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Gate to Kandrith


By Nicole Luiken


Sarathena Remillus, daughter of the newly elected Primus of the Republic of Temboria, has been given a mission: discover the secret of slave magic. Anxious to escape the corruption and treachery of the capital, Sara welcomes the chance to finally prove herself far away in Kandrith, the tiny nation of former slaves.


Accompanying her on the journey is Lance, a Kandrithan to whom Sara owes her life. Lance despises the nobility, and is determined to resist his desire for Sara, despite her attempts to entice him into divulging the secret of his magic.


Soon their travels become fraught with peril, and Sara discovers she’s fallen victim to the ultimate betrayal. To end a war between two nations, she will have to make the ultimate sacrifice…
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Dear Reader,


It’s hard to get excited about the month of March. The weather in this part of the world isn’t quite spring, and if it’s still cold, can make a long winter feel even longer. There are no fun holidays to look forward to except the green beer, corned beef and cabbage of St. Patrick’s Day, and the school season is at a point where the kids are starting to whine about having to wake up in the morning and go.


That’s why I’m excited about our 2012 March releases at Carina Press. The variety and excellence of the stories give us a reason to anticipate and enjoy the month of March! The rich diversity of these books promises a fantastic reading month at Carina.


Kicking off the month is mystery author Shirley Wells, returning with her popular Dylan Scott Mystery series. Joining her book Silent Witness at the beginning of March is BDSM erotic romance Forbidden Fantasies by Jodie Griffin; Christine Danse’s paranormal romance Beauty in the Beast; and a romantic steampunk gothic horror that’s like no steampunk you’ve ever read, Heart of Perdition by Selah March.


Later in the month, fans of Cindy Spencer Pape will be glad to see her return with another paranormal romance installment, Motor City Mage, while Janis Susan May returns with another creepy gothic mystery, Inheritance of Shadows. Historical romance lovers will be more than pleased with A Kiss in the Wind, Jennifer Bray-Weber’s inaugural Carina Press release.


I expect new Carina Press authors Joan Kilby, Gillian Archer and Nicole Luiken will gain faithful followings with their books: Gentlemen Prefer Nerds, an entertaining contemporary romance; Wicked Weekend, a sexy and sweet BDSM erotic romance; and Gate to Kandrith, the first of a fantasy duology that features wonderful world-building. Meanwhile, returning Carina authors Robert Appleton and Carol Stephenson do what they do best: continue to capture readers’ imaginations. Grab a copy of science-fiction space opera Alien Velocity and hot romantic suspense Her Dark Protector.


Rounding out the month, we have an entire week of releases from some of today’s hottest authors in m/m romance, as well as some newcomers to the genre. Ava March kicks off her entertaining and hot m/m historical romance trilogy with Brook Street: Thief. Look for the other two books in the trilogy, Brook Street: Fortune Hunter and Brook Street: Rogue, in April and May 2012. Erastes, who can always be counted on to deliver a compelling, well-researched historical, gives us m/m paranormal historical romance A Brush with Darkness, and science-fiction author Kim Knox makes her debut in the m/m genre with her sci-fi romance Bitter Harvest. KC Burn gives us the stunning m/m contemporary romance First Time, Forever. Joining them are new Carina Press authors Dev Bentham, with a sweet, heartfelt m/m romance, Moving in Rhythm, and Larry Benjamin with his terrific debut novel, m/m romance What Binds Us.


As you can see, March comes in like a lion but will not go out like a lamb. All month long we offer powerful stories from our talented authors. I hope you enjoy them as much as we have!


We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.


Happy reading!


~Angela James



Executive Editor, Carina Press


www.carinapress.com


www.twitter.com/carinapress


www.facebook.com/carinapress
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Chapter One



Almost time.

Sara’s stomach compressed into a hard knot as the tall, cadaverous high priest of Nir, the God of War, strode in to the banquet hall.

Seeking reassurance, Sara touched the crossbow she’d secretly had mounted to the underside of the head table. Hidden by the blue tablecloth, her fingers found the crossbow bolt she’d loaded, the cord she’d cranked back still taut, ready to fire as soon as she gave a hard pull on the lever.

Her mouth felt as dry as the desert. The circular hall’s white dome seemed to press down on her as if she were an insect trapped under a bowl. Eight long tables radiated out from the head table’s dais in the middle, each seating two hundred men and women. The rise and fall of so many people talking battered her ears like a sea of sound, most of them ignorant of the drama playing out.

They would assume Nir had come, like the other priests, to confer a blessing on her father, the new Primus of the Republic of Temboria. Was she the only one who noticed the way Nir ignored protocol and headed straight toward her father? All high priests were called by the same name as their god, but Nir seemed to believe he was the God of War incarnate.

Her hands felt icy. Now that the time was at hand, her contingency plan seemed inadequate.

When Primus Vidor died unexpectedly two weeks ago without heirs, the Senate had been divided between two candidates: the wealthy Lord Favonius and General Pallax, whose military victories had won Nir’s favor. No one had been more shocked than Sara when Aleron Remillus had emerged as the compromise choice after four days of deadlock.

In one stroke, her father had elevated their minor House to a major power, secured the future of Sara’s beloved younger brother and rid their family of crippling debt, but he’d also made enemies, most notably the priest from the powerful Temple of Nir.

Her father believed he’d placated the temple with a large “thanks offering” immediately after his selection, but, unlike her father, Nir was not a consummate politician. His response to the Senate’s failure to vote as he wished was apt to be a lot more…direct. And violent.

Sara’s nerves tightened at Nir’s approach. He scowled as he was forced to wait for the diminutive priest of Cepi, the God of Small Favors, to grant his benediction.

Archers stood watch on the second-floor inner balconies to guard against assassination, but most legionnaires worshipped the God of War. She did not trust them.

Again, her hand went to the crossbow lever. If Nir drew his sword, she would—

A man’s hand slid up her thigh. Sara flinched, barely sucking back a shriek.

“Lady Sarathena, have I told you how beautiful you look tonight?” young Lord Claudius Pallax asked from his seat on her right. He leaned in close to be heard over the clank of dishes, blue eyes soulfully wide.

The compliment left Sara cold. Claude seemed to think paying homage to her beauty gave him the right to paw her body. “No, tell me.” Only Aunt Evina’s strict instructions kept a smile on Sara’s lips as she peeled his hand off her leg for the third time that evening.

The wild hoyden that still lived inside her wanted to punch the leer off Claude’s overly red mouth, but Sara no longer had the luxury of ignoring political realities.

Her demand stymied Claude for a moment. He paused to eat a honeyed fig. “You look…like a goddess,” he said at last.


“Don’t say that,” Sara said lightly, her attention on Nir as he shifted from foot to foot. “If you make the Goddess of Desire jealous of me she might turn me into a fawn.” In the stories, pretty girls were always being transformed into wild animals. In truth, Sara had never quite understood the supposed horror of such a fate.

She held Claude’s sweaty hand at her side, as much to keep him from touching her as to prevent him from discovering the hidden crossbow. He rubbed his thumb across her wrist. “If you were a fawn, I’d keep you in my garden and feed you from my hand.”

Sara didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Even as a deer she wouldn’t be allowed to run free.

Claude kept talking. Sara smiled glassily; Cepi had glimpsed Nir behind him. His flowery speech stumbled to a halt. He blessed her father and hurried off, his bald head gleaming under the hundred-candle light of the chandelier.

Nir swept up to the head table, his gray eyes burning in his olive complexion. Disdaining the elaborate folds of the toga, he wore a legionnaire’s breastplate and old leathers. A scabbard and sword hung at his hip. Though his cropped, gray hair showed his true age, his body moved like a warrior’s, without stiffness.

Sara held her breath—yes, he’d stopped in the right spot. She’d calculated the angle of the crossbow precisely. Because of the dais, her arrow should take Nir in the throat—and, if she missed, fly harmlessly over those seated at the banquet tables.

Of course, if the blonde cuorelle—one of the hundreds of female Heart Slaves acting as servers tonight, every one of them exotically white-skinned—pouring wine at the table on the right stepped into the line of fire…I will not miss.

Her father began the ritual. “To Nir, the God of War, I offer the heart of a racha. May it find favor with you.”

Despite the anxiety knotting her belly, Sara felt a surge of pride watching her father. Age and illness had shrunk Primus Vidor into a scrawny stick of a man. Her father was a robust man of forty, powerful in body and in mind. The silver border of his rank shone against the folds of his deep blue toga as he waved forward a platter of meat, still bloody.

A voluptuous cuorelle knelt gracefully and held the dish aloft.

Nir curled his lip, and Sara’s body flushed with hot temper. How dare he? The racha was a fierce predator with razor-sharp claws that inhabited the deserts of Qi. The meat had cost three thousand gold coins. Eat it, you swine.

Still Nir said nothing. Sara felt sweat pool between her breasts as the cavernous hall fell silent in a spreading circle. Lady Pallax stopped tittering over the risqué story Aunt Evina was telling; Claude ceased bragging about the sweet filly he’d purchased.

“This sacrifice is unworthy,” Nir cried in ringing tones. His hand swept up—

Almost, Sara triggered the crossbow, but Nir’s hand didn’t touch his sword. He flipped up the platter instead.

The poor cuorelle shrieked, covering her face. The silver tray hit the table, then fell to the floor with a hellacious clatter. The racha meat tipped off, splattering blood on the cuorelle’s bare feet and sleeveless tunic. All two thousand Republicans in attendance gasped.

Her father’s jaw tightened, but he remained calm. “I’m distressed that the meat displeased you. Another platter will be brought from the kitchens. Julen?”

Her father’s chief toady bowed from his place standing behind the head table and hurried off.

The second platter, Sara knew, had been intended for the consumption of those at the head table. There was no third. Sara’s mouth tasted of ashes. Her crossbow and all her meticulous calculations were useless. Nir needn’t resort to assassination; all he had to do to block her father’s ascension to Primus was reject the next offering and refuse to give him Nir’s blessing.

She watched helplessly as another cuorelle brought out the second platter and knelt in front of Nir, her eyes submissively cast down.

“This sacrifice—” Triumph shone in Nir’s eyes—but then, in the next moment, something changed, broke.

Nir blinked. He looked…uncertain.

“If you try it, I’m sure you’ll find the meat to your liking,” her father said.


With yellowed fingernails, Nir jerkily picked up the racha heart. Instead of taking a ritual bite, he stuffed it all into his mouth and chewed desperately at the tough meat. Sara’s own gorge rose, but Nir managed to swallow it down without choking.

Nir shot her father a scorching glare. His hand went up as if his arm had been yanked and traced the sign of the god’s blessing over Sara’s father. Teeth bared, but still silent, Nir turned sharply away from the table, almost stumbling in his haste to leave.

Everyone else began to talk again, but Sara was too disturbed. What had just happened? Studying her father’s bland, controlled face, Sara thought she saw satisfaction gleam in his eyes. Had he found some way to subtly blackmail Nir?

She wished he’d told her his plans and saved her worrying. Not that she’d told him about the crossbow.

The scrape of a knife on a plate brought her back to her surroundings. She would ask him when the feast ended—there were still ten more courses to come. She stared down with revulsion at the peppered songbirds’ tongues curled on her plate.

Mouth dry, she drained the last of the red wine from her silver goblet. Hiding a grimace at its faint metallic aftertaste, she smiled at Lord Claudius Pallax, eldest son and heir of General Ambrosius Pallax, Nir’s candidate.

Claude’s father had been sent to quell an uprising in the distant province of Gotia, but by now word of Primus Vidor’s death would have reached him. He could be marching toward Temborium even now, leading an army of loyal legionnaires… House Remillus’ fortunes could turn so quickly: a bloody coup, her father beheaded, herself either hastily married off or, worse, dedicated to the Temple of Nir, her beloved seven-year-old brother slain—

Sara would do anything to prevent that.

Her father and Aunt Evina had decided the best way to secure an alliance with House Pallax was for her and Claude to wed. Quickly. That way, when General Pallax returned he would find the marriage already taken place and his wife and son living in the Primary Residence as “honored guests”—hostages, if needed.

Claude leaned closer to her. “You look flushed. Shall we go for a stroll? I can show you my new mare.”

Cool air sounded wonderful. When had the room become so stifling? Sara almost accepted, before Claude’s gaze dropped to her breasts and she realized this was just one more attempt to hustle her off somewhere alone.

“No, thank you.” She redirected the conversation. “Your mare sounds marvelous. Will you take her with you when you join the Legion?”

Claude’s shoulders hunched, an almost palpable cloud of resentment rolling over him. “Perhaps,” he mumbled. His father wanted Claude to follow in his footsteps and become a legionnaire. Claude, ably assisted by his mother, was resisting. Sara suspected the friction between Claude and his father was a large part of why Claude wanted to marry her, the daughter of his father’s political rival.

Sara hadn’t understood Lady Pallax’s motives until Aunt Evina had enlightened her. “I’m afraid Lady Pallax has run up a rather large gambling debt. As her steadfast friend, I bought up all her promissory notes and told her not to worry about little things like interest or repayment. So, you see, when I asked her to promote the match between you two, she couldn’t refuse.”

In all likelihood, Sara would marry Claude within the week.

She told herself, again, that things could have been worse. Claude wasn’t physically repulsive. He had all his teeth and a full head of curly brown hair—even if he persisted in powdering it with gold dust. Nor could Sara complain that he was too old—he was ten months younger than she. Claude wasn’t cruel, although his mind moved at a snail’s crawl. Aunt Evina would say that made a good trait in a husband. Truly, Claude wouldn’t make a terrible spouse.

But she dreaded the thought of lying with him.

A bead of sweat rolled down Claude’s wide forehead. As the evening wore on, muggy heat had filled the room, but Claude looked…anxious. Why?

“How are you feeling?” he asked, low-voiced.


Four bull-necked cuoreons carried the sixteenth dinner course, a roast giraffe imported from across the Kunal Sea, into the hall on two long poles. The smell warred with the thick, sweetish odor of burning incense. Sara’s stomach dipped. She opened her mouth to tell Claude she felt ill, then paused. She sensed something expectant in his expression.

Something was wrong.

Claude put his hand on her thigh again, and Sara left it there while she tried to think.

She felt strangely removed from the room, from Claude and everyone else. Her heart raced, and her skin felt hot, achy as if with fever. Her breasts felt heavy—

“Are you hot? Should we step outside?” Claude murmured. A sly smile played around his mouth.

He’d drugged her. The knowledge struck like a lightning bolt. The wine—there must be jazoria in it. The heat and muzziness she was experiencing were born of desire.

For a moment, rage overwhelmed the unnatural languidity of her limbs. Sara almost grabbed the cover off the silver chafing dish and clanged it over Claude’s head. How dare he treat her like some cuorelle he wanted to bed?

Lust glazed his eyes, and his hand crept toward the inside of her thigh. But this time her nerves quivered in anticipation, her body betraying her. Sara twitched and knocked over his wineglass. Red liquid splashed over the blue tablecloth and her white dress.

“Oh, no!” Sara jumped up. “My gown—it’s stained.” Giving Claude no chance to react, she rushed down off the dais. She needed to be alone, for her head to clear so she could figure out what to do.

She walked swiftly toward the retiring room, dodging the cuorelle servers, afraid to look behind her for fear she would see Lady Pallax in full pursuit.

Claude’s mother must be in on the scheme. Claude would never have come up with something this bold on his own. They wanted her well and truly trapped into marriage. But why? Sara couldn’t make sense of it. Had Lady Pallax acquired another debt to someone other than Aunt Evina? Did they need her dowry?

The laugh would be on them if so. While her father’s ascent to the Primacy meant no one would try to collect on their debts, preferring to be owed favors, at the moment Sara’s dowry was mostly a matter of wishful thinking.

Sara entered the retiring room at the edge of the ballroom. A gentle fountain splashed into a scalloped marble basin, muting the roar from the banquet. Yet another blonde cuorelle leaped to attention when Sara came in—really, the whole Republic must have been stripped bare, to find so many Gotian Heart Slaves. Most third-generation slaves came from the less-recently-conquered Elysinia province.

Since Sara had no idea where the girl’s loyalties lay, she ordered the cuorelle out. Alone, Sara cupped a handful of water from the fountain and splashed it on her face, sighing in pleasure at the coolness. She bathed her wrists and temples, but by the time she finished one pulse point the fever had risen in another. Unless she crawled into the cursed fountain this wasn’t going to work.

And the sensations were worsening. Her gown of fine Qiph silk rubbed against her skin like sandpaper, abrading her nipples until they jutted out in hard points. The flesh between her legs felt swollen. She wanted to tear the gown off, wanted— She barely knew what she wanted. Aunt Evina had always spoken frankly about sex, but Sara had scant practical experience.

The door to the retiring room opened. Sara straightened, pinning on a cool smile, then relaxed when she saw only her aunt and one of her attendants.

“Evina,” Sara said with heartfelt relief. Her aunt would know what to do. Six years ago her mother’s sister had taken in hand the wild girl Sara had been and given her the skills she needed to survive in Temboria’s capital.

“What’s wrong, duckling?” Evina asked, bustling forward in a wave of lilac perfume. Her aunt’s short, round figure showed to voluptuous advantage in a lilac gown with a plunging neckline that made the drapes on Sara’s gown look staid. As always, Evina had piled her dark hair on top of her head in a froth of curls to give herself an extra two inches of height. “Will the stain not come out?”


Sara hadn’t even tried to remove the wine-blot. “It’s not the gown—it’s Luck-forsake-her Lady Pallax and her snail-brained son. They put something in my wine.”

Evina glanced sharply at her cuorelle. The girl immediately shut the door and stood guard against eavesdroppers. “Not poison, surely?” Evina asked.

Sara hadn’t even thought of poison. She considered her racing heart and tingling lips then shook her head. “No, it’s a love potion.”

Evina laughed. “Is that all? You had me worried for a moment, duckling.”

“How do I make it stop?” Sara asked grimly. “If I go to the vomitorium…?”

“Are you feeling ill?”

“Not now, but I was earlier. The smell…”

“The fool must have given you too much or mixed the jazoria with a second potion.” Evina put her hand on Sara’s forehead, her green-eyed gaze assessing. “From the size of your pupils, it’s too late for vomiting to do you any good. You’re just going to have to ride it out—one way or another,” she added naughtily.

Sara bared her teeth. “I will not permit Claude to profit from this underhanded maneuver.”

“Are you sure?” Evina asked. “You’re setting yourself up for a nasty night. Arousal without relief is very unpleasant, and the effects will only get worse.”

“No,” Sara said again, but she felt dismay. A nasty night? She’d thought the potion would wear off in an hour.

Evina looked impatient. “You’re going to have to lie with the boy sooner or later—”

Sara controlled a flinch at that blunt truth.

“Why not do it tonight when you’ll actually enjoy it?” her aunt continued. “Jazoria can turn the smelliest dungtoad into a wonderful lover.”

Sara narrowed her eyes. The moue of Evina’s mouth suggested something… “You’ve used it yourself?”

Evina raised an elegant eyebrow. “Of course, duckling. So has every other married lady of my acquaintance. Believe me, it’s the only way to endure your uncle.”

Sara hadn’t wanted to know that. Uncle Paulin was fat and dull, but she’d always assumed there was some affection between her aunt and uncle. The biting contempt in Evina’s voice said otherwise.

“So, should I set a bird in Claude’s ear that you would appreciate his company in one of the side rooms?” Evina asked. “Ten minutes of tupping versus ten hours of torment.”

Sara scooped more water onto her face and made herself consider the matter as coldly as possible. She and Claude were almost betrothed. A marriage between them could well save her father and brother’s lives. And she wasn’t at all sure that on her wedding night she could make herself lie down with Claude and simply open her legs. Whenever he put his hands on her, her first instinct was to fight—to tear at him with her fingernails if she had to.

Beginning her marriage in such a way wouldn’t aid her father.

Whereas tonight…everything would unfold in a drugged haze. If she could get the first time over with, she might be able to tolerate him.

And as bedmates went, she could do much worse. Despite herself, Sara remembered how Nir used to sit next to her at dinner, close enough that she could smell raw meat on his breath, and scratch his yellow fingernail down her cheek, the promise of future pain shining in his eyes. The thought of being drugged and in Nir’s power sent a wave of horror through her. Truly, Claude was a better choice.

She opened her mouth to ask her aunt to send for Claude and then stopped. It didn’t make sense for the Pallaxes to be the ones rushing their fences. Unless the political situation had changed somehow? If some rebel had put a sword through General Pallax’s heart, then the advantages of a marriage to the Primus’s daughter suddenly outweighed the reverse.

“No message,” Sara said, looking at her aunt with brittle calmness. “I need your help distracting Claude and his mother while I leave through the kitchens. Make my excuses—say I’m ill.”


“As you wish, duckling.” Evina drifted toward the door. “Whatever you do, don’t try to take care of the problem yourself. The priestess of Jazor will have enchanted the jazoria so that if you climax without a man inside you the symptoms will come back twice as bad.”

For perhaps five minutes after her aunt left, Sara remained staring at the door, waiting for rescue. Then a brazen young woman entered. Unmarried daughters like Sara wore white gowns with only sashes of their House color; the woman’s solid emerald dress proclaimed her a married woman of House Arranius. House Arranius had favored Lord Favonius during the recent political wrangling, but despite all her aunt’s coaching Sara couldn’t remember the woman’s name. She didn’t know what House she’d been born into or who she might be the lover of.

The woman’s sharp gaze said that she recognized Sara. If Sara stayed here much longer, she would become the subject of gossip.

Sara opened the door to the retiring room and looked both ways. Left lay the wine table where a dozen cuoreons removed the plugs from amphorae and poured jets of red wine. A steady stream of cuorelle servers picked up the full carafes, while another set sailed in and out of the kitchens just beyond. To the right, a row of Republican legionnaires stood on guard in bronze armor and crimson cloaks. Ahead was the main dining hall and—

Vez’s Malice. The Pallaxes stood not ten feet away. Aunt Evina had her hand on Lady Pallax’s arm and was talking to her.

Praying to Diwo for luck, Sara ducked her head and hurried into the bustling kitchen. A rush of spiced, steamy air greeted her. Two cuores at a nearby worktable stopped deboning poultry to stare at her, but most of the slaves paid her little heed. Sara cut across the kitchen, skirting the huge firepit, and nipped out the back door into blessedly cooler air—only to come face-to-face with Claude’s stocky Elysinian servant, Gelban.

Her heart gave an uncomfortable thump. Gelban was a sanguon, a second-generation slave. His slavechain was still long enough to be worn as a belt, and his scarred face gave him an air of roughness.

While first-generation slaves, osseos, worked almost exclusively in the fields or at other hard labor, sangues were usually given positions in places like the stables or laundry. Most nobles preferred cuores as personal servants because they were considered more refined. Sara had long wondered what Gelban had done to earn his higher position.

“Gelban!” Sara struggled to think as another wave of heat engulfed her. “Claudius needs you. In there.” She waved a vague hand at the doors.

Was Gelban suspicious? Just keep walking. He’s a Blood Slave. He won’t dare put a hand on you.

“Put her in the carriage,” Claude said from behind her.

Gelban put his hand on Sara’s wrist. “This way, Lady,” he said politely.

Sara pouted. “I’ve changed my mind. I want to go back inside—”

“You’re coming with me.” Claude’s breathing sounded harsh. “Mother says I’m to get you pregnant tonight. I’ve been looking forward to it all day,” he said in the tones of a child promised a treat.

It was so hard to think. Before Sara could decide what to do—scream? run?—Gelban picked her up from behind. She kicked weakly, but Gelban kept carrying her toward the Pallax’s gaudy orange carriage. She struggled harder, but only succeeded in making the horses toss their heads. The blacks were race stock, too proud and nervous to pull a carriage, as everyone but Claude knew.

Gelban opened the carriage door and laid her down gently on the seat.

Was that an apology in his brown eyes? It didn’t matter, if so. Gelban was a sanguon. He would not—could not—help her.

Sara tried to scramble up off the cushioned seat, but her body felt sluggish. Claude crowded inside, and it was too late.

“Let me go,” Sara said, but the words were soft around the edges, not the demand she’d intended.


“You don’t mean that.” Claude leered. “I know you’re feeling strange, but don’t worry. I know just what you need.” His hands dug into her shoulders while he stuck his tongue down her throat. She tasted wine.

The carriage lurched into motion, and Sara fell back on the seat. Claude pinned her in place. He was so heavy, and his hands had multiplied. It felt as if there were at least five of them pawing at her. Dizzily, Sara kept trying to remove them from her person.

Her head swam. The pressure of his body on hers felt good. It helped the fiery ache in her flesh caused by the jazoria. She arched up against him.

“That’s right, you want it, don’t you?” He ground his hardened manhood against her through their layers of clothing, laughing when she whimpered with need. “Tonight I’m going to fill your belly. Once I do, Mother’s promised to sign over her dower property to me, and I’ll be free of her purse strings.”

His speech repelled her, and she turned her head away from his even as she couldn’t help opening her legs. In punishment, he nipped her bottom lip, drawing blood.

The carriage bounced over cobblestones, then swayed sideways as it took a corner too fast. Claude’s elbow dug into in her stomach, and sickness overwhelmed desire. Sara wedged her arms up between them, turning her face away from his kiss. “Please, stop, I’m going to be ill,” she begged.

Claude smirked. “You’re just nervous.”

The carriage bounced again; her stomach heaved. Something in her face must have convinced him. He moved off her and called to his driver to stop, which made the carriage lurch again, even worse.

Sara was leaning on the door when Gelban yanked it open. She nearly fell at his feet, but managed to cling to the doorframe while her stomach turned inside out. When the long spasm ended, she closed her eyes.

Claude shifted. “Let’s—”

Sara vomited again. This time when the nausea faded she felt a touch stronger and more clear-headed.

Claude held his nose. “Gelban, fetch my pomander. When we get home, have her bathed.” Despite his distaste, Sara knew that being ill would not save her. Her ravishment had only been postponed.

And, Loma have mercy on her, she would probably cooperate. The jazoria was a fire in her flesh.

Gelban hurried around to the back of the carriage and began rummaging in a trunk. The coachman still sat on top of the box, holding the blacks in check, and another sanguon armed with a club against thieves stood in back.

She would never get a better chance. Sara jumped.

She missed the puddle of vomit, but landed awkwardly, skinning her knee. The jazoria helped her. The pain seemed far away as if it were happening to another Sara.

A stone poked into her palm. She picked it up and threw it at the horses. Stung, the left one leaped forward ahead of the other horse, almost toppling the carriage. Then the other black broke into a gallop too. The coachman cursed and pulled back on the reins.

Sara struggled up and ran, stumbling in the dark. They would be back soon.

Her legs felt like breadsops, weak and shaky. Loma’s Mercy, where was she? The streets all looked strange and forbidding. She plunged down the darkest one while shouts rose up behind her.

Sara ran, guided only by the moonlit gleam of puddles. The skirts of her gown trailed in muck. The sodden material clung to her legs.

“Sara!”

Sara tried to speed up, but her foot slipped in the mud. She found herself slowing, her drugged body unwilling to run any farther. The jazoria inside her whispered to stop, wait, let herself be caught. Let Claude take her. Anything to make the horrible, clawing need go away.

No. She would not give in.

Sara looked around, trying to get her bearings in the dark. Which way lay safety?


Claude called out again, his voice a little nearer. “Sara, be reasonable. You can’t stay out here. Tell me where you are.” From the fear in his voice, he was probably trying to think how to explain to the Primus that he’d lost his daughter. “I’ll drive you back to the Primary Residence. We were just going for a little ride, you needn’t have run,” Claude said self-righteously.

Did he think she was stupid? Well, yes, of course he did. She’d always played the vapid coquette for him.

In reality, Sara possessed her father’s stubbornness. If her father couldn’t force Sara to do what he wanted, what hope did Claude have? Sara remembered the prodigious battles she’d had with her father when he’d removed her from the Remillus country estate in Elysinia to the capital and told her she had to behave like a lady. It had taken a near tragedy for Sara to finally see that she owed it to her family to marry well. Her will hadn’t been broken, she’d reforged it into something different.

That same will kept her on her feet now, when she wanted to curl up in a ball and moan. Sara moved farther away from Claude and stumbled upon a raised path.

“Lady, it isn’t safe, not here.” Gelban spoke this time. “Do you know whose temple you’re at?”

Temple? Most temples were scrubbed free of mud by diligent dedicants. Only one—

“I don’t want to say His name, Lady,” Gelban said.

Vez, God of Malice. She’d entered His temple. Sara’s heart jumped as her memory supplied an image of a temple courtyard full of black mud with Vez’s statuary facial features rising up out of them. She must be walking on the obscenely long, lolling tongue, about to pass through Vez’s mouth into the courtyard. Although Vez’s assassin-priests had been outlawed over one hundred years ago and his worshippers driven into hiding, no one had dared pull down the God of Malice’s temple.

“You don’t know who might be out here in the dark,” Gelban said. “Please, come back to the carriage.”

Sara tried to think. Was Gelban right? The dark seemed suddenly malevolent. All types of scum were rumored to come out at night to search the mud for the gold coins thrown by those buying a curse. She could end up with her throat slit or sold into slavery. In comparison, the early wedding night Claude wanted was nothing.

“Where is the little twotch? We’ve lost her.” Claude swore with surprising viciousness.

The degree of anger and resentment in his voice made Sara uneasy. Claude sounded different from the petulant boy-man who had been courting her. She’d thought that since Lady Pallax bullied him, Claude would be a manageable husband. Now she saw that she had been wrong. Claude would be a petty tyrant to those in his power.

“We have to find her soon,” Claude said. “The physicker said the potion would only make her fertile between now and midnight.”

Fertile? Sara felt a lurch of panic. Jazoria shouldn’t make her fertile. It was brewed by the priestesses of Jazor, the Goddess of Desire. Claude’s physicker must have mixed it with something from the Goddess of Fertility’s temple.

Her determination to escape Claude hardened. A pregnancy would make marriage to him inescapable.

Ducking her head to avoid the sharp statuary teeth, Sara entered the mouth and the Temple of Vez.

Inside, her foot came down in ankle-deep muck. The mud in the courtyard was said to be studded with sharpened stakes. Vez only wanted worshippers who hated enough to be careless of losing a little blood. And if they died later…the God of Malice played no favorites.

Mud squelched as Sara pulled her foot free. All too easily she could imagine that the sucking mud was a pair of hands grasping her ankles, pulling her down.

“There!” Gelban held the lamp high, and yellow light painted the length of the tongue. “Something white!”

Her gown—it was reflecting the light. Sara ran as fast as she could, heedless of the possible stakes. One of her sandal straps broke, and she almost fell.


Running footsteps slapped behind her. The lamplight jerked and juddered, casting crazy black shadows everywhere. Sara’s breath came in deep sobs. Every step she took became shakier, her weakened body threatening to revolt.

The mud. The mud would cover her white gown. Sara threw herself down and rolled in it. The chill ooze made a pleasant shock on her jazoria-fevered flesh, but it reeked as if it were not mud at all—not dirt and water, but dirt and blood. Now they’ll be able to smell me.

As she struggled to get up, her palm came down on something hard with a sharp corner.

The most dedicated petitioners slogged through the mud to one of Vez’s large brass ears and whispered the name of the one he or she bore malice. The less brave threw tokens of the hated House into the mud from safety.

Irrationally afraid that the token was of House Remillus, Sara pocketed it.

She’d taken too long to get up. Someone, not Gelban, caught her arm and hauled her to her feet. “Got her!”

For a moment she stood there, passive, her body relieved that it didn’t have to fight anymore. She could relax. Give in—

No.

Sara raised her hands and smeared a glob of mud over her captor’s eyes and mouth.

“Gahh!” He let go of her in confusion.

Sara wobbled away. Her toe brushed something sharp.

Close by, her pursuer screamed. Her imagination filled in what had happened. The sanguon’s bare foot coming down on a sharpened stake, his weight driving it up through flesh—

Sara made herself turn away from his pain. Gelban would help him. She had only herself.

Pushing her legs through the ooze, Sara steered away from where Vez’s ears should be. She would not risk her name being said in Vez’s hearing. Her luck ran ill enough.

The lamp remained back at the mouth. Gelban must be reluctant to enter the temple. Sara tried to remember which direction to go. Left?

In the next instant, she ran into a wall. No, not a wall, for she rebounded slightly, felt cloth and muscle underneath—a man as big as a wall. Large hands grabbed her shoulders.

Sara tried to twist free, but he held her with ease. His silence frightened her. Why didn’t he call out to the others that he’d found her?

He’s not one of Claude’s men. She would have remembered someone this tall and broad. Which meant her captor was the river scum she’d feared and Claude had become the more attractive option.

She drew breath to scream—and his hand clamped over her face, smothering her.









Chapter Two



Why was he doing this again? Lance of Kandrith struggled to keep the highborn lady in his arms from biting him, without hurting her.

“Enough of that,” he whispered, giving her an angry shake. “I’m trying to rescue you. If this is some lovers’ game, don’t let me keep you.” He let her go—and the lady clung to his hand, making him grind his teeth in pain.

Pain was part of Lance’s daily life and had been for a decade and a half, since he was thirteen years old, but today was worse than usual. The knuckles on his right hand were so red and swollen with arthritis his fingers resembled claws. The left only felt better in comparison. If he kept his hands still, he could tolerate the low ache they gave off, but every time he moved them…

Wine dulled the pain, but it also dulled the mind. Lance had seen too many of those who wore the Brown turn into drunken sots. He would not treat the Goddess’s gifts so shabbily. Instead, he endured.

“Rescue me?” she whispered. “Who sent you?”

“No one sent me. I saw you jump from the carriage.”

Sheer happenstance had put him on the street at the right time. He’d attended the feast in hopes of finding out whether the new Primus would keep the Pact, but had been seated too far away to do other than get occasional glimpses of the back of the man’s head. When the feast dragged on, he’d decided to step out for some fresh air.

