Decima, listen to me. She’s not a person anymore. She’s just this mindless, angry force, and it will never be enough, not until every single person on Inthya is dead—”

“Shut up!” screamed Decima, and she raised her sword. Netheia flinched, knowing she was utterly defenseless in a way she hadn’t been since the day she was born.

Something tackled Decima, something enormous and gray, slamming her into the wall. A clatter rang out as the sword fell from her hand and hit the ground.

A dog? No. A wolf. But larger than any wolf Netheia had ever seen.

Decima screamed as powerful jaws bit down on her arm. Netheia could only sit there with her mouth hanging open and watch as the wolf dragged Decima away, out of reach of Netheia. Decima struggled to reach her sword, but the wolf did not allow her to take a single step in Netheia’s direction.

The doors slammed open, and several guards rushed in, beckoned by the noise. None of them appeared to know how to react to the scene in front of them. The wolf dragged Decima over to them and released her. Decima tried to bolt past them but didn’t make it more than two steps before one grabbed her. Apparently satisfied, the wolf turned to look at Netheia with familiar golden eyes.

“Klavida?” whispered Netheia.

“Is that your dog?” one of the guards asked.

“I…don’t think that’s a dog,” said another.

“She won’t hurt you,” said Netheia. “She saved me.”

Decima tried to pull herself free, but a low growl from Klavida was enough to make her pause. Her arm was bleeding badly, though not as badly as it would have been if not for her blessing.

“Decima, I’m sorry,” said Netheia. “But it wouldn’t have turned out the way she promised. No matter what we did.”

“I’ll kill you,” said Decima. “Never stop looking behind you because I swear, one day I’ll kill you—”

“All right, that’s enough of that,” said one of the guards firmly.

Netheia watched silently as Decima was pulled from the room. Why didn’t you just run? she wanted to ask, but it was too late now.

The wolf—Klavida—turned to look at Netheia. She stared at her for a moment longer, and her form rippled. She rose on her hind legs and slowly twisted into the familiar shape of a girl.


Chapter Fourteen

KLAVIDA

 

Klavida had thought Netheia looked terrible before, but that was nothing compared to her appearance now. Klavida might have mistaken her for a corpse if not for the fact she was moving.

“Who was that?” she demanded once the guards had left.

“Decima.” Netheia took a shuddering breath. “She’s the one who stabbed me. At the party. Dressed like a paladin. Klavida—you, you transformed!”

Klavida looked down at her hands. They didn’t feel any different than usual, and there was not even the slightest residual ache from the transformation. “I didn’t even mean to; it just happened…”

“Then you were right,” whispered Netheia. “It was all because of me.”

The wolf within her wanted to run. She had felt it before, all her life, but never so acutely. Until today, it had existed out of arm’s reach. Now she felt as though it stood beside her.

But she could not run, not through the streets of Birsgen and certainly not through the halls of the castle. Besides, Netheia needed her.

“Are you injured?” asked Klavida.

“No, she didn’t touch me. But—Klavida—”

“What?”

“You grew up wondering what was wrong with yourself because of me. Because of something I was going to do in twenty years. You weren’t even on the same continent. That’s not fair!”

“I don’t think it’s about fairness.” The woman in her understood Netheia’s unhappiness, but the wolf could not even comprehend the concept of something being fair or unfair. It simply was. “The important thing is you’re safe, and so is the world.”

“You must want something in return.”

“I want to love you. Talcia didn’t select me for this on a whim. You wouldn’t have changed for just anyone. The two of us together—there’s something special about us. You feel it too, don’t you?”

“You should hate me.”

“Well, I don’t. I don’t, and I never will.”

“Don’t say that. You might change your mind later.”

“Stop it.” Klavida reached out to clasp her hand. “I never will. And the moment you’re better, we’ll go to Nalova together.”

 “I can’t leave yet. It’s not finished.”

“What more could there possibly be to do?” asked Klavida.

“The dragons. They don’t know—they’re going to get themselves killed. Reygmadra’s been talking to them too. That’s why—” Netheia closed her eyes. “I need to tell them what she’s like. Esofi will destroy them.”

“You want to go to the Silver Isles?” Klavida could not keep the incredulity from her voice. Netheia did not look as though she’d survive a quick walk from one end of the room to the other, let alone an expedition through the wilderness.

“I have to.”

The doors opened again. It was another guard, and the woman introduced to Klavida as Archpriestess Gertra, of the Temple of Reygmadra. Klavida could not bring herself to trust the woman, but she could not deny that when she looked at Netheia, there was only concern in her face.

“Would you like me wait outside?” Klavida stood up and moved toward the door.

“No.” Netheia turned her gaze to the archpriestess. “Anything you have to say to me can be said in front of Klavida.”

“Very well.” Gertra sat down in the seat Klavida had vacated. “I won’t insult you by asking how you’re feeling.”

“I suppose I ought to thank you. I’ve never been able to reason with her, not even when she was in a good mood. How did you do it?”

“I have found she reacts to fear and anger,” said Gertra. “Remaining calm helps.”

Netheia shook her head softly. “I was always told not to question her at all.”

“Did Seia tell you that?”

A smile appeared at the corner of Netheia’s mouth. “You know her?”

“Yes, we hate each other.”

The two of them laughed together, and Netheia closed her eyes again.

“Seia would have let her kill me,” Netheia whispered. Klavida stepped closer to take her hand, and Netheia’s fingers tightened around hers. “Did you know she was this far gone?” 

“I suspected.” Gertra averted her eyes. “But what could I do? Abandon her when she has given us so much? Ieflaria credits her for our freedom from Xytae, just as Xytae venerates her for everything they have achieved. I still believe her domain is vital to our survival. To stand and fight. But what she asks of us…”

“She doesn’t care about freedom. She wants us to fight. As long as there’s two people left on Inthya, she’ll be turning us against one another. Does she want to see us all dead?”

“I don’t think so. I don’t think she’s thought that far ahead. Not because she is unintelligent, but because she is incapable of it. Her domain has become so narrow, and I think it is only in her nature to change to match.”