“Do you want help or not?” he demanded in a harsh whisper. His hands were killing him, and the two sides of his nature were in conflict. One side insisted she was smaller than he, female and in need of protection; the other side shouted that she was a highborn lady—contemptible by definition.

“Yes,” she said in a small voice. “I need an escort back to the Primary Residence, but only if doing so won’t get you into trouble with your master.”

Lance stilled. She thought he was a slave. He was caught between being amazed by her concern—few nobles worried about the fate of a random slave—and angry at her patronization. Dark amusement won over both. “I won’t get in trouble, I promise.”

Both of them froze as they heard mud squelch only a few feet away, in the dark. Her kidnappers.

Silently, Lance put his arm around her back, leading her deeper into the courtyard. Within a few steps he bumped against something. His pain-crippled fingers brushed a stone wall and found a rounded doorway.

He gingerly took the lady’s hand and placed it on the wall so she could feel it, too, then stepped up and through the opening. She followed.

Unfortunately, the small room was a dead end, with no other exit. The walls were curved and too short for the lady to stand straight, much less Lance. He exerted pressure on her shoulder with his forearm until she knelt. Lance sat and tried to curve his back into the wall. At least the room was free of mud. He couldn’t understand what a swamp was doing in the middle of a city.

“Bring the lamp,” a man called. “I heard something.”

Lance leaned forward and whispered as soft as a baby’s breath, “If they seem likely to find us, stay here while I go out and fight.”


She nodded, and he resumed listening to the men searching the mud fifteen feet away, his body tense.

 

Sara shifted restlessly on the wonderfully dry floor. Now that she’d stopped running, the jazoria was rising inside her again, the heat engulfing her. She wanted to pant and gasp. Her skin felt sensitized.

She was aware in every nerve that a man sat scant inches away, so close she could feel his body heat and smell the musky scent of male sweat. In the reflected lantern-light Sara couldn’t make out more than the broad outlines of his face: a strong jaw, shaggy brown hair, too long to be a legionnaire’s but too short for a noble’s, and a close-cropped beard and mustache. His voice had been gruff at first, but he acted as if he could protect her instead of the other way around. No one had ever done that for Sara before—usually she protected the weak.

Of their own volition, her hands came to rest on her rescuer’s broad shoulders. They stayed there a moment, measuring, then slid down to his muscular chest.

His tunic had the soft feel of many washings and the open leather vest he wore was supple and smooth. She flexed her hands, fascinated by the way she could feel his individual muscles under his shirt. She traced first the square pectoral muscles then his abdominal ones. She had counted six of them when he suddenly seized her hands. “What are you doing?”

His voice was a rough whisper, but she could feel his heart racing. He desired her. She inched closer, wanting to press her breasts against him—

A pair of polished black boots squelched nearby, bringing lamplight with them.

Another man ran up. “No sign of her, milord. We—”

“You’re useless,” Claude said viciously. Sara heard a ringing slap and a stifled cry of pain. “Can’t even find one witless girl.” Another slap.

Sara winced at the sound, but better an open-handed slap than a punch or a kick. Slaps stung but did little damage. The sanguon would be all right.

She’d watched Claude’s slaves carefully, but had never seen a bruise or a cut on them. None of them had ever looked at Claude with terror or the awful blank faces of those who’ve been taught not to show fear.

Claude was petty, but he wasn’t a monster. He wasn’t Nir. Sara clung to that thought, not even noticing when her fingernails cut into her palms.

“And now,” Claude raged on, “what am I going to tell my mother?”

Sara tensed, waiting for another slap. Instead, she heard a low voice say, “You could tell her you’re a coward.” Her rescuer had left the room behind Vez’s eye and entered the fray.

* * *

Lance was in what might politely be called a bad mood. First, his hands hurt as if a horse had stepped on them. If he hadn’t known the arthritis would go away in a few days, he would have been tempted to cut them off.

Second, of course, was the girl herself. The girl he could not make up his mind about. One moment she’d been pitiable, the next she’d tried to seduce him.

She’d been very clever. A straight grab for his rod would have repulsed him. Instead, she’d caressed his chest, exploring his muscles as if he were a work of art and gradually drifting lower, teasing him.

Lance knew himself to be susceptible right now because he had not lain with a woman in the nine months since he’d left the country of Kandrith. He scorned the nobility almost as much as they scorned him for being a barbarian, he’d been given little opportunity to meet any shopkeepers’ daughters, and he’d sworn not to touch any of the slaves. He would not risk lying with someone who didn’t think she could say no, or worse, who might have been commanded to sleep with him.

He’d been on the verge of doing something very stupid, namely kissing her, when the idiot lordling showed up. The lordling made an excellent target for Lance’s anger.

After what happened to his sister, Lance had vowed that he would never again stand silent while someone else was beaten. He ducked through the round doorway and came out issuing his challenge.


A red handprint burned on the cheek of one of the slaves, though he kept his eyes downcast in submission.

Lance’s hands clenched into fists—and pain scored his knuckles. Taking a swing at the lordling would hurt Lance almost as much as his target, so Lance lowered his head and butted him hard in the chest.

The lordling, a short pudgy fellow, fell on his rump in the mud, eyes bulging in shock.

Before Lance could admire his handiwork, the lordling’s slaves placed themselves between Lance and their master. Having no desire to hurt them, Lance stood off. His six foot four height made it easy to look menacing.

Not one of the slaves ran. He hadn’t really expected any of them to take the chance—most would have families that would be punished in their place—but it still saddened him to see it. The man who’d been abused now bent solicitously over his master, helping him to his feet.

“You dirty slave,” the lordling said, glaring at Lance. “Tell me the name of your master. I’ll have ten links added to your slavechain for this!”

If Lance had been a slave, the threat of ten more years of indenture would have been a crippling one.

But he wasn’t a slave. Not anymore.

He laughed, about to tell the lordling to stuff it, when a female voice rang out. “Leave him alone.”

Instead of staying in hiding, the fool woman entered the circle of lamplight.

She must have fallen at some point because her gown was caked with mud. The ridiculous, filmy creation had no sleeves, no back, and a draped neckline, which probably showed an artful glimpse of cleavage when it wasn’t wet. Now the fabric was more brown than white and it…clung.

It took a moment for his eyes to lift to her face. There was a small streak of mud on her chin, and some in her hair, but Lance barely noticed.

She was heart-stoppingly beautiful.

Lance was familiar with the beauty of new mothers gazing at their babes, of sunsets and mountains, but he realized now the women he’d thought beautiful were merely pretty. This woman’s every feature was perfect. Her oval face, her straight nose, her high cheekbones, her full lips…even the arch of her eyebrows was elegant.

Her eyes… A shock reverberated through him. She had blue eyes. Blue eyes were very rare in Kandrith. He’d always thought of blue eyes as cold, but hers were warm and as deep as a mountain lake.

The lordling looked equally taken aback at the sight of her. He gaped for a moment, then stretched out his hand. “Come with me, Sa—”

“Don’t say my name!” Her voice cracked like a whip. “Or I’ll say yours.”

This strange threat worked. The lordling blinked, then recovered. “You need to change into clean, warm clothes.”

“I am quite warm enough, thank you,” she said coldly.

The lordling’s eyes shifted from her to Lance. “If you don’t want to see your champion flogged, come to the carriage now.”

“No,” she said, showing an astonishing faith in his ability to knock heads. “Listen.” She talked over the lordling when he tried to interrupt. “My aunt must have reported my absence. The legionnaires are on their way—I can hear them now.” So, Lance discovered, could he. She wasn’t bluffing. “It’s time for you to leave.”

The lordling hesitated while men on horses galloped down the main road.

“Fan out,” one of them shouted, “check the temple.”

She raised one eyebrow. “Shall I scream for help?”

The lordling scowled at her, and Lance tensed, ready to butt heads again, but the lordling backed down. “Let’s go,” he said to his slaves. They left.

Lance spat in the mud after him.

The lamplight retreated with the lordling’s group, so Lance was startled when the lady laid a hand on his arm.


“You have my deepest thanks,” she said. “If there is ever anything I can do for you, please let me know.” She paused as if waiting for an answer.

Was she offering him her body? He couldn’t see her expression, couldn’t tell. “I don’t need a reward,” Lance said harshly because, Goddess help him, he was tempted.

“Nevertheless, I am in your debt.” She didn’t sound ashamed or angry at his rejection. Perhaps he’d misunderstood her. Or perhaps she was merely shameless.

A new lamp appeared. A legionnaire was approaching.

“Loma, Goddess of Mercy, watch over you. Now run!”

Exasperation filled Lance. “Why should I run?” He’d done nothing wrong.

He could see the outline of her face now, enough to know that she was staring at him. When she spoke her voice was husky. “Please. Claude is from a powerful family, and I may not be able to protect you. It’s better if he never learns your name or what House you belong to. Please go.”

“Not until I know you’re safe,” Lance said firmly. “You go meet him.” He used his forearm to give her a little shove between her shoulder blades.

He heard her expel an offended breath, but to her credit she didn’t argue, hurrying toward the legionnaire. “Over here!”

The lamplight struck gold glints from her long brown hair. Even with the ends draggled in mud, she still looked beautiful, still held herself as a noble did, her posture shouting her importance. Moments later the legionnaire had given her his cloak and was calling for assistance. Lance faded back into the shadows.

He wondered if he would ever see her again. If he did, she would likely stare right through him. That was fine—good, in fact. Lance had no desire strike up any sort of acquaintance with a highborn lady. But for some reason the thought of her pretending they’d never met irritated him like a sore tooth.

* * *

Esam, Warrior of the Qiph, waited stoically for the Pathfinders of the Holy Ones to finish. He’d been standing in one spot for so long that his shadow now touched the low, stone wall ten paces in front of him. His striped robe lay folded at his feet, his sword across it. He’d been allowed only to keep his braids and beads of valor.

He studied his shadow because he didn’t want to watch what the Pathfinders were doing behind him. As a Warrior, he was familiar with death, but this…what had been done here was a far cry from death in the heat of battle.

Esam tried to focus on the vivid greenness of the pasture. In the deserts of Qi, plants grew so lushly only at an oasis. Here, deep in the Republic of Temboria, green grass covered the land like a carpet.

But even that sacred symbol of life seemed tainted. Esam could look away from the roofless manor and the blackened and burned buildings, but he couldn’t unsee what he had seen.

He hadn’t been there when the ritual was performed, but he could read the signs. The fire had been set to drive the occupants out—the rich from their manor, the slaves from their hovels. Most of the two hundred dead had died on the sharpened stakes set in front of the doors. Sometimes as many as four men had been skewered by the same stake…

The charnel stink of the bodies, already starting to decay in the hot sun, filled his nostrils.

Worse than the smell was the low buzzing roar made by the shifting blanket of flies that covered the dead. His gorge threatened to rise. Esam swallowed it back, reminding himself that the dead were heathens, not Qiph.

He wondered that the other Warriors could continue at all, even with veils drawn over their noses and mouths. They’d been working for hours under the Pathfinders’ directions, laying out the bodies. Esam had been spared only because he had a role to play in the coming ceremony.

He should have listened to Nabeel. His weapons master had had a great deal to say about Esam’s foolishness in volunteering to participate in the Pathfinders’ ritual. Yesterday’s conversation played over again in his mind.

“Spar with me.” As soon as the Pathfinders had retired to their own tents, Nabeel had tossed Esam a wooden practice blade.


Esam had hardly gotten his sword up when Nabeel struck him to the ground with a hard blow. A grizzled man in his forties, Nabeel’s braids were as thick with beads as his body was thick with muscle. Esam had grown taller than him last year, but Nabeel was much stronger.

Esam sprang up again, angry, but Nabeel knocked his attack aside with contemptuous ease. Normally, in a sparring match, Nabeel would tell Esam what he was doing wrong, or slow down certain moves. Not today. This bout was nothing more than a punishment.

“Fool!” Nabeel hissed after he’d given Esam three more bruises. “Do you know what you’re doing?”

“Holy work against the Defilers,” Esam said warily.

Nabeel looked exasperated. “Listen, young fool—I find this errand of the Pathfinders…dubious. It’s one thing to seek out the Defilers in Qi, but traveling so far into the Republic is madness. Their magic would be better spent winning another foot of green land from the dunes.”

Esam didn’t understand. “But you’re coming, too.”

“A Warrior does not refuse a Pathfinder. But you, you volunteered what they couldn’t have asked. You risk your soul by being the ritual’s focus.”

“The Pathfinders said—”

“I know what they said. But you are old enough to know that intentions often differ from results. If you never come home, I am the one who will have to tell your father what happened to his youngest son.” Another lightning attack. Esam fell on his backside again.

“I’m sorry, Weapons Master.”

“I’ll tell the Pathfinders to find another,” Nabeel said, relaxing.

To do so would bring great shame upon them both. For the first time, Esam felt a touch of true fear—the danger must be great if Nabeel was willing to do this—but he shook his head. “No, I must take part in the ritual.”

His refusal angered Nabeel. Esam suffered a blow to the torso and a jab to the kidneys and managed only a weak cut of his own in return. Then Nabeel’s foot hooked behind his knee. Esam found himself flat on his back, the wooden sword prodding at his throat.

“And if I say you won’t?” A growl.

“I must.” Esam closed his eyes briefly. “I am a Warrior with no horse.” His brave, beautiful mare had died of an arrow wound in a minor raid. “A Warrior with no horse is not a Warrior.”

Nabeel frowned. He knew Esam’s father raised horses. “Why don’t you ask your father for a mount?”

“I have been a Warrior for three years.” Since he turned fifteen. “Father will say it is time I took the next step on the Path. He promised my mother one of her children would follow the Path of the Holy Ones.” Esam stopped there. Nabeel knew the rest; that Esam’s mother was dead, that his two older brothers had failed to follow the Path.

For a moment Nabeel still looked puzzled and then realization hit. “If you take part in the ritual, the magic you’ve gained from following the Warrior’s Path will be used up. You won’t be able to take the next step on the Path for another two years. Your father will have to give you a horse.”

Esam nodded.

“Ungrateful whelp.” Nabeel hit Esam a ringing blow on the ear.

Esam knew he deserved the pain for conniving against his father, but he abhorred the thought of becoming a Scholar, of staying inside all day, painting delicate lines on fragile parchment. Two years of such would be a lifetime. “You’re still a Warrior. You’ve never taken the next step,” he said hotly. “What would you do?”

“I wouldn’t be a fool,” Nabeel said, but then he relented. “Listen and you may yet survive. Once the ritual begins you must not cry out or move—no matter what.”

“I’m not afraid of pain.” Esam lifted his chin.

Nabeel cuffed him. “Did I mention pain? This is magic, boy. Do you know what that means?”

Esam licked his dry lips. “The Holy Ones—”


“The Holy Ones were the Holy Ones,” Nabeel said impatiently. “These are Pathfinders. I do not trust them.” Nabeel stared at him, brooding. “Tomorrow we will see what you are made of, young Esam. Do not shame me.”

And now the time had arrived. The bodies were all laid out in a V, men on the left, women on the right. The Warriors moved back, and the Pathfinders said a brief invocation. Sacred emerald fire blazed outward and rapidly consumed the bodies.

Esam’s relief lasted until a Pathfinder came and began to anoint his body with the hot ashes.

He stood very still, not flinching.

“These are the dead. Run fast,” the Pathfinder intoned as he covered Esam’s bronzed legs with soot. His hoarse, ruined voice contrasted with his youthful clean-shaven face. “These are the dead. Beat true.” He smeared the ashes over Esam’s heart.

Esam breathed through his mouth. His skin crawled at the thought of what the ashes had been. Dead people. Dead people on my skin. The sensation only worsened as the Pathfinder daubed his way upward, smearing the inside of Esam’s ears. “These are the dead. Hear their cries.” Esam’s eyes stung as the ashes covered his eyelids. “These are the dead. See their faces.”

Esam’s hands twitched with the need to wipe the filth away. To distract himself, he stared at the thick scars ringing the throat of Pathfinder. Had he once been hanged? His vocal cords had clearly been damaged. Four Pathfinders were taking part in the ritual, but only this one would continue on with Esam’s party and not return to Qi. The Pathfinder looked too young for the emerald Holy Eyes inset in his forehead. The gems were said to be windows for the Holy Ones to observe the world, but it was the Pathfinder’s intense black gaze that made Esam nervous.

It struck Esam that this man, like every Pathfinder, had spent at least two years as a Warrior along the Path. What had made him give up the joy of riding like the wind down a steep hillside howling war cries, the brotherhood of Warriors? Esam couldn’t understand it. Maybe if he lived to be as old as Nabeel, he would want to take the next step on the Path. Maybe.

Finally, the young Pathfinder finished anointing Esam with ashes and moved away.

Instantly, the others involved in the rite stepped into place. They formed two lines fanning out from Esam in the shape of a V. The shorter line of three women on his right came forward first.

The Water-Bearer, a slender girl of about fifteen in a simple white dress with a needle-thin green stripe, approached shyly. She held her upper body erect and used one hand to steady the ewer of water balanced on her head. Her black hair fell in a curtain down her back. She offered him the ewer, and he gladly drank. With her symbolic gift, emerald flames began to crackle at his toes. They did not burn, but Esam could feel a quiet hum of power in the soles of his feet as the magic gathered.

Milk from the Mother came next. The woman bore a resemblance to the Water-Bearer—her mother?—but had strands of gray in her hair and a fuller-hipped figure. The green stripe on her dress was wider, indicating she’d progressed farther down the Path. Her expression serious, she offered him a rag soaked in milk to suck, as might be offered to an ailing babe. Esam’s pride rebelled, but he dared not break the ritual. He sucked from the rag—and almost stumbled as power slammed into the back of his knees. Magic.

Last on the woman’s Path was the Dowser. Her kinky gray hair floated unbound around her shoulders, and her striped dress hung on her narrow frame. She pressed a peeled Y-shaped branch of Joshua wood into his hands with her age-spotted ones, and more power buffeted Esam.

The magic continued to rise, engulfing his legs as the beardless youth on his left, the Camel-Herder, stumbled forward and laid a camel-hair blanket across Esam’s shoulders. Task completed, the boy looked relieved. Esam wished his own part in the ceremony was over.

Next Esam faced Nabeel, who represented Warriors. Esam stood straighter as Nabeel drew his curved blade and made a swift, shallow cut across Esam’s chest. Esam breathed through clenched teeth to control the pain. Harder to fight was his panic when he realized a green glow hid his lower body. He felt as if he were being swallowed.

The Scholar took Nabeel’s place. Esam would have known him for a Scholar even without the hand-wide green stripes on his robe. He was short and slight, the sort who had probably hated being a Warrior, and had ink-stained fingers.


He painted a word on Esam’s chest. The brush tickled, but Esam was conscious only of the rising green fire—up to his ribs now. It seethed like snakes. Worse was the sense of potential power looming over him, power enough to crush him.

The Slave shuffled forward next. His serene expression contrasted with his branded cheek as he draped his slavechain around Esam’s neck. The cold links made Esam’s skin crawl. This man too, had once been a Warrior. How could he have willingly become a slave?

The magic rose to Esam’s neck and danced on the surface of his skin. Standing still became a torture.

Only one man remained in line, the same man who had anointed him. Pathfinder was the last step on the men’s Path to Holiness. The front of his robe was green and the back white, signifying a single stripe. He used his fingernails to pry off one of the emeralds over his eyes, leaving a raw, red spot behind, then pressed the stone to Esam’s forehead—

With a roar, the magic shot up and over Esam’s head. Emerald fire ran down his throat. He breathed it in, swallowed it. It swarmed in his blood and crackled in his bones. His body became magic and began to change.

Esam broke his word to Nabeel. He screamed until he could scream no more.

* * *

Two hours passed in a haze of utter misery for Sara.

The muddy token from Vez’s temple proved to be for House Favonius, not House Remillus, and she was safely back in her new rooms at the Primary Residence, but that was the only bit of relief she had. Her maids, Rochelle and Felicia, fussed over her with cold cloths, but the jazoria continued to burn through her.

Worse, her thoughts kept returning to those moments she’d spent in the dark with her rescuer. She kept imagining what it would have felt like if he’d touched her. Cupped her breasts in his large hands. Covered her body with his own—

Just the thought of it made her press her legs together, made her liquid with desire.

“Lady Sarathena,” Rochelle touched her arm. Looking into her cuorelle’s sympathetic gray eyes, Sara was struck by the sudden conviction that Rochelle had once been drugged herself.

Rochelle didn’t speak of the years before coming into Sara’s service, and Sara didn’t ask.

“Lady, your father is here.”

Sara closed her eyes. She didn’t want her father to see her like this. She was a Remillus; she had her pride. “Help me to the bed.”

She ripped off the cold cloths and yanked on the nightgown her dark-haired maid, Felicia, brought her. Though even the blue silk coverlet felt unbearably hot, she arranged herself modestly sitting up in bed, before nodding to Rochelle to open the door.

Her father hesitated one step over the threshold, and Sara realized he was remembering her mother and the years that she’d spent as an invalid before her death.

“Sarathena.” Touches of silver gleamed at the temples of her father’s dark hair, and worry etched his face. “The captain of the guard informed me what happened. Be assured, the Pallaxes will pay for this insult.”

Words jumbled up inside Sara. Did that mean she would not marry Claude after all? If so, she would be relieved.

But six years ago, after her foolishness beggared their House, Sara had sworn an oath to Hana, the God of Justice, that she would wed whoever was necessary to save her family. “General Pallax may still be on his way to take the capital with his Legions. If Claude was merely…overeager then we may still need the marriage to go through.”

“He kidnapped you and would have raped you,” her father said flatly. “I don’t know whether the scheme was his own or if he has been in communication with his father. Either way, he will be punished. This I promise you.”

Sara shook her head. She didn’t want revenge if the cost was her father’s life. “But—”

“It’s done.” He smiled grimly. “Having General Pallax’s family in prison may prove a better threat than our original plan. Trust me to play the game, Sara.”

Sara bit the inside of her cheek. When her father closed a subject, it stayed closed.


He patted her hand and then frowned at it. “You’re still burning up.” He looked accusingly at her maids.

Rochelle shrank back against the wall, but Felicia made a small curtsey. “She was given a large dose of jazoria. The physicker says there is nothing to be done but wait it out.”

“Ridiculous,” her father said, blue eyes crackling with authority. “There’s no need for her to suffer like this. Have a sleeping draught brought to her.”

Felicia left at once. Sara expected her father to leave, too, but he continued to sit by her bedside even after the draught arrived and she drank it down—it tasted pleasantly of mint. He held her hand as she lay back on the pillow. “Sleep, Sara, I’m here to watch over you.”

For the first time in hours, Sara felt safe. She closed her eyes and, in the next moment, tipped over into sleep. Her dreams that night were dark and terrible, full of malice.









Chapter Three



Sara woke with a pounding headache and a vile taste in her mouth. She was, on the whole, disinclined to get up.

Her maids had other ideas. They whisked away her blue coverlet, then stripped off her nightgown.

Sara flopped back down and turned her face onto her pillow. “Let me die in peace.” Her throat felt raw, as if she’d been screaming in her sleep all night.

“I know you must feel awful,” Rochelle said softly, “but you have to wake up.” Everything about Rochelle was unobtrusive, from her voice to her modest gray dress.

Sara didn’t move. Her head…

“You’re being too nice,” Felicia told Rochelle. “Watch. Sara, Master Julen’s waiting just outside. If you don’t get up right now, I’m going to open the door,” she pointed dramatically at the entrance to Sara’s sitting room, “and he’ll see you naked.”

Rochelle was the sweetest maid anyone could want. Felicia was raven-haired, petite and ruthless. The Elysinian cuorelle had been with Sara since they were both twelve-year-old girls, and she was Sara’s closest friend. Felicia could get away with murder and knew it.

Sara sat up in alarm. “Julen?” she croaked. She couldn’t swallow around the thick, sour taste in her mouth. She hadn’t felt this awful since the time Aunt Evina had forced her to consume most of a bottle of wine.

Jazoria was even worse. And people used the drug willingly? Sara tried to focus past the spike of pain in her forehead. “Why is Julen waiting for me?” Julen was her father’s favorite toady.

“He’s here to escort you to your Honorable father,” Rochelle said.

“He didn’t say why, only that it’s urgent,” Felicia added.

Sara waited. She could see from the excitement in Felicia’s green eyes that there was something more.

“We’ve been told to pack you a trunk of clothes,” Felicia said. “You’re going on a journey.”

Before Sara could ask where, Rochelle offered her a drink. The water washed away the horrid taste in Sara’s mouth, and a quick splash of her face in the painted china basin helped wake her. Unfortunately, her headache remained. The hollowness of her eyes in the silver-framed mirror reminded her unpleasantly of how her mother had appeared in the days of her final illness.

“Ouch!” Sara yelped as Rochelle pulled her hair while trying to remove the snarls with an ivory-backed brush.

“Pardon, my lady.” Rochelle seemed ready to cry. Her gray eyes were bloodshot, and her ash-blond hair hung loose instead of in its usual sleek knot.

Sara opened her mouth to ask what was wrong, but Felicia caught her eye and mouthed, “Tulio.” Ah. Sara understood. Rochelle’s freeborn son had been sickly since birth. In the next minute, Rochelle found an excuse to rush out of the room.

Felicia took the opportunity to speak privately, eyes sparkling with curiosity. “So, how does jazoria feel?”

Sara almost snapped her friend’s head off. Weren’t you there? Didn’t you see? “It was awful.”

Felicia frowned in disappointment. “All of it? I know the last part was, but I thought that was because you were denying yourself.”

“I didn’t like it,” Sara said tightly. “My body stopped listening to my head.” She shuddered.

“That can be nice when it’s with someone you trust,” Felicia offered.


Sara didn’t believe her. She would never like it.

Pity formed in Felicia’s eyes. Pity for Sara. Sara felt a bite of envy. Felicia had lovers. Felicia was happy and carefree.

“But the jazoria did work? You felt desire?” Felicia asked anxiously.

They’d talked about jazoria as a solution to Sara’s…problem last year. At the time, Sara’s father had been cultivating a marriage between Sara and the wealthy Lord Favonius. Sara had been pleased. Though fifteen years older than her, she’d enjoyed Lord Favonius’ dry humor.

And then one night they’d had a little more privacy, and he’d kissed her. He hadn’t been rough, but he’d put his hands on her body as if he already owned her—and panic had hit Sara like a fist. Instead of turning him aside with a light laugh, she’d torn herself away. His pride offended, he’d taken a step toward her, and Sara had drawn her belt knife. Then she’d run to her room and cried and cried. Felicia had calmed Sara down and suggested using jazoria, but the betrothal had fallen through, leaving their House still in debt and Sara riddled with guilt.

Sara laughed without humor. “Yes and no. The jazoria took away the fear. It made Claude more tolerable—but it wasn’t Claude I wanted to drag into a dark corner.”

“Who, then?” Curiosity lit Felicia’s green eyes.

“Someone unsuitable,” Sara confessed.

“An equitain?”

About to say no, Sara’s mind seized. Perhaps her rescuer had been an equitain. He’d never said he was a cuoreon, and she could not remember a slavechain on his person. And his behavior had been…puzzling, starting with his astounding offer to help and ending with his complete lack of fear of Claude. If he were an equitain from one of the old families who’d been citizens for two hundred years, it could explain his attitude.

Sara’s silence made Felicia leap to the wrong conclusion. She looked half-scandalized, half-titillated as she glanced at the door. “Not Julen?”

“No!” The very thought horrified Sara. “More the opposite of Julen.”

“What? Ugly?”

Like most women, Felicia had the bad taste to find Julen handsome. Sara glared at her. “Not ugly. Just not elegant. He was…brawny.” She remembered the feel of the equitain’s muscled chest under her palms. “There’s something wrong with me,” she concluded glumly.

“No, there isn’t. Lots of women prefer a bit of muscle.”

Yes, and they made crude jokes about those ladies and their cuoreon—or worse, sanguon or osseon—lovers.

“Raise your arms.” Felicia popped a sleeveless blue day dress over Sara’s head. Its drapes were more modest than last night’s gown, and its only ornaments were the two silver buckles at her shoulders. An attached cape swished behind her.

Five minutes later, Sara entered the hall.

Julen swept a low bow, then straightened. Sara was tall for a woman, but he had three inches of height on her.

Sara gave him the barest nod that he was entitled to as a citizen of the Republic. She dreaded the day when he earned enough money to buy a title and she would be forced to curtsey to him.

“Good morn, ladies. Your beauty brightens the day,” Julen said extravagantly. “Exquisite Felicia, sweet Rochelle.” He kissed their hands even though the cuorelles were far below his station, making Felicia dimple and Rochelle blush. If one excused his permanent smirk, Julen was disgustingly handsome with a golden-brown complexion, raven-dark hair and sculpted cheekbones. Equitains were forbidden the toga, but extra material at the front of his tunic created a similar draping effect. Julen’s clothes always fit him to perfection: snug trousers showed off his lean legs, and the color of his tunic matched his green eyes.

When she was fifteen, Sara had thought Julen the height of elegance. He still was, but compared to last night’s rescuer Julen suddenly looked like a twig.

Julen bowed over Sara’s hand. “And the beauteous Lady Sarathena. Not even the sun can outshine you.”

Rudely, Sara jerked her hand away. Julen watched, unoffended, amused, smiling with perfect teeth. She disliked every black curly hair on his head a little more.


Felicia reproached Sara with a look. How could anyone not adore Julen? her eyes asked.

Most women looked at Julen and saw only his charm, the same way Claude only noticed Sara’s perfect face. Sara saw Julen’s naked ambition. He would sell his grandmother into slavery if it gained him a title. He’d worked for Sara’s father for years, but his only true loyalty was to himself.

Sara strode down the hallway, sandals whispering against the gray flagged stone. Though the hallway was broad enough to run a troop of legionnaires down, five abreast, Julen walked a half-step back at her elbow. If she had to put up with him, Sara decided she might as well make use of his talents. “Where do I journey?” she asked curtly

“To see your Honorable father.”

“That wasn’t what I meant.” Sara bit back the words and you know it.

Julen arched a wicked black eyebrow. “If my lady would be so kind as to tell me what she did mean, I would, of course, be delighted to answer.”

Sara spoke through clenched teeth. “Felicia said I’m going on a journey. Where to?”

“Your Honorable father hasn’t informed you?” Julen needled.

“Obviously not.” Sara’s headache surged to the fore.

“Perhaps your Honorable father wishes to surprise you.” Julen smirked.

“Perhaps I should have my father hang and quarter you,” Sara retorted. She regretted the words immediately. She usually had better control, but the jazoria headache had frayed her temper.

“Lady Sarathena!” Julen affected shock. “If I have offended you in some way, I beg your most gracious pardon.” He sank dramatically to his knees.

“Oh, get up.” Sara eyed him with disfavor as he rose—how else?—gracefully.

She almost gave up then. The journey was probably only to the family estate in Elysinia—her father had been promising her a visit to Sylvanus, her seven-year-old brother. But giving up would mean Julen had won. “Tell me where I’m going.” They resumed walking.

“It pains me to admit that your father did not confide your destination to me.” Julen attempted to look pained.

Sara shot him a skeptical look. “You know everything that goes on in our household.” Among other things, Julen was her father’s spymaster.

“Everything except what lies in your heart, Lady Sarathena,” Julen said fulsomely.

Once the words would have given her a little glow; now all she felt was impatience. “Tell me or I’ll think you’ve lost your touch.”

“You journey to Slaveland,” Julen said softly.

Slaveland! Sara hesitated mid-step. A journey to one of the provinces, Gotia or Elysinia, she could have understood, or even to one of the neighboring countries, like Qi, that the Republic traded with, but Slaveland was different: barred to all outsiders, mysterious and barbaric. Slaveland existed as a constant thorn in the Republic’s side, a blot on any map, surrounded on all sides by the Republic.

“Loma’s Mercy, why?” Sara asked.

Julen’s eyes glittered. “It is rumored that the Primuses of the Republic have a covenant with the Kings of Slaveland.”

Before Sara could question him further, they reached their destination. A blue-clad page ushered them through a stone arch and into the Primus’s audience chamber.

The room had an impressive, domed ceiling, decorated with frescoes, but the walls looked naked—the red House Vidor tapestries had been removed, but there hadn’t been time yet to replace them with hangings of Remillus blue. Her father dominated the room effortlessly.

Her father’s sapphire blue eyes met hers as he dismissed the scribe he’d been dictating to.

“Honorable Primus, the Lady Sarathena.” Julen bowed.

“My thanks, Julen.” Her father nodded. Sara waited, but he didn’t dismiss Julen from the chamber. “Sarathena,” her father said warmly. “How are you this morn?”

Julen was pretending to be a wall, the perfect servant, only there when needed, but Sara felt conscious of his gaze as she reclined on a couch. Did he know what had happened to her last night? Almost certainly, she decided with an internal wince. “I’m fine,” she said dismissively.


“Truly?” her father asked, looking deep into her eyes.

Sara felt uncomfortable. “I have a headache, nothing more.”

Mercifully, her father took her at her word. “However unfortunate last night’s events, it may prove to be a good thing that a marriage into House Pallax is no longer in the offing,” her father said. “I have urgent need of you elsewhere.”

The journey. Sara wrenched her mind back into focus.

Her father smiled whimsically. “Do you remember how you once told me you wanted to travel? I may finally be able to grant you your wish.”

At age ten, Sara had wanted to become an acolyte of Jut and travel everywhere—but not to Slaveland. “I’ve always wanted to see the mighty waterfall on the Vaga River,” she evaded.

“I had in mind the mountains,” her father said, “the Red Mountains of Slaveland.” His blue eyes caught and held hers. Many a political enemy of her father’s had faltered under that gaze and found themselves agreeing when they’d meant to disagree. Sara wasn’t immune to his charisma.

“Why?” she managed to ask, but she knew. She’d been born a daughter and held only one value. Perhaps she should have let Claude take her virginity. If she had, she wouldn’t be shipped off now to a hostile country as a bride to a barbaric king or princeling.

God of Miracles, no. She prayed to Bas, but not to Hana, God of Justice. She would keep her oath to wed whoever was necessary to save her family, no matter how hard.

“The King of Slaves has rejected our current ambassador. He doesn’t believe the man speaks for the Primus, for me. He will accept only a child of my body as the man’s replacement. He claims there is some long-held tradition of this practice—they call it the Child of Peace or somesuch. Sylvanus is too young. Which leaves you.”

He asked her to go as his ambassador, not in an arranged marriage? Surprise and relief threw Sara off-balance. “But—but I’m not a man,” she stammered.

“You are my daughter,” her father said quietly. His eyes never left hers. “I have faith in you.”

Sara felt herself flush with pride. Her father had faith in her. She had a use beyond the marriage bed, after all. But Slaveland… “Slaveland isn’t even a quarter of the size of our smallest province. Why do we care what their king wants?”

“The matter is complicated.” Her father studied her, as if weighing how much to tell her. “I received word by courier pigeon this morning of an…attack.”

The change of subject threw Sara. “Where?”

“Lord Favonius’s country estate in Elysinia. Over two hundred people were massacred.”

“Loma’s Mercy.” Sara closed her eyes for a moment. So many deaths were hard to grasp. “And Lord Favonius?” She had liked him once.

“Dead,” her father said bluntly, “along with his new wife and children and sister. House Favonius has been decimated. It will fall to a cadet branch.”

“Who did it?” Sara asked, remembering the token she’d found in the mud at Vez’s temple.

Her father shook his head, his expression bleak. “We don’t know. There are no witnesses—not a woman or child was spared. They were killed by magic.”

“Magic?” Sara said blankly. Magic wasn’t something she had ever spent much time thinking about. She knew in general how it worked, of course. The gods conferred certain powers on their chosen priesthood. If prayer wasn’t working, you could pay one of them to perform a specific rite. If the rite was a popular one, like relieving pain, a made-up potion could be purchased.

“Yes, magic,” her father said. “Our priests lack the power, and the Grasslander barbarians to the north have no magic. That leaves the Qiph tribes in the south, who spend most of their time feuding with each other, and the King of Slaves, who has always hated our country.” He paused. “Have you ever wondered why the Republic allows Slaveland to exist within our borders?”

“I always assumed it was geography, that its Red Mountains are impassable,” Sara said hesitantly.


“No mountains are completely impassable,” her father said. “No, the reason Slaveland still exists is because of the strength of their magic. Slaveland is said to be an entire nation of priests. I don’t believe that, but there’s no doubt their magic is stronger than ours. I don’t say Primus Tembor was wrong to forbid the temples’ darker practices, but there’s no denying that over the last century our priesthood has grown weak.” He made a face. “Until recently, I thought that was a good thing.”

Sara nodded agreement, thinking of Nir.

“Slave magic is different. Crude, but strong,” her father said with distaste. “And that’s why I need you to go to Slaveland and discover the secret of their magic.”

Sara’s breath caught. What was being asked of her was enormous and frightening, but at the same time it was what she had always dreamed of: a chance to be more than a pretty doll.

But… “Elysinia is closer to Qi than to Slaveland. What makes you certain the King of Slaveland is responsible for the massacre?”

“The message I received reported a small party of Qiph in the area, but insisted they arrived after the massacre had already taken place. I do not know what the Qiph are doing in the Republic—though I intend to find out,” her father said grimly. “It may be that they are working together with the Slavelanders, or it may be that the Slavelanders wish the Qiph to be blamed in their stead. Once we go to war with the Qiph—”

“Once?” Sara interrupted. “Don’t you mean if?”

Her father shook his head. “As soon as word of the massacre gets out, the Senate will howl for blood. They’ll place no credence on the word of one spy.”

Sara winced. Of course, her father would have set a man to spy on his rival Lord Favonius’s comings and goings, but he couldn’t admit doing such before the Senate…

“I’ll have little choice but to send out a punitive force,” her father continued, “even though doing so will play right into Nir’s hands. Nir will claim that we need a strong general to lead the Republic in time of war.”

Sara frowned. “Couldn’t you delay sending out the Legions until you have more information?”

“If I delay, Lord Favonius’s supporters will claim I’m dragging my feet because we were rivals, perhaps even whisper that I ordered the massacre. I’m caught either way. My worst fear is that once we’re embroiled in a war with Qi, the true culprits will strike again.”

“It’s doubtful that Lord Favonius was a random target,” Julen said, speaking up for the first time. “The attack must’ve been planned weeks in advance. It’s probably sheer chance Lord Favonius himself was killed. If they expected him to become Primus, then the attack could have been meant to devastate him and weaken the Primacy.”

The politics didn’t interest Sara. “Sylvanus.” Her mouth dried. “You must move him. He isn’t safe.”

“Where can I move him?” Her father opened his hands, palms out in a show of helplessness. “Wherever I send him, he would just become a hostage.”

“Aunt Evina—” Sara started.

“Is here in the capital,” her father finished. “Paulin controls their estate and has no especial fondness for me. No, I’m afraid Sylvanus is still safest on our estate in Elysinia.” And House Remillus’s original estate in Temboria itself had been sold a generation before to pay debts.

Sara opened her mouth to demand that her father send her there, but what could she do against magic that had killed two hundred men and women?

Her father returned to the subject of her journey. “I have others investigating Qi, but you are the only one who can pass through the gate into Slaveland.”

“I can’t be the first to try to discover their secret.”

“No,” her father admitted. “Many spies have been sent over the years. Most are turned back at the border. Those who do enter, never return. I’m sending you into danger,” her father said bitterly. “I know it, and yet I must. I need to send someone I can trust. Will you go, Sarathena?”

Sara didn’t hesitate. “Of course.”

“As Primus of the Republic, I give you my thanks. As your father, I shall pray for your safety.” Her father stood up. “Now then, there is still much to do if you are to leave this afternoon.”

“So soon?” Sara asked in dismay.


“There’s no time to waste.” Her father counted on his fingers. “Three days at most until the news of the massacre breaks. A week to wrangle out a course of action. Three more days for a courier to be sent to the closest Legion—that’s if General Pallax doesn’t ride into the city. If he does, I’ll be saddled with him. Two more weeks to equip a Legion and set them marching for the border. In a month we’ll be hopelessly embroiled in a war with the Qiph, and the Slavelanders will be free to strike again.”

Sara felt daunted. “Unless I can uncover proof of the Slavelanders’ guilt.”

“No,” her father said. “I told you, it’s too late to stop the war with Qi. What I need from you is the secret of the Slavelander’s magic, so that we can protect ourselves from future attack.”

Sara shivered. Yes, Sylvanus must be protected.

She stood up. “I will leave you then. As you say, there is much to do.” Her maids would already have begun packing both her trunks and their own. She suddenly realized that Rochelle couldn’t go. Not with an ailing child, and it would be too cruel to separate them. She would need another maid to replace Rochelle as well as a cook and enough guards to stand all the watches…

Sara’s mind was busy sorting, but she paused on the threshold of the chamber. “Can you offer me any advice on how to accomplish my task?”

Her father chuckled. “Ah, Sarathena, I don’t think you understand how most men are affected by your beauty…what a man will do for a smile from you.”

Sara’s heart turned to stone in her breast. So. This wasn’t any different from bringing in an advantageous marriage offer. She was still to use her body.

How stupid of her to think otherwise. As her father had gently pointed out a time or two, she had no head for politics, and her ability to add and multiply numbers quickly wouldn’t be much help in this kind of situation.

Sara schooled her face into blankness. To keep her family safe, she would do whatever she had to do.

“Is something amiss, Lady Sarathena?” Julen asked with fake solicitude.

“Of course not,” she said at once. “I was just thinking I shall have to add a translator to my household.”

But her father shook his head. “No need. Most, if not all, Slavelanders will speak Tembori. They must, just to communicate among themselves. Slaveland is a hodge-podge of peoples—Gotians, Elysinians, Grasslanders—whose only common trait is that they were once Republican slaves.” He paused. “In any case, I’m afraid a household is impossible. You are permitted to bring only one companion. The King of Slaves mislikes foreigners crossing his borders.”

“Only one?” Sara repeated, aghast. “But, without my own household, who will protect me from poison and assassination?”

“They won’t dare touch a hair on your head,” her father said grimly. “While their magic makes Slaveland strong, it is not impregnable. They won’t risk open warfare with the Republic. Or they would not have resorted to this cowardly attack in the first place.”

Sara appreciated her father’s attempt to reassure her, but knew that if she was caught spying, she risked death.

So she wouldn’t let herself be caught.

Taking a deep breath, Sara took refuge in practicalities. “What about my maid? Does the companion rule include her?” She would need another woman as a chaperone for the journey if nothing else.

“Servants aren’t companions. They can’t mean to exclude your personal maid,” her father assured her. “Why don’t you ask your friend Hespera to accompany you?”

Sara shook her head. Hespera was an acquaintance, not a friend, and, in any case, no highborn girl’s family would permit her to come.

Sara tried desperately to think of someone else. Aunt Evina would never leave the gambling pursuits and amusements of the city. She had no cousins.

“Might I suggest a suitable companion, my lady?”

Sara looked up at Julen’s handsome, smiling face and knew she would hate whoever he suggested. He was enjoying rubbing her nose in the fact that she had no friends. Instinctively, she struck back. “Why, Julen, how kind of you to volunteer.” Satisfaction surged through Sara at Julen’s horrified expression. She savored it for a moment before letting him off the hook. “It’s too bad Father can’t spare you.”


“You know, that’s an excellent suggestion,” her father said thoughtfully. “I should have thought of it myself. I’ll feel much better for your safety if Julen is there to steer you. And he knows how to send messages in ciphers.”

Sara fumbled a protest—several protests—but they did no good. Her father’s mind was made up. “Unless you can think of someone more suitable?” he asked pointedly.

For the life of her, she could not.









Chapter Four



Four hours later Sara found herself traveling in a carriage with Julen. It had mesh windows to keep out insects and plush burgundy seats, but it was, essentially, a box on wheels. A small box.

After the white-pillared and domed Primary Residence and the fabulous tiered fountains of the Temple District had dwindled into more ordinary streets, Sara found herself with nothing to look at but Julen. She fervently wished she’d never mockingly suggested him as her companion.

Julen smiled as if he could read her thoughts. “So here we are. Together. Alone.”

He was trying to intimidate her. Sara scowled. “We’re not alone, or have you forgotten how to count?” Because of the secrecy of her mission to Slaveland, Sara lacked a proper chaperone, but Felicia was sitting beside her. And eight legionnaires disguised as outriders accompanied their plain black carriage. At least a few of them ought to be within earshot if she screamed, even on the noisy cobblestone streets they were rattling down.

Julen didn’t even glance at Felicia. “A wise cuorelle never tells her mistress’s business.”

Aunt Evina’s cuorelles probably turned a blind eye all the time, but Sara didn’t play those games, and Julen knew it.

“You flatter yourself,” she said coldly.

“My lady?” Julen spread his hands in false innocence. “I only meant that since we are alone, I would like to take the opportunity to express my…humble gratitude for the wonderful opportunity you have given me.” A wealth of rage lay behind the exquisitely polite words.

Her father had just become Primus. From Julen’s point of view, he’d been exiled on the eve of new vistas of power opening up in front of him. The opportunity for graft alone was enormous.

“No need to thank me,” Sara said with an edge of her own. “It was my father who insisted.” And, oh, how she’d tried to change his mind.

Julen’s charming mask slipped. “Your father promised me much, including a title, if I helped him become Primus.”

Sara raised her eyebrow. “If my father gave you his oath, he will keep it. I’m sure he’ll reward you, suitably, when we return from Slaveland.”

“The promises of noblemen are easily given, and harder to collect,” Julen said cynically. “My father’s captain promised him a place of honor on one of his estates for saving his life in battle, and yet when my father became crippled that place of honor shrank to the size of a small hut. I will not be pushed aside so easily. We both know a title by itself is worth less than the position I held. By the time we return, your father will have replaced me.”

Sara shrugged. “Then you’d better hope your replacement is less competent than yourself.” To prick his pride, she imbued her tone with doubt even though she knew Julen to be an excellent spymaster.

“I did not get this far in life by hoping,” Julen said with withering contempt. “I think it would be much better over all if, in a day’s time, you decide on a different companion and send me back to the capital with apologies to your father.”

“I’d like nothing better than to be rid of you,” Sara told him. “But my father made me promise to keep you near.”

Julen waved this away. “I’m sure, with a little thought, you can come up with some excuse.”

“I will not break my oath for you.”


Julen leaned forward. “I don’t think you quite understand. I sold part of my soul to get where I was—the Primus’s right hand. I’m not going to let you throw it away on a whim because I annoyed you.”

An answering flame of anger burned in Sara, obliterating the flicker of guilt she felt. “Annoyed me? I loathe you, for reasons you know very well.” Reasons which had nothing to do with his constant mockery and only partly to do with the callous way he had treated her when she was fifteen and naive enough to have tender feelings for him. She blamed Julen for the worst day of her life and all the terrible consequences that had followed.

“Now that I think about, I’m glad I suggested you as my companion,” Sara said starkly. “Because you’re correct—my father will find a new right hand. And that means that as soon as we return to the Republic I’ll never have to speak to you again.” She looked him dead in the eye. “Bearing your company now is well worth the price.”

And Julen looked away. She saw the guilt on his face.

Felicia looked wildly curious. Not even she knew all the details of that terrible day. Nor was Sara inclined to share them even now.

Unfortunately, Julen’s attack of conscience only lasted until the carriage passed through the city gates into the country. For the next hour, as they traveled down a well-maintained stone road that ran as straight as an arrow, Julen began his campaign to be sent back to Temborium, by making himself obnoxious.

He showered her with syrupy compliments until Sara thought she would go mad. “Your eyes are the sapphire blue of the Kunal Sea on a sunny day. No, nothing so common as that. Let me try again, even though I am doomed to fail. Your eyes are the blue of a summer sky, celestial orbs of wondrous beauty.”

If he intended to wear her down, he would fail. Sara tried to ignore him.

“Your lips are like pink roses that have been brushed with dew…”

It didn’t help that Felicia could hardly contain her mirth. Sara glared at her maid and wished she’d taken Rochelle with her instead.

She’d found it surprisingly hard to say goodbye to Rochelle. Rochelle had wanted to come along, and only after Sara had pointed out how hard the journey would be on Tulio had Rochelle ceased arguing. The degree of her fervency had worried Sara; she’d begun to think of all the things that could happen to a cuorelle with no nearby protectors. If some steward decided Rochelle should scrub floors, who would be there to say no? Worse, hundreds of people had business in the Primary Residence. What if Nir’s eye fell on her?

In the end, Sara had decided Rochelle and her son would be safer with Aunt Evina. She’d penned a swift note, praising Rochelle’s skills and asking that she be given only light work, and sent them off.

“What about her ears?” Felicia asked, breaking Sara’s reverie. “Aren’t they pretty too?” She blinked innocently.

Julen obliged. “My lady’s ears are like snail shells.”

He was giving her a headache. Sara gave up on pride.

“Enough. Julen, hand me your dagger.”

“Of course, Lady Sarathena.” He drew it, then hesitated. “Might I enquire why you need it?”

“So I can stab you through the heart with it,” she said coldly. He had no right to question her.

Julen smiled faintly, but handed over his dagger. Sara used the hilt to rap on the roof of the carriage, sparing her knuckles. Within moments the carriage swayed to a halt beside a field of green grain, the heads just beginning to fill out.

Sara didn’t wait for the coachman to jump down, but opened the door herself and climbed out.

The captain, a fit-looking man of thirty, trotted his horse up. “Is there a problem, Lady Sarathena?” His name was Marcus, she remembered, and he’d seemed competent when she spoke to him earlier.

“I want to stretch my legs,” she told him.

Captain Marcus nodded politely, but said no more. Sara appreciated his restraint.


Felicia descended too. She looked questioningly at Sara; Sara shook her head—she didn’t want to be attended right now—and Felicia smiled up at the captain. Felicia liked handsome men, and Captain Marcus qualified despite his unfortunate jug-handled ears.

He dismounted, which conveniently put him on the same level as Felicia, and began to walk his horse. Sara sent the lovely chestnut gelding a covetous glance. She wished she could ride instead of being sequestered inside the stuffy, bumpy carriage, but it was, of course, unladylike.

Sara felt the rest of the outriders’ eyes on her like a heavy hand, but her rank and their captain’s scowl kept them from approaching her as she walked a short ways into the field. Within moments, all the outriders not assigned to watch the road had been drawn into Felicia’s orbit, leaving Sara in peace.

The wind rippled through the grain like ocean waves. Sara trailed her hands through the green wheat and felt the tension flow out of her.

The field was small, bounded by an orchard and a neat stone wall, but it reminded her of the Remillus estate in northern Elysinia, which bordered on the grasslands. Sara had run wild in them as a girl.

Aunt Evina disdained the country as boring, but Sara would trade all Temborium’s frantic socializing for the endless horizon of the prairies. Sara never realized how penned up she felt in the city until she drove outside and the walls disappeared.

She turned to walk a little farther and suddenly noticed the second, equally plain carriage in their entourage. Her father had told her that the ambassador from Slaveland was returning to his country, but not why. Sara’s eyes narrowed in speculation. A high-ranking ambassador might well know the secret of his country’s magic. If he had been recalled in disgrace, he might be persuaded to part with the information for a large bribe.

Then she wouldn’t have to enter Slaveland at all.

Sara instantly decided to switch vehicles. She could start to fulfill her task and avoid Julen at the same time. She headed toward the second carriage with purposeful strides.

Its door opened just as she arrived, and a tall, brawny man jumped down. The ambassador didn’t seem to be in a good mood; he was swearing creatively and holding his right hand tight against his chest.

He had light skin and looked younger than the graybeard Sara had expected. Then he straightened up, and she stopped breathing.

It was him. Her rescuer from last night.

Sara’s first thought, that he must be the ambassador’s servant, died a quick death. The carriage door hung open, the compartment obviously empty. Which meant—

She found herself staring at his chest. The same thickly muscled chest she’d caressed last night while drugged. A horrible tide of heat crept over her, embarrassment and…something else. It couldn’t be attraction; the jazoria had worn off hours ago.

She didn’t want to look up, afraid of what she might see on his face: contempt, lust, amusement. But she was a Remillus. Remilluses didn’t hide.

Sara met his gaze and saw that he looked as appalled as she felt. “Did you know?” Sara asked baldly.

He shook his head.

Oddly, Sara believed him, and she relaxed. “I didn’t know who you were either.”

A hard light entered his brown eyes. “You thought I was a slave.”

Sara shook her head. “Only at first and only because your hair and clothes are not those of a noble. But you gave yourself away in a hundred small ways. This morning I decided you were an equitain.”

In the dark, she’d primarily been aware of his body, his face hidden in shadow. Now she noticed the strength of will stamped on his square jaw and the intelligence in his brown eyes.

He didn’t look appeased. In silence, he extended his wrist toward her, turning it so that she saw the bone brand seared into his flesh. At some point in his life he’d been a Bone Slave, an osseon.


Sara winced. She’d bungled this badly; she should have realized someone from Slaveland might be a former slave, but she’d assumed an ambassador would have been at least a generation removed from such poor beginnings. When she dared look up, he regarded her with a coolly expectant expression—probably waiting for her to throw up her hands in horror.

“Let’s start over,” she said instead. “I am Lady Sarathena Remillus, but please call me Sara.” She gave him her most bewitching smile and held out her hand to be kissed.

Unlike most men, he didn’t smile back or look lascivious. He clasped her fingers for a bare instant then dropped them as if burned.

Sara’s fingers curled involuntarily as if she could hold the sensation in. How could such a simple touch make her so aware of his strength and maleness?

“I’m Lance,” he said.

Lance, not Lord Lance? Was he being informal, or did he lack a title? Informal, Sara decided. He had to be of high rank to be an ambassador.

“Lance, I have a favor to beg of you. Something was spilled in my carriage, and it reeks dreadfully. Could I ride with you, until the smell clears away?”

“I don’t think so.”

“We won’t be alone,” Sara assured him. “My maid will be there to insure propriety.”

“That wasn’t what I meant.” Lance raked his hand through his sandy brown hair and winced.

He was going to say no.

Disappointment warred with relief. In her own carriage she would be safe from this unwelcome awareness.

Brutally, Sara reminded herself there was more at stake than her own comfort. Two hundred dead at Lord Favonius’s estate… Not a woman or child spared. Such an attack must not happen again. She had to discover the secret of slave magic, and Lance represented a golden opportunity to accomplish her goal quickly.

“Please—” She’d intended to bat her eyelashes as Evina had taught her, but she saw how that single word, please, stopped him. She remembered how he’d risked bodily harm last night for the sake of a stranger. Instantly, she knew all she had to do to get her way was play on his sympathy.

“In a few days’ time, I’m going to be leaving the Republic to live among strangers for months, if not years. It will make things so much easier if, when we arrive, they’re not all strangers.” The words sounded true because they were true.

It worked. Lance nodded once. “Fine, then. Now excuse me, I want to stretch my legs.” He walked off without another word.

Sara told herself it didn’t matter. He wouldn’t be able to avoid her once they were in the carriage.

* * *

Lance knew he’d made a mistake as soon as he wedged his large body into the carriage and Lady Sara’s knee brushed his, sending a jolt of heat through him.

But what choice had he had? Ordering another carriage would delay their party, and it was vital that he deliver the Child of Peace to Kandrith. After being denied an audience with the new Primus for a week, Lance had been all but certain that the man intended to repudiate the Pact, imperiling Kandrith. And then today, Lance had abruptly been informed that he and the Republican Child of Peace would be leaving for Kandrith within the hour.

Lance didn’t know what to make of the coincidence that the woman he’d rescued last night was Primus Remillus’s daughter. Perhaps the Goddess had steered his steps that night.

Regardless, he wouldn’t be able to relax until they crossed the border. If doing so meant sharing transportation, then he would, but, Goddess help him, he hadn’t comprehended how small the cursed carriage would feel with the two of them inside it.

The three of them. The maid was squeezed in there too. Lance ignored Lady Sara and smiled at her slave, a vividly pretty Elysinian. “Good afternoon.” Here lay salvation.

He expected Lady Sara to fly into a fury at his rudeness in not pretending her slave was a patch of upholstery, but she only smiled. “This is my maid, Felicia. She’s been my companion since we were twelve.”

Pretty words—companion, maid—but the slavechain on Felicia’s wrist spoke the real truth.

Felicia dimpled up at him, but he read speculation in her eyes. She would have heard of his country.


As the coach lumbered into motion, Lady Sara turned to Felicia. “So what did the outriders say? How far do we travel today?”

“Captain Marcus wants to push on to Jessary tonight. It’s about another five hours travel,” Felicia said.

Lady Sara let out a small sigh, but didn’t complain. “That will give us plenty of time to get acquainted.” She smiled at him, and Lance felt as if he were staring into the sun. She’d been beautiful in the moonlight. By day she was almost blinding: luscious golden-brown skin and full pink lips that tempted—

“Tell me about Slaveland,” she invited.

Her words struck his temper. “It’s a corrupt cesspool. But why ask me? You’re the one who lives here.”

Lady Sara looked bewildered for an instant, before returning to the artificial manners typical of nobles that he found so infuriating. “I was referring to your homeland, not the Republic of Temboria. What do you call it, if not Slaveland?”

“Since there are no slaves in my country, it would be stupid to call it Slaveland. Your country is the true land of slaves.” He spoke rudely, trying to pick a quarrel. Once she revealed her shallow nature, his desire for that perfect face and bewitching body would cool.

“I beg your pardon, I meant no offense.” She looked sincere, but Lance held tightly to his irritation. “Slaveland is all I have ever heard your homeland called.”

“It’s called Kandrith.”

“It means Freedom,” Felicia volunteered.

Lance looked at her in chagrin. In the heat of his argument, he’d inadvertently left Felicia out of the conversation. “Yes. Freedom or Key.”

“How did you know that?” Lady Sara seemed perplexed that her slave knew something she didn’t.

Felicia’s face became guileless. “I heard it somewhere.”

Lance snorted. “You can chain a slave, but not fetter their thoughts.” He tried to catch Felicia’s gaze, to let her know he would help her if he could, but her eyes slid away.

“Felicia’s not a slave. She’s a cuorelle.”

“Cuorelle means Heart Slave. There’s no difference.”

“You’re wrong. Slaves are slaves for life, and all their children, too, with no hope of ever redeeming themselves,” Lady Sara said with distaste. “Barbarians take slaves. Felicia has only two years left on her slavechain and then her grandfather will have served his forty years and she and all her brothers and sisters, aunts, uncles and cousins and her father will be free citizens of the Republic, equitains.”

Lance stared at her, unable to believe the tripe falling from her lips. “You speak of forty years of starvation and hard labor as if it were nothing. Most slaves never live to earn off their slavechain.”

“Only someone who is cruel and stupid starves his workers. I admit most nobles believe that hard labor is necessary to keep their osseons—first-generation Bone Slaves—too tired to revolt. However, we were speaking of cuorelles. Felicia has never done a day’s labor in the field.”

Lance could have told her that most Republicans were cruel, stupid bastards, but he concentrated on smashing down the second part of her argument. “And has Felicia also never been beaten? Never seen a loved one whipped or murdered?”

Lady’s Sara spine straightened. “Never.”

He had his doubts, but they weren’t worth arguing over. “And can you say the same for every cuorelle?” He watched her face, expecting her—daring her—to lie.

“It is illegal to torture or murder a slave,” Lady Sara said instead.

A law that was never enforced. She couldn’t be that blind. She had to know; she just didn’t care. “And rape, is that illegal too?”

He used the word as a verbal slap. As expected, it created a silence and then—

A soft, bitter laugh escaped Lady Sara’s lips. “I’m afraid rape is a crime that holds little hope of justice for any woman, slave or noble.” Her gaze met his, and he recalled the lordling chasing her through the mud.


Yes, that was probably true in this miserable excuse for a country. Things were different in Kandrith, but he inclined his head in acknowledgment of the point. “Still, you have some protection. Felicia has none.”

“I am Felicia’s protection.”

Lance looked his skepticism. Oh, Lady Sara might have good intentions, but the second Felicia set foot out of her presence any noble with an itch could simply grab her and take her. Her maid was an attractive woman; she would have had to have led an extraordinarily charmed life to have escaped it.

“You don’t believe me.” Lady Sara’s nostrils flared. She rapped on the carriage roof and called for the coachman to halt.

Lance felt a surge of satisfaction. Now that he’d offended her, she would return to her own carriage, and—

“Fetch Captain Marcus for me,” Lady Sara ordered the coachman.

The legionnaire must have already been on his way to find out why they’d stopped, because in a matter of moments he opened the carriage door. “Lady Sarathena?”

“Captain, could you please repeat the instructions I gave you regarding Felicia?”

Captain Marcus stared straight ahead and recited: “That if any man lays a hand on her person without her express consent, you will see them disemboweled and hanged from the nearest tree.” His brows drew together. “Have any of my men—”

“No, everything is fine,” Lady Sara assured him. “You may tell the coachman to continue.”

The captain nodded and shut the door. In moments, the coach rolled back into motion.

Looking pleased with herself, Lady Sara raised an eyebrow. “Well?”

Lance was impressed, but he quickly pointed out, “That threat may work against legionnaires, but any man of your rank would laugh in your face.”

“It’s the height of rudeness to abuse another’s cuorelles,” she informed him.

Lance opened his mouth to tell her what a frail protection that was and then winced when he caught sight of Felicia sitting quietly. Here he was likely raking up old pains for the sake of an argument with a highborn lady, who was never going to change her mind because it would upset her notion of her superior place in the world. He addressed Felicia. “I’m sorry.”

He couldn’t tell if she were upset or not; her face was a smooth mask. “I am fortunate in my mistress,” she murmured.

“And yet not so fortunate that she’s actually freed you.”

He aimed the dig at Lady Sara, but Felicia surprised him by answering. “She can’t.”

Lance stared at her.

“Lord Remillus, Lady Sara’s father, holds my family’s slavechain. When we were twelve, he transferred my chain to Sara, on the condition that she promise not to free me before my time. He was afraid,” Felicia glanced wryly at her mistress, “that she had too soft a heart.”

Lady Sara grimaced.

“So Lady Sara gave me a choice. I could continue as her father’s cuorelle with the hope that I might someday perform such a great service that I was freed early, or take service with her. Can you guess which one I picked?” Felicia asked mockingly.

Lady Sara frowned. “I’ve never quite understood that. You could have had the best of both worlds by serving me while remaining in my father’s hands.”

“I’d make the same choice again today,” Felicia said flatly. “If you died tomorrow, your father would sell me.”

Lady Sara burst out laughing. “How reassuring! I guess I’m safe from being poisoned by you then.”

Felicia made a face and then started laughing too.

A strange thought struck Lance. Could Sara actually consider Felicia her friend? A friend who was also her servant, but still a friend?

And how did Felicia feel about her mistress? Certainly there was ease and affection there, but he sensed that Felicia always stood slightly on guard. The barrier of Felicia’s status stood in the way of true friendship. He wondered if Sara realized that.

Had she ever had a true friend?


Now he was starting to pity her and that wouldn’t do. Lance summoned up the threads of their argument. “So you can’t free Felicia. You could have encouraged her to escape.”

Lady Sara looked insulted. “I gave my word.”

“And you didn’t want to be inconvenienced by being without your favorite slave.”

Anger turned her eyes hot blue. Would they look the same in the throes of passion? Lance shifted on the seat.

“You speak as if I enslaved Felicia personally, as if I invented slavery,” she said. “I’ve come closer to being chained myself, than chaining anyone.”

“You?” Lance scoffed, his gaze running over her expensive gown and the soft, pampered body inside it.

“Yes. When I was nine, Grassland barbarians attacked my father’s estate.” Her voice shook, whether from anger or fear he couldn’t tell, but, for the first time, her true emotions showed through that cursed light hauteur she cultivated. “One of them grabbed me by the hair and threw me across his saddle. If he hadn’t been shot down, I would wear chains today. I was lucky. Felicia’s grandfather was unlucky, that’s all.”

The incident explained why she was kind to her slaves, but he doubted it had done more than dent the sense of superiority that made most Republicans insufferable. “So it’s just a matter of luck?” he probed.

She failed the test. “Slavery is what happens to the people on the losing side of a war—or else the same war will happen over and over again for the next hundred years. ‘It takes three generations to grow a citizen,’” Lady Sara quoted Primus Tembor, the founder of the Republic.

Lance had heard that argument before. “How noble,” he sneered. “But the Republic doesn’t go to war to grow citizens. It’s greedy for land and slaves. That’s why it goes to war.”

To his annoyance, Lady Sara shrugged. “War is the prerogative of Nir. If the Republic fell tomorrow, war and slavery would still exist.”

“That doesn’t make it right.” Lance clenched his hands into fists, bearing the pain in his swollen knuckles.

“Perhaps not,” she said, “but it’s the world we live in.”

Her cool manners had returned. He’d probably imagined the glimpse he’d thought he’d caught of something deeper.

He reminded himself that her lack of character didn’t change anything. He still had to deliver her pampered ass across the border.

* * *

Her father’s faith in her had been misplaced.

The thought haunted Sara, but she could not deceive herself. Lance wasn’t tripping over himself in his eagerness to worship at the altar of her beauty.

Under other circumstances she might have found that pleasing.

As it was, Sara was exceedingly happy when the carriage finally stopped for the night in Jessary at the red-painted Temple of Jut, God of Travellers. While modest in size, the temple provided all a weary traveler could ask: a soft bed with clean sheets, filling food and drink, hot baths and, above all, a floor that didn’t rock and sway like a carriage. That alone was priceless.

The temple treated all travelers as guests in the god’s house—but it was a rude guest who didn’t offer a gift in return. Sara would see that Julen made an appropriate donation. Even the horses in the stables would be curried and given hot mash tonight as they were considered travelers too. Jut’s twin sister, Jita, was Goddess of Horses.

A priest showed Sara and Felicia to the temple’s best room, which opened onto a private garden. He acted very solicitous, but Sara disapproved of how young and plump he was. In Elysinia, retired older priests ran the temples, while their younger brethren followed Jut’s footsteps and wandered the wide world. She felt relieved when he finally bowed and left them to refresh themselves before supper.

“Well,” she said to Felicia, “I think you’ve made a conquest.”

“Who, the priest?” Felicia sounded startled.


“No. Lance.” Lance had made a definite point of talking to Felicia, asking about her numerous brothers and sisters, and ignoring Sara for most of the trip. She sat down heavily on the feather tick mattress while Felicia unpacked a fresh gown for her.

To her surprise, Felicia shook her head. “Oh, no. He’s only paying attention to me to spite you. He can barely keep his eyes off you.”

Sara blinked at this interpretation and felt more pleased than she should have.

How many times had she wished that she was plain of face, that Nir hadn’t noticed her, that Claude would keep his hands to himself? And yet when Lance ignored her beauty she’d felt slighted. Almost off-balance.

Had she become vain then? Sara didn’t think so. Unbidden came the jazoria-hazed memory of sitting close to him, her hands on his chest. She didn’t want Lance to be immune to her, because she was not immune to him.

The realization was unwelcome, but she couldn’t lie to herself any longer. Sara bit her lip, wishing that her unruly body, for once, would cooperate. She’d never felt even a flicker of attraction to any of the men her father had wished her to marry, but a rude foreigner who hated her? Him, she craved.

As much as she’d like to avoid him, the grim political reality her father had laid out before her meant she couldn’t. She needed to discover the secret of slave magic as quickly as possible.

Lance had made it painfully clear that he could never be friends with her, the daughter of his country’s enemy, but if he did desire her, it gave her a tool. Sara knew she lacked her father’s charisma and cleverness so she must use the one talent she’d been born with: her beauty.

Her beauty was both her curse and her blessing. She hated the effect it had on men, but without it she would be useless. Worthless.