“There must be something we can do. Some way to heal her—”

“I do not know. I have not spoken of this to anyone outside the temple for fear it would weaken us even further. We’ve already lost a great deal of influence due to her actions in Xytae. Once word of what happened here gets out…” 

“Do you know what’s wrong with her?” asked Netheia.

Gertra was silent for an uncomfortably long time.

“I…have my suspicions. But we do not speak of it.”

The doors opened again, and Klavida looked up, expecting to see a healer or maybe some more guards. But instead it was Princesses Adale and Esofi with Carinth standing between them. Gertra rose immediately and slipped out the door with nothing more than a nod.

“What happened?” asked Adale. “The guards said someone tried to attack Netheia?”

“One of her old friends from Xytae,” said Klavida. “But we managed to stop her.”

“Her name is Decima,” murmured Netheia. “And I think she killed Ambassador Izeri.”

“I don’t think Netheia is safe here,” Klavida explained. “I’m sure there’s more of them in the castle also dressed as guards. I’d like to get her out of Birsgen altogether.”

“I’m sure you understand that’s impossible,” said Esofi.

“I know, but…” Klavida swallowed. “Netheia says she’s concerned about the dragons. She says she wants to go to the Silver Isles and speak with them.”

“That is also impossible—” 

“She thinks Reygmadra’s the reason they’re acting strangely,” interrupted Klavida. “Reygmadra’s convinced them to attack you because she wanted you to side with Netheia against Ioanna. But she thinks she can talk them out of it.”

“Even if that’s true, she’s in no condition to travel to the Isles,” said Esofi. “More importantly, Ioanna has not granted her permission to leave Birsgen. Furthermore, now we know there’s no threat from Xytae, we are capable of handling the dragons.”

“Of killing them, you mean,” said Klavida.

Esofi’s expression remained calm, but she reached out with one hand to touch Carinth’s wing. “It is not something I enjoy.”

“You don’t have to,” said Klavida. “Netheia can talk to him; she can convince him Reygmadra’s using him! Nobody has to die! Firazeth—that’s his name, isn’t it?”

“How do you know that?” asked Esofi.

“He’s trying to set himself up as a new emperor, isn’t he? Let Netheia speak with him. She can talk him down—she’s been where he is, she can help him.”

“Mage Klavida,” said Adale, “we understand what you’re saying. But Netheia…is not leaving this castle.”

Klavida stared blankly at Adale, uncomprehending.

“Ioanna will decide what happens next,” said Netheia quietly. “She’ll decide if…”

“What?” whispered Klavida. “You mean—”

She did not like the way the princesses were looking at her. Like she was a child they could not bear to disappoint.

“She—she confessed to everything,” Klavida protested weakly. “She put a stop to it. You can’t let—”

“What did you think would happen, Klavida?” asked Netheia, struggling to sit upright. “People are dead because of me. Did you think they’d wave it off because I said I was sorry?”

“No, but it ought to count for something.”

“I’m sorry.” Adale sounded legitimately apologetic. “But this is out of our hands. Ioanna will decide her fate. There’s nothing we can do but give honest testimony when the time comes.”

Klavida turned away, suddenly unable to bear the pitying gazes for a moment longer. The princesses left the room quietly. Once they were gone, Klavida climbed onto the bed beside Netheia.

Transforming was as natural and easy as breathing. The wolf still wanted to run, but Netheia was more important, and so it was equally content to remain there and provide warmth. Netheia’s fingers dug into her fur like a child clinging to a blanket, and soon enough Klavida fell asleep as well.

*

Netheia had many visitors, but they never stayed long. With Klavida in her wolf form, most seemed inclined to believe she was an exceptionally large hunting dog, especially if she lay still and did not make any noise.

She told herself she would transform and assert herself if someone tried to drag her out, but nobody took note of her.

Knight-Commander Glace came to take a confession, and Captain Lehmann came half an hour later to do the same. Klavida expected Netheia to snap at him, but she did not. She relayed her story exactly as she’d told it to Glace, her voice soft and low and emotionless, her fingers twitching into Klavida’s fur.

But mostly, Netheia slept. The wolf was fine with that; the wolf’s instincts said to conserve energy. She did not return to the university. After Decima’s attempt on Netheia’s life, Klavida did not trust anyone but herself to protect her.

She woke to the sound of the door creaking open. The scent that greeted her was not Ingka’s but similar enough that she expected to see her when she opened her eyes. But no, it was not Ingka who entered the room now. This woman was a bit older, and she was a Rhodian, like Princess Esofi.

The woman looked around the room, frowning. She locked eyes with Klavida for a moment, but obviously did not regard her as anything other than a pet. She really did remind Klavida of Ingka. They had no resemblance in face or coloration, but something about the way they held themselves, and their plain black dresses were distinctly similar.

And Klavida could smell the metal hidden in her sleeves.

Klavida jumped off the bed, transforming as she went. She didn’t want another fight, not if she could help it, but there was something strange and secretive about this woman, and she wanted to know what she planned.

The woman did not scream at the sight of Klavida’s transformation, though she did take a few hasty steps backward, and her face showed concern.

“What do you want?” Klavida demanded. “I’ll scream for the guards if—”

“You do not have much time.” She spoke like Ingka too. “You will return to the university and pack your things. Immediately.”

“What? Why?” They wouldn’t go to the trouble of banishing Klavida from Ieflaria, would they? “Who are you?”

“I am Lady Lisette of Diativa. You are going to the Silver Isles.” She crossed her arms across her chest. “And you’re leaving tonight.”

“We…?” Klavida turned back to Netheia, but Netheia appeared equally confused. “But…?”

The door opened again, and Ingka stepped in.

“Mage Klavida, come with me,” she said. “I will escort you to the university to gather your things. Time is of the essence.”

“But—”

“Princess Netheia will be safe in the meantime,” Ingka said. “Lady Lisette is more than capable of protecting her.”

“But—”

“Klavida, go with her,” said Netheia quietly. “There’s no point in sitting here.”