She would be playing a dangerous game, trying to lure Lance into indiscretion with kisses and small touches and yet not get caught in the same sensual trap. She could not afford to surrender her virginity.

As plans went, it was terrible, but it was the only plan she had.

Accordingly, she had Felicia take extra pains with her deep blue gown and coiffure before the priest led them to a sumptuous private dining room. But it was all for naught: Lance was absent.

Her mood worsened when Julen sat down on the burgundy leather bench across the carved walnut table from her. A fresh-faced acolyte set steaming bowls barley soup in front of them. To avoid looking at Julen, Sara studied the large mural of Jut and Jita fording a river on horseback, just ahead of a horde of Grasslander barbarians. The artist hadn’t painted the lead Grasslander quite right—his hair should be gathered at the back like a horse’s tail, not sprouting on top of the head like a plant—but she easily recognized the scene from one of her favorite childhood stories of the god and goddess.

“Enjoying your time with the prince?” Julen asked snidely between spoonfuls.

Sara stilled, but years of Evina’s training kept her expression smooth and untroubled.

Unfortunately, Felicia spoiled it. “Prince? Lance is a prince?” she asked.

“Why, yes,” Julen almost purred. “Didn’t you know? The ambassador is the Prince of Slaves.” He touched his goblet, and the acolyte instantly refilled it.

“That’s not the correct title,” Sara said, trying to regain the upper hand. “The inhabitants prefer to call their land Kandrith and take offense at Slaveland.”

“That’s not all he might take offense at if you haven’t been using his title.” Julen’s lips twisted in malicious amusement. “Is that why he’s not at supper tonight? Perhaps I should talk to him, smooth things over.” He actually started to stand.

“Sit down,” Sara snapped.

Julen sat down, but leaned back and crossed his arms in an attitude of lordly condescension.

Sara continued, “You will not attempt to undermine my relationship with the ambassador. If asked, you will say the carriage still reeks so as to offend the delicate sensibilities of a lady—but that you are fine. You will not complain to him or even hint that I have treated you poorly. If you do, I will have you sent back to Temborium—in chains as a traitor.”


Julen studied her with hooded eyes. “You don’t have the authority to have me arrested. But—” he held up a hand when she would have spoken, “—I’ll give you my promise not to undermine your relationship with the prince. It’s an advantage I don’t need.”

“Advantage?” Sara frowned.

He smirked at her. “Yes. I’ve decided it won’t do to return to the capital empty-handed, as it were. I’m going discover the secret of slavelander’s magic myself.”

“And win my father’s eternal gratitude,” Sara said acidly.

“Just so.” Julen waved a hand, and the acolyte who’d been hovering in the doorway removed their soupbowls and served the second course of roast duck and vegetables.

Sara cut a bite of meat though her appetite had fled. A headache surged around her eyes. “And how, pray, are you going to accomplish this while riding in the other carriage?”

Julen shook his head sadly, as if she were a slow child. “The same way I convinced Lord Favonius to leave the capital and visit his estate: a little bribery here, a little blackmail there. The prince has been away from home for a long, lonely number of months. He’s sure to have developed some little weakness I can discover and exploit.” Julen applied himself to the duck with enthusiasm.

Sara doggedly chewed her own sage-flavored mouthful. Maybe it was her pride speaking, but she didn’t think Julen’s methods would work as well on Lance as they did on corrupt Republican senators.

Lance was an idealist. Julen would sneer at the thought that such a man could exist.

* * *

Lance had escaped Lady Sara’s distracting company by taking supper with the outriders in the common room the night before, but in the morning she tracked him down and sat across from him at the scarred oak table—much to the chagrin of the plump priest at her heels.

Despite the early hour, she looked fresh and well-rested. And far too delectable even in a relatively modest purple dress.

“Good morn, Prince Lance.”

Lance frowned at her cheery greeting. “Don’t call me that. I’m not a prince.”

Her forehead puckered slightly. “You’re not the son of the King of—of Kandrith?”

Lance sighed and put down his hard-boiled egg. “I am the king’s son, but I am not a prince.”

Lady Sara laughed, a too-sweet artificial sound. “How can that be? They are one and the same. The king’s son is a prince by definition.”

Lance shook his head. “The title prince is not used in Kandrith.”

“Then what title is used? Lord? Duke?”

“No title,” he insisted. “I’m just the king’s son. Just Lance. We don’t even use the title king.”

Lady Sara still looked confused. “What is your father then, if not the—” She broke off suddenly, staring at him, aghast.

Lance looked down and saw a small spot of gravy on his tunic, but nothing to rate her alarm.

“What did you do to your hand? It’s all swollen.” Before he could stop her, she reached across the table and picked up his hand—she was gentle, but he couldn’t prevent a flinch of pain.

Her mouth turned down even farther at the corners; she looked distressed, almost in tears, for no reason Lance could see.

“Did you hurt it that night?”

Ah. She thought he’d been injured protecting her fair self the night of the banquet. Lance quickly disabused her. “No, I didn’t.”

Her expression didn’t lighten. “It’s Vez,” she said low-voiced. “You attracted his attention when you rescued me. God of Malice, avert your eye.” She chanted the last like a prayer. And still she didn’t let go of his hand, cradling it.

“It’s not Vez,” Lance told her roughly, not liking the strange feelings her tenderness evoked. “It has nothing to do with you.” It’s the Goddess. He repossessed his hand, fighting an urge to hide it under the table.

Disbelief showed on her face. “I don’t know if there’s a Temple of Loma here, but you should at least find a physicker and obtain some mercia. It looks painful.”


“It’ll be fine in a day or two,” Lance said with conviction. “I will not see a physicker and drink some potion.” Just the thought of doing so filled him with horror.

She argued with him for several minutes, but Lance was adamant: no healers, not even the pitiful ones they had here in the Republic. He wouldn’t risk losing the Goddess’s favor.

Finally she gave in, only to take a new tack, a militant light gleaming in her eyes. “Well, then we shall just have to see what we can do about it ourselves. What do you think, Felicia? Hot water or cold?”

Lance looked behind her, startled. Once again he hadn’t even seen Lady Sara’s slave standing there. He’d noticed yesterday that Felicia muted herself in more public surroundings like the inn. But was it her own doing, a way to deflect unwanted male attention, or did Lady Sara order her to do it so as to cut down on the competition?

“Hot,” Felicia said, after a moment’s consideration. And the next thing he knew the fat priest had been persuaded to have a basin of hot water brought to the table. When he just looked at it, Sara raised his right hand and placed it in the water.

Grumbling, Lance allowed her to do the same to his other hand. To his surprise, the hot water soothed his joints, taking the edge off the pain. He was torn between sighing with relief and jerking his hand out. He studied the basin dubiously. It was just water. The Goddess couldn’t object to a little water, could she?

It was just for a short time, Lance consoled himself—but when he got to the carriage he discovered that Sara had arranged to take the basin with them. And when they stopped at midday, she had the cooled water replaced with hot.

She also flirted with him. As much as Lance disliked her, she was a beautiful woman and her constant touching—his hand, his knee, his arm—drove him crazy. He started to have dangerous little fantasies of grabbing her and kissing her. That at least would shut her up. The thought made him smile.

***

Sara felt much more content that evening. “Did you see?” she gloated to Felicia. They were alone in their room at another temple of Jut, this one smaller and less luxurious, but still immaculately clean.

“Did I see what?” Felicia asked, busy laying out Sara’s soaps and perfumes in front of the steaming hip bath—the temple hot springs being restricted to men.

“I made Lance smile today. Six times.”

Felicia looked arrested. “Did you? I suppose he doesn’t smile much at that.”

“He didn’t smile at all yesterday,” Sara said, as she slid into the hot water. “Praise Cepi I noticed his hands today or I’d still be arguing with him. It must be the pain that makes him so gruff.”

Felicia looked at her with curiosity. “Is that why you’ve been flirting so hard? Do you like him?”

Too much. After so many years in the poisonous atmosphere of the capital she found Lance’s straight-forwardness vastly appealing. He had…integrity.

Sara made herself laugh. “I don’t need to like him to uncover his secret.” Liking him made everything worse. Bad enough she was attracted to him. All the flirtatious touches and bold looks that Evina had taught her that had seemed so mechanical and wrong when she tried them on Claude had had an effect on her body similar to jazoria when practiced on Lance. Even now the glide of soap against her skin felt disturbingly sensual. She scrubbed harder than strictly necessary with the washcloth.

“Ah,” Felicia said. “His secret. Of course.” She began to wash Sara’s hair.

Sara ignored the strange inflection in her friend’s voice. “Perhaps if I’m very lucky, I’ll seduce the secret out of him before we reach the border.”

From the heat in Lance’s eyes today all it would take to end up in his arms was a little privacy. Then a breathless plea that he keep her safe from his country’s magic, followed hopefully by a quick explanation of why she had no need to fear it and a timely interruption.


Sara closed her mind to the plan’s serious flaws. Tomorrow would be their third day of travel—the day her father had said the news of the Favonius massacre would reach Temborium and the long chain of consequences would be set in motion.

* * *

“I have some information for you.”

Lance stopped trying to untangle his trouser leg from a thornbush and looked up in surprise. He’d just left the outdoor privy beside the stable where they’d stopped to change out a lame horse. He hadn’t realized he was no longer alone on the overgrown path until Felicia spoke.

She stood a few feet away, wearing a plainer dove-grey version of one of Sara’s sleeveless dresses—unlike most owners Sara neither dressed Felicia to display her body nor to cover it up. In the morning sunlight, Felicia looked neat and attractive, albeit nervous.

“What?” Lance asked, not certain he’d heard correctly.

“I’ll tell you, if you help me escape to Kandrith,” Felicia said hurriedly.

So she wasn’t as content to remain a slave as she pretended. Lance sympathized. Even light chains chafed after a time.

“Of course. You have my word.” Lance refrained from telling her that he would have helped her in any case, with or without information. He only wished he could do something for the poor slaves servicing the hot springs at the temple last night. “What is it?”

“Sara wants to know about magic—that’s why she’s been flirting with you,” Felicia whispered. “Her father set her the task of learning how Kandrithan magic works. And Sara always tries to please her father.”

That solved the riddle of Sara’s, no, Lady Sara’s—and just when in the last two days had he let that title slip?—interest in a shaggy barbarian like himself. Her manipulations should have amused him, but instead he felt oddly hollow inside.

Felicia studied him anxiously, as if worried he might insist that Sara was attracted to him. He wasn’t that much of a fool. “Julen’s after it too,” she added.

Which probably explained the man’s attempt to bribe him with two slave girls last night.

Lance shrugged. “Magic is no great secret. If she wants to know, I’ll tell her.” And then she’d go back to the other carriage and stop setting him on fire.

Felicia’s eyes widened with alarm. “No, don’t.”

“The knowledge won’t do her any good. Noble types are incapable of sacrifice,” Lance said impatiently.

Felicia shook her head. “If you tell her, she’ll turn the carriage right around and head back to Temborium to report to her father.”

Lance swallowed a curse. So that was their scheme. He ought to have guessed something was in the wind when Primus Remillus so abruptly decided to send Sara after days of stalling.

He would have to be very careful of his Goddess-given abilities from now on.

“If she doesn’t learn the secret, will she cross the border?” he asked urgently.

Felicia’s eyes widened. “I—I don’t know.”

The Pact had kept Kandrith safe from the Republic’s rapacious appetite for seventy years; Lance would not see it fail now. Not even if he had to kidnap Sara and haul her across the border himself.









Chapter Five



“What’s that noise?” Lance asked, lifting his head from where he’d been leaning against the side of the carriage, dozing.

“The river. We’re nearing Vaga Falls.” Sara had to raise her voice to explain. She understood now why Captain Marcus had been so coldly disapproving of this route. The road ran right by the bank of the fast-running Vaga River and was in poor condition. If the horses took fright and the carriage tipped, they could easily be swept downstream and over the falls.

Marcus had wanted to take the longer route through Corybdum, but she’d overruled him. The fact that seeing the falls fulfilled a chilhood dream was a happy coincidence. The detour would have cost them at least a day, and the timetable her father had outlined pressed on her mind. They could not afford such a delay—especially since it seemed more and more likely that they would not learn the secret of slave magic from Lance.

Though only a touch of redness remained on his knuckles, Lance had reverted to his former brusqueness. He’d blocked every attempt she’d made to bring the conversation around to temples, priests or magic.

The blank look on his face now irritated her.

“Surely, you’ve heard of Vaga Falls? They are said to be the most beautiful waterfall in the world, as tall as twenty-five men standing on one another’s shoulders. People from all over the Republic travel many miles to see them.”

Lance shook his head, but he kept his eyes open and leaned forward so that his knee almost touched hers. Strange to be so aware of something that hadn’t happened.

The growing noise made Felicia cringe—she’d almost drowned as a child—but Sara found it exciting. As they came closer and closer the roar of the falls seemed to thrum in her veins. The wildness called to her.

Finally, the carriages stopped. Captain Marcus poked his head in. “There’s a small shrine at the top of the falls,” he said in neutral tones. “Would you and the ambassador care to visit it or shall we continue on? There’s a good view of the falls at the bottom.”

Sara sprang up from her seat. “I would love to visit it. No, Felicia, you stay here,” she said when her maid reluctantly started to stand, looking very green.

Sara looked expectantly at Lance. His eyebrows rose in acceptance of her challenge, and he followed her out into the flashing sunshine.

Captain Marcus said something she didn’t catch and pointed. She followed the direction of his finger and spotted the temple. It stood—her lips parted in awe—out on a great slab of gray rock two-thirds of the way across the top of the falls. Torrents of water rushed over the drop on either side of the temple. A narrow footbridge connected the temple to her side of the cataract. The east side was connected only by two lines of rope, one to hold to and one to walk on.

Marcus and the other outriders looked at her, clearly expecting her to change her mind about visiting the temple.

Sara stared at the footbridge longingly. A chiseled stone beside it proclaimed: “Only two people may walk in safety”, but it looked well-anchored, the boards solid and new. The filmy dress she’d worn for Lance’s benefit might get wet, but she didn’t think she’d be in any real danger.


Aunt Evina would never set foot on it, and neither would any other noblewoman. Sara knew what she should do, but the wildness she was supposed to have outgrown urged otherwise. She hesitated.

She would probably never have this chance again.

Before anyone could stop her, Sara ran lightly out onto the bridge. Out over the rushing, foaming water.

It was like standing on top of the world. Halfway across she stopped and looked down. The falls dropped away practically at her feet.

The sheer volume of water flowing by awed her. Her heart beat faster, watching its hungry power. Impossible that anything could fight against that terrible current. Grab you down, pull you under, its subterranean roar seemed to say.

Her vision blurred from trying to watch the water. She looked up and caught her breath. She still couldn’t see much of the falls themselves—the view would be better from the bottom—but she could see the green valley spread out below, the river a sparkling thread winding through olive groves. The wind pressed her gown against her. This must be what it felt like to be a bird soaring through the sky… Sara felt a sudden urge to jump off and see if she could fly.

The impulse frightened her—she held tight to the guide rail to ground herself—but not enough to make her look away from the view even for a second.

The bridge swayed underfoot as Lance joined her. Conversation was impossible so Sara smiled at him, brilliantly. A reluctant smile broke through the frown on his own face and he, too, stood and looked out. A shared joy connected them.

The wind blew a strand of her hair against his shoulder. Sara brushed away the curl but left her hand on the warm leather vest, the zing of awareness heightening her senses. She breathed in deeply of the mist-laden air.

After a few moments, still in perfect accord, they resumed walking. The slab of rock on which the temple was built was only roughly square, five paces by four paces, and wet with spray. A waist-high stone wall formed a three-sided open-roofed shelter. Sara avoided leaning on the wall, worried that the constant damp might have dissolved some of the masonry.

“Whose temple is it?” Lance shouted.

Didn’t he know? Sara looked at him curiously. Felicia had a stone charm carved with the symbol of Loma—most cuores did—so it hadn’t occurred to her that Slaveland might worship different gods the way Qi did. “Mek,” she shouted. Then, again, in case he hadn’t heard her, “Mek, God of Death.” The golden mask with the oversize mouth into which the traditional offering of wine could be poured was impossible to mistake.

Actually, when she turned, she saw that while the larger temple was Mek’s, there was also a tiny cairn with a scattering of copper and silver coins in one corner dedicated to the Goddess of Mercy. She tugged on Lance’s sleeve until he bent closer to her. “Loma.” She pointed.

He nodded and, to her surprise, went to kneel at the small cairn. Why did he need mercy?

Sara gave him the illusion of privacy and fumbled in her own pocket for the emblem of Favonius House that she’d dug out of the mud of Vez’s temple. Lacking wine, she laid it in front of Mek’s golden mask and said a brief prayer for the dead. I will not let such happen again, can I prevent it.

Not that Mek cared how one died. He was sometimes called the God of Patience, because everyone came to him in the end.

Lance hadn’t put anything at Loma’s altar. On impulse, Sara removed the pearl necklace that went with her dress and laid it down to give added weight to Lance’s prayer. To her shock he gave the necklace back to her. Oh, dear, had she embarrassed him?

But Lance’s expression remained gentle even when he raised his voice to a shout. “The Goddess has no need for jewelry or silver coins. See?” He affectionately indicated the plain-faced motherly carving of Loma.

It was true. Loma looked like the sort of woman who didn’t have time for fripperies. But Loma wasn’t a woman, She was a goddess. “What does She—” Sara started to ask.

A shout interrupted her. “Lady Sarathena!”


Sara looked up and saw Marcus crossing the bridge looking very unhappy. Did he think she was in danger of falling?

The continuous bombardment of noise made her head ache. Sara nodded to show her willingness to return to land—then realized that Marcus was pointing at something upriver. She turned and shaded her eyes until she saw what had alarmed him: a deathboat.

* * *

Esam emerged from the forest, pulled by the hunger of the dead. This way, they whispered. The Defiled One is close.

The Pathfinders’ ritual had made Esam’s eyesight keener and greatly enhanced his sense of smell—every blade of grass and spot of leaf mold was now a rich feast—however, his hearing was…not worse, but wider. He had to concentrate to understand speech. If he didn’t pay attention, it faded into the background, no more important than the call of a redbird and less important than the roar of rushing water. Danger, stay away, that sound said.

But the pull of the dead would not be denied. They drew him toward a rope leading out over the water. Esam clung to the rope with his toes and began to cross.

The voice of the river filled his ears; he did not hear Nabeel call him back.

* * *

A chill shivered over Sara’s skin at the sight of the yellow-and-white painted deathboat: House Favonius’s colors. Its wooden sides were already dented and splintery from earlier collisions with the shore and rocks, but it floated gamely on, a hollow cylinder with no up or down, no captain, no passengers save the dead.

When the deathboat went over the falls, it would smash to flinders. Sara comforted herself that at least it would only contain the ashes of the dead, not bodies or even bones, the death rites having been performed upriver to spare the mourners the long journey to the falls. Or perhaps it was to spare Mek’s priesthood from having to live in such a lonely spot.

To meet this particular deathboat was such ill luck that Sara saw the hand of the gods in it. But which god? Mek? Hana, God of Justice? Or worse, Vez? Was it a bad omen or a warning that her time was running out?

Her father’s timetable needed to be advanced by a day. The boat would have passed through Temborium at least a day and a half ago, bringing the news of the massacre with it.

Sara faced the deathboat, ready to bear witness when it went over the falls.

A diagonal chute that stretched from a place upriver to the temple kept the boat from crashing into the footbridge. Only, she squinted, it looked like the boat was going to catch on the low-hanging ropes on the east side. And then she saw why. A man was crossing the two-rope bridge, his weight pulling it taut. His companions back on shore yelled and gestured for him to come back.

The current bore the deathboat straight toward the man as if aimed by Vez’s malice. He scrambled out of the way, but his feet slipped off when the boat hit the ropes. Sara watched, heart in her throat, while he dangled from the top rope by only his hands, both legs in the monstrous current, a terrified look on his face. He was just a boy, Sara saw, a boy who’d realized he might die, not someday, but today.

His companions on shore yelled indistinguishable words and an older burly man with a scar began the treacherous trip out to help him.

“He’s making it worse,” Lance pronounced. Apparently having finished his prayers, he joined Sara at the temple wall.

The current spun the deathboat’s far end into the rope as well, sending a shudder up its length. “Will it hold?” Sara asked worriedly. “Is there anything we can do?”

Lance didn’t reply, the answer so clearly being no.

The youth got one foot back on the bottom rope. Sara let out a sigh of relief, and then jumped as a small long-bodied refetti ran over her foot. The men must have scared it out onto the bridge, Sara decided after her heart calmed down. Poor thing. It cowered around her ankles, its wet fur tickling her skin. It was about a foot and a half long, but half of that was tail.

Marcus stepped onto the temple slab, worry and dismay etched onto his face. “Lady Sarathena, you should go back to shore.”


“Why?” Sara wanted to see how things ended.

The boy’s older companion raised the top rope above his head. Sara shuddered at the danger he was putting himself in, but the tactic worked. The deathboat slipped through the widened space between the two ropes and vanished over the falls. Sara listened in vain for its impact at the bottom. It was as if Mek had eaten it.

“Why? Because those are Qiph warriors,” Marcus said grimly in her ear.

Qiph? Sara blinked. All of them wore green and white robes and had black hair braided in rows close to their heads, as Qiph did. Their arms were a shade browner than her own. But unlike the Qiph slaves and merchantmen she was accustomed to seeing at the market, all but one of these men had scabbards hanging by their sides and carried round shields slung across their backs. The exception was a priest, easily recognizable by his extra ‘eyes’—gems glued to his forehead.

What was a group of Qiph warriors and a priest doing here so many days travel from the border? They couldn’t be coming to the shrine—Sara’s old math tutor had been a Qiph and he’d told her once that the Qiph didn’t worship gods, but followed something called The Path of the Holy Ones.

Seeing the sense in caution, Sara moved back out onto the plank bridge, but glanced back after only a few steps.

The Qiph hadn’t given up and returned to shore. There were now three of them on the ropes, crossing, their faces determined.

Marcus drew his sword. He yelled at them to stay back, but either they didn’t understand or were ignoring him. They kept coming, first sliding one sandaled foot along the treacherous wet bottom rope, then changing their hand grips, then sliding the second foot.

Sara counted nine Qiph in all. They looked fierce, angry, their faces as sharp as drawn swords and as eager for battle. The priest looked most furious of all, as if he might start frothing at the mouth soon. He exhorted the others.

Lance joined her on the bridge. “Keep moving,” he urged her.

Sara walked backward, her palms skimming the rails, unable to look away from the scene in front of her.

The leadmost Qiph, a handsome youth with numerous braids but only one green bead in his hair, had unsheathed his sword despite the awkwardness of holding it at the same time as the top rope. Marcus started hacking at the rope with his sword.

Legionnaires kept their swords hellishly sharp as a matter of pride—it should have sheared through the rope with a single blow—but this rope resisted, only a few strands parting.

“Must be wire twisted into the cable,” Lance muttered.

The Qiph youth reached the temple slab, stabbing out with his sword at the same moment that Marcus slashed down on the top cable. Both struck true. The sword pierced Marcus’s stomach. His scream was lost in the roar of the water. He sank to his knees, then fell forward into the water and vanished from sight.

Sara’s breath caught, hard. She hadn’t known Marcus well, but he’d been a solid commander. Felicia had liked him. It had been Sara’s insistence that had brought them here. It was her fault—

The Qiph youth, Marcus’s killer, made an amazing leap onto the temple slab just as the top cable parted. The three other Qiph clinging to the top rope fell backward. Two instantly tumbled over the falls. The older man clung to the end of the rope for a few seconds, but the pull of the water was too much. He went over, eyes bulging with horror.

“Nabeel!” screamed the youth, reaching out helplessly.

Sara felt sick. It had happened so suddenly. Marcus was dead—

“Go!” Lance shouted. “Or he’ll have died for nothing!”

Sara’s eyes refocused, and she saw that the Qiph youth had regained his feet. He still had his sword, and he was staring at her, the grief in his eyes driven out by the need for revenge. Marcus had cut the rope, Lance was surely a greater danger, but instinctively, Sara knew she was his focus, his prey.


Sara turned and began to run. The little bridge shuddered with every step, making her stumble. She managed to catch herself on the rail, but involuntarily looked down andsaw the dizzying drop, the furious river, no longer exciting, but mighty and terrible—

Sara wrenched her gaze away and took four careful steps toward shore, still twenty feet distant. The other outriders were already waiting there, hands held out, yelling at her to hurry, not daring to step on the bridge themselves for fear it would collapse under the weight.

And then the bridge dipped suddenly lower. Fingers of water rushed over the planks in front of Sara’s feet. She gasped and grasped the rail harder, afraid of being swept away.

There were now three people on the plank bridge. The Qiph youth stalked toward her and Lance with a naked sword in his hand.

* * *

“Get off the bridge!” Lance yelled. “You’ll kill us all!”

He didn’t really expect the Qiph boy to understand him and was speaking only out of anger at the wasted deaths he’d just seen; four men going over the falls.

“Move away and you will be safe,” the Qiph boy shouted from where he balanced eight feet away. “We seek only the Defiled.”

Rage filled Lance. As if he would calmly step aside and let them kill Sara. He didn’t know why the Qiph wanted her dead—if they even had the right woman—and he didn’t care. Sara might be a useless noblewoman, might be trying to seduce him for information, but she wasn’t evil—Lance had seen evil as a boy and knew what it looked like. He didn’t know what the boy meant by Defiled, but it made him furious.

And just how are you planning on stopping him? his back brain asked. This isn’t a fistfight you can win with intimidation and brute strength. He has a sword, one he’s probably trained with since he was five, and all you have is a belt knife.

“Here.” Instead of going to safety, Sara took three steps back and thrust something at Lance’s left hand. He took it without taking his eyes off the Qiph boy and was momentarily dumbfounded to realize she’d given him her pearl necklace again. Did she want him to bribe the boy? The Qiph looked like he was steeling himself to rush them—a crazy thing to do on the swaying bridge. He might easily misstep and be swept away without Lance having to do anything.

Ah. That was what she meant him to do. Clever. His big fingers easily broke the necklace’s cord. Large white pearls the width of his thumb fell and scattered over the planking. Most rolled off, of course, but a dozen were still in motion when the Qiph boy raised his sword and charged.

It all happened in an instant. The boy’s face was contorted by anger into something demonic, his mouth open wide, screaming something incomprehensible. One step and the distance between Lance and the sharp point of the sword had shrunk by half. Lance brought his arm up, instinctively trying to sweep it aside—a move that would have resulted in his arm being cut off at the elbow except that the boy’s second step brought his foot down on a pearl.

He slipped and fell against the left-hand rail. The wood cracked and broke under his weight. Both came crashing down. The boy’s sword left his hand and flashed over the falls. Lance was certain the boy would follow, but one of his feet hooked over the upriver edge of the bridge, keeping him in place, while his head and arms flailed in the water. The shield on his back made him look like a turtle.

Without a sword, the boy was no threat.

Swearing, Lance took a step forward, grabbed two handfuls of striped fabric and heaved the boy, dripping, back onto the bridge. From the choked sounds he made, he’d swallowed half the falls.

Lance was about to pound the boy on the back when Sara pulled on his arm. “Look!” She pointed at something beyond the temple.

At first, Lance couldn’t make out anything in the dizzying rush of water, and then he saw it too. Three more Qiph were crossing the sole remaining rope, legs wrapped around it, pulling themselves hand over hand. They had to be almost drowning themselves.

We seek only the Defiled.


They had the sound of fanatics, whipped up by the priest still on shore until they cared nothing for their own lives. Chilled, Lance turned back to Sara. “They want to kill you,” he shouted.

Sara’s face was pale, but she neither panicked nor wasted time protesting. She nodded, and together they waded into the water still overflowing the bridge, moving as fast as they dared. Lance fisted one hand in the fabric at the back of her dress to steady her if she stumbled. The cold water frothed over their feet, pulling, always pulling. With one guardrail broken, the slightest shift in balance could see them both going over the falls so Lance didn’t allow himself to make mistakes, taking small careful steps.

On the shore, the outriders yelled encouragement and stretched their hands out to Sara and him. The sandy-haired one with the mustache had even thought far enough ahead to grab a stick to extend his reach. Two outriders with crossbows had scrambled a little distance upriver to allow them to take a shot without endangering Sara.

They’d almost reached land, and Lance’s toes were numb inside his sandals, when the renewed wallowing of the bridge alerted him. Lance spun around in time to see the boy he’d saved coming after them again.

He didn’t retreat until two crossbow bolts studded his shield. Madman.

Sara made it to shore. Felicia enveloped her in a shawl, and Felicia and Julen hustled Sara toward the carriages.

Lance disembarked onto blessed, firm ground. He landed right in the middle of an argument.

“I’m telling you, we can hold them at the bridge,” a young hothead was saying. “They have to cross one at a time—”

“Hold them for what, boy?” the older mustached man asked. “There ain’t no reinforcements coming. In a few hours, dark will fall, then what’re you going to do? Holding the bridge ain’t our job. Killing raiding Qiph scum ain’t neither. We have one job, and that’s bringing Lady Sarathena safe to the border of Slaveland. So what we’re going to do is outrun them. Their horses are on the other side of the river.”

The younger man set his jaw. “I don’t think Primus Remillus would want us to leave Qiph bandits running—”

“And have you spoken to Primus Remillus?” The older man brought his face very close to the younger one’s.

The youth shook his head.

“Neither have I, but I was there when he gave the captain our orders. What he said was that if his daughter came to any harm he’d see every man of us hung by the neck. Seems clear enough to me what he’d want us to be doing.” The mustached outrider gave one last glare, then growled, “Get the carriages going. The boy here can cover the bridge until we’re ready.”

The chain of command clear again, the outriders fell to. Two of them chivvied Lance toward the second carriage.

“Why in Nir’s name did you save that Qiph?” one of the outriders demanded, his face hot. “You should have kicked him over the falls.”

Lance scowled back. “He’s just a boy.”

“He’s an enemy,” the outrider said flatly.

Lance refused to apologize—Kandrith and Qi were not enemies—but his conscience bit at him. He’d put Sara in more danger by increasing the number of their attackers by one. He wore the Brown, it was true. Killing wasn’t his job, it was the outriders’, that was also true.

If the Qiph boy killed any of their number…

Any more of their number. Lance winced, remembering Captain Marcus suddenly. The outriders had a reason to be out for blood.

Sara was already inside their carriage with Felicia. She ordered Julen back to his own carriage, but refused to shut the door until Lance climbed on board. Her insistence warmed Lance, though he knew it shouldn’t. She wants to know about magic, Felicia had said.

The outrider slammed the door behind Lance with excessive force. Before Lance could sit down, the carriage lurched into motion, the coachman whipping the poor horses down the road. The very steep road.


On the forward-facing seat, Lance had to brace his legs to keep from falling into Sara’s lap. “Idiot,” he said. “Not you,” he told Sara when her perfect eyebrows drew together in offense. “The coachman. The Qiph aren’t the danger—he is.”

Fortunately, the coachman seemed to realize this. The brake went on, slowing their mad descent somewhat.

Lance tried to peer out the window to see what was up ahead, but caught only a swirl of legs and horses as the outriders thundered down the road in front of them. Rocks flew from hooves.

The road switchbacked. They heard the coachman shouting, “Whoa! Whoa!” desperately to the horses. Lance felt the carriage start to lean and threw his considerable weight to the left side.

The carriage teetered for a moment—then bumped back down onto all four wheels. Lance found himself kneeling at Sara’s feet, his hands braced on her shapely thighs. A spark of awareness jumped between them—

Lance regained his seat while they careened down the next leg of the switchback. “Be ready to switch your weight at the next turn,” Lance told her.

Sara nodded. She looked with concern at Felicia where she huddled against the seat, her eyes closed. Sara squeezed her slave’s shoulder.

The shaking of the carriage rattled Lance’s teeth and jolted through his bones. It was like being pummeled by invisible fists. And here came another bloody corner. If one of the carriage horses stumbled on the loose gravel, the whole carriage would be doomed.

“Raht-wee!” voices screamed suddenly outside. Lance looked out the window and saw six Qiph run screaming at the already half-maddened horses. They’d gotten ahead by ignoring the switchbacks and running down the steep hillside, causing a small landslide as they went. Swords flashed in the sunlight. One Qiph—the boy?—fell down the last third of the slope and hit his head on a boulder, but the rest miraculously stayed on their feet and attacked the outriders. He saw one Qiph duck beneath a sword-blow and neatly pull the legionnaire off his horse. Another Qiph vanished under rearing hooves.

Lance saw a third Qiph jump onto Julen’s carriage and wrench open the door. They were definitely looking for Sara.

Their own carriage slewed sideways then tipped up onto one wheel; all was confusion, shouting, the scream of horses in pain, the clash of swords. Lance threw himself against the opposite wall. Sara moved to join him. The carriage shuddered.

The horses made it around the turn. The carriage didn’t. The outside wheels plunged over the edge of the road into nothingness. There was a loud snap, and the carriage box fell off the wheels and tumbled down the steep riverbank.









Chapter Six



Felicia screamed in Sara’s ear as the carriage crashed down onto its side.

Both girls were flung on top of Lance. Felicia’s knee pushed into Sara’s side, and Sara tried to remove her own hand from Lance’s neck as the carriage whumped and shuddered and slid down the steep riverbank. The wooden frame skreeked so horribly Sara feared they would shake to pieces. Then they experienced one more awful jolt as the carriage went over a three-foot drop, splashed down and, at last, fell still.

If the drop had been any farther, their bodies would have smashed against the insides of the carriage and broken like eggs. Groaning and bruised, Sara sat up and realized she was lying on top of Lance, all but straddling him. She scrambled to one side and inadvertently stood on his calf, but he didn’t even seem to notice.

“We’re in the river,” Lance said urgently. “We have to get out.”

For a moment his words didn’t register, then cold water began to pour through the broken boards. Within seconds, the river water covered her ankles.

She looked to Felicia—and saw her lying on the bottom of the carriage, eyes closed. Blood flowed from a cut above her eye.