“You’re in no condition to travel!” Klavida protested. But they wouldn’t get another chance like this. “All right. I’ll be quick.”

Netheia nodded. Klavida went to her and leaned down to press a quick kiss to her cheek.

“Be careful,” Klavida whispered.

*

Together with Ingka, Klavida made her way back to the university tower and up to her bedroom. Ingka was utterly uncommunicative, refusing to answer any of her questions with anything beyond “You will see.”

Klavida pulled her traveling bag out from under the bed where she’d stored it on her first day in Birsgen and laid her clothes inside. There wasn’t too much to pack since she hadn’t brought much to start. The only new additions to her wardrobe were the Ieflarian-style robes and the dress Netheia had purchased for her. She left the extra robes behind—perhaps another student would find some use for them, but they’d be too thin to wear in Cilva.

She was packing her notes away when the door opened, and Hreidun walked in.

“What—what are you doing?” she asked. “Klavida! Are you leaving?”

“Yes. I’m sorry. Things are—”

“But why?”

Klavida shook her head. “There’s no time to explain. I’m sorry. But I must go now.”

Hreidun rushed forward and hugged her tightly. When she pulled away, her eyes were bright with tears.

“Don’t be upset,” said Klavida. “Now you have the wardrobe to yourself. I’ll write to you when I make it home safely—and I’ll explain everything in the letter. I promise.”

“I can’t believe you’re leaving. You only just got here!”

“I know. Believe me, I thought I’d be here a lot longer.”

“Will you come back?”

“I have no idea,” Klavida admitted. She could barely imagine what tomorrow held, let alone the next few years. “I hope so. Eventually.”

“Let me gather up the others. We’ll all go out tonight and have one last—”

“No,” said Klavida. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. But I have to go now.”

Hreidun hugged her again.

When Klavida emerged into the hallway once more, Ingka stood there waiting.

“Now what?” asked Klavida. “Back to the castle?”

“No,” said Ingka. “Follow me.”

*

Klavida had heard about Lady Mireille’s school, located outside Birsgen’s walls, but she had never visited until now. When she stepped out of the carriage, she saw a small house on a large, open piece of land, all lined with a low stone wall.

Only a single dragon stood on the property, but it was the largest she’d ever seen in her life, larger than the house it stood beside. A woman stood beside the dragon—Lady Mireille herself. She smiled brightly as Klavida and Ingka approached.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” said Mireille. “This is Releth. She’s Etheriet’s sister. And she’s going to take you and Princess Netheia to the Silver Isles.”

“Oh.” Klavida looked up at Releth. The dragon lowered her head to sniff at her, and Klavida stood as still as she could manage, trying not to stare openly at Releth’s enormous silver claws.

“Princess Netheia is already here,” Mireille explained. “I sent her inside to rest, since—”

“She’s in a delicate condition,” agreed Klavida. “That’s why I’m worried about this journey. I know she’ll never agree to wait a few more days—if that’s even possible. But I don’t want her to injure herself permanently.”

“Unfortunately, there’s no time to waste. I’m sure they already know Netheia is missing. You need to leave now or not at all.”

“Who arranged all this?” asked Klavida.

“Help me lift this,” instructed Lady Mireille, walking over to the stone fence. An enormous leather creation rested over the middle. 

“What is it?” asked Klavida.

“A saddle. For a dragon,” explained Lady Mireille. “See the straps? It can be fitted to any dragon about Releth’s size. It’s easier for all of us—I can stay in the air for longer, and they don’t have to worry about me falling into the ocean.”

“Will we both fit?” asked Klavida, but even from a casual glance, she could tell there was more than enough room for two people to sit comfortably. And even if Netheia fell asleep or fainted, she could see long straps that would bind their legs to Releth’s side.

“Help me lift it,” said Lady Mireille. “I can do the straps. I just can’t get it off the ground myself.”

That, at least, was something Klavida had no trouble with. The saddle was placed onto Releth’s back easily, and Mireille went around buckling everything into place while Klavida followed her around anxiously.

“How long will it take to reach the Isles?” she asked.

“We will fly to the coast and rest for the night,” said Releth. “In the morning, we will continue our flight to the Isles. It should not take more than a day.”

“And then what?” asked Klavida, turning to Mireille. “Are we supposed to stay on the Isles for the rest of our lives?”

Lady Mireille bit her lower lip. “You should go inside. Netheia’s waiting for you. We’ll explain everything.”

Inside, the ceiling was higher than usual, and the doorways were wider as well. There was less furniture than she’d expected, but she found Princess Netheia in a parlor, wrapped in a blanket, her eyes closed. Sitting beside her was Princess Adale.

“Oh,” said Klavida.

“Glad you could make it,” said Adale. “Are you ready to leave?”

“I…suppose so.” She swallowed. “I wasn’t expecting to see you here. I thought…”

“Esofi has not killed a dragon in over a decade,” said Adale. “Though not from lack of ability. We’re all sure she could handle Firazeth if it came to that, but it pains her to kill them. And we all hate to see her suffer.”

“That’s why you’re doing this?” asked Klavida.

“Lisette and I came to Ieflaria with Princess Esofi fifteen years ago,” said Mireille from behind her. “We like to think we’re more loyal to her than anyone else at court. She’ll be angry at us for a day or two when she learns about this, but it will be worth it in the end.”

“Assuming Netheia is successful in convincing Firazeth to stand down, what are we meant to do afterwards?” asked Klavida. “We obviously can’t return to Ieflaria.”

“Ingka gave us the impression that you were planning to go to Cilva,” said Adale. “If you succeed, there will be transport for you.”

“And if we fail?”

Adale laced her fingers together. “If you fail, I don’t think it will matter very much.”

*

Releth was significantly larger than Carinth and Etheriet, and there was more than enough room on her back to fit both girls comfortably. Klavida climbed up first, and Lady Mireille showed her how to buckle her legs to the saddle so she would not fall, no matter how Releth maneuvered. The seat was surprisingly comfortable, though Klavida supposed she ought to have expected that given Releth’s most frequent passengers were noblewomen.