The carriage lay on its side, the door—praise Diwo, Goddess of Luck—the ceiling instead of the floor. Lance pushed on the warped wood while Sara tried to rouse her maid. Felicia seemed dazed; her eyes kept closing despite the growing pool of water.

Wood creaked. Lance added his shoulder to the force he was exerting on the door, and it thumped open. She’d never have opened it by herself, Sara realized. She doubted a slighter man like Julen could have either.

“Hurry,” Lance said.

“Felicia first,” Sara said fiercely. “She’s hurt.”

Lance didn’t argue. He scooped up Felicia, and Sara realized he’d never had any intention of saving Sara first. To him, Felicia was just as important. The realization disconcerted her, but she wanted Felicia out first so Sara shoved the feeling aside and helped push her maid up.

Fortunately, Felicia recovered enough to help climb the last few feet out the door. By then the water had reached Sara’s knees. Despite its predominantly wooden frame the carriage was sinking fast.

As soon as Felicia was clear, Lance put his arms around Sara’s waist. “Your turn.” He boosted her up and out in one smooth motion.

Sara scrambled on top on her knees—and saw the falls. Was overwhelmed by them. Even in the peril of the moment, she got lost for a second, staring.

Sound battered her ears. Mist filled the air, a chill kiss on her skin. A towering wall of water stood before her, only twenty feet away, rushing over the cliff above and smashing down. Sara suddenly understood why Mek, the God of Death, claimed his dead here. Nothing could possibly go over those falls and survive. She couldn’t see so much as a splinter from the Favonius deathboat.

She suddenly felt better about the practice of cremating the bodies upstream. Perhaps it was more convenient, but otherwise a bustling town would have stood on this site set to rob the broken skeletons of jewelry to pay Mek’s fee and make money off of the mourners.

She hoped the falls remained as they were, wild and beautiful. Even the small, lonely temple seemed fitting now—after all, one passed through Mek’s portals alone in the end.


Lance clambered out beside her. The carriage rocked with his additional weight. Felicia clutched the doorframe tight.

“Can you swim?” Lance yelled.

Felicia shook her head. Terror lurked in her eyes.

“Sara, what about you?”

Sara hesitated. In truth, she could swim like a fish, but Aunt Evina had told her to never confess to such an unladylike skill, to drown first. The last had been an exaggeration, but not by much. Claude would have been appalled and known her for a hoyden.

Felicia’s bleeding had slowed, but she still looked pale. Sara couldn’t risk Felicia’s life over a lie. “I’ll be fine.”

Lance looked doubtful. “Wait here. I’ll come back for you after I take Felicia to shore.”

Sara didn’t bother to argue. Lance jumped into the water and held his hands up for Felicia.

Felicia didn’t move, frozen to the spot.

Ruthlessly, Sara pushed her maid into the water. Felicia squeaked, but Lance caught her easily. Felicia clung to his back, eyes tight shut, as Lance floundered toward shore.

The carriage continued to sink. An eddy caught it and gave the carriage a corkscrewing motion on top of its back and forth wallowing.

Sara was just about to jump in when the fierce battle on the hillside caught her eye.

It looked, at least to her inexperienced eye, as if her outriders were winning, their true mettle as legionnaires showing. The Qiph attacked individually; the legionnaires fought side by side, and their shieldwall and breastplates turned most of the Qiph’s wild strokes.

Felicia had reached the bank and collapsed on it. Lance was already wading back into the river.

What if one of the Qiph got past the outriders and down to the beach? Would they know Felicia from Sara? But then Felicia waved her hand, and Sara saw that Julen’s carriage had come around the last hairpin turn and slowed to a stop about thirty feet beyond. Felicia would have some protection.

The carriage listed suddenly to one side, spilling Sara into the river. Unprepared, she cried out and choked as the water closed over her head.

Strong fingers grabbed her hand and pulled her back to the surface.

“Are you all right?” Lance asked, over the thunder of the falls. He looked almost concerned.

Sara nodded and clung to him while she coughed up the water she’d breathed in. She couldn’t touch bottom, but the water only came up to Lance’s chin.

“I’ve got you.” Lance cradled her against his chest and pushed through the water toward shore.

“I really can swim,” she told him, but didn’t try to break free. The water molded their clothes to their bodies, so that they might as well have been touching skin to skin. A flush heated her body.

Something large tumbling over the falls diverted her attention. “What was that?” Another deathboat? No, this was too small. A log?

For a moment the force of the water above kept the object pinned under the falls—then it shot back to the surface closer to them. It began to sink, but just before it was sucked out of sight, Sara saw a hand.

“Did you see that?” Without waiting for an answer, Sara released Lance, then struck out toward the body.

An instant later, Lance followed.

It was folly, and she knew it. No one could survive such a fall, especially here in Mek’s place, but she had to be sure. If it was one of the legionnaires, he had died to protect her. She owed him.

Lance drew several feet in front of her, his powerful body cutting through the water. Of course, his trousers were less of a hindrance than her clingy dress.

Lance reached the spot where they’d last seen the body and dived.

But the river would have moved the body even as it sank. Sara hung back, ceaselessly sweeping her arms in order to hold her place in the churning water. She kept her head above the surface, but the spray from the falls filmed her face and smeared her vision.


She tried to wipe water from her eyes, to see, but it was no good. She had to look away from the falls—just in time to see the roiling water shoot something dark up to the surface a few feet away.

Sara swam three strokes and grabbed for it. Her fingers closed around a sandaled foot. The heavy weight tried to drag her down. “I’ve got him!” she yelled.

They were so close to the falls her ears were full of thunder, but somehow Lance understood. He swam to her side and heaved the body upwards.

It was one of her legionnaires, not a Qiph; she could tell by the armor. Lance came up with his belt knife and sliced the man free of his breast plate.

He had to be dead, but she found the waterlogged head and lifted it above the water anyway. Frowning, she recognized Marcus’s clean-shaven face. This body had just gone over the falls; Marcus had fallen much earlier in the fighting.

“Is he dead?” she shouted.

Lance didn’t reply. He was treading water, his lips moving. She thought he might be praying.

She peered around anxiously. The current was carrying them away from the falls now, but they had left the quieter side eddies and were being drawn into the rushing center of the river. “Look!” she yelled.

Lance ignored her. His mouth moved, but he wasn’t talking to her. Still praying.

Not a bad idea—Bas, God of Miracles, watch over us—but couldn’t he pray faster? “We have to swim to shore,” Sara shouted.

Getting them ashore must not have been challenge enough for the God of Miracles, because just then He performed another one. Marcus coughed. Spewed water. Vomited.

He was alive.

Sara’s spurt of thankfulness was short-lived as Marcus thrashed in the water. His hand hit Lance’s mouth. Then Marcus grabbed Sara’s neck, and they both went under.

Taken by surprise, Sara lost her breath. She struggled, but Marcus pushed down on both her shoulders, trying to keep his own head above water. She couldn’t breathe.

Then suddenly, the weight vanished, and Sara popped back up to the surface, gasping.

Lance had an arm across Marcus’s chest from behind and had subdued him. “Sara, swim to shore. I’ll tow him.”

Sara didn’t even consider it. Lance was strong, but so was the current. “You pull, I’ll keep his head above water.”

Lance looked like he wanted to argue, but decided to save his breath. They were almost in the middle of the river now, at least twenty-five feet from shore, and floating downstream.

Marcus’s eyes were open and bewildered.

“Everything’s going to be fine,” Sara told him.

He looked uncomprehending. In the next moment, he was sick again, and Sara had all she could do to keep both their heads above water. She kicked for all her worth, but her legs began to tire.

When the fit passed, Marcus’s eyes closed, and he slid into unconsciousness. Sara was just as glad as it made him easier to handle. She was grimly aware that Lance was doing the brunt of the work, angling toward shore. Her arms and legs felt leaden and cold.

Then Diwo, Goddess of Luck, added Her help. A bit of yellow-painted wood drifted by, broken planking from the deathboat. It caught Sara’s eye because a refetti was perched on it. Its red fur was wet, making its body look long and its tail whip-like, but its ears perked up and its whiskers twitched, sniffing the air.

She reached out and snagged the wood. “Sorry, fellow, I need this more than you.” She tipped off the refetti and placed the planking under Marcus’s head. The creature scolded indignantly, but started swimming on its own.

The distance to shore narrowed slowly. Fifteen feet, then ten.

Lance became aware of her laboring. “I can take him from here.”

Sara shook her head and kept struggling. River currents could be treacherous—that was how Felicia had almost drowned when they were girls. If the wrong one caught them, Lance would need her help.


Then Lance was standing. He hauled Marcus onto the shore. Sara put her own trembling legs down on sand and, with immense effort, started to climb out of the water. She looked back at the falls, still visible half a league away, and saw the refetti.

The cursed animal was in trouble, its little, black nose barely above water. Guilt stabbed Sara; she’d taken its raft. Without thinking, she plunged back into the current and grabbed it by the tail. Claws pricked her hand as it climbed her arm to safety.

“Ungrateful beast,” Sara murmured and wearily struck for shore again, only to discover the current had grown stronger. Her legs produced only a feeble flutter.

Suddenly Lance was there, back in the water. He grabbed her arm and pulled her to shore. She collapsed on the muddy bank, feeling like she’d never move again, only dimly aware of Lance shouting at her.

“Are you insane? What did you do that for? Are you trying to kill yourself?”

“Refetti,” Sara mumbled. She sat up and removed the creature from her shoulder. “It was drowning.”

Lance swore again. His voice sounded gritty. “You almost died. Do you understand that? Over an animal!” He knelt beside her, his hands on her shoulders, his face stormy.

Sara’s eyes widened in wonder. He’d been worried about her. She put her hand on his bearded cheek. Their eyes met…and then he was kissing her.

She’d never liked kisses. Even under the influence of jazoria she hadn’t enjoyed Claude’s tongue pushing down her throat, his mouth mashing her lips.

But when Lance’s mouth moved over hers, she opened to him as naturally as a flower seeking the sun. He tasted, not of sour wine, but of something hot and male. Lured by his flavor, she touched her tongue to his and was rewarded by the silken brush of his mustache and a deeper, hotter kiss.

Their clothes were soaked through from the river, but his big body generated warmth. The wildness inside her, having been given free rein at the bridge for the first time in years, now seized control entirely.

Her hand curled around the strong column of his neck, pulling him down to her, even as she strained upward, eager to get closer to the incredible heat he gave off. She pressed her breasts against the hard muscles of his chest, and the only thought in her head was more. More kisses, more heat, more Lance.

She was far gone down the path of passion when he pulled away.

She whimpered at the loss of contact and tried to pull him back down, but he resisted. “I have to check on Marcus,” he said, his breathing ragged. “Stay here,” he jabbed with a finger, “and don’t move!”

Within moments she began to feel cold in her wet gown, the breeze raising goosebumps. Suddenly aware that she was lying on the ground, she sat up and brushed away the sand clinging to her hair and clothing. Felicia would be appalled if she could see Sara.

Her movements stilled. Shame made her writhe; anyone could have come along and seen her and Lance all but coupling. What had she been thinking? No, she’d stopped thinking the moment Lance’s mouth touched hers.

And that scared her more than a dozen Qiph attackers.

Sara’s insides felt hollow. She was in danger of losing her head over Lance, the same way she’d been wildly infatuated with Julen as a girl. She made herself remember how stupid she’d been at fifteen, how she’d deafened herself when anyone tried to tell her that Julen’s rank wasn’t equal to hers, how she’d convinced herself that Julen’s flirtation was some grand, passionate love, how she’d sneaked into his rooms and thrown herself in his arms—only to find another lady naked in his bed.

Even then she hadn’t been truly chastened. Not until she’d led her family into disaster.

She could not go back to being that wild, selfish girl. Just the thought of being so out of control terrified her.


She had to nip this infatuation in the bud right now. No more flirtation, no more touching. As a seductress she was a failure anyway—when Lance kissed her she didn’t remember her own name, much less her complicated plan to pry information from him. Time to swallow her pride and leave the spying to Julen.

* * *

What in Loma’s name had just happened? Lance asked himself. Had he really just kissed a noblewoman? Had, in fact, just come within a hair of bedding one?

Unsettled, Lance checked on Marcus. The legionnaire’s breathing sounded regular, but his skin felt too cool and he was still unconscious. He needed to be warmed up. Lance hoisted the tall, lanky man in his arms with a grunt and started walking back to Sara.

No, not Sara. Lady Sarathena Remillus. And that was the problem right there, because Lance couldn’t think of her that way anymore. It had started on the bridge. Lance had felt a sense of connection to her when they’d stood together and looked down at the falls, and the feeling had grown when she’d helped him save first Felicia, then Marcus.

The truth slapped him in the face: no shallow noblewoman would have done what Sara had, endangering herself to save a legionnaire, much less a refetti.

He’d been furious with her for risking her life over a worthless rodent, but the instant she touched him all his anger had evaporated. Converted into desire.

And that kiss. Goddess, that kiss. His body still hummed from it. She’d clung to him as if she needed him more than food or air. In Kandrith, Lance was welcomed everywhere, because he wore the Brown. Being desired as a man struck a chord of answering need in him so deep he hadn’t even been aware of it.

What had she done to him? He was still trying to figure it out, when he lowered Marcus to the ground a few feet away from Sara.

“Is he alive?” she asked.

Her hair straggled over her shoulders, and mud stained her wet dress, but she still managed to look haughty. The passionate woman he’d kissed could have been a figment of his imagination and that shortened his temper.

“Yes. He’s just exhausted. He’ll be fine once I build a fire.”

He reached for a bit of kindling near her, and she drew back. His eyebrows rose.

“You can’t touch me again,” she said starkly.

“No?” Her words put his back up. “And why is that? You’ve been flirting with me since the moment we met.”

“It would be…inappropriate.” The stain of pink on her cheeks conflicted with the haughty lift of her chin.

“Why? Because you’re a noblewoman and I’m a former slave?” he asked. The Goddess knew it ought to be reason enough for him to keep away from her.

Something flickered in her eyes. “Yes. I must marry well, and my reputation will be ruined if it’s learned that I—that we—” She fumbled.

“That I dared lay my hands on you?” Genuine anger pulsed in his veins. “Just tell them I ravished you.”

Her brows drew together. “I would still be ruined.”

“Then I suppose you’d best hope I keep my mouth shut.” His disappointment in her made him cruel.

* * *

Shivers racked Sara; a fire seemed like an excellent idea. Lance didn’t seem to be in as bad a case, though his clothes were still wet and clung to his form. She marveled again at how big his shoulders were and soberly realized only that giant strength had saved her and Marcus from drowning.

“What are you staring at?” Lance asked irritably. “Watching to see if I use magic?”

Sara’s heart jolted. “Can you?” she asked, trying to sound casual.

He snorted and, in answer, removed flint and steel from his beltpurse. Sara swallowed back disappointment.

Apparently, she hadn’t been as subtle as she’d hoped this morning. He knew she sought knowledge of slave magic. He would be on guard against her after this. She’d failed in so many ways. For her father’s sake, for her brother’s, she prayed that Julen’s efforts bore more fruit.


She shivered again as the spark finally caught among the wood splinters. Lance fed the flame with bits of kindling, and soon it gave off a soft little glow. Sara hitched herself nearer, trying not to look pathetic, but she must have failed because Lance made an exasperated sound, then removed his vest and laid it over her shoulders.

She huddled under it, breathing in the smell of leather and Lance himself.

Lance sneezed, the sound unexpectedly loud.

Moments later a relieved voice hailed them, “Lady Sarathena? Bas’s Miracles, you’re alive.”

A rescue party had found them.

* * *

An argument roused Sara from her lethargy as she sat in front of a roaring fire wrapped in a blanket.

“I need to report to Lady Sarathena,” a man said. It was the mustached outrider to whom command of the outriders had fallen. If they had been on official legionnaire business, the man would probably have been a decurion.

Felicia stood in his way, looking fierce. “It can wait until morning. Can’t you see she’s half dead?”

Sara spoke up, mildly, “I’m not half dead. At most I’m three-eighths dead and probably more like a quarter.” Nobody laughed at her mathematical joke. Of course not—they’d lost three men in the attack and another, plus the coachman, had been badly wounded. “What is it?” Sara asked gently.

“My lady, we need to report the Qiph attack to the nearest garrison,” the decurion said.

“Yes, of course,” Sara nodded. “I wouldn’t have expected the Qiph to raid so far from their home.”

“Respectfully, my lady, this was no raid,” the decurion said grimly.

She tilted her head, silently asking him to explain.

“I’ve fought the Qiph before,” the decurion said simply. “I had a posting in southern Elysinia. The Qiph like to sweep down out of nowhere at dawn when the sun’s in a man’s eyes and surprise him. They grab all the plunder they can and ride off again. It’s not about conquering territory to them, it’s treasure and glory—something they can brag about around the campfire. That’s what happens on a raid. These Qiph should have retreated as soon as they lost the element of surprise. Instead, even outnumbered, they fought to the death.”

“They’re all dead?”

“Every last one, including their bloody priest, and priests usually don’t fight at all. Something has stirred them up,” he concluded.

An icy finger of fear touched Sara’s neck. If the attack hadn’t been a random raid, then it must be connected to the Favonius massacre. According to her father’s spy, the Qiph hadn’t arrived at the Favonius estate until after the deaths. Assuming the information was correct, what had driven the Qiph to cross the border both there and here?

“A message must be sent to my father as well as the nearest garrison,” Sara said. “He must be told what has happened.”

“Permit me to be of service, Lady Sarathena,” Julen volunteered.

Sara blinked. “No, let one of the legionnaires go.”

Julen persisted. “I can ride as fast as a legionnaire and your guard detail won’t be another man short.”

A good argument, but what he really meant was that he would be free to return to his life in Temborium. “Your services cannot be spared either,” she told him coldly. Unless— She felt a leap of hope, but Lance, Felicia and several legionnaires were all within earshot. “Let us speak in privacy.”

Julen raised an eyebrow, but obligingly walked with her twenty feet farther down the riverbank. The roar of the falls in the distance should keep their voices from carrying.

“Did you figure it out, the secret?” she asked urgently.

Julen stood silent a moment. “No. Not yet.”

Vez’s Malice. Sara closed her eyes in despair. “Then I cannot send you. Have you made any progress?” she asked hopefully.


“Hoping I’ll give you some hints?” Julen sneered.

Sara fought down a surge of impatience. “The situation has changed, surely you can see that?”

“Of course. Which is why it would be best if I returned to Temborium and—”

Sara cut him off with a wave of her hand. “No. You heard my father. A war with Qi is already a foregone conclusion. Today’s attack will not change that. And—” she took a deep breath, “—I need your help.”

Julen crossed his arms. “And what are you willing to do for that help?”

Sara had her answer ready. “Find the secret, and I swear to you that I’ll immediately send you back to the capital with a letter of lavish praise, urging that you be awarded a title and returned to your old post. My word as a Remillus.”

Julen opened his mouth to say something, then closed it. He tapped his cheek in thought then nodded decisively. “I accept your terms, on the condition that I get all the credit no matter which of us discovers the truth first. And we pool our knowledge.”

Sara nodded.

“What have you found out?” Julen asked.

“Very little.” Sara paused to organize her thoughts. “I have yet to see Lance perform any magic. He prayed to Loma at the waterfall shrine, but left no offering.”

“What else? You spent two days cooped up in a carriage with him, you must have learned something else.” Julen sounded frustrated.

He’s strong and brave and his mustache is softer than it looks. She couldn’t tell Julen any of that— Sara narrowed her eyes. “What progress have you made?”

“Very little.” Julen kicked at a stone. “The man has no vices. He doesn’t drink more than a cup of wine or ale in the evening. He sleeps alone. And he has no servants or slaves to bribe for information.” Julen lifted his gaze. “I thought you were doing rather better with him.

She shook her head. “He doesn’t like noblewomen.”

Julen let out his breath. “There will be other sources of information once we cross the border.”

“Yes.”

Neither of them mentioned how much harder it would be to get information back to the Primus once they entered Kandrith.

“Since we’re at a standstill, can you investigate the Qiph attack for me?” Briefly, Sara explained why the legionnaire thought it had not been a raid, adding, “The boy on the bridge called me Defiled. Do you know what he meant?”

Julen shook his head. “No, but I will endeavor to find out. If the attack was aimed at you, how did they discover your whereabouts?”

Sara hadn’t thought of that aspect. Her journey to Kandrith had been arranged swiftly in near secrecy. Her carriage had no special insignia that identified it as the property of the Primus, though she had used her own name at the Temples of Jut along the way.

Julen studied her. “You do realize the most obvious answer is that Lance told them? Your father suspected that Qi and Slaveland might be working together.”

Sara felt a stab of emotion—betrayal?—before logic reasserted itself. “It can’t be Lance. He saved my life on the bridge.”

Julen shrugged. “So perhaps the aims of his country do not perfectly coincide with Qi—the King of Slaves may want you as a hostage while the Qiph want to strike against the Republic by killing the Primus’s daughter. It doesn’t mean they aren’t allies. Remember, Lance also saved the Qiph boy from going over the falls.”

Lance had saved the Qiph. The reminder troubled Sara as they walked back to the makeshift camp.

They found most of the legionnaires in an excited knot around their captain. Marcus had woken up.

The outriders looked relieved and barely restrained themselves from thumping their captain on the back. They teased Marcus about how Diwo, the Goddess of Luck, must want him for a lover to have saved him. Marcus, Sara noted, looked rather uneasy about the prospect.

“What happened?” Sara asked him. “We saw the Qiph boy strike you.”


“Yes.” Marcus’s hand went to his bandaged chest. “I thought he had me too. I…suppose my leathers took most of the blow?” He made it a question. “I fell into the water, but managed to grab the rope. I held on as long as I could—”

“We couldn’t see you.” His decurion looked stricken. “We thought you were dead.”

“I should be.” Marcus shuddered. “Well. I went over the falls. The next thing I remember, you two,” he nodded at her and Lance, “were towing me to safety. A very dangerous thing to do, Lady Sarathena.”

“So I’ve been told.” She was not going to apologize.

Marcus must have seen the steel in her gaze because he said nothing more to her, instead asking for a report from his decurion.

Sara left the ordinary business in his hands and tried hard to go back to sleep under the specter of a second possible Qiph attack.

* * *

“Lady Sarathena, I’m ready to make my report,” Julen said that evening. Sara widened her eyes and glanced around the busy camp; she’d expected Julen to report to her in private. From his slight nod, he had some reason for doing this in front of an audience. “Go ahead,” she said.

“Firstly,” Julen said with a little bow, “not all of the Qiph are dead. One of them, the youth that crossed the bridge first, is missing. Probably crawled off to die, but…we don’t know for certain. Secondly, I found this.” With a flourish he produced a small wooden box from behind his back.

The box was only three inches square, but half again as deep. The rosewood cover was polished to a satiny finish and carved with strange designs that seemed to twist dizzily. It smelled faintly of spices.

Sara loathed it on sight. She refused to touch it when Julen extended it to her. “What is it?”

“I don’t know, but the priest had it strapped to his body under his robes as if it were important.”

“May I see it?” Lance asked.

Julen looked at Sara, and she nodded.

Lance turned it over several times, examining the carvings, then opened the lid and looked inside. It was empty, save for more carvings in a spiral pattern… Sara stepped back, head aching.

“Do you know what it is?” Sara asked him.

“No. Perhaps a religious item?” Lance sounded doubtful.

Thanks to her math tutor, Sara knew a little of the Qiph Way. Men tried to emulate the Path of the Holy Man, and women that of the Holy Woman. Her tutor had been on the second-to-last stage of the Men’s Path, that of Slave. He’d never said anything about boxes, but then he hadn’t yet made the final step to priest. “Perhaps,” she said politely.

“May I keep it?” Lance asked. “I’d like to show it to my father.”

Sara hesitated. She wanted to say no, unequivocally, but… Julen looked speculative. Was this some trap of his? “Yes, but please keep it in your bags, out of my sight.”

She wished, very much, that Lance had not taken it.

* * *

Esam crouched low in the bushes and watched the camp. He shivered. There was no doubt now: all his party were dead, including the Pathfinder. All would have died rather than let the Soul Box fall into the hands of the Defiled.

Esam had held out a foolish hope that Nabeel still lived—he’d always seemed indestructible. Esam had first known Nabeel as his father’s friend, then later as his stern Weapons Master. Only very lately had he become a fellow Warrior.

Esam had known the other Qiph in their party for less than a week. Their deaths merely numbed him. Nabeel’s hurt. With Nabeel alive it never would’ve occurred to Esam to give up, but now their mission all came down to him.

He had no sword and had never felt so small and helpless…but the magic conferred on him by the Pathfinder priests still lay like a heavy weight on his back. It chained him near the Defiled. He could not give up, so he must go forward.

He stayed in the bushes, the voices of the dead whispering in his ears.


* * *

The next morning, they pressed on with all speed. Thereafter followed three days of sheer misery.

Riding in a carriage was tedious. Riding in a carriage day and night, pausing only to switch horses and obtain meals, was nigh on unbearable. Sara’s head and body soon ached. Since only one carriage now remained, Julen and Lance took turns riding one of the extra carriage horses.

In light of Julen’s lack of progress, Sara had decided that she must keep trying with Lance. She had sworn off seducing the secret out of him, but she might still glean something from casual conversation.

He thwarted her plan by promptly closing his eyes. A certain tension in his body made her think he wasn’t actually sleeping, but talking would have been too rude, so she was forced to keep silent.

Sara turned to the refetti for distraction. The animal had boldly jumped into the carriage when they left the camp on the Vaga River. The sleek-bodied rodent liked to sit on her shoulder, its tail tucked behind her neck. It didn’t bite, but showed a definite preference for Sara’s company over Felicia’s, almost as if he knew Sara was the one who had saved him. Unfortunately, the little creature soon curled up asleep on her lap, leaving Sara with nothing to do but stare out the window.

And then it was Julen’s turn in the carriage. Instead of flirting with Felicia as usual, he quizzed Sara about any clue Lance might have let drop, which left them both frustrated and short-tempered.

On the second day, Lance kept entirely to the carriage, but not from any desire for Sara’s company. His dunking in the river had given him a cold. His nose ran, and he sneezed constantly.

His illness should have made Sara want to stay as far away from him as possible, but instead she had the bizarre desire to smooth the unruly lock of hair back from his forehead and kiss him better.

Despite the hot lemon teas that Sara ordered whenever possible and Lance, somewhat dubiously, drank, his cold worsened over the next day, progressing from sniffles to a light cough to horrible hacking spasms.

“Are you all right?” Sara asked helplessly after yet another spate.

“I’m sick,” Lance said simply.

Her mother would have listed her every ache and pain. “I mean, are you well enough to travel?” She longed to stop at one of Jut’s temples for a day, but just because there had been no further sign of Qiph assassins didn’t mean there weren’t any following them.

Lance shrugged. “I’ll be sick whether I’m in this carriage or lying in a bed. I prefer to be in the carriage, getting closer to home.” The speech sent him into another fit of coughing. His face turned so red Sara grew alarmed, but he only waved her away when she asked if she should stop the carriage.

“Sorry, about that,” he gasped. “Talking…irritates my throat.” He closed his eyes.

This time he truly slept, and Sara caught herself staring at him. She tried looking out the window, but inevitably, after a few moments, her gaze would be drawn back to his body, the thick layers of muscle on his chest and biceps, the distinct dent in his upper lip half-hidden by his mustache.

Sara was so aware of Lance that it took her awhile to notice that Felicia was equally tense. She suddenly remembered coming upon Felicia and Lance speaking together in low voices that morning after breakfast.

A horrible suspicion occurred to her. The next time the carriage paused to change horses and give everyone inside a chance to stretch their legs, she drew her maid aside. “Did Julen ask you to take Lance as your lover?”

Felicia’s eyes widened. “No!”

Sara felt embarrassed at jumping to such a sordid conclusion. “Then what were you talking to him about this morning?”

“I don’t remember,” Felicia said, her cheeks flushed.

Dismay tightened Sara’s chest. “Don’t lie to me.”

“I’m not!”


Lance returned, and they all climbed back into the cursed carriage in stiff silence. It must have been obvious that they’d been quarreling because after half a mile Lance sighed and proposed playing a game called Sacrifice.

Sara had never heard of the game, but it proved to be a simple, silent one using marks on a piece of paper. It was a child’s amusement, one Evina would have sneered at, but it passed the time.

Sacrifice reminded her a little of chess in that its players, represented by X’s and O’s, had serf and king type values, but instead of a square, they were arranged in a pyramid. There were three types of moves. A higher level player could scratch off a lower level one, two lower-level players could be “sacrificed” to create one player on a higher level, or two players of equal value could cancel each other out.

Felicia lost interest after four defeats in a row, but Sara’s affinity with numbers stood her in good steed. Within two games she was able to tie Lance, and they began to draw larger, more challenging, pyramids.

“Hah!” Sara said triumphantly, after she’d made a particularly good move.

Still trying to spare his throat, Lance scowled in an exaggerated fashion, then made his own move and sat back, arms crossed, but eyes twinkling. A laugh gurgled out of Sara’s throat, surprising her with how much she was enjoying herself. Lance smiled back at her, a real smile unlike the edged ones he’d been giving her. Sara’s chest grew warm with emotion, and she quickly bent back over the game.

Outside the carriage window, the farmland grew poorer and less settled. They went up and down endless rocky hills.

Then, finally, the Red Mountains of Kandrith reared up ahead of them. They proved to be gray cliffs with a skirt of green trees, not in the least bit red.

Sara found them puzzling. “They look more like a wall that rose up out of nowhere than a mountain range.” She couldn’t see any valleys, just one crooked range of mountains stretching out of sight.

Lance said a queer thing. “The Red Saints did rise out of nowhere.”

Before Sara could question him, Lance suddenly craned his head at the window in excitement. “The Gate! We’ve reached the border!”









Chapter Seven



Sara peered out the window. The Gate to Kandrith…was not at all what she’d expected.

She’d pictured something like the gates to the city of Temborium: thrice the height of a man, topped with iron spikes and so heavy it took four men to roll them open each morning. Well, actually, she’d imagined something a little cruder than Temborium’s shining gates, but not this much cruder.

For there was no gate at all. Instead, the carriage had halted in front of a narrow gorge that passed between the Red Mountains. Sheer cliffs rose on either side.

Lance opened the carriage door and hopped out. Sara handed the refetti to Felicia and lost no time following him.

The Gate to Kandrith also lacked armed guards. Instead, a solitary Gatekeeper, an old man with bristly white hair that grew in tufts from his head, eyebrows and ears, stood in front of a small lean-to built against the cliff. He seemed to have expected Lance, nodding his head with evident satisfaction. He banged out a complicated rhythm on a large bass drum, ending with three hollow booms, no doubt signaling their arrival.

Sara walked closer, studying the gorge in more detail.

The carriage wasn’t going to fit—a point Julen seemed to have already grasped. He’d dismounted from his borrowed horse and was arguing with the gatekeeper.

“This is the Gate to Kandrith,” the old man insisted in his cracked voice. He wore an Elysinian-style vest like Lance’s, only his was dyed blood red.

“It can’t be,” Julen said with certainty.

“Eh? And why’s that?” the old fellow demanded.

“It isn’t wide enough for a horse to pass through, much less a carriage,” Julen said.

“That’s right,” the old man said, “it isn’t.”

Both of them waited.

Julen broke first, spluttering. “You can’t tell me there’s no entrance for horses! That would be insane.”

“Fine then, I won’t tell you.” The old man leaned on his cane.

“Very well, we will simply have to enter Kandrith by another route.” Julen moved toward his horse.

“There is no other route,” Lance told him. “If you wish to enter Kandrith, you must pass through the Gate.”

Julen stared at them as if they were both crazed. “Impossible. I know Kandrith is surrounded by mountains, but it has a four-hundred-mile-long border. It can’t all be cliff. There must be a pass. And what about trade? Where do the caravans go?”

“The Red Saints sometimes open other gates to those in need, but none are bigger than this gate and all lead to Gatetown,” Lance said. “We get little trade.”

“There must be a valley—” Julen started, then stopped. “No, never mind.” He waved away Lance’s negative. “I understand. You don’t want any Republicans to know where the other mountain passes are. An understandable precaution.”

Sara looked at the gate with new eyes. Yes, it made a splendid natural barrier against invasion. Though she’d listened to Nir pontificate enough to know that no defense was impenetrable, provided your enemy was willing to throw away enough men to break through.

She thought this one would take an army of engineers a year to make any headway.


“We’ll just have to buy another carriage on the other side.” From the look on Julen’s face he was already calculating the cost.

“Lance!” a woman called.

Everyone turned to look as a somewhat dusty young woman emerged from the Gate. When she came closer, Sara saw that she was tall and statuesque. She had fiery red hair shoved into a loose braid and wore a yellow-and-green plaid dress with a split skirt. “Lance!” She dropped her bag and ran toward him, grinning from ear to ear.

Sara felt like she’d walked into a wall. Lance had a sweetheart. Or was it his wife?

“Wenda!” Lance opened his own arms. He didn’t once look at Sara. She saw no guilt in his expression, only pleasure.

Wenda, whoever she was, stopped short. “No broken bones this time?” she asked—oddly.

“Just a cold.” Lance swept her into a hug. He spun her around in a circle, laughing.

They looked so happy… Sara blinked several times, hard. Well. Now she knew why Lance had resisted the majority of her pitiful attempts at seduction.

Lance set Wenda back on her feet. “How are Mum and Da?”

Wenda wrinkled her snub nose. She had freckles too. “The same as always.”

“Has Da—” Lance began, but Wenda elbowed him into silence.

“Not here.” She gave Sara’s silk dress and the carriage a onceover, her expression unfriendly.

“Ah, yes.” Lance cleared his throat. “Sara, this is my sister, Wenda.”

Sister. Relieved, Sara smiled at Wenda more widely than she would have otherwise.

“Sara, is it?” Wenda looked unimpressed. “Not Lady Sara?”