Once Klavida was safely in place, Netheia climbed up and sat in front of her. Again, Lady Mireille helped her strap her legs to the saddle. Netheia was still uncharacteristically quiet, but Klavida supposed she shouldn’t expect anything else. She could not imagine losing her own blessing, especially now that she could fully transform.

There were no reins—unsurprisingly, for Releth was not an animal in need of direction. Unfortunately, that also meant there was nothing to hold on to. When Releth took to the air, dashing to pick up speed and simply flinging herself into the sky, wings beating frantically, Netheia made a soft noise and pressed closer into Klavida’s chest, and even Klavida could not help but squeeze her own eyes shut.

But then they were in the sky, and Klavida opened her eyes again. Releth flew evenly, keeping at a consistent attitude, and though the wind rushed past, Klavida could tell this was nowhere near her highest speed.

After some time, Klavida grew somewhat accustomed to the sensation of flying. She risked a few quick glimpses downward at the countryside. The farms outside the city looked like patches on a quilt, occasionally streaked with blue as a river or stream wound through. She did not urge Netheia to look down and enjoy the sight though. She was already feeling ill enough, and Klavida remembered how much she’d disliked riding on Carinth’s back.

Netheia slept for most of the journey, and Klavida did her best not to jostle her. Curled against Klavida’s chest, she worried Netheia might be stiff and cramped when they landed, but she liked the nearness and knowing Netheia would not be too cold.

*

True to Releth’s word, they reached the coast that evening. In her saddlebags were everything they needed to make a modest camp for the night, and they set off again the next morning.

Flying over the sea was so much worse than flying over land. The dark winter sea churned below them, and Klavida did her best not to look directly at it. She knew she had a better chance of surviving a fall into the sea than she would have if they were over land, but it still unsettled her. She hadn’t enjoyed the voyage across the Winter Strait either—the wolf in her simply did not like the sea.

Netheia drifted in and out of sleep as they flew, but her breathing and heartbeat remained steady. Terrible as she looked, she would not die. They did not speak except when Klavida offered her water.

When the sun was directly overhead, Klavida caught her first glimpse of islands rising out of the waves. They varied wildly in size—some were so small they might have been stones, but some were large. The largest of them all appeared taller than it was wide, with enormous mountains cutting into the clouds. Klavida sat up straighter, and Releth must have sensed this because she called back to her.

“We will land on the largest island. Most of us live there, especially in the colder months.”

Netheia shifted, and her breathing pattern changed, so Klavida could tell she was awake.

As they approached the largest island, Klavida gazed down at the gray beaches below. Where they ended, a lush forest began and rose into verdant mountains. Klavida could only imagine what sorts of creatures lived in these woods, how much there was to research and write down. Perhaps she would be able to spend some time exploring? But no, that would mean leaving Netheia alone, and Klavida would never forgive herself if something went wrong in her absence. The Isles would have to wait.

They flew past the shoreline, upward into the towering mountains. The air was colder here, and Releth appeared to be picking up speed, though Klavida was not sure if that was to warm herself or because she was eager to be home.

Finally, Releth pulled her wings in and landed in a large clearing—but the clearing was not empty. Several dragons were gathered there, and they were all Releth’s size. Klavida knew they would not harm her, but the sight of them made her heart freeze, nevertheless. She hurried to unstrap her legs from the saddle, but her hands shook, and she fumbled with the buckles.

Once free, she jumped down to the ground and undid Netheia’s ties as well.

“Are you all right?” Klavida asked as she helped Netheia to the ground. Netheia nodded wordlessly, which she supposed was about as good as could be expected. She turned to look at the other dragons, who were drawing nearer.

The unhurried, deliberately careful way the dragons moved reminded Klavida of her own family. She understood immediately—better to be overly cautious than accidentally instigate a fight.

One of the dragons said something in a language Klavida had never heard before, and Releth responded in kind. Klavida glanced at Releth’s saddlebags, which held all her things including her papers. She wanted to begin taking down notes, but that would be unbelievably rude. The dragons were not animals to study.

“Is Firazeth here?” Klavida asked instead, surveying the gathered dragons and trying to determine which, if any, seemed most aggressive.

“No, but he will come once he hears I have returned,” said Releth. “I do not think you will have long to wait. He dislikes being challenged. Ivanedi was the only one who could keep him under control, but with his loss…”

“Was Firazeth responsible for his death?” asked Klavida.

“No, though I understand why you might think so. But Ivanedi was old, and he often dreamed of Dia Asteria.” Releth paused, and Klavida could tell she was struggling for the correct words. “I am glad he did not have to endure another winter.”

“Has he spoken at all of Reygmadra?” Netheia asked.

“No. Or at least, not that I’ve heard. You believe she is influencing him?”

“I know she is,” said Netheia grimly. “She told me so herself.”

“We respect Reygmadra as we respect all our mother’s siblings, but we do not worship her,” said Releth. “There has never been any need. What would she want with us?”

“She’s losing worshippers among Men. She might be trying to make up for that. And if she was able to provoke a war between us, she would have support from both sides.” Netheia sighed. “I have no idea who or what she is anymore.”

True to Releth’s assessment, they did not have long to wait. Within an hour, a new dragon approached the clearing, and many of the others left the moment they caught sight of him in the sky, long before he even came in for a landing. 

Firazeth was larger than Releth, though not by too much—and not nearly as large as Klavida had been expecting from an aspiring emperor. His scales were a striking shade of sapphire, nothing like Carinth’s storm-cloud blue, and when he looked at Klavida and Netheia, she saw his eyes were as golden as Klavida’s own.

Klavida moved to step in front of Netheia protectively, but apparently Netheia had the exact same thought because they collided with one another. Klavida fought down her urge to scold Netheia and stepped aside, knowing it would be a bad idea if Firazeth decided she was weak.

Even now, Klavida could tell Firazeth observed Netheia’s small, unsteady footsteps. From the way he narrowed his eyes, he knew something was not quite right about her.

“When I was told a Man wished to speak to me, I was curious,” he said. “But I did not think it would be one so frail.”