“Sara to my friends.” Sara kept smiling.

“Well, Lady Sara, why don’t you make yourself scarce?”

Sara opened her mouth to verbally slap Wenda down, but Lance beat her to it. He gripped Wenda’s arm. “Pray excuse my sister. We haven’t seen each other in months, and we need to speak privately. Right, Wenda?”

“Of course.” Wenda’s face set like stone.

Sara gave a regal nod. “In that case, I wouldn’t dream of intruding.” She strolled away.

* * *

Wenda yanked her arm free. “What was that all about?”

“Quietly,” Lance warned. “I assume you got my message that Primus Vidor died?”

Wenda frowned. “Of course. Why else would I have spent the past three days waiting in Gatetown for Hiram to drum that you’d arrived?”

Lance gestured to the Gatekeeper. “Hiram, you should hear this too.” He kept an eye on Sara while Hiram shuffled closer. He tried to keep his expression pleasant, as if they were merely making conversation.

“What is it?” Hiram asked.

“The new Primus, Aleron Remillus, is no relation to House Vidor. He couldn’t care less about the current Child of Peace. I think he may intend to break the Pact.” And with eight outriders, the three of them were outnumbered.

Hiram scowled, and alarm filled Wenda’s face. “But then why send his daughter this far, at all? Is she his daughter?” Wenda asked.

Lance felt his pulse leap. He’d never considered the possibility. But if Sara were perhaps an equitain or even a cuorelle promised her family’s freedom, it would explain so much. Her attitude toward Felicia, and the way her artificial manners slipped sometimes, showing the warmer woman underneath—

But, no. Not only did Sara lack a slave brand, but Felicia had known Sara for years and had asked for asylum for only herself.

“I believe she is his daughter. He sent her as a spy. Why hardly matters,” Lance said impatiently. “She’s here now. We have to get her across the border. Hiram, you’ll be ready if she balks?”

The old man nodded, determination glinting in his brown eyes. “Get her close enough to touch me, and I’ll make the sacrifice and Move her.”


Lance suppressed a shudder, and he saw tears spring into Wenda’s eyes. But this was why Hiram had volunteered to be Gatekeeper, because he was old enough that the sacrifice didn’t horrify him.

“Remember to wait for my word,” Lance cautioned. “I may be wrong. She may enter willingly.”

Hiram nodded, then returned to his station by the drum.

Lance turned his head aside to cough and saw Sara watching him. She stood apart from her outriders. Good.

“Have you been forced to be polite to her the whole trip?” Wenda asked. “I’m glad it was you. I would never have managed it.”

“Actually, it wasn’t that hard,” Lance said. “Sara…she’s not like most noblewomen.”

Wenda snorted. “Is that so? How many slaves did she bring?”

“One.”

“Oh, just one, well, that’s all right then,” Wenda said sarcastically. “And is her slave content to remain in chains?”

“No,” Lance admitted. He and Wenda both made it a practice to help any slaves the Child of Peace brought along to escape.

“Then I don’t see how this one is any different from all the other highborn—”

“Don’t say it.” Lance cut his sister off.

Wenda laughed, an ugly sound. “I don’t believe this. I thought you were too smart to be taken in by a pretty face. Don’t you remember anything?”

“Of course I do.” As if he could forget seven-year-old Wenda being beaten almost to death. As if he could forget the helplessness he’d felt and the rage on his chained father’s face…

Wenda’s voice rose. “Then how can you smile and talk nicely to that—”

“She’s not Madam Lust!” Lance snapped. The nickname for their ex-owner silenced his sister, and he finished more calmly, “I’m not saying Sara is a paragon of good. She’s a flirt, and she’s spying for her father, but she isn’t evil. In fact, her basic nature is kind. I’ve been cooped up in a carriage with her for days now. She couldn’t fake what she is inside for that long. I would have seen.” Most nobles treated their slaves as invisible tools. If you required a task be done, you said the tool’s name and they took care of the problem. Sara saw Felicia.

Wenda looked disbelieving.

Lance couldn’t blame her. Before the journey began, he would have said all noblewomen were shallow and amoral. But he couldn’t view Sara that way anymore. There were all the other highborn ladies, and then there was Sara, in her own category. He stared at his sister and lifted his chin, unwilling to back down.

Wenda’s expression softened. “I don’t want to argue with you. It may be two years before we see each other again. Let’s talk about something else.”

“Agreed.” At the last second, Lance changed his mind about asking about their father’s health—if there was bad news it could wait until he reached the Hall. “Is Brendan still courting you?”

Wenda snorted. “That idiot? He—” And they were off, safely embarked in other channels.

* * *

As Sara walked toward the Gate, she tried to cool her anger by reminding herself that Wenda’s opinion didn’t matter. Wenda didn’t know Sara. Her reaction, however, was discouraging. It had taken Sara days to warm Lance up. Was every Kandrithan going to treat Sara with contempt?

She was still worrying over the problem, when she became aware of a noise coming from the gorge.

She retreated a few steps, then stopped as a young Temborian man emerged. Astonished, Sara recognized Primus Vidor’s great-nephew—the one said to have been killed during a Legion skirmish. What was he doing here?

Almost as soon as she asked the question, Sara realized the answer. He had to be Primus Vidor’s ambassador.

He could be a vital source of information. Sara tried frantically to remember his name.

“Lord Giles,” Julen breathed near her ear, obviously sharing the same thought.


Lord Giles brushed at the dirt on his red toga and in his dark hair, his upper lip curled in disgust. Sara donned a winning smile and advanced on him. “Lord Giles?”

Lord Giles looked up, and Sara found that her beauty still had an effect. He blinked, looking rather stupid.

Sara gave him a moment to gather his wits then said, “I’m Lady Sarathena Remillus, and I’m so glad to meet a fellow Republican.” Sara looked at the looming gate and had little trouble faking a shiver. “Please, what can you tell me about Kandrith?”

“You mean Slaveland?” Lord Giles frowned. “It’s no place for a lady—for any civilized person.”

“Oh, dear,” Sara said faintly. “What should I expect?”

“If I may be blunt, it’s a latrine of a country,” Lord Giles said. “Everything is poor and cramped and dirty. You should have seen where they expected me to sleep—it was a hovel, and when I complained they moved me to a smaller room!” he ranted. “In four years, I was never once served a decent meal. It was always too cold and or burned or tasted rotten or all three. But what can you expect?” he asked, sneering. “The country’s run by slaves, the laziest people in the world. Every joke you’ve ever heard about the stupidity of slaves is true.”

“Joke?” Sara asked uncertainly.

“You know, the riddles. ‘How did the slave improve his hearing? Answer, he broke his eardrum.’ ‘How did the slave learn to see? He blinded himself.’”

Sara moved her mouth in what was more grimace than smile. Lord Giles was a petulant idiot. He’d probably treated everyone he’d met with contempt and had earned likewise.

After a quick glance to be sure Lance wasn’t listening, she broached the subject of magic. “I heard the Slavelanders were crude, but powerful in their magic. Is it true?”

“They make big claims, but I never saw anything to back them up,” Lord Giles declared. “Their priests are a bunch of cripples.”

Cripples?

Before she could ask, Lord Giles gave Sara a quick bow. “You have my pity going to such a place.” Then he strode up to Marcus. “Are you the captain? Let’s be on our way. I want to shake the dust from this place off my sandals.”

Marcus bowed and politely informed him that his mission was to escort, not just Lord Giles, but the new Kandrithan ambassador to Temborium as well.

“So leave half your men here with her and send the rest with me now,” Lord Giles said impatiently.

The gatekeeper got into the act then. “He—” a knobby finger pointed at Lord Giles, “—ain’t leaving until that woman—” he pointed at Sara, “—enters Kandrith.”

Sara didn’t like being referred to as that woman. “I’ll do whatever I—”

“Refer to Lady Sarathena with respect—” Julen started.

A third voice trumped them all. “You!”

Wenda glared at Lord Giles as if he were an insect. “I told you to stay in Kandrith until your replacement came through. The Watcher should have stopped you.”

“That child?” Lord Giles sneered. “I got tired of waiting.”

“Well, then you’ll just have to go back,” Wenda said coldly, arms folded.

Lance laid a hand on her arm. “Peace, sister. It’s time for me to continue on—it’s not safe for both of us to be on this side of the border either. May the Goddess watch over you.” He formally kissed her forehead, then bent low so she could do the same.

“May the Goddess watch over you.”

Sara pretended not to notice the unpretty tears that blotched Wenda’s face. Lance looked strained. The intensity of the siblings’ farewell made Sara’s stomach drop. They were carrying on as if they were never going to see each other again.

Lance led Wenda over to Marcus and gave him a hard look. “You’ll keep my sister safe?”

Lance had saved Marcus’s life at the falls, Sara realized. And now he was calling in the favor.

“I don’t need a watchdog,” Wenda said firmly. “As competent as I’m sure you are,” she added, smiling at Marcus. Apparently, her hostility was reserved for the nobility.


“I’ll see her safe, I so swear,” Marcus said loudly. He looked not at Lance, but at Wenda, his gaze appreciative.

And then it was time. Julen, Sara, Felicia and Lance all approached the Gate. The dark gorge looked forbidding.

“Felicia, why don’t you go first?” Lance suggested. He slung a small bag over his shoulder.

“Wait!” The gatekeeper hobbled forward on his cane. Lance scowled at him, but the man kept talking: “There’s one too many of you. You’re only allowed one companion, not two!” From the triumphant blaze in his eyes, he thought he’d caught Sara trying to sneak something past him.

Sara supposed, in a way, she had. Her father had told her she’d be permitted only one companion, but she’d hoped her maid wouldn’t count.

“So which of them is it, girl?” the gatekeeper demanded. His eyebrows bristled like caterpillars crawling on his face.

Sara’s heart sank at the thought of leaving Felicia behind. They’d almost never been separated since the day Sara’s father first gifted her with the cuorelle. She would miss her fiercely.

But even if she hadn’t needed Julen’s skills, she feared bringing a cuorelle into Kandrith would be an insult. “Julen,” she said.

Her answer pleased no one. Julen’s green eyes burned with frustration—apparently her hesitation had raised his hopes, even though he ought to have known better.

Felicia’s expression was more controlled, but Sara winced at the disappointment—and anger?—in her thinned lips and flaring nostrils. Sara would have to send her to Evina with Rochelle, and Felicia had never gotten along well with Sara’s aunt.

And Lance… His expression took Sara aback. What right did he have to look at her so accusingly, his brown eyes full of furious, bitter disappointment?

Wenda rounded on the gatekeeper in anger. “Hiram, what were you thinking? She’s a slave.” She pointed at Felicia. “She’d have been free on the other side if you’d just kept your mouth shut!”

The old man seemed to shrink. “A slave? But she’s not barefoot, and her dress looks new…”

“They got two of mine that way,” Lord Giles said to Sara. “I should’ve warned you they would try to pull the same trick on you.”

Sara gave him a distracted nod, her true attention on Lance. It dawned on her that he’d planned to free Felicia all along, that this was what they’d been discussing behind her back.

Obscurely hurt, she looked Lance dead in the eye. “I find your gatekeeper rude. If this is the reception I am to expect in your country, explain to me why I should even enter.”

Although her primary mission was to discover the secret of slave magic, Sara had every intention of being a true ambassador. As such, she couldn’t allow them to treat her with disrespect. Her reasoning was sound, but in her heart Sara knew she was also stalling. The thought of entering the Gate filled her with dread. She wished she could take offense and return home.

Lance’s brows lowered. He looked formidable. “You have to go.”

“Oh?” Sara raised her eyebrows.

For a moment, their wills locked. Sara was burningly aware of Lance. Of his breath coming slightly fast, of his tensed muscles, like cables of steel beneath his clothes. He seemed to give off more heat then he should.

“You will go,” Wenda said, her voice full of cold rage. “Even if I have to drag you by the hair.” She and Hiram moved closer to Sara, which in turn made Marcus put his hand on his sword.

Lance’s brown eyes never left Sara’s face. “If you don’t enter Kandrith, it means war.”

Sara wanted to roll her eyes. No apology, no attempt to placate her, just blunt-as-a-club consequences. “We were speaking of courtesy,” she said firmly. “I have a title—”

“Yes, Lady Sara,” Lance said, stone-faced.

Sara felt a flare of irritation. After all the effort she’d spent thawing him out, she wasn’t going to let him freeze her with Lady Sara. “Not that title, my other one. I am the Republic of Temboria’s ambassador, just as you were Kandrith’s ambassador. I would deserve respect for that alone even if I were a drooling idiot.” Sara resisted glancing at Lord Giles.


Lance frowned, as if considering her words, but Wenda’s face didn’t change expression. “Stop trying to fancy it up,” she said roughly. “You’re not an ambassador, you’re the Republic’s Child of Peace.”

Child of Peace. Her father had mentioned that phrase, but— Sara frowned. “I thought Child of Peace was your title for ambassador. Do they mean something different?”

Wenda laughed, then choked off the noise. “I’m sorry. I mean, yes, of course, they mean exactly the same thing.”

She was lying. A bubble of fear rose inside Sara. “Lance?”

His lips compressed.

“Don’t tell her,” Wenda said urgently.

But he shook his head. “She will bear the risk, just as we do. She deserves to know.”

“Know what?” Sara demanded, her throat tight. Everyone was staring at her.

Lance laid his hands on her shoulders, turning her to face him. “Child of Peace is a misleading title. In truth, you are a hostage.”

“You’re taking me hostage?” Sara asked, incredulous. Marcus was standing only five paces away, frowning. Sensing his tension, his outriders began to close ranks.

“Nobody’s taking you hostage,” Lance ignored Marcus and spoke directly to Sara. “You are voluntarily giving yourself over to Kandrith as a hostage, just as my sister and I take turns being Kandrith’s Child of Peace.”

“And what does that mean?” Sara asked carefully.

“It means that if war breaks out you’ll be executed,” Wenda said.

“Executed? Even though I won’t have done anything wrong?”

“Yes,” Lance said. “And no, it won’t be fair or just. It’s not supposed to be. You’re innocent, and the innocent die in wars.”

Sara started to protest—accidental deaths were hardly the same as an execution—but Lance shook his head sternly. “Be quiet and listen. What do you think war is about?”

“The conquest of one country over another for the gain of lands or riches or for revenge,” she defined irritably.

“You’re wrong.” Lance stared at her as if trying to burn his opinion into her. “War is about death. It’s about people killing other people to gain lands or riches. You nobles have forgotten that. After all,” Lance said bitterly, “it costs the Primus nothing to go to war. He has legionnaires to fight for him. His friends and relatives don’t die. The war always takes place in some distant country the Primus may never even have set foot in. The Republic’s towns aren’t burned, their citizens aren’t slaughtered, their crops and homes aren’t destroyed, leaving them to starve.”

Was that why Lord Favonius’s estate had been burned? To show the Republic what war could bring?

“Too often in the past the Republic has invaded Kandrith on a whim,” Lance continued. “The Child of Peace sets some small price on war. The death of one innocent.” The fire faded from his eyes, replaced by kindness. “If your father loves you, you have nothing to fear.”

Sara knew her father loved her, and yet she did fear. Lance didn’t understand how unstable her father’s Primacy was. If Claude’s father, General Pallax, used his Legions to take power, he wouldn’t care a whit for Sara’s life.

“Your father should’ve told you all this before we left.” Lance looked angry on her behalf.

Sara shook her head. “He doesn’t know either. Primus Vidor died unexpectedly without heirs. He didn’t tell him. Unless you did?” Had her father thought she would refuse to go if he told her the truth? The possibility ate at her gut.

“No, I was denied an audience. I left a number of messages with various undersecretaries.” Lance paused to cough. “Frankly, I was surprised when I was told that I and the new Child of Peace would be leaving so suddenly.”

Her father never would have sent her if not for the Favonius massacre.

Fear chilled her. As an ambassador she’d felt she had some power, some ability to do good, but a hostage had no power. She was just a lever to ensure her father’s good behavior.

“Lady Sarathena?” Marcus made her name a question. If she but said the word he would fight.


Sara briefly closed her eyes, ignoring the Gatekeeper hovering at her elbow. What she’d learned hadn’t truly changed anything. Ambassadors always bore the risk of being held hostage; she’d known from the beginning that the same might happen to her. The threat of another massacre like the one that had occurred at Lord Favonius’s estate still hung in the air. She and Julen still needed to discover the secret of slave magic and to do so she must enter Kandrith.

And perhaps having her as a hostage, so close to hand, would make Sylvanus safer.

“Very well then,” she said with strained composure. “I will pass through the Gate voluntarily.”

The tension eased from the air.

“May I ask how long will I remain your country’s guest? A year? Two?”

Lance dashed that faint hope. “Until your father is no longer Primus. Unless there’s someone you can trade off with, like Wenda and I do.”

“I have a brother, but he is too young yet.” Sara took a deep breath. Five years, minimum. It felt like a jail sentence.

A sudden shout attracted her attention.

“She’s escaping!” Lord Giles raised his arm and pointed. While they were talking, Felicia had drifted closer to the Gate. Her head came up in panic. She lifted her skirts and started to run the last twenty feet.

Sara glared at Lance. When he’d put his hands on her shoulders so tenderly, he’d turned her so that her back faced the Gate.

“Shoot her! Shoot her!” Lord Giles urged.

The outrider closest to him lifted his crossbow. He shot, but the bolt went high over Felicia’s head, thwacking into the mountainside.

“Stop!” Lance roared and charged the legionnaire while he was reloading. Suddenly two other crossbows pointed at Lance.

“No! Everyone hold your fire!” Sara grabbed Marcus’s arm. She groped for a threat severe enough to stop him from doing his duty.

“Stand down!” Marcus barked, and the crossbows were lowered with alacrity. Most of the legionnaires had spent the past two weeks flirting with Felicia.

“I said, ‘Shoot her!’” Lord Giles grabbed the nearest loaded crossbow. The outrider made a move to check him, then stopped, helpless. He could not touch a noble without earning a whipping or worse.

Sara was under no such constraint. When Lord Giles lifted and aimed the crossbow with an easy motion that spoke of Legion training, Sara placed herself in front of him. She wanted to slap his face, but she made herself smile bewitchingly instead. “Please don’t. I ordered Felicia to pretend to escape so that I might have both her and Julen to serve me in Kandrith,” she lied.

Felicia vanished inside the Gate.

Lord Giles sighed and looked superior. “She’ll betray you. You should’ve let me shoot her.”

Just how a dead cuorelle was supposed to be better than an escaped one, Sara didn’t understand. But she didn’t argue. Always agree with a man, Aunt Evina had taught her. Sara plastered a worried frown on her face. “Oh, dear, do you think so?” She leaned forward and let him see more cleavage.

The arrowhead dug into her flesh. If this fool accidentally shot her, she was going to haunt Felicia. Lord Giles stared at her breasts, mesmerized.

Then Lance reached them. He pushed Sara back with one hand and forced the crossbow up with the other.

“Let go,” Lord Giles demanded. His face turned red.

“No.” Lance jerked the crossbow free and tossed it to its owner.

Lord Giles began to scream abuse. “Barbarian! I’ll have you arrested! I’ll have you flogged!”

Lance listened to the threats, unmoved. Sara noticed that Lord Giles didn’t make any attempt to hit Lance. A wise decision on his part. Lance was obviously itching to pound him into the dirt.

“So it was just an act then.”

Sara looked up and saw Wenda. “What?”

“Your order not to shoot. You just wanted to make sure your property wasn’t damaged.”

Rage choked Sara. “Felicia is like a sister to me.”


Wenda snorted.

Sara clenched her hands into fists. “Think what you will.”

She walked away and beckoned Marcus close. She repeated her lie about Felicia’s escape being on her orders and added, “You will tell my father this. Felicia’s family has only two links left on their slavechain. I do not want them punished for this.”

“I’ll see to it,” Marcus promised quietly.

“Thank you.”

Lord Giles was still ranting when Lance simply walked away.

“It’s time to go.” He hugged Wenda one more time, then turned to Sara and Julen. “Which of you would like to go first?”

The words were perfectly polite, but it was clear to Sara that Lance meant to be last. He likely did not trust her to go at all otherwise.

Her chin lifted, but before she could prove him wrong, Julen caught her arm and pulled her aside, his expression grim. “I mislike this, Lady Sarathena. It smells like a trap, but I can think of no excuse to refuse. I’ll go before you, to spring the trap if I can. Flee at my cry. The outriders will protect you.”

Sara’s throat felt tight as Julen disappeared into the darkness. She was reluctantly impressed with his bravery. For once, there had been no mockery or flirtation in his voice.

Sara strained her ears for the next several minutes, but heard nothing. All she saw was the dark opening and the looming mountain that seemed to shut out all possibility of escape.

At least, she tried to tell herself, the Qiph would have equal trouble following her into Kandrith.

The gatekeeper cleared his throat. “It’s your turn.”

Sara stared around wildly. Lance waited with his arms folded. She felt a strong aversion to entering the Gate, especially without an armed escort. She seized on an excuse. “What about my trunks? I need someone to carry them.”

“You’ll have to leave them behind,” Wenda said. “They’re too wide.”

Sara didn’t believe her, but Lord Giles nodded. “I had to leave all of mine behind.”

“It would be better to buy new on the other side,” Lance said.

Sara turned stubborn. “I refuse to enter a strange country with only the clothes on my back.” She marched over to the carriage and commanded one of the outriders to unload her trunks.

The gatekeeper fussed and fumed, and Lance shifted from foot to foot, but Sara ignored them as she rummaged through the trunks for necessities. Underwear, several silk dresses, and a nightgown. Some jewelry, a cloak that she slipped over her shoulders. She was a Remillus: She would not go begging.

Sara demanded a bag and stuffed everything inside it. Her fear had fallen away from her, replaced by anger. The Kandrithans were obviously trying to humiliate her.

At the last second Sara remembered Felicia also had no luggage and filled a second bag with a set of clothes for her too.

Lance watched silently, his eyes narrowed, as if ready to chase her down if she bolted.

“Ready now?” the gatekeeper asked.

Sara didn’t answer, just walked up to the Gate, head high.

The shadowed gorge put her in mind of a gaping mouth. And now it was her turn to be swallowed.

Three steps into the gorge and the tall walls shut off the sunlight. Sara waited a moment to let her eyes adjust to the gloom. Ahead of her, the pathway twisted and turned.

“Julen? Can you hear me?” She paused. The mountain seemed to devour her words.

Picking her way carefully over the uneven ground, Sara walked further into the fissure. Her shoulders brushed against the narrow walls, so she put out her hand as a guide. The rock left behind an unpleasant chalky residue, but better on her fingers than on her clothes. No wonder Lord Giles and Wenda had both looked so unkempt.

She glanced back—and could no longer see the way out. Stone ahead and stone behind, stone walls stretching up and up so that the sky was a mere ribbon of blue above… She felt enfolded. Smothered.


There was nothing to do but go on, so Sara did. Perhaps if she hurried she could catch up with Julen. It was measure of how much things had changed that she could admit she would appreciate his company.

She hoped every twist and turn of the passage would be the last, but the gorge seemed to go on forever. And then it narrowed. Two people could no longer have passed side by side; Lance, with his broad shoulders, would be forced to walk sideways. A fat man would have had to crawl—the passage was slightly wider at the bottom.

The trapped feeling grew. She imagined that the mountains were pressing in on her, that the crack might close at any time and crush her. Her breathing fractured. Sara began to hurry, and her bundles of clothes became a nuisance, bumping against her legs.

She heard a noise behind her like pebbles rubbing together. “Lance?” she called, but got no answer.

She turned her head—and banged it on a rocky overhang hard enough to make her gasp. The careful hairstyle Felicia had achieved that morning slipped loose from its pins and fell in her sweaty face.

Up ahead the two sides of the gorge almost met. She was going to have to walk stooped over. She wouldn’t be able to see the sky anymore. What if it got worse? What if the gorge narrowed to a tunnel? The thought pinned her in place.

She tried to get herself moving again by reminding herself that Julen had come this way already. And Wenda going the other direction. Could a Remillus do less?

Still, she hesitated—until something furry rubbed against her hand.

She almost screamed before she saw the refetti. He’d followed her. Tears pricked her eyes at his loyalty. She felt a rush of shame that she’d forgotten all about him—Felicia usually saw to the creature whenever they stopped.

“Good boy.” She stroked his furry little head, and somehow he gave her the courage to do what had to be done. She didn’t want to risk stepping on him so she put him in the pocket of her cloak, where he curled up happily. But she worried that he would get banged against the stone wall, so she tossed her bags ahead of her, and used both hands to protect the refetti.

She moved at a slow shuffle, stooped over to keep from banging her head, and forced to push the cursed bags of clothes ahead of her before each step. She scraped her knee, and blood trickled down her leg.

She stopped being surprised that Lance hadn’t caught up with her yet and started being surprised he’d dared enter at all.

She grimly kept on, cursing under her breath—and bumped her head again. She was going give herself a goose egg soon.

And then, finally, she saw a shaft of sunlight up ahead.

Unfortunately, the last turn looked too narrow to squeeze through. Comforting herself once again with the thought of Lance’s broad shoulders, Sara kicked the loathsome bags ahead of her and squirmed sideways into the crack.

She shuffled forward, only to almost trip on the first bag of clothes. She kicked at it, but it wouldn’t move forward, and when she tried to bend down to reach it her breasts scraped against the stone. There wasn’t enough space.

Fine. Gritting her teeth, Sara backed up out of the crack to the wider spot before. Perhaps if she crawled? It wasn’t like her dress could get any dirtier.

She draped her cloak with the refetti up around her neck, then got down on her hands and knees, hiked up her dress and started forward again. And got stuck.

* * *

Lance came around the corner and stopped short. For a second he stared in disbelief at the feminine rump blocking the passageway ahead.

A moment ago he’d been mad at Sara. Hadn’t he? Yes, he had. But now, looking at her ass, Lance felt quite mellow.

It was a very shapely ass, molded by the pink silk of her skirt…her very short skirt. The material had bunched up so that he could see almost to the tops of her thighs.


As he watched, dry-mouthed, the ass in question wiggled, the hips tilted up as if in invitation, and Lance suddenly had trouble thinking as all his blood rushed to his loins.

His hand clenched into a fist against the urge to pull up that last bit of pink silk and caress—

“Vez’s Malice,” Sara swore.

The sound of her voice pulled him back from the brink.

Lance wanted to swear too. Why him? He cleared his throat to announce his presence, and a thick silence descended.

Lance swallowed and tried to sound like he still possessed his mind. “Sara? Do you need some help?” Please say no.

“Yes,” she said in a small voice.

* * *

How humiliating. Sara’s cheeks burned with embarrassment. At least Lance couldn’t see them, but considering what he could see…

“Should I, ah, push or pull?” he asked.

He sounded half-choked. Was he laughing at her? “Try pushing,” Sara said through gritted teeth. She took refuge in a quick spurt of anger. “I hope you’re enjoying yourself. This is your fault.”

A pause. “What makes you say that?”

“You’re the King’s son. This is not a proper gate! It ought to have been widened years ago. What kind of crazed—”

Her tirade crashed to a halt the moment his palms touched her rump. She squeaked; she couldn’t help it. She hadn’t realized how sensitive her bottom was.

Lance kept his hands in place, but didn’t immediately start to push. “You know,” he said thoughtfully, “I wanted to give you a spanking earlier.”

She tensed. He wouldn’t, would he? “What?”

“I was mad at you for naming Julen your companion when we both know you can hardly stand him.” He cupped each ass cheek, the kneading motion eliciting a wave of heat. A moan escaped her. Her cheeks flamed. Had he heard her?

“If you’d just chosen Felicia like you were supposed to she wouldn’t have had to risk her life—and you wouldn’t have had any excuse to step in front of that idiot’s crossbow.” His voice dropped into a dangerous growl. “You definitely deserve to be spanked for that stunt.”

But instead of a stinging slap, one thumb traced the cleft between her buttocks, going so low her breath clogged in her lungs, and she felt an embarrassing rush of liquid desire. She waited in agony for him to touch her there, in the place where she was wet, but he stopped short.

“Well, what do you say in your defense?”

Indignation filled Sara. “Oh! At least I knew Lord Giles wouldn’t dare shoot me. You charged a legionnaire, who’s been trained to respond to threats with killing force. Maybe you should be punished for risking your life.”

Silence behind her, then Lance gave a short laugh. “You never do or say what I expect.” He gave her a strong push.

Sara heard a tearing sound as her dress ripped, but she could suddenly move again. And did, all but scurrying away from the touch of Lance’s hands. From temptation.

She lacked the room to stand up so she kept crawling forward. She reached the spot where she’d dropped the bags of clothes and laboriously shoved them forward, into the pool of sunshine she’d seen earlier, then she followed. A protruding bit of rock scraped down her back, but she finally squirmed free.

She emerged into a bowl-shaped cul de sac with high, yellow stone walls. Another trap for an invading army. Sara registered that fact only dimly.

She inspected the rip in her dress; thankfully it had split along a seam and could probably be repaired. Still, her gown and hair were covered with dirt, her face was flushed and she was trembling from both the ordeal of the passage and the aftershocks of Lance’s intimate touch.

Looking up, she saw Julen very carefully not smile. She felt decidedly testy and in no mood to listen to the young voice which quavered, “Stop.”


Sara shook out her skirts. Seeing Lance struggling to squeeze forward the final few steps, she moved out of the way. “I still say your precious Kandrith needs a better Gate—” she started.

“Stop!” Lance yelled. “Sara, don’t cross the line or you’ll be killed!”









Chapter Eight



Sara stopped dead. In front of her lay a row of embedded white stones running from one side of the cul de sac to the other. She looked around nervously for archers stationed at the top of the yellow stone walls, but saw none. Apart from Lance and Julen, the only person in sight was a small boy. As Sara watched, he sniffled, wiped his nose with his hand and then wiped his hand on his blue-trimmed vest.

“Is this how you welcome everyone to your country?” Sara demanded.

“No one may pass through the Gate without the Watcher’s permission.” Lance stayed one step within the gorge and called out anxiously, “Watcher, is it blue?”

The tow-headed boy shook his head. A white film covered his eyes. Loma’s Mercy, he was stone blind. Was the name some kind of cruel joke?

“Then what is the matter?” Lance asked.

Tears leaked from those eerie white eyes. “There are two of them. One’s red and one’s purple.”

Sara’s impatience returned. She was bleeding, her dress was dirty and torn, her head was pounding, and Lance was talking about colors? “I need a Temple of Jut and a bath. Now.” She lifted her foot.

“Don’t move!” Lance barked.

Off-balance, Sara stumbled slightly. Her toe came down on the wrong side of the line of stones.

Instantly, shadow fell over Sara like a blight. But when she looked up, the sky was pure blue and cloudless. The boy and Julen were still bathed in hot sunlight. Her skin prickled. Something was happening…

“The Guardian is here.” Lance’s voice held strain. “Watcher, you must decide.”

The boy’s white eyes turned toward Sara. He looked doubtful. “I never saw a purple one before.”

A purple what? Sara’s gown was peach-colored—and the boy was blind anyhow.

Sara started to ask what he meant, but couldn’t draw enough breath to speak. She felt as if a smothering blanket were being held over her face, allowing her only sips of air. Panic hit her fast and hard. She groped at the space in front of her mouth, but encountered nothing.

Pressure built around her as if the air suddenly weighed as much as iron. She couldn’t breathe. Her body felt squeezed tight, her lungs cramped. She wheeled in a circle, staggering, but couldn’t see any threat. Nothing touched her.

There was only the shadow hanging over her, a shadow with no source.

The Guardian of Kandrith.

I’ll go away, Sara promised silently. I’ll go back through the Gate. There’s no need to kill me. I don’t even want to be here.

But the pressure only grew. Sara thought her skin would split, her bones crack and shatter…

Was she going to die here like this? Her gaze connected with Lance’s, pleading.

“Lady Sarathena?” Julen tilted his head quizzically. “Prince Lance, I think something might be wrong.”

Lance ignored him. “May she pass?” he asked the Watcher. His voice sounded tight, as if he wanted to shout.

Sara’s vision dimmed from the lack of air. She only hoped she passed out before she died—


“I don’t know. One’s red and one’s purple. I’m only supposed to stop the blue ones.” The boy sounded confused and sulky. “I suppose she can pass.”

The Guardian released Sara so abruptly she collapsed in a heap. She gasped in air. Sunlight fell on her face like a blessing.

Julen hurried over to her. Lance squeezed through the Gate, but did not cross the line of white stones until the Watcher said, “You may enter.” Then he dropped to his knees in the dust and took her hand. Concern shone in his warm brown eyes. “Are you injured?”

Was she? Sara took a moment to consider, then shook her head. “Just bruised.” She felt stupid lying there on the ground. “Help me up.”

Lance set her back on her feet with one strong pull.

“You fainted,” Julen said. “I’ll fetch a carriage—”

“I did not faint!” Sara snapped. “I almost died, you clodpate.”

Julen looked skeptical. Apparently, he hadn’t noticed the strange shadow.

The Watcher had already wandered off so Sara turned on Lance. “Tell him! And then tell me why your country broke its promise of safekeeping.”

Lance’s face closed. “You would have been fine if you’d stopped when the Watcher told you to.”

She was too scared and angry to circle her way around to the subject. “What attacked me and why?”

For a moment, she thought Lance wouldn’t answer, then he gave a small nod. “The Gate and its Guardian were created by the lifegift of Revan Kandrith thirty-one years ago to keep out invaders.”

Lifegift? Did he mean magic?

“The Guardian crushes anyone who does not have the Watcher’s permission to enter Kandrith.”

“What Guardian? I saw nothing,” Julen scoffed.

Sara stepped on his toes, hard. She kept her gaze on Lance. “Why didn’t the Watcher want me to enter your country? If I’d been killed, my father would have every right to invade.” It took effort to keep her voice reasonable. Her limbs were still trembling with reaction. She wanted to scream at somebody.