Klavida bristled, ready to shout at him on Netheia’s behalf. But this time, it was Netheia who reached out and put a calming hand on her shoulder.

“I used to be stronger,” said Netheia. “Would you like to know what happened to me?”

Firazeth did not appear to know how to respond.

“Reygmadra has spoken to you, hasn’t she?” asked Netheia. “She’s spoken to me too. She was hoping the Ieflarians would fight you and leave themselves vulnerable to Xytae.”

Firazeth’s eyes narrowed. “No. She intended for the Ieflarians to fight the Xytans, so we could strike while they were weakened.”

“She lied to you,” whispered Netheia. “Or maybe she lied to me. I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore. But I do know neither of us mean anything to her.”

“Why should I trust you?” demanded Firazeth. “Why should I believe you are not here on behalf of the Ieflarians?”

“I was given Reygmadra’s blessing on the day I was born,” said Netheia. “I—I loved her. I would have died for her. But she doesn’t love us in return. I realized Reygmadra’s plans would only result in death and pain, and so I refused to carry them out. As punishment, she took my blessing away. And now there’s a hole in my heart. But I’ve come here to warn you she will never stop pushing. Nothing you do will ever be enough. Even if you manage to conquer the entire world, she’ll turn your own subjects against you. She needs us to fight even if there’s no reason for it. And she won’t stop until we’re all dead. She almost succeeded in Xytae. She’ll do the same thing to you—assuming Princess Esofi doesn’t kill you easily.”

“Why do you care?” demanded Firazeth.

“Why shouldn’t I?”

They both stared at each other. Netheia took a deep breath.

“Princess Esofi will kill you. And she’ll kill anyone else you send against her. Things in Ieflaria are different now. When Zethe was alive, they had hardly any battlemages. Now they have—” Netheia looked at Klavida for help. “I don’t know how many. But more than enough to handle you. If you don’t care about your own life, at least think of the others.”

“I don’t see why I should listen to a word you say if you have behaved so dishonorably that Reygmadra revoked your blessing—”

“She nearly destroyed my homeland!” cried Netheia. “Surely you know Xytae’s reputation. My people have venerated her above all others for as long as we have existed! Why would I turn against her?”

“I do not claim to understand Men.”

“We’re not too different from each other. I wanted to be an empress too. When my father died, I thought I was protecting our homeland from my sister. But I was wrong. If I’d succeeded, history would remember me as a monster. What happened to the last dragon who called himself an emperor?”

Firazeth appeared to be considering this, but Klavida could tell he was still not convinced. Perhaps she ought to say something? Would she be more or less credible than Netheia?

Dull pain blossomed at the base of Klavida’s skull, and she staggered forward as the world went black. When the light returned, she found herself facedown in the soft grass. She tried to move, but her arms and legs were so heavy and uncooperative. 

“What is wrong with you?” That was Netheia’s voice somewhere above her head. Klavida turned—slowly, painstakingly—to look at her, only to realize Netheia hadn’t been speaking to Klavida at all. She spoke to the woman standing behind her, the one with tangled hair and cracked armor.

“How is it that you’re worse today than you were yesterday?” Netheia cried, her voice nearly breaking. “How much more awful do you plan to be?”

“Stop screaming. I cannot kill her,” said Reygmadra. “Just as I could not kill your sister. You must finish it yourself. And in return, I will give you back your blessing.”

“I don’t want it!” yelled Netheia. “I don’t want your magic or your empire—I don’t want anything of yours!”

“Then you force my hand. Iulia will be Xytae’s next empress.”

“You leave her alone!” cried Netheia. “If you go near her—if you so much as speak to her—”

“What?” Reygmadra’s smile widened. “What will you do? I want to hear it. I haven’t laughed in such a long time.”

To Klavida’s surprise, Firazeth intervened. He set one enormous clawed hand between the girls and Reygmadra. “Enough of this,” he said. “I have listened to your words because you acknowledge my pain when our own mother does not, but now I think my trust was misplaced.”

“Do not listen to anything she says.” Reygmadra’s voice turned oddly soothing. “Her blessing was revoked for a reason, and now she is trying to turn you against me out of spite.”

“Do you often ask your followers to slay their own mates?” asked Firazeth.

“What?” Reygmadra appeared legitimately uncertain. “That was only—you must not concern yourself with—” She paused, rallied, and when she spoke once more, her voice was authoritative and dismissive again. “Do you wish to be an emperor or not? Do you wish to rid your homeland of Men or allow it to be further overrun?”

“You cannot expect me to forget what I just witnessed,” said Firazeth. “I trust the evidence of my eyes and ears over anything Men—or their gods—have to say. If I am meant to be an emperor, I will find my own path to it as my predecessors have. I offer you my prayers no longer, nor will anyone else on the Isles once they learn of this.”

“You foolish, ungrateful—” began Reygmadra, but Firazeth was already moving. He took a few steps backward and unfurled his wings. Netheia and Klavida moved together instinctively, raising their arms to shield themselves from the dirt and pine needles that rose into the air as the would-be emperor launched himself into the air and departed.

Klavida looked at Reygmadra. She knew she had no chance of beating her in a fight, but Reygmadra had said she couldn’t kill Klavida, hadn’t she? Klavida had no idea why that might be, but perhaps they could use that to their advantage—maybe Klavida could hold her off while Netheia ran to safety.

But Reygmadra did not attack. Instead, she brought her hands up to hold her sides in an uncharacteristically vulnerable gesture. She looked around at the forest with wide, confused eyes.

“Where am I?” she asked faintly.

Klavida and Netheia exchanged baffled looks. Neither answered immediately, but after a long, uncomfortable moment of staring, Netheia said, “We’re on the Silver Isles.”

Judging from the expression on Reygmadra’s face, this had not been useful information.

“Do you need help?” asked Klavida gently.

“I don’t remember.” Reygmadra continued to regard their surroundings as though she’d never seen them before. She turned abruptly and wandered off into the trees.

“She’s not usually like this, is she?” Klavida asked Netheia.

“No!”

Fortunately, Reygmadra did not move quickly or purposefully, and so Klavida and Netheia caught up with her easily. Netheia took her by the arm and held on tightly.

“Do you remember me?” asked Netheia. “Do you know who I am?”

“No.”

“Do you know who you are?”

Reygmadra pressed her hand to her eyes. “You tell me. Those are the rules. You choose my name. I remember that much. Where am I?”

“The Silver Isles,” said Klavida.

“No—the world. What is this world called?”

“Inthya.”

Reygmadra dragged her hand down her face. “The worst one yet.”

“What’s so bad about it?” Klavida asked.

Reygmadra was silent for so long that Klavida thought she might not answer at all. Then she said, “I used to be so powerful. When we first started, I could make Men fight over anything—anything at all. They would fight for land, for things, for ideas. I could even make them fight because they were different colors. Because they loved differently. Because they worshipped differently. No matter how small the reason.”

“When was this?” asked Netheia, puzzled.

“Worlds ago. So many worlds ago. But they ended, one by one. And whenever it came time to build a new one, we made changes. Learning from our mistakes, they said. I found more reasons to make you hate each other, to replace the ones I’d lost. And then it would end, and we’d make more changes, and my new reasons would be taken away. I shouldn’t have to exist like this, but she won’t let me go.”

“Who won’t?” asked Netheia.

Reygmadra stilled. A pair of slender arms had wrapped themselves around her midsection, and Klavida could see a head of dark hair over her shoulder. Someone stood behind her.

“You’re right,” said a new voice. “I won’t.”

It was the same priestess of Dayluue that Klavida had encountered before her meeting with Princess Esofi, but instead of a priestess’s robe, she wore an elegant dress. Her hands glowed with red-violet light, and Klavida watched as the magic seeped into Reygmadra’s body. As it did, the soft confusion on Reygmadra’s face gave way to annoyance.

“It is inevitable.” Reygmadra pulled free of Dayluue’s hands.

“It’s not,” said Dayluue. “So long as I exist, you will exist.”

Reygmadra gave a bitter laugh. “Then how am I any different from the parasites clawing at Asterium’s walls?”

“I don’t love them. Reygmadra, please. Please. You must take a new domain. You can’t go on like this!”

“Then let me go.”

“No!”

“There is no place for me in this world.”

“Pride!” Dayluue said hotly. “That ought to be your domain. You’d allow yourself to fade out rather than admit—”

“I cannot change what I am!”

“Yes, you can!”

“Enough!” Reygmadra spun to face her. “You know this is your fault! You know what you’re meant to do!”

“It doesn’t have to be that way!” cried Dayluue.

“Yes, we’re doing a wonderful job of proving them wrong,” said Reygmadra sardonically. “How many more worlds do we have to lose before you’ll admit this is impossible?”

“What are you talking about?” asked Klavida. Her heart sank as both goddesses turned to look at her. She shouldn’t have reminded them of her presence. She had no right to interrupt this.

“How many children does a rabbit have?” Reygmadra asked her. “Hundreds? Thousands? Our parents are similar. They had many, many children. And why?”

“Stop!” cried Dayluue. “They don’t need to hear—”

“Because only one is meant to survive to adulthood!” said Reygmadra. “The winner is the one who devours the rest! She should have won ten thousand worlds ago, but she refuses—”

“Yes, I refuse!” Dayluue shouted. “I will grow to adulthood on my own terms, and I will bring the ones I love with me! I don’t care if it takes another ten thousand worlds to grow strong enough! I don’t care if it takes a million!”

Back in Cilva, the archmages sometimes discussed strange concepts nobody completely understood—ideas of magic, of energy, of the nature of the world. Klavida had always suspected none of it meant anything, and it was another part of the ongoing competition to seem like the most intelligent person in the room. This conversation reminded her of that, but with significantly more credibility.

Dayluue lowered her hands and looked at Netheia and Klavida.

“You’re frightening them,” she said to Reygmadra.

“I’m frightening them?” Reygmadra repeated, incredulous. “As though you haven’t orchestrated every single—”

“We should discuss this elsewhere,” interrupted Dayluue. “Come to Vanya with me.”

“No!” Reygmadra took a hasty step backward as though she expected Dayluue to drag her off to her plane. “No. This is only—this is only temporary. I’ll take back Xytae. And when I do—”

“How many more times must we play this game?” asked Dayluue. “We can fight for Iulia if you’d like, but aren’t you tired of losing? Wouldn’t you prefer to rest?”

Reygmadra stared at Dayluue for a moment longer, and her shoulders slumped. “At least it’s nearly over.”

Dayluue’s eyes narrowed, her beautiful face twisted. “It is not.”

Reygmadra laughed bitterly, took a step backward, and vanished. The forest was silent once more. Klavida reached for Netheia’s hand as Dayluue turned to look at them.

“I’m sorry you had to hear that. I will remove your memories of the past few minutes so they cannot cause you any more distress.” She raised a hand glowing with red-violet light. Klavida and Netheia both jumped backward and shouted in alarm, and Dayluue lowered her hand slowly, obviously reconsidering.

“We won’t tell anyone!” cried Klavida. “Netheia?”

Netheia nodded rapidly. 

“You’re not supposed to know,” Dayluue said, but her voice turned thoughtful. “I suppose after everything you’ve endured, you deserve to keep the knowledge if that’s what you want.”

“It is!” said Klavida. Terrifying as it all was—incomprehensible as it all was—Klavida did not want her mind tampered with even if Dayluue’s intentions were benevolent. 

The last of the light faded from Dayluue’s fingertips, and Klavida’s breathing return to normal.

“Is there anything we can do?” asked Klavida. 

Dayluue smiled at her in a way that reminded her of a mother smiling at a precocious child or perhaps a kitten tangled in ribbons, and hot embarrassment rose in Klavida’s stomach for even having the audacity to ask.

“Your part is done,” said Dayluue. “Try not to dwell on this.”

“What about Iulia? Is she safe?” asked Netheia.