“The Watcher doesn’t care who you are, only what you are.” Lance spoke carefully, obviously choosing what he would and would not tell her. “He is able to see the color of one’s soul.”

Magic again. Sara filed the information away. “I’m a hostage. What danger could I possibly pose?”

But Lance merely shook his head. He looked deeply troubled—and she didn’t think it was by her near brush with death.

Sara drew in a hissing breath. “You’re worried that there is something wrong. Do you think me an assassin? Do you want to search me for weapons?” Incensed, she turned out her pockets and found two hairpins and the refetti. “Here.” She held it out to Lance. “This must be my deadly attack refetti.”

Lance didn’t take the squirming animal. “Has that been in your pocket all this time? Was it there when you went through the Gate?” he asked sharply.

“I put him in my pocket in the gorge,” Sara answered cautiously.

Lance looked greatly relieved. “That explains why the Watcher saw two colors! Animals must have purple souls, and the boy didn’t realize. He’s new to the Gate since the last time I passed through.”

It seemed she’d been cleared of suspicion. Sara put the refetti on her shoulder where he could look around. Tiny claws dug into her dress, but didn’t prick her skin.

“Let’s find a place to stay. I don’t know about you, but I’m thirsty.” And Lance strode off, leaving Sara glaring after him.

“Shall we?” Julen politely offered her his arm.

Sara shoved her bags at him instead. “Here.” She was determined not to carry the cursed things another step.


“What’s in the bags?” Julen shouldered them after a quick look around failed to turn up any footmen.

“Clothes.”

Julen halted, his expression chagrined. “Nobody’s going to be bringing our trunks around, are they?”

“No.” Sara couldn’t find it inside herself to gloat. She was too afraid of what new surprises Kandrith still had in store.

Now that she’d actually seen slave magic in action Sara realized she’d underestimated it. For the first time, she truly believed that slave magic was strong enough to have killed the two hundred people on Lord Favonius’s estate.

All too easily she could envision Nir attempting a night assault on the Gate and failing. First, he would kill the gatekeeper, then send his men through the narrow gorge. They would cross the line of stones and die—and he would never know why. In fact, if just such an attack hadn’t already been tried in the past Sara would eat her sandals.

But Sara knew now. Goosebumps chilled her flesh at the realization that with the information she possessed, the Republic could successfully invade Kandrith.

The Watcher had passed Julen, so he obviously couldn’t tell Republicans from Kandrithans. All Nir would have to do was send through a few legionnaires posing as escaped slaves to hold a sword at the Watcher’s throat to ensure he passed the following army.

Sara felt dizzy and a little sick. She knew Nir well enough to be certain that if he knew how to pass through the Gate he would attack. The Republic would be safe from further massacres—and Kandrith’s population would be enslaved again.

Sara argued with herself as they walked. Her duty to her father and her country was plain, but the image of Lance in chains made her stomach twist into knots. She wanted to prevent a war, not start one.

But hadn’t the war already started when Kandrith massacred two hundred people on Lord Favonius’s estate? They’d attacked first—and would no doubt attack again.

If it had been them, and not the Qiph acting alone.

Sara glanced at Julen to see if he was following the same channels of thought that she was. He looked alert, all his attention on their surroundings. He hadn’t understood about the Guardian. If she convinced him, he would want to turn around immediately and return to Temborium.

Sara felt like a noose was tightening around her neck. She didn’t want to have to choose between Lance’s freedom and Sylvanus’s life.

But that wasn’t right, was it? She knew how to defeat the Guardian, but not how to stop massacres. Lance had said the Guardian was a Lifegift, but she didn’t know what that meant or how slave magic worked. Yes, her information could get an army into Kandrith, but what was to stop the Kandrithans from then massacring all those troops?

Nothing.

Julen was her only way of sending messages to her father. Should she wait and hope they could discover the full secret? Partial information was still better than no information. Sara chewed her lip, remembering the timetable her father had given her. A month before they were ensnared in a war with the Qiph, of which a week was already gone.

Ten more days, Sara decided. She could afford to wait that long, but no longer.

* * *

Lance deliberately walked several steps ahead of Sara and Julen as he led them through the backstreets of Gatetown. He still felt a little shaky from Sara’s near-demise at the hands of the Guardian—and he shouldn’t be.

As the Child of Peace, Sara’s death would have been a political nightmare. That’s what he should be concerned about, not Sara herself.

But somehow, possibly because of the circumstances under which they’d met, his protective instincts had become engaged. It had been all he could do not to take her in his arms afterward. Which, given their mutual level of attraction, would have been a mistake.

He needed to stay away from Sara, but they were going to be traveling together for at least another week until they reached the Hall.


“Why is everyone dressed so plainly?” Sara asked, suddenly appearing at his elbow.

Lance looked at her in surprise and irritation. “Nobody here has money to waste on silk when sheep’s wool is plentiful.”

“No, that’s not what I meant,” Sara said. “I mean, look at him.” She indicated a dark-haired, stocky man wearing a beige tunic and mended trousers. “He’s obviously from Elysinia originally. He’s wearing a sash like they do, but it ought to be red or blue or green depending on his tribe, instead of the same color as his tunic. And he has no vest.”

Lance tensed. Would she ask about the vest he, a Gotian by birth, was wearing?

But Sara pointed to another woman. “And she’s a Grasslander. Her clothes are right, but her hair’s plaited instead of gathered in a horsetail, and where are her bone earrings, honoring Mek?”

“I didn’t know Grasslanders worshipped the God of Death,” Lance said, avoiding the question. He studied the tall woman as she passed. She did have the high cheekbones and slanted eyes of a Grasslander.

Sara frowned. “I expected Kandrith to look like the market in Temborium, everyone in different exotic costumes, but here everyone looks both the same and different.”

“The same and different?” Lance raised an eyebrow.

Sara kept watching the people walking by. “All the women have split skirts, like Grasslanders, but most of them are made from wool instead of deerskin, and the pattern of cloth varies.”

Lance could remember his mother wrapping a long cloth of plaid into a dress back in Gotia. Their plaids had been taken away from them when they’d become enslaved. When they arrived in Kandrith, his mother had proudly woven new ones—but she’d sewn the material into a blouse and split skirt instead of one long cloth. He’d never asked why.

Sara continued. “The women mostly have their hair braided back. That’s a Gotian style, isn’t it? And the men are dressed Elysinian style, except for the sash and vest. It’s as if you’ve taken one thing from each culture. Except the Qiph. I haven’t seen even one Qiph.” She glanced at him sidelong.

Lance frowned slightly. “Are you worried about assassins? We have very few Qiph here in Kandrith.” The only one he knew was a woman. Most Qiph slaves were male and had sold themselves under a strict contract. Lance didn’t pretend to understand it, but they seldom even tried to escape, instead they served their two-year term with a humility at direct odds with most arrogant Qiph warriors.

“Don’t you trade with Qi?” Sara asked.

“Not much. Their desert is many miles from Kandrith.”

His answer didn’t seem to please her.

Just then they passed a trio of gray-haired women—two olive-skinned Elysinians, and one pale Gotian—wearing leather vests dyed a bright red. Like Hiram, they were declaring their willingness to sacrifice.

To head off any questions, Lance quickly said, “There’s our inn.” Most of the buildings in Gatetown were humble cottages built from the two most readily available materials, timber and thatch, but the inn was constructed from blocks of yellow stone and rose two stories to a tiled roof. In size, it equalled some of the places they’d stayed in the Republic.

Instead of being impressed, Sara looked blank. “What’s an inn?”

When he explained that one paid money to rent a room for the night, her eyes rounded in horror. “But how can such a thing honor Jut?”

“Who’s Jut?” Lance asked, more to get another reaction than from true ignorance.

“Jut is the God of Travellers,” Sara told him sternly. “We stayed at several of his temples in the Republic.”

“You’re in Kandrith now.” Lance walked between two Grandfather olive trees and opened the inn’s side door.

Sara inhaled sharply. “I don’t remember passing a single temple. Don’t you honor the gods?”

“No. Why should we?” Lance asked roughly, angered by how aghast she looked. “When we were slaves, most of the gods turned deaf ears to our pleas.” All but the Goddess. “They abandoned us first.”


* * *

“We need to stay in Gatetown,” Julen said, pacing back and forth in Sara’s room at the inn. “The farther we are from the Gate, the harder it will be to send a message to your father. I want you to pretend to fall ill.”

“Why me?” Sara asked. The prospect of staying cooped up in her tiny room—the inn either didn’t have a ‘best’ room for noble guests, or it had been given to Lance—did not appeal. Especially since she wouldn’t even have Felicia for company.

“So I can remain free to spy out the secret, of course,” Julen said condescendingly. “Besides, if I fell ill, Lance would leave me behind. He won’t leave you.” Julen regarded her through slitted eyes, almost purring. “You told me Prince Lance cared nothing for you.”

“He doesn’t,” Sara said.

“Untrue,” Julen said. “He was very concerned for you at the Gate, and he watches you all the time.”

Sara shrugged. “Lust isn’t caring.”

Julen only looked impatient. “I never said it was. But lust can be a tool. You work on him while I nose around the town.”

Sara stiffened. She wanted to tell him he couldn’t give her orders, but hadn’t she already admitted he was the better spy? “I’ll try,” she said.

He nodded and moved toward the door. “Shall I tell Lance you’re feeling poorly then? A female complaint?”

“No. I’m not getting shut up in here until after I see Felicia. Find her for me.”

Julen nodded and left just as the bathwater arrived.

* * *

Sara took one step outside the inn’s front door and stood stock still.

For a second, she wondered if she’d somehow found her way back into Temborium. The fountain filling most of the square resembled the tiered fountains in the Temple District. Sunlight sparkled on the water.

“Well, well,” Julen said softly, at her shoulder. “It seems they’re not so barbaric, after all.”

Sara took a step closer. Several white marble figures stood in a tableau inside the fountain. On the lowest level were a man and child, their backs bent in labor, pulling a large block of stone to which they were chained. The child’s face was pinched with hunger and full of fear. The father’s expression held despair. Off to the side stood a cruel-looking Republican with a whip.

On the next tier up stood a statue of Loma. It took Sara a moment to recognize the Goddess for She was of average height instead of the ten-foot-tall representations found in the Republic. But the expression of compassion and love on Her face could only come from the Goddess of Mercy. So some gods were still honored.

Instead of pouring from Her mouth or a ewer, water ran from the corners of Her eyes like overflowing tears. She weeps for the slaves. As Sara watched, the water level in the top tier overflowed. By some means she couldn’t see the chains holding the man and child fell away, and the stone statues swiveled slightly.

Despite the hot sun, Sara shivered. Somehow from this new angle, their expressions changed. Now the man looked triumphant, the child full of hope. Loma’s tears stopped.

Troubled, Sara watched as the water in the lower tier drained away through some unseen mechanism and the chains rose up again. It was a greater work than any she’d seen in the Republic—but it didn’t fit. Not with the humble wooden buildings around it, nor the lack of piped water inside the inn. How could such a poor town have constructed such a marvel of art and engineering?

“There.”

Sara’s gaze followed Julen’s finger to a large house on the other side of the square. The maid at the inn had told Julen that all newly freed slaves went to ‘Freedom House’ and that they would recognize it by its red door.

Fruit trees lined two sides of the fountain. Well, at least most of them were fruit trees… As they walked by, Sara frowned at one tree. It had strangely shaped growths protruding from the thickest branches: thin, flat, triangular, like the dorsal fin of a fish. What—?


But Julen had already reached Freedom House and was looking back impatiently. Sara stifled her curiosity and joined him. Up close she saw that instead of being painted red, a dyed cloth had been nailed to the door. Julen’s knock produced a muffled sound.

The house next door had a gray cloth hanging from it; Sara didn’t know what either color symbolized.

A buxom blonde with a bone brand on her cheek opened the door. Her smile turned to a frown. “You’re from the Republic.”

“Yes.” Julen smiled at her. “We’re here to see—”

“She isn’t your slave anymore. She doesn’t have to see you.” The woman would have shut the door, if Julen hadn’t stuck his foot inside.

Perhaps Sara should have waited until Lance could escort her. But, despite all his talk of not being a prince, the innkeeper had been obviously pleased to see someone who “wore the Brown”—the royal family’s House color, Sara assumed—and had dragged Lance off. Sara had been too impatient to see Felicia to wait.

While Julen tried, unsuccessfully, to charm the ex-ossoelle into at least asking Felicia if she would like to talk to them—“just talk, my good woman, nothing more”—Sara paced back and forth in agitation. A small offertory bowl built into the fountain behind Loma caught her attention. Instead of coins or House tokens, the bowl contained a bundle of cloth tied with a ribbon. Curious, she untied it and saw that it was a book of sorts. Each ‘page’ of white fabric was divided into four sections by a neatly stitched line of black thread. Sewn in each section was a crude figure, sometimes a man or woman, sometimes clearly a child. There were also a number of hash marks by each and a printed name. Sometimes there would be something extra: a scrap of fabric, an embroidered flower, a button, or a lock of hair sewn to the cloth.

“It’s a record of the people who safely escaped to Kandrith. There are cloth books for every year inside.”

Sara looked up, startled. “Felicia!” She moved to hug her friend, but Felicia held the empty bucket she was carrying in front of her, as if fending off an attack. Sara’s smile faded into uncertainty.

“It’s so if a family is split up, they can tell if their husband or loved one arrived ahead of them. Or not.” Felicia’s body tensed. “You shouldn’t be touching it.”

Sara felt her face blank, trying not to show her hurt.

Felicia walked her around her and filled her bucket from the lower tier of the fountain. “What do you want?”

“I came to tell you there shouldn’t be any consequences to your family for—what happened. I told Captain Marcus you entered Kandrith on my orders. I’m sure he suspects the truth, but he won’t say anything.”

Felicia’s posture softened. “Thank you.” She paused, one hand steadying the full bucket. “Let’s talk inside.”

The doorkeeper shook her head, but took the bucket from Felicia and didn’t forbid them entry. Sara motioned for Julen to wait.

The bedroom Felicia had been given was even plainer than Sara’s room at the inn, holding only a single bed and a small chest of drawers, both in unvarnished pine.

Sara remembered the bag in her hand and held it out. “I thought you might like a change of clothes.” She refrained from mentioning what a nuisance it had been to drag the stuffed bag through the Gate.

Felicia didn’t reach for the bag. “Freedom House provides free clothing to ex-slaves. Mab says she’ll show me how to work the loom tomorrow.”

Sara felt awkward. She put the bag down on the bed, and restlessly moved over to the window. There weren’t even curtains. She looked out on a small garden. “How long do you plan to stay here?”

“Forever.”

Sara’s head snapped around. She’d actually meant Freedom House, not Kandrith, but Felicia’s answer shocked her. Did she really mean to stay here for the rest of her life? All Felicia’s family lived far away in the Republic, in Elysinia Province.


Sara had assumed that Felicia had entered Kandrith on a whim. She could well understand that some slaves, especially those subjected to hard labor like ossoes, would be willing to risk their lives for freedom, but Sara had thought Felicia’s life was reasonably pleasant.

This felt all wrong. Sara tried again. “I’d like to offer you a position—as my maid. With a salary, of course. You can see I need you.” Sara raised her eyebrows and humorously indicated her loose hair, still damp from her bath, and her wrinkled gown, but the gesture felt forced and flat.

Felicia didn’t smile. “No.”

Sara stopped on the verge of pointing out that otherwise Felicia would be stranded in a strange country with no money and no friends. Perhaps it was a matter of pride? “Please reconsider. I can hire another maid. What I really want is a companion.” Things here were so strange. She tried to make a joke. “Have pity. Don’t leave me alone with Julen.”

Anger flared in Felicia’s eyes. She crossed to the door and opened it.

Sara didn’t take the hint. “Is that it?” She felt relieved. “Are you angry that I picked Julen instead of you? You know I’d much rather have your company, but I didn’t want to offend—”

“That isn’t why.”

Sara folded her arms. “I’m not leaving until you tell me why.” She felt back on familiar ground now. The argument was reminiscent of their quarrels as little girls. She’d always been able to badger Felicia into telling her why she was upset.

“I could make you leave. If I tell Mab—” Felicia nodded down the hall to where they could faintly hear Julen asking the doorkeeper about her children, “—you’re bothering me, she’ll have you thrown out bodily.”

Sara lifted her chin. “Go ahead.”

Felicia made a sound of frustration and closed the door again. “I’m not angry at you for picking Julen over me. I’m angry at you for not picking Rochelle. She and Tulio could be here right now, safe.”

Sara blinked. “Rochelle? I left her behind because Tulio isn’t strong enough to travel.”

“The risk was small, and it should have been Rochelle’s choice to make, not yours.” Red flags burned in Felicia’s cheeks. “You treat us like children, but we’re not.”

Sara opened her mouth to protest, then stopped. Did she treat Felicia and Rochelle like children? She hadn’t asked Rochelle what she would prefer, just told her she would be going to stay with Aunt Evina. When Rochelle had protested, Sara had overruled her.

“But why would Rochelle want to take Tulio to Kandrith? He’s freeborn.”

“Yes, but Rochelle isn’t. She lives in terror that Tulio’s father will take him away.”

Sara hadn’t known that. “I would never let—”

“You’re not there,” Felicia said fiercely.

Sara felt a prick of fear. Rochelle and Tullio ought to be safe, hidden in Evina’s household, but Tulio’s father wielded great power. “Why didn’t you tell me all this?”

Now Felicia looked hostile. “Tell you that your slave wanted to be freed? You’d never have broken your word to your father.”

Sara’s throat felt tight, but she couldn’t deny it.

“You used to stand up to your father, but now you’re so desperate to please him you’ll do anything, use anyone,” Felicia accused. “Just look at how you treat Lance. He’s half in love with you already, but all you care about is what secrets he might betray so your father can enlarge the Republic.”

There was more at stake than pleasing her father. Sara had never told Felicia about the Favonius massacre and the threat to Sylvanus—because she hadn’t wanted Felicia to worry about her own family in Elysinia. She had treated Felicia and Rochelle like children.

Sara opened her mouth to explain, and then closed it. Because Felicia had chosen to become a citizen of Kandrith, her loyalty lay with her new country—and why shouldn’t it? What had the Republic ever done for Felicia and her family?

In two years, Felicia would be a free citizen in the Republic. In Kandrith, she could be one now.


“So no,” Felicia said harshly, “I won’t be your maid. Watching you with Lance made me realize that I’m just a tool to you, too, and all your kind words were just oil to make the tool work better.”

Sara felt a stab of hurt. “That’s not true,” she choked out through her suddenly constricted throat. “You’re my friend, my sister.”

Felicia’s face turned stony. “Then be happy I’m free, sister.”

Sara found herself outside in the hall. “You needn’t worry about me breaking Lance’s heart,” she told the closed door. Her lips felt numb. “Men don’t fall in love with me, remember? They only lust after my body.”

She’d never wanted to win Nir’s or Claude’s love, but she’d offered all her young passion to Julen, and he’d rejected her. Casually. Without a qualm. Without a second thought.

Because her only worth lay in her beauty.

* * *

Halfway back to the inn, Sara rebelled. She didn’t want to sit alone in her room. When Julen tried to pull her along, she ordered him to leave. He heaved a martyred sigh, but obeyed.

She sat down on the dark gray marble bench bordering the fountain, still reeling from how cold Felicia had been. Sara stared at the slave statues and their cruel overseer. It hadn’t been like that between her and Felicia, had it?

No. But it hadn’t been the friendship she’d thought it was either. And that was her fault.

A long, brooding time later, Sara looked up to discover the square was filling with market tables. Vendors filled woven baskets with fruit—lemons and oranges and olives—and then sat at the shady base of each fruit tree. Other tables filled the spaces in between. The goods for sale were purely practical: speckled chickens squawking in a cage, brown eggs nested in straw, green vegetables, raw wool, bolts of sturdy cloth, farm implements, plain furniture…

The most fanciful item Sara saw was a basket of carved toy animals. As she watched, the old man behind that table deftly whittled a new one—a wolf?—while his red-haired grandson played with a puppy at his feet.

Except for the fountain, Sara could discern little difference between here and market day in the small Elysinian town closest to the Remillus estate where she’d grown up. Yet somehow the whole scene seemed subtly wrong.

Getting to her feet, Sara tried to lay her finger on what bothered her. Perhaps it was the number of unfriendly stares she’d attracted. Sara caught herself hunching her shoulders, as if making herself smaller would reduce their obvious antipathy.

Instinct quickened her steps. If she’d gone straight to the inn perhaps all might have been well, but the market table selling the odd triangular blades of wood distracted her. The way they’d been cut, with a good section of thick branch attached and two smaller branches growing out at right angles like handles they looked like—

“…worth more than that,” the middle-aged man argued with his customer. “Grandfather makes good plows.”

Plows growing from trees. Magic.

And farther down, didn’t the branches on that other tree look rather like arrows?

Sara was moving to take a look when someone pushed her.

She stumbled forward, but managed to save herself from falling in the fountain. “Watch where you’re going!”

The bearded, blond man who’d pushed her stared back with hot eyes. “So sorry, most noble lady,” he said scornfully, “did I get dirt on your dress?”

Sara kept her lips clamped tight, suddenly aware of the ugly mood of the crowd. It felt like the whole town had come out to stare at her. To judge.

“Look at her dress—” one muttered.

“—flaunting herself.”

Sara’s skin crawled. People she’d never met were staring at her with hatred. Her silk dress shouted of wealth they would never have. Even the blue color set her apart.


Blue. That was it. That was the missing element, what had set her teeth on edge. Save on the Watcher’s vest, she hadn’t seen a single scrap of blue anywhere in Gatetown. The dye must be too expensive.

Obscurely relieved to have figured it out, Sara edged toward the inn, some forty feet away.

The bearded man deliberately put his foot down on Sara’s hem. Fabric ripped.

To her immense relief, Lance suddenly appeared, pushing his way through the crowd with casual strength. “There you are,” he said loudly. He held out his hand to her, and Sara glued herself to his side.

He addressed the crowd. “Sara is the Child of Peace. She passed through the Gate today and was judged fit by the Watcher.”

Most of the crowd nodded and drifted back to the market, but a few lingered, including the bearded man. “I don’t care who she is, she can’t go around dressed like that.”

And Lance, instead of giving him the set-down he deserved, nodded in agreement. “I’ll see to it that she receives a change of clothes.”

Sara seethed inwardly, but kept her mouth shut as Lance hustled her back inside the inn.

“Change your clothes, then give me the blue dress and I’ll get rid of it,” Lance said.

Sara’s cheeks burned with humiliation. “I can’t change,” she said through gritted teeth. “I only brought three dresses through the Gate. The peach one is ruined, and the other two are like the one I’m wearing.” Obviously expensive, made of thin silk and low-cut.

Lance frowned. “I thought I saw a pink one peeking out of your bag.”

“That was Felicia’s.” Both the modest ones were.

“I’ll send a seamstress. Until then, stay in your room.”

Sara’s lips thinned, but she nodded curtly and went up the stairs. Having a new wardrobe made would give her and Julen an excuse to linger in Gatetown, but being restricted to her room made her feel like a naughty child sent to bed early.

* * *

hiding in the shadows of a big room, scent of people-sweat everywhere, smell that says don’t-be-seen, but above that the enticing scent of food…so many marvelous smells…rich stew with wonderful goat meat, crushed mint peppering the air, thick clotted cream, fried bread, and best of all lovely, greasy fat…

edging forward, wanting to taste, belly empty…creeping, ready to runrunrun if people shout

rumble of voices—almost there—and then, out of nowhere, he heard his name, “Esam”.

A moment later his mind corrected what he’d heard into “Lee’s Sam,” but the mistake jolted him out of the haze he’d been living in, where all that mattered was if his belly was empty, or if he was cold or tired. He’d fallen into living like an animal, not a man, much less a Qiph warrior.

Nabeel would blister his ears for letting— Nabeel. In his memory, Esam saw his weapons master swept over the falls. Nabeel was dead, and he’d forgotten. Grief stung his throat, but he couldn’t cry. The spell prevented it.

How many days had passed since the failed attack at the waterfall? To his shame, Esam didn’t know. The sun had gone down then come up again, but it could have done so only twice or it could have been ten times.

Esam’s whole body shuddered. What if his name hadn’t jarred him out of his unthinking existence? How much time might have passed before he remembered himself?

He couldn’t let himself become lost again.

But what could he do? His companions were gone. Killed. He couldn’t return to Qi on his own; the magic wouldn’t permit him. The ashes of the dead had chained him to follow the Defiled One. Without the Pathfinder and the seven others on the Path he was doomed to stay like this forever. Unless…

Esam began to pray. “O Holy Ones, reshape me so that I may be your tool and kill the Defiled One myself.”

* * *

The dressmaker feared Sara.

Sara bent over backward to be polite and friendly, but the short round matron would barely meet her eyes. She offered several choices of fabric, but would give no opinion.


Left to flounder on her own, Sara rejected both the plaid and the deerskin, choosing several different shades of dyed wool instead. She ordered two made up as blouses and skirts, and one chiton-style dress like the inn staff wore, all with split skirts.

Finally, the woman left, mumbling something about having everything ready the next day. Sara collapsed on the bed and fought the urge to cry—or scream. After only an hour, the bedroom felt like a cage. She’d never been able to bear being cooped up.

Sara could remember endless hours of sitting at her mother’s bedside as a young child. The demands to be quiet and ladylike and good had driven her into screaming tantrums, until her mother had thrown up her hands and let Sara run wild.

Was this what it would be like once they reached Kandrith’s capital? Would she be shut up, imprisoned?

She would go mad.

For the rest of the day, Sara saw no one. She paced and tried to distract herself by factoring four-digit numbers in her head while her thoughts turned in circles between Lance, Felicia and the secret of slave magic.

A knock on the door had her calling hopefully, “Lance?” But when she opened it, she saw her supper tray, steaming on the floor. Apparently, she was to eat alone, too, like a leper.

Sara came within a hair of throwing the tray against the wall, but that would only confirm their view of her as a spoiled noblewoman.

With careful, exaggerated movements she made herself sit down and eat. It helped that, like the innkeeper and his wife, the food was Elysinian, the same simple fare Sara had eaten as a child. The smells made her homesick.

While tearing into the delicious herb-flavored flatbread, Sara saw her refetti scamper across the floor with something small and silver in his mouth. She plopped him on her lap. “What have you got there?”

To her surprise, he carried one of the dressmaker’s dropped pins. “Put that down. You’ll hurt yourself.” She offered him a drop of goat stew off the end of her finger.

He took the bait, dropping the pin, but put his paw down on it while his tongue rasped her finger. It tickled, and Sara found herself smiling. “I’m glad you’re here, refetti,” she confessed, aware of a lump in her throat. She missed Felicia terribly, and Lance’s absence felt like a slap. Was he angry with her about what had happened in the square?

There being nothing else to do, she went to bed early, the refetti curled by her neck.

By morning she had forgotten the pin.









Chapter Nine



“I hate this country,” Julen said, as he stormed into her room the next morning. She noticed that he was now wearing a Kandrithan-style beige tunic over his dark trousers.

Sara was so starved for company, she didn’t even protest his assumption that she would invite him in, just closed the door behind him. “What happened?”

Julen raked his fingers through his black curls. “Did you know there isn’t one temple of the God of Wine in this whole town? Instead they have something called a ‘tavern’ where every drink has to be paid for before you drink it. Not,” he added bitterly, “that they have any decent wine, just ale thick enough to make soup from.”

“No luck?” Sara asked him, sitting on the bed. The dressmaker had delivered three modest dresses. In an effort to boost her spirits, Sara had put on the most flattering of the three, a pale, apple-green chiton with wide split skirts.

“None.” Julen said through clenched teeth. “I bought everyone a drink to encourage tongues to wag, but once someone noticed I had no slave tattoo they clammed up. I stayed for another hour and pretended to get drunk so I would make the perfect target for the criminal element.”

She nodded to show she understood his thinking. “Whom you could then turn the tables on and blackmail into helping you.”

“Exactly. I even pissed in the alleyway, but no one jumped me. I didn’t encounter even one pickpocket,” he said, outraged. “This place is unnatural.”

Sara’s heart sank in her chest. “Do you still want me to fake an illness?”

He nodded.

Sara sighed. “Tell Lance I have a headache.” It wasn’t even a lie.

* * *

“Good, you haven’t left yet.”

Lance looked up from his late breakfast of bread, olives and oil to see Felicia standing by his table in the inn’s public room. She was out of breath as if she’d run all the way from Freedom House.

“I need to see Sara before you go.”

Lance thought that was unwise, but didn’t argue. “She’s in her room, lying down with a headache—or at least she’d better be,” he growled.

The thought of what had almost happened yesterday made him feel downright grim. The Child of Peace was his responsibility. He should have procured new clothes for her right away, but once word got out that One who Wore the Brown was in town Lance had been kept busy. It was mere chance he’d been on the street when the crowd turned nasty.

Felicia took two steps away, then about-faced. “Actually, there’s something I should say to you too.”

Lance raised his eyebrows and waited.

“I think I made a mistake when I warned you about Sara,” Felicia confessed in a rush. “I don’t think wanting to learn about magic is the only reason she’s been flirting with you. I think she’s attracted to you.” Felicia looked at him expectantly.

Lance didn’t know what she wanted him to do—leap up and declare his love?—but he stayed seated. “I find her attractive too,” he said, a mammoth understatement, and had another bite of fresh bread.


Felicia laughed. “You don’t understand. Men are obsessed with Sara’s beauty, but she doesn’t desire them in return. I don’t think she’s been interested in a man since she lost her head over Julen when she was fifteen.”

“Julen?” Lance repeated softly. The olive he held squished between his fingers. Pretty-faced Julen, whom Sara had chosen as her companion over her best friend? Julen, who seemed to feel free to come and go from Sara’s rooms at will?

So thick was his haze of jealousy that it took him a moment to realize Felicia was still talking:

“—thought we’d have to use jazoria to get her through her wedding night.”

“Jazoria?”

“It’s an aprhodisiac.”

“I know what it is,” Lance rasped, assailed by memories. Jazoria had been a favorite tool of Madam Lust. She’d given it to men who refused her and to women and other combinations for the amusement value. Fortunately, Lance had been too young to interest his mistress.

His father hadn’t.

He remembered his father crying afterward and begging forgiveness and the look on his mother’s face….

“I thought jazoria was only used on slaves,” Lance said.

Felicia huffed. “The night before we left, Lord Claudius slipped some jazoria in her wine. Sara said even that didn’t make him palatable. She jumped from his carriage to escape him. Her gown was plastered with mud when she—”

Lance well-remembered what Sara had looked like in her wet gown. He bared his teeth. “That little bastard gave her jazoria? I should have hit him harder.”

“Hit who?” Felicia asked.

Lance said nothing, but she figured it out.

“Were you the one who rescued her from Lord Claudius? She never even hinted that was you.” Felicia eyed him speculatively. “Very interesting.”

Lance felt a stab of irritation. He took it out on his breakfast, ripping off another hunk of bread and dipping it in oil and salt. “It doesn’t matter if we’re attracted to each other. What matters is that she’s Lady Sarathena Remillus of the Republic of Temboria, a slave owner.” A fact he mustn’t forget again.

Felicia’s green eyes sparked. “That’s not fair. She was born—”

Exasperation filled Lance. “Wasn’t it just yesterday that you risked your life to escape servitude to her?”

“I wasn’t escaping Sara, I was preventing myself from being sent back to Temborium without her protection. Let me tell you a story,” Felicia said, voice clipped. “There was a man, a cruel man, who wanted Sara for her beauty. He was powerful, and Lord Remillus dared not offend him. Lord Remillus protected Sara from the man’s lust—and offered me instead.”

The piece of bread Lance had just swallowed threatened to stick in his throat. Goddess. He didn’t want to hear this, but as a former slave himself he owed Felicia his attention.

Tears shone in her eyes, and her voice shook. “Sara found out and saved me. She refused to let him have me, either.”

Lance was glad for Felicia’s sake, but… “The fact that you were offered in the first place—”

“I’m not finished with the story,” Felicia said sharply.

Lance shut up.

“That evening we heard terrible screams from the guest quarters. The cruel man was taking his pleasure on one of his own slaves. I covered my ears. Sara listened. The next morning she went to her father and demanded that he buy Nir’s slave from him. Her father called her a fool and told her she could not save everybody. Sara said, ‘No, but I can save her. She suffered in my place.’

“Nir didn’t want to sell. The negotiations dragged on for months. Finally, Rochelle joined our household. She was in terrible condition and had no skills, but Sara took her on as her own personal maid, even when Rochelle bore Nir’s bastard. So don’t—don’t!—speak to me of how Sara is evil because she owns slaves. When you’re a slave, the kindness of your owner is the difference between servitude and hell.”


“I remember,” Lance whispered, shaken, but Felicia had already turned on her heel and started up the stairs.

He was still mired in thought, his breakfast forgotten, when a scream came from the second floor.

* * *

In the bedroom alcove behind the curtain, Esam laid the fruits of his labors out in front of him in a V-shape and tried hard not to doubt. Hours of scrounging had wrought pitiful results.

Instead of a ewer of fresh water there was a small puddle, unfortunately mixed with spit as he had had no vessel but his own mouth to carry it in. He bent now and slurped it up.

He waited, but nothing happened. No magical green fire burned at his feet.

Instead of milk from a mother he had a crumb of hard cheese—goat cheese. The taste made him cringe, but he’d been unable to steal any milk. He swallowed, waited. Still nothing.

The Y-shaped twig resembled a dowser’s rod, only smaller. He felt hopeful about that item. He picked it up carefully, straining his senses.

Nothing.

Esam despaired. The objects he’d gathered were just empty things with none of the power imbued by one who’d walked the Path.

On the verge of throwing down the twig, Esam paused. Were the Holy Ones angry with him? With shame, Esam remembered he had volunteered to hunt the Defiled One only so that he might stay a Warrior for another two years and not have to follow the Path. Had his scheming tainted the ritual?