“I don’t think Reygmadra will find her to be a suitable champion. She lacks the correct disposition. But if the worst happens, I will be there to turn her away from it, just as I did here. And I will not have to travel nearly so far to find her a suitable match.”

The concern on Netheia’s face gave way to indignation, and Dayluue’s smile turned to pearls of laughter. It was a beautiful, lyrical sound, and Klavida thought it unfair that anyone, goddess or otherwise, should be so enchanting.

“There’s a ship waiting for you below,” said Dayluue. “I think it’s time you went home.”

*

Ioanna,

I hope this letter reaches you in time for you to still sense the absence of any lies on it, but if not, I expect you won’t have a difficult time confirming my story. Please do not be angry with the Ieflarians—they are very kind people, and nearly everything that happened was my doing, not theirs.

Over the last few months, my desire to rule Xytae has waned considerably, and I don’t think I’d take the throne even if it was offered to me freely now. But I’ve spent my entire life thinking of myself as a future empress. With that possibility gone, I have no idea who I’m meant to be, or if I’m meant to be anything at all.

Before I left home, you said you wished for us to be allies. I do not know if that offer still stands. If it does, perhaps someday I will return to Xyuluthe—though when I do, I expect I will be someone different. I don’t know who, yet. I will let you know when I find out.

Your sister,

Netheia

 

Klavida could not read the letter, for it had been written in the Xytan language, but Netheia translated it aloud for her. The rocking of the ship left her too sick to do more than nod and say it sounded earnest, and Ioanna would surely realize it was true even if it arrived too late for her to use her blessing on it.

Netheia still had more letters to write—one for her grandmother, and one for Iulia—and Klavida drifted in and out of nauseous sleep while she worked. Apparently, there would be no letter for her mother, the former empress consort.

The cabin they were assigned was beautiful, but Klavida could not appreciate it when she was so terribly sick. The wolf in her wanted to leap overboard and take her chances with the ocean.

When they reached Veravin’s shores, Klavida was the first off the ship, swearing that she would never sail again even if it meant she would be confined to Siabaeld for the rest of her days. Deep down, she knew that was not true now she’d had a taste of everything the world had to offer, but it would be a while before she left home again.

Veravin could hardly be called home, but it was a great deal nearer to it than Ieflaria or the Isles. Once the last of her seasickness wore off, Klavida found herself downright giddy at the thought she would soon be back with her family. Netheia, by contrast, was quiet and pensive, no matter how many beautiful sights Klavida showed her.

No marker separated the border between Veravin and Cilva, but the carriage driver pointed it out to them as they passed. They could not take a carriage to Nalova at this time of year and had to travel by sleigh.

To pass the time on the road, Klavida told Netheia every story she could recall, trying to coax a smile from her. But Netheia remained quieter than ever, obviously anxious about meeting Klavida’s family no matter how many times Klavida promised they’d be happy to meet her.

Then, one night, Netheia shook Klavida awake. 

“The sky looks strange,” she whispered. “I think something’s wrong.”

Klavida staggered out of bed and went to the window. She tilted her face upward. Colorful streaks of light shifted through the sky.

“What is that?” Netheia whispered.

“The aurora. It’s common this far north, especially at this time of year. You’ve never seen it?”

Netheia shook her head and pressed in closer to Klavida’s chest.

“I don’t know what exactly causes it, but it’s meant to happen,” said Klavida. “It’s nothing to be afraid of.”

*

When the manor finally came into sight, Klavida had to stop herself from leaping out of the sleigh and running toward it—if not for the blankets covering them, she might have done it anyway. The driver pulled to a halt soon anyway, for his horses were beginning to show signs of anxiety and doubtless he knew many of the families in this region spent most of their time as wolves.

A young woman stood outside the manor with a large basket under her arm, likely gathering the last of the year’s herbs. She turned to look at the sleigh in confusion. Strangers seldom called on the manor.

Klavida forgot about Netheia and jumped out of the sleigh, breaking into a run. And as she ran, she transformed, falling forward into the wolf shape, so when she collided with Raisa, she knocked her off her feet.

Raisa screamed with laughter as they crashed into the snow together. The noise brought Innya running to the door, followed by several cousins, and soon the yard was filled with laughter and shouting, which only increased when Klavida shifted out of the wolf shape.

A new woman appeared in the doorway. She regarded the chaos with confusion at first, but when her eyes landed on Klavida, she rushed forward to embrace her.

 “You didn’t say you were coming back!” cried her mother, hugging her so tightly that Klavida thought her spine might snap. “Oh, if I’d known, I’d have prepared—”

“I didn’t know.” Klavida shook her head. “It all happened very quickly. I’ll tell you the whole story—” She looked back at Netheia, still climbing out of the sleigh. “Wait. Let me—”

“Who is this, Klavida?”

“Her name is Netheia. She’s…important to me. I would not have repaired my blessing without her help. I was hoping she could stay with us for a while. She has nowhere else to go.”

Klavida did not have to carry her own bags inside as there was no shortage of eager, shouting cousins to do the work. Netheia stood back as they unloaded everything from the sleigh, obviously overwhelmed, and looked up at the manor house.

“It’s larger than I expected,” she murmured.

“I told you there’s sixteen of us here,” said Klavida. “I know it might be…a lot. At first. But it is nice. Let’s go inside. I know you must be cold.”

Klavida’s mother, Asya, ushered them into the kitchen and put an ancient iron kettle on the fire for tea. The younger cousins were sent out on various errands to get them out from underfoot, and so Klavida and Netheia were able to sit at the table in relative peace as they waited for the water to boil.

“What did you say your name was, dear? Netheia?” Asya took some heavy earthenware mugs down from the shelves.

“Yes.”

“Netheia, Netheia—that’s not an Ieflarian name, is it? Where are you from?”

“Xytae,” said Netheia, glancing over at Klavida, but Klavida only shrugged. She had no idea how to handle this either. “Xyuluthe.”

“Oh, no!” said Innya. “You’re going to die of boredom out here!”

“We won’t,” insisted Klavida. “We’ve both had enough of cities, for now. And Netheia is going to be helping me with my research.”

“Ah, my star, aren’t you done with that?” Asya set the mugs down in front of them. “I thought that was only to keep the university mages happy.”

“It was, at first. But there’s real work that needs to be done, and I’m the best one to do it. Most of our cousins run from ordinary Men. The dragons knew what I was immediately, and they trusted me. Even before I was able to transform.”

Asya sighed heavily, but she did not argue. She turned her eyes back to Netheia. “Were you studying at the university as well?” she asked.

“No,” said Netheia. “I was staying at the castle.”

“Staying at the…” Asya’s voice trailed off into nothing, but Klavida could see the little muscles in her forehead twitch.

“Mother,” said Klavida, deciding to get it all over with immediately, “this is Netheia Isinthi.”

Her mother was silent, and so were her sisters. Her father, when he arrived, would not be silent, not unless she won Asya over now.

“She helped me unlock my blessing,” Klavida said with as much force as she could muster. “If not for her, I’d still be in Birsgen researching.”

“Then we all owe you our thanks,” Asya met Netheia’s eyes. “How did you do it?”

“It’s a long story,” murmured Netheia. “And—I can’t take credit for all of it.”

“I’ll explain everything tonight around the fire when everyone is here,” promised Klavida. “I don’t want to have to tell the story a hundred times.”

“How long will you be staying in Nalova…Princess Netheia?” Asya hesitated as she asked.

“Just Netheia,” she murmured. “And I don’t know. As long as you’ll allow it.”

Klavida reached over to squeeze Netheia’s hand reassuringly. “Nobody will send you away,” she said. “I want you here with me.”

*

The chaos in the yard was nothing compared to what ensued when news spread of Klavida’s return. Her father and grandparents, who had been out hunting when the sleigh arrived, burst into the manor shouting her name, and Klavida ran to them, transforming in the same way she had with Raisa.

As the sun set, a fire was laid in the great hall, and meat brought in for roasting. It was exactly as she’d remembered so many times in Ieflaria. Normally, her mother or one of their grandparents would tell a story—though everyone agreed Asya did it best—but tonight everyone expected to hear from Klavida. Nobody in the family had ever left Cilva before, let alone the entire continent.

Klavida relayed as much of her journey to them as she could, describing the Ieflarian university and her meeting with Netheia. The whole time, Netheia sat pressed beside her, silent, watching everyone as though she expected to be ordered off the property for her actions at any moment. But Klavida’s family regarded her with good-natured curiosity, not aggression.

As she reached the end of the story, Klavida left out their final confrontation with Reygmadra and Dayluue, describing only the dragon’s would-be emperor. She was not ready to speak of what else she had heard on the Isles, that tiny moment of something unfathomable.

Normally, her family would stay up late, but Klavida was exhausted from the journey and wanted to be in her own bed again. Furthermore, she wanted to speak with Netheia privately, to make sure she was happy. Bidding everyone good night—which took some time since everyone needed a personal hug—she and Netheia departed.

Klavida’s bedroom was exactly as she had left it, neatly organized, shelves filled with pages of notes and drawings. Netheia looked around at everything, but Klavida could not tell what she was thinking.

“How are you feeling?” Klavida asked.

“Tired. More tired than I’ve ever been, I think.”

“Everyone’s been nice so far, haven’t they?”

“Yes. Very much so. It will take some getting used to.” A smile pulled at one corner of Netheia’s mouth. “I keep thinking they must want something from me. And then I remember I’m not in Xyuluthe anymore.”

Klavida slipped her hand into Netheia’s. “You’re not. Everything you see here is real. Even kindness.”

“Still, I’m sure they’d rather see you with another hunter.” 

“The other hunters had their chance.” Klavida smiled at her. “And none of them are anything like you.”

“I can’t tell if that’s a compliment or not,” teased Netheia.

Klavida pushed Netheia with enough force to knock her onto the bed. Laughing, Netheia reached for her, grabbing Klavida’s shoulders. But instead of trying to throw her, as she had at the pond, she pulled Klavida closer for a kiss.

*

Klavida dreamed of wandering through a moonlit forest, bare feet crunching dry leaves and early frosts. She moved in no particular direction until she came to the edge of a cliff. The drop was impressive, but the view even more so. Klavida rested one hand on a tree and stared up at the starry sky, the full moon.

“I think I owe you an apology,” said a voice from behind her.

Klavida turned to look at the woman. She had never seen her before in her life. She knew her in a moment.

“It’s—it’s not—” stammered Klavida. “It’s no trouble—I understand why you did it—”

“I appreciate the sentiment, but I always pay my debts.” The woman gave her a brief smile. Klavida opened her mouth to object, but Talcia added, “At least hear what I’m offering before you send me away.”

“A—all right,” said Klavida.

“You have your magic, and you have the wolf. But I can offer you more. A more powerful blessing, perhaps?”

“You know that is not what I want,” whispered Klavida. “I don’t seek power.”

“No,” agreed Talcia. “Admirable, but it makes it difficult to reward you.”

Something flew past the silver moon. It might have been a swan, but it could have just as easily been a goose. Klavida turned to look, but it was gone too quickly to see.

“Is that what you want?” asked Talcia. “It is Nara’s blessing, but she would grant me the favor.”

“No.” Wonderful as it would be to fly, she could not accept. She was a wolf just as surely as she was a woman. Besides, Klavida knew she could not carry blessings from Talcia and Nara simultaneously. She would have to sacrifice one for the other.

“Can I ask for a blessing for someone else?” asked Klavida.

“For Netheia Isinthi?” Talcia’s expression was difficult to read.

“I suppose I can’t make that choice for her.” But already Klavida’s mind provided her with images of running beneath the silver moon alongside Netheia, two wolves roaming the world together, discovering the secrets of their shy cousins. “I would need to ask first.”

Talcia smiled and turned to look back into the moonlit woods. A new figure moved through the trees, slow and dreamlike. She walked an aimless, meandering path, hands brushing lightly over withered trees and night-blooming flowers.

“Ask her,” said Talcia.
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