He closed his eyes in fervent prayer, begging the Holy Ones’ forgiveness, then moved on to the men’s gifts.

Camel hair had been impossible in this place; he had a tuft of goat hair from a fence. It at least belonged to a herd animal, not a dog. He picked it up carefully—and felt a shimmer in the air that might have been magic. It gave him hope enough to continue.

Next came the pin. He jabbed it into the pad of his left paw until a drop of blood welled.

A small glow of magic rewarded him. It surrounded his lower body and tail, but it was white with only the faintest, sick tinge of green.

Praying harder, Esam laboriously traced a letter on his furry belly with a feather. He was no Scholar, but he could write his own name.

The glow ignited. The magical flames seemed pallid and sluggish, but Esam took heart.

A sudden noise from the other side of the curtained alcove made him twitch. A door scraped open, and he heard someone talking to the Defiled One. Another’s presence lessened his chances of success, but he dared not stop the ritual now and risk a magical backlash. Worse, he might lose the Holy Ones’ favor if they found his resolve weak.

For the slavechain, he’d stolen a bracelet from the Defiled One. He placed it around his neck.

The magic crept up to his throat, buzzing angrily against his skin, as if it wanted to devour him. He tensed in anticipation of the pain to come, but proceeded with the ritual.

Last of all came a jade stone he’d pried out of the Defiled One’s earring. It wasn’t a proper emerald, but it was the closest he’d been able to come to Pathfinder Eyes. With trembling paws, he pressed the stone to his forehead above his beady refetti eyes.

Magic wracked his body. The pain was worse this time, more vicious. Esam felt as if desert sands were scouring him from the inside. The agony went on and on, convulsing his body and tearing at his mind. Esam tried to scream, but no sound emerged. Something was wrong. It hadn’t felt like this last time. He was going to die—

* * *

The knock at the door surprised Sara in the act of pacing. Remembering that she was supposed to be languishing in bed with a sick headache, Sara mussed up the covers as if she’d just risen. “Who is it?” she called through the door in a dull voice.

“It’s Felicia.”

Sara jerked the door open, hope welling up.


Felicia stood in the hall, smiling diffidently. Her dark hair was dressed in a Kandrithan-style braid, but she was wearing the pink dress Sara had brought through the Gate for her—a peace offering? “Can I come in?” she asked.

“Of course.” Sara jumped back.

After the door closed, an awkward silence fell. Sara feared to speak, afraid whatever she said would be misinterpreted.

“I came to apologize,” Felicia said, her gaze forthright.

Relief swept over Sara. When they’d quarreled as girls, she and Felicia had often gone about in stormy silence for hours until one or the other apologized and then they’d instantly reverted to being friends again. “No, it was my fault,” Sara said eagerly. “I never should have asked you to be my maid. It’s your company I desire, not your hair-dressing skills. I’m afraid,” she confessed. “I don’t want to be a hostage. Will you be my companion, my friend?”

Felicia took a deep breath. “No.”

Sara blinked rapidly, trying to hide her hurt. “Oh—”

“No crying,” Felicia said fiercely. She put her hand on Sara’s shoulder. “This is why I got angry at you yesterday, because I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to say no to you if I wasn’t furious at you. But I have to say no.”

Why? Sara didn’t ask, but her bewilderment must have been plain.

Felicia bit her lip, looking close to tears herself. “I don’t know if I can explain. I’ve lived my whole life in your shadow. It’s not your fault,” she added.

Sara’s stomach sank—she wasn’t so sure.

“It’s who we are,” Felicia continued, “who we were born. But now I’m free. And I’m afraid I’ll never stop being a cuorelle if I stay with you—even as your companion. It would be too easy to fall back into old habits. You’ve been my friend my whole life—don’t think I don’t know that—but…I need to make my own way for awhile.”

“You’re being too kind,” Sara told her. Shame made her avoid her friend’s eyes. “I’ve been thinking about what you said yesterday, and you’re right. I have treated you and Rochelle like children. I haven’t been as good a friend as you deserve.”

“You’ve been a wonderful friend,” Felicia said. “I just need some time by myself. To figure out what I can be. Though based on yesterday, I’m not going to be a weaver,” she joked.

“I’m sure you’ll be good at whatever occupation you choose,” Sara said. “Just maybe, in a few months’ time, could you visit me? I have this terrible notion that Kandrith’s King is going to lock me up.” Sara smiled weakly, but the fear was real and cold.

Felicia didn’t immediately say, ‘of course,’ which made Sara tense. Had she pushed too hard? Was Felicia going to storm off again, this time forever?

Felicia started to pace, her expression troubled. “I’ve been—I mean, I was—your slave for so many years. I don’t know how long—” Her eyes widened suddenly, and she stopped. “Do you hear something?”

Sara stood still, listening. She could hear muffled noises and muttered talking from the public room below, but nothing—

And then she heard it, too: a horrible half-strangled moan that came from the curtained closet. And more. The unpleasant odor of burning hair filled the air.

There was something behind the curtain. As she watched, it rippled and bulged.

* * *

Esam’s skin felt raw, burned, as if the fur he’d worn as a refetti lurked inside out under his skin. He took a step forward and almost fell, his body unable to decide if he should walk on two legs or four.

When he pushed aside the curtain and lurched out of the closet, a woman screamed. The sound pierced his head like a sword and almost stopped all thought. His hearing remained that of a refetti’s, painfully sharp.

His vision was also affected. The room looked strange and shrunken. Esam hunched, afraid he would hit his head on the looming ceiling. He wanted to run, but his too-long legs wouldn’t cooperate.


The woman screamed again, high and shrill. The need to shut her up, to do violence, made him snarl.

He was almost on top of the screamer before he realized there were two women. He stopped in confusion. Which one was the Defiled One?

Frantically, he tried to remember what the Defiled One had looked like. It embarrassed him now that he’d let her cuddle him, but the magic ritual had acted like a powerful lodestone, drawing her to him, so that he could only fully relax when they touched. The other Warriors in his party were supposed to have killed her; his role had been merely to find her.

He’d only seen the Defiled One with refetti eyes, in shades of black and white. He had an impression of a huge face, soft voice and gentle hands. The Defiled One’s hair had been dark, but was it the screamer’s black or the other woman’s mud-brown color?

His refetti self could have picked her out in the dark by scent alone. Esam sniffed, but his nose felt deadened and useless.

And in his human form the clamoring voices of the dead, which had led him to her on an arrow-straight line through field and across river, were silent.

“Get out!” shouted the brown-haired one.

She stood between him and the black-haired one, protecting her. The black-haired woman in the pink dress must be the Defiled One and the other her servant.

Esam reached for his knife, but found only bare skin at his hip.

* * *

Where did he come from? Sara’s heart thundered as the naked Qiph warrior charged forward. He couldn’t have been hiding in her closet all night; he must have used magic.

And then Sara had no time to think. His elbow smashed into her shoulder, and she fell to the ground with bruising force.

Terrified he would leap on top of her, she scrambled toward the door on her left.

Felicia screamed again, but the sound was abruptly choked off just as Sara’s hand closed on the latch. Her head snapped up; the Qiph had cornered Felicia between the bedstead and the wall.

Vez’s Malice, he’d mistaken Felicia for Sara.

Sara threw herself on his back. Like a wild thing, she clawed his neck and yanked his hair. But before she could do any damage he spun sideways and smashed her into the wall, scraping her off like a barnacle.

Dazed with pain, she slowly sat up and saw the Qiph fasten his hands around Felicia’s throat. Felicia pried at his fingers in vain.

Blinking, Sara looked around for a weapon. But that morning’s chambermaid had removed the chamber pot to be emptied and the lamp to be refilled with oil. Which left Sara with pillows, a tick mattress and a heavy chest of drawers. In desperation, she tried to push the dresser over to the Qiph warrior, and one of the drawers slid part way out, bruising her shoulder.

Sara yanked the offending drawer out and swung it at the assassin’s back with all her strength.

The heavy wood tore loose from her grip, glancing off the Qiph’s bare back before breaking against the wall.

It only gouged him, but he yelped in pain. Twisting around, he snarled at her, his face bestial with rage, but for a moment he loosened his grip. Felicia slumped to the floor, gasping

“Leave her alone,” Sara croaked.

His muscles tensed, but then his gaze seemed to clear, reason returning. He turned his bloody back on Sara. Reached again for Felicia.

It’s me you want, she tried to say, but the words stuck in her throat. The headache that had lingered all morning surged in her temples. Useless tears sprang into her eyes as she tugged out the second drawer.

What good it would do she didn’t know, but she had to try—

The bedroom door flew open, and Lance charged inside.

* * *

Esam stared into the Defiled One’s green eyes, waiting for death to dull them. It would be soon now. Her hands fell away from his, her body going limp. Her hair lay in an inky spill across the floorboards, and her neck felt terribly frail and feminine under his fingers.


He’d killed two men in the hot blood of battle, but never a woman. Unless one intended to kidnap a bride, usually with the girl’s own conniving, women were left strictly alone during raids. Strangling a woman went against every instinct he had.

Esam had expected her to change at the end, for the human mask she wore to be ripped away, showing her Defilement. To see madness and hate in her eyes. Instead—curse her—her eyes showed only fear and bewilderment.

Green eyes, the same sacred color as the emeralds the Pathfinders wore…

Esam had to forcibly remind himself what the Pathfinders had said, what the voices of the dead and his own nose had told him whilst a refetti. She was Defiled and could not be permitted to live.

The sound of the door crashing open made Esam’s whole body flinch. He didn’t need to look up to know he was running out of time. Gritting his teeth, he squeezed harder.

Out of the corner of his eyes he glimpsed a fist, just before pain erupted in his left ear. Another fist drove into his kidney, and his hands opened. He curled up in a ball; his stomach threatened to empty itself.

The room tilted oddly as his vision flickered between human and refetti.

A giant loomed over him, and Esam squealed in fright. The Giant could break his neck with one stomp. He tried to roll to his feet, to run, but his legs were twice the length they should be—

Because he wasn’t a refetti. He must think, and act, like a man.

His hand closed around one of the broken bits of wood from the drawer. His vision doubled, making it hard to see his target. The Giant bent nearer. Praying to the Holy Ones, Esam lashed out.

The dagger-like wood fragment lodged in the Giant’s collarbone, just missing his throat. Blood welled, but the Giant brushed the splinter away as if it were an annoyance. He grabbed Esam and heaved him across the bed. Esam slid off the other side and onto the hard floor, cracking his head.

Painfully, Esam dragged himself upright again. Two legs, he had two legs… His head spun in a sickening, and familiar, fashion. Esam had been in enough fights to know that some blows to the head could be shaken off instantly and some, like this one, could cause problems for weeks.

Where was the Giant? Esam sniffed, but smelled nothing. Had he left? No, there he was by the Defiled One’s body.

Needing to be sure she was dead, Esam took a step forward—and the servant girl blocked his way. She said something, but the meaning was lost on Esam in his current state.

Horror and guilt stabbed Esam as he recognized her voice. She was the Defiled One. The black-haired girl served her. Why hadn’t he seen that the Holy Ones had used her eye color to tell him he was strangling the wrong woman?

The Defiled One rattled another drawer at him. Esam found himself focusing on the knob carved in the shape of a rosebud as memory stirred. Refetti memory.

The camp by the river. The Defiled One about to destroy the Pathfinder’s box. Then the miracle. The Giant taking the box instead, wrapping it carefully.

The box. The Soul Box. What had he been thinking, attacking the Defiled One without the box?

Heartsick, he dodged the drawer she threw at him and ran for the window. He had to find the box before it was too late.

But the Holy Ones ran out of patience as he went out the window. Magic twisted in his belly like a metal hook. When the ground outside rushed up and hit him, he was a refetti once more.

* * *

“Felicia!” Sara rushed forward as Lance lifted her friend onto the bed. She squeezed under his arm.

Felicia looked terrible. Red fingermarks ringed her neck, and the whole area had swollen. Air wheezed as Felicia struggled to breathe. Her hands caught at Sara’s, silently begging.

“Hold still,” Lance said. “Your windpipe has been crushed.”


How could he sound so calm? “Get a physicker,” Sara snapped at him, but in her heart of hearts she knew physickers with their tonics could do nothing for Felicia. “It’s going to be all right,” Sara lied, and squeezed her friend’s fingers.

“I wear the Brown,” Lance said brusquely. “Out of my way.”

She turned on him like a racha beast. “I told you to get help,” she said murderously.

Felicia gurgled horribly, her throat full of blood. Red rivulets ran down her chin, and she choked. Her movements grew panicky, she clawed at her own throat.

“Loma—Bas—” Sara prayed helplessly. It was like watching her mother die all over again.

With a growl, Lance bodily moved Sara aside. He laid his palms on Felicia’s neck. “Goddess have mercy,” he said softly.

And then several things happened all at once.

Sara noticed the noise first. For one incredulous second she thought Lance was humming, but the noise wasn’t coming from him, and it was less like humming than like hundreds of voices all holding the same low, vibrating note. The sound tingled on Sara’s skin, and at the same time she smelled wet earth and rain, wildflowers and green buds, things hatching, being born, sunshine on new grass—all the complex smells of springtime and new growth, crowded somehow into the stuffy inn room.

And then she saw Lance’s hands glow red-orange like an ember. Only they weren’t really Lance’s hands at all, but the outline of somebody else’s hands overtop of his. Callused hands that had known toil stroked Felicia’s throat.

And Felicia began to gulp air like a starving woman. The blood stopped trickling through her lips. Her eyes widened, but in wonder, not death. Her wheezing faded, her breathing eased. The swelling in her throat drained away, and the bruises that had begun to form disappeared. “Thank you,” she rasped.

“Don’t talk, I’m not done yet,” Lance said absently, his gaze focused on what he was doing.

Sara shivered in awe as he did what no priest or physicker in the Republic could have done—healed Felicia with his touch alone. When he lifted his hands, the red shadow vanished and the humming note stopped, though the smell of spring lingered a moment more.









Chapter Ten



“You healed her,” Julen said from the doorway. He sounded stunned.

Lance scowled at him. When had he come in? More importantly, where had he been while Felicia and Sara were under attack? A closer look answered the question: Julen’s hair and tunic were rumpled, his feet bare. The equally disheveled chambermaid peeking out from behind him, her freckled face alternating between curiosity and fear, settled the matter.

He’d been off having a tumble while someone tried to assassinate his employer.

Even though Lance had also assumed that the danger from the Qiph had passed after they entered Kandrith, he felt irrationally angry at Julen for failing to protect Sara.

“Is it true then that everyone in Slaveland is a priest?” Julen asked.

Lance sighed in exasperation. “I’m not a priest. I merely wear the Brown.”

“Merely?” Julen raised one black eyebrow. “Don’t be modest. Do you serve Bas, God of Miracles? I’ll wager you healed Captain Marcus too. The fall should have killed him.”

Lance didn’t bother to confirm or deny his guess, turning back to his patient instead. Sara had climbed onto the bed and wrapped her arms around her former slave. Felicia had her eyes tight shut and clung to Sara in turn. “Felicia, are you hurt anywhere else?”

“No. I’m fine.” Felicia took a deep breath and sat up by herself, but her olive complexion looked sallow. Her hand touched her throat as if she couldn’t believe it really didn’t hurt anymore.

Sara looked at the chambermaid. “Bring Felicia a glass of water. No, make that a bowl of soup. And a warm stone.”

As soon as the maid left, Julen turned to Lance. “The assassin went out the window. We need to find him.”

He was right, but Lance suspected Julen was trying to get rid of him.

* * *

“Tell me exactly what happened,” Julen demanded as soon as the door shut behind Lance.

Sara recounted the morning’s events, backtracking several times in response to Julen’s questions. He seemed especially baffled by the Qiph warrior’s nudity and how he’d gotten into the closet when Sara hadn’t left the room all night.

“Was the assassin the missing Qiph boy from the earlier attack, the one who confronted you on the bridge?” Julen asked.

“No,” Sara said, just as Felicia said, “Maybe.”

“Think carefully,” Julen urged.

“I was in the carriage,” Felicia said. “I only saw that he was young and lean and had braids in his hair.”

Sara had seen the Qiph youth on the bridge quite well, but had mostly seen the back of the assassin’s head. She considered a moment longer, then shook her head. “No. It was a different man.”

Julen cursed.

Sara agreed silently. If a single Qiph survivor was following them, then their foe’s resources were limited. But a new Qiph meant more than one party was hunting Sara.

The maid arrived with the soup and hot stone for Felicia. Sara moved to the window while the maid arranged things and stared down at the ground. The jump ought to have broken the Qiph’s legs.


“I’ll lay twenty to one odds that nobody in town will be able to find the Qiph,” Julen said quietly.

Sara blinked. He thought the Kandrithans were in league with the assassin. “But Lance saved us.”

“Actually, he saved Felicia, but,” Julen conceded, “Lance himself may know nothing of his father’s alliance with the Qiph.”

Sara bit her lip, wanting to protest, but lacking proof. She changed the subject. “Did you learn anything from the maid?”

He shook his head. “We hadn’t reached the pillow talk stage.”

“You’ll have to try again in the next village,” Sara told him coolly. “We can’t linger here any longer.”

Julen opened his mouth, then closed it. “As you wish. Though the danger may be greater on the road.”

“We’ll leave as soon as possible then.” Sara was thoroughly sick of the inn’s confines. And besides… “I can hardly feign illness if Lance has the power to heal.”

* * *

No one had seen the Qiph assassin go out the window or walking down the street. Lance had spoken to what felt like the entire population of Gatetown, but had received only curious looks and headshakes in reply. The Watcher said no one had come through the Gate since Lance and Sara, though two men had entered the day before.

Lance found the assassin’s slipperiness extremely worrying. To make matters worse, he had to confess that the assassin had escaped and then endure Julen’s scorn. After ranting for several minutes about Kandrith’s lax security, Julen started in with the demands. He wanted a carriage with a fast team of horses, a dozen guards and a food taster, of all things.

Lance wanted Sara to be safe, too, but what Julen asked, he couldn’t grant. “No carriage, no guards.”

“This is outrageous,” Julen said. “I would remind you that your country is responsible for Lady Sarathena’s safety. If you’re too cheap—”

“It’s not a matter of money,” Lance put in. “There are no guards to hire.”

Julen’s nostrils flared in aristocratic affront. “Then assign some soldiers. You’re the son of the king.”

“Kandrith has no standing army. When we’re invaded,” he said bitterly, “everyone fights.”

Sara frowned. “But what do other people do when they travel? How do they protect themselves from brigands?”

“There are no brigands in Kandrith.” Lance could see that Julen didn’t believe him, and even Sara looked taken aback, but Lance had run out of patience. His shoulder hurt; there must still be a splinter in it. “And you can forget about a carriage. Nobody in Kandrith is wealthy enough to waste money on a carriage when one’s own two feet will do the same job.”

“You expect us to walk across Kandrith?” Julen sounded incredulous. “You can’t be serious.”

Lance glared at him. “There’s nothing wrong with walking.” It would do you good, you coxcomb.

“I insist that a conveyance be provided for Lady Sarathena,” Julen said coldly. “Walking is beneath her dignity and…”

You mean your dignity. Lance ignored the rest of Julen’s rant.

“Enough,” Sara said firmly. “I’m sure Lance intends to hire horses.”

On the verge of saying no, Lance had an idea. “I may be able to obtain rides for us.”

Julen had his mouth open, no doubt to say something nasty, but Sara laid a hand on his arm, cutting him off. “Whatever you arrange will be fine.” She turned to her ex-slave. “Felicia, I know you don’t want to be my maid, but will you consider traveling with us, at least for some distance? The Qiph attacked you. He may try again.”

“If we let it be known that the Qiph attacked the wrong woman, Felicia will be safe in Freedom House,” Lance said.


“No,” Felicia said, “how the Qiph killed the right woman.” Her color improved as she warmed to her topic. “I would be dead if not for your magic. Have my limp body carried out of here, and the Qiph will think he’s succeeded and go home.”

Lance considered, then shook his head. “The innkeeper saw me charge upstairs, and he knows I wear the Brown. If the Qiph catches on to the trick, he’ll think Sara’s the decoy and go after you.”

“He’s a stranger here. Who will gossip with him?” Felicia argued. “He may not even speak the language. He didn’t say a word the entire time—” She faltered.

“The entire time he was strangling you,” Sara filled in. “No. I won’t let you endanger yourself.”

Felicia’s eyes flashed. “You’re not my mistress anymore. I can do what I want—”

To Lance’s surprise, Sara winced. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to treat you like a child. But please, Felicia, don’t do this.” Tears shone in her eyes. “You almost died.”

Felicia hesitated, no doubt remembering her close call.

Lance added his own weight to the argument. “I healed you. Here in Kandrith, it’s considered ungrateful to undo the work of those who wear the Brown.”

Felicia flushed at the rebuke, then gave a tight nod. “Very well,” she told Sara. “But only because you’ll be traveling with Lance.” She looked at him. “Keep her safe.”

Lance nodded. If he had his way, Sara would remain within arms’ length of him until they reached the Hall in a week’s time.

* * *

Sara already had tears in her eyes from saying goodbye to Felicia when she realized she’d forgotten her refetti.

Instinctively, she turned, then stopped. She hadn’t seen the refetti since she’d fed it stew the night before. The animal had probably escaped her room in the aftermath of the attack and was hiding in some corner.

If she insisted on returning to the inn for the refetti, she would endanger their entire party. She, Felicia and Lance had left the inn via the back door moments after Julen and the maid had exited through the front, the maid with a shawl covering her hair, but Sara’s peach silk dress peeking out beneath. By now, any spies should have discovered that the maid wasn’t Sara and be hurrying back to the inn, while Julen slipped away and joined them outside town.

Sara had only had the refetti a few days, but its loss, piled on top of the larger hole left by Felicia, made grief cut through her. She bit the inside of her cheek, hard. The refetti would probably live well on inn scraps, and Felicia deserved her own life, not just an adjunct of Sara’s.

Sara didn’t say a word, but Lance sensed her sadness and squeezed her hand. Somehow that warmth made her feel less alone. Their fingers released reluctantly, sliding from palm to palm and then down to fingertip. Sara shivered in sudden awareness.

“Come on,” Lance said gruffly, but not before she saw his own pupils expand.

The wild girl that lived inside Sara liked how she affected him. She wanted to drag Lance behind the building, press her body against his and kiss him until she forgot everything and the sharp loss inside her melted away—

Foolish, foolish girl.

Sara followed Lance down the dusty street, past plain, humble houses. They’d reached the edge of town when Lance paused in front of a larger building with a yellow banner nailed to the door.

“Shandy House,” he said briefly. “If my friend is in town I may be able to arrange rides and protection for us.”

Was Shandy the name of a noble family? Sara felt a flutter of nervousness at the thought of meeting someone of rank dressed in Kandrithan clothes. But then the oddness of the double doors struck her; they measured twice as wide as most doors and half again as tall—big enough for a horse. Was this the Kandrithan version of a Temple of Jita? Sara felt her spirits lift. The idea of going for a gallop with the wind on her face appealed mightily.

Aunt Evina hadn’t approved of Sara’s riding, but, since Kandrith lacked carriages, Sara decided that safety overruled propriety.


Lance studied her a moment longer, his expression unreadable, then shook his head. “Easier just to show you,” he muttered. He pulled her inside with him.

The inside of Shandy House consisted of one big open room, with a large stone fireplace. A thick layer of straw lined the plank floor, but there were no stalls and no horses. A woven blanket lay on top of the straw in one corner—someone’s bedding?

“Ho there,” Lance called.

Sara held her questions as a middle-aged woman with a waist-long plait of dark-blond hair came in through the back door. From the water stains on her clothes and her reddened hands she’d been doing the washing. A two-year-old boy clung to her split skirts.

“Are any shandies in residence?” Lance asked. “I’m a friend of Dyl’s.”

Her questioning look turned into a smile. “Yes, Dyl’s in town. He and two others are off hunting this morning. They ought to be back in a couple of hours.”

The little blond boy sneaked a look at Sara. Remembering playing peek-a-boo with Sylvanus at that age, Sara made an exaggerated expression of surprise.

Lance was shaking his head. “We can’t wait, but if you’ll give Dyl my message, maybe they can catch up to us.”

“Of course.”

The boy peeked out again and giggled at Sara.

“Tell him Lance called and needs an escort for the Child of Peace. You may have heard of the woman attacked at the inn?”

The woman nodded, then seemed to take in the significance of Sara’s presence. Her eyes widened, and she pushed her son behind her.

Sara felt a rush of anger. What did the woman expect her to do? Pull out some manacles? She wasn’t a slaver.

No, but House Remillus did own slaves. Some of whom were even children. Was that so different?

Sara was still arguing with her conscience when they met up with Julen on the edge of town. After confirming that neither party had been followed, Lance set off across an unused pasture. About twenty sheep browsed against the fence in the southwest corner, but from the length of the grass they had recently been moved here.

Overgrown weeds, grass and flowers sprang back up after Lance’s passage; the tips brushed Sara’s thighs. The sun felt warm on her shoulders, and she smiled, relaxing.

“Doesn’t this place have any roads?” Julen grumbled, waving away a cloud of gnats.

“A few,” Lance said, “but no sense making the assassin’s job easier. Cross-country will be faster anyhow.” He set a brisk pace.

They’d walked close to half a mile and were nearing the edge of the field when Julen suddenly grabbed Sara’s arm.

“Back up carefully,” Julen breathed. “There’s a wild animal in the bushes.”

Alarmed, Sara looked at the line of brush that bisected the pasture, following a small creek. Something dark lurked within.

Lance shaded his eyes, then smiled. “Don’t worry. It’s not an animal. It’s a shandy. They must have finished hunting early.” He raised his voice. “Ho, Dyl!” He waved.

It didn’t sound like Shandy was a last name. “What are shandies?” Her voice sounded shaky.

Lance frowned at Julen’s hold on her, but said merely, “They’re people who’ve transformed into animals. Now be quiet. It isn’t polite to talk about it.”

A huge, black wolf with a muzzle full of sharp teeth that could probably rip Sara’s arm off at the shoulder emerged from the bush.

“This is madness,” Julen muttered. Still gripping her arm, he backed away.

“Wait.” Sara tore her gaze away from the menacing beast and looked to Lance. His complete lack of fear—and the unmauled sheep baaing in the corner—let Sara stand her ground, though her breathing roughened as the wolf came closer.

Then the shandy spoke, shattering the image of a wild beast. “Lance, it’s good to see you! I thought you were still in the Republic.” The shandy’s pink, lolling tongue sent spittle flying as he spoke, but he cocked his head in a friendly way.


This must be Dyl, Sara realized, as the two of them exchanged news.

Julen pulled her back out of earshot.

“Bas’s Miracles,” he whispered. “Now that’s powerful magic. But why waste it on making animals talk?”

“No,” Sara said softly. “I think you have it backward.” Lance had said ‘people who’ve transformed into animals.’ “The question is why would a man want to become a beast?”

Julen snorted. “Look at its teeth. It could tear out a man’s throat. What Nir wouldn’t give for an army of men who could transform into wolves at will!”

The thought chilled her, but… “I don’t think he can change shape at will.” She remembered the straw on the floor of Shandy House. If Dyl could return to human form whenever he wanted, he would live in a regular house with regular doors. “We need to learn more.” She drifted forward.

“…unlikely to help,” Dyl was saying, “but Rhiain’s around here somewhere. She likes to hunt rats, says they’re more of a challenge.”

Sara looked around. The grass didn’t look tall enough to conceal another huge wolf, but that could be deceptive. The Grasslanders made an art of ambushing any of the Republic’s Legions that ventured into their territory.

Once she was paying attention, she heard droning insects and small rustling sounds. She focused on one and saw a familiar reddish-brown rodent appear on the edges of a flattened section of meadow twenty feet away. “Refetti!” she exclaimed.

Its head lifted as if it heard her. It disappeared back into the grass, but she tracked small zig-zag patterns in the bending of the leaves.

She’d just crouched down and stretched out her hand toward it when there was a sudden disturbance in the grass. A huge, maned cat bounded forth.

Squealing in fright, the refetti swarmed up her arm and twined around her neck. Sara fell back on her rear as the cat skidded to a stop in front of them. “No fairrr!”

Apparently, not all shandies were wolves.

Staring into the beast’s tawny eyes from a distance of only inches, Sara felt faint. The shandy resembled a racha only—Loma’s Mercy—horse-size. Dappled brown and gold fur covered its immense back, and its body rippled with muscle. Its heavy paws could no doubt disembowel a man with one blow.

Lance extended a hand to her; without taking her eyes off the cat shandy, Sara got back to her feet. She stroked the refetti, trying to calm its wildly beating heart even though her own pulse was still thundering. “Shh, you’re safe now.”

“Too bad.” The cat shandy flashed its teeth. “Anotherrr step and I’d have had it.”

“Enough, Rhiain,” Dyl said indulgently. “It’s not big enough to fill your belly in any case. Lance, this is Rhiain. Rhiain, this is Lance, who wears the Brown. He has a proposal for us.”

While Dyl explained to Rhiain, Sara kept petting the refetti. She frowned when he flinched under her touch.

“Lance, can you take a look at him? He’s hurt. I think the assassin must have stepped on him.” Or the cat shandy had hurt him, but saying so seemed undiplomatic.

Julen rolled his eyes, but Lance held out a hand for the refetti to sniff while he looked him over. “His back leg is broken, and there’s some dried blood on his head.”

“Can you heal him? If it won’t offend your god?”

“Goddess,” Lance corrected absently.

Sara’s eyes widened in surprise. In the Republic Goddesses had priestesses and gods had priests to serve them, though a dedicant could be of either sex.

“I’ve healed a few goats and cows in my time. Though never anything as small as this critter.” Smiling wryly, Lance placed his left hand on the refetti. Sara instantly became aware that she was holding her pet scooped against her breasts. “Goddess have mercy,” he prayed.

Sara smelled springtime again, but this time the vision of ghostly hands overtop Lance’s own was fleeting. Within moments the refetti’s leg straightened. He blinked beady eyes at her.

She held her pet firmly as the cat shandy sauntered forward, eyes laughing. “So you’rrre the Child of Peace?” Its voice was deep and full of growls.

“Yes.”


“And the other one?” The cat shandy prowled around Julen, who kept turning so that he could face it. “He’s prrretty. He can rrride with me.” It bared dagger teeth, warning off Dyl.

No, not it. She. The shandy was female and, like most females, admired Julen.

Back on familiar ground, Sara’s perception shifted; the cat shandy no longer seemed monstrous. “That’s my companion, Julen. He’ll be happy to ride with you,” Sara said sweetly, ignoring Julen’s glare. If they’d hired guards, Julen would have diced and caroused with them; now he would have to cultivate Rhiain for information instead.

Lance started to laugh, then turned the sound into a cough, but he and Sara shared a look of amusement.

“The Child of Peace can ride with me, then,” Dyl said.

“Not so fast,” a third voice rasped from the shadows of the willow trees, making Sara startle. “There’s a third choice.” The words were both a challenge and a taunt.

“Olwydd,” Dyl said, sounding not entirely happy. “I didn’t think you’d be interested in escorting them. You just arrived yesterday.”

“There are three humans and three of us,” the third shandy said as it stepped out into the daylight. Sara froze. Dyl was essentially a large wolf, and Rhiain a large cat, but the third shandy was a nightmare.

Lance casually moved so that his shoulder pressed hers, but Sara didn’t need the silent command to keep still. Instinct warned: If you run, it will catch you and savage you.

Sara steeled herself to meet the shandy’s red eyes. There was something bear-like about the brutal strength of its body and its fanged muzzle, but it had the tusks of a wild boar and gray bristles instead of soft fur. Nor were those the only animals patched together like a crazy quilt in its flesh. It had the horns of a goat and a spiked tail. Its front paws had a bear’s long claws, but the back legs ended in horse’s hooves—for kicking?

Had an evil priest forced this form on him, or had he chosen it himself? Sickened, Sara couldn’t decide which would be worse.

“Well, girl?” Its red eyes smoldered with hatred. “Choose. The wolf or me.”

Sara’s spine stiffened. “Which of you is faster?” she asked coolly.

“I am,” they both said at once.

“I’ll ride with Olwydd,” Lance said firmly.

Sara felt both relieved and angry at Lance’s interference. To cover her annoyance, she turned to the wolf. “I’m Lady Sarathena. My thanks for your kind offer, Dyl.”

“You’re welcome.” The wolf shandy’s tongue flopped as he laughed. “I am the fastest. You will see.”

Rhiain would have left on the spot, but Dyl insisted on returning to Shandy House to pick up some foodstuffs, obtain harnesses and say warm farewells to the woman and her child. The boy avoided Olwydd but gave first Rhiain and then Dyl hugs. “Bye, Grandda.”

Sara blinked. Had she heard right? Before she could think of a tactful way to inquire, Dyl turned to Sara and said, “What are you waiting for? Climb on.”

Sara hooked one hand into the leather shoulder harness and swung herself up onto his back, giving brief thanks for her split skirts. The shandy was the size of a pony with thick coarse fur. She resisted the urge to pet him and watched Julen and Lance mount up.

Rhiain, purring, told Julen to put his hands in her mane. Olwydd didn’t want a harness either, but liked it even less when Lance grabbed his horns. He eventually acceded to a chest strap.

As soon as Lance mounted, Rhiain lashed herself with her tail and sprang forward. “I’m the fastest!” Julen let out a startled curse, but managed not to fall.

“Not fair!” Dyl howled happily and threw himself forward into a headlong chase.

Exhiliration poured into Sara as they hurtled down the street and into the pasture. She had spent hundreds of hours on horseback as an impetuous girl. Part of the reason she’d found the endless horse races Claude and his mother attended so unbearable was out of envy for the racers. She hadn’t been allowed to ride, much less gallop, since leaving the Remillus estate in northern Elysinia and she’d missed it fiercely. Watching was not the same thing at all.

But, as much as she loved riding horses, this was better. Dyl didn’t have the syrup-smooth gait of her Grassland-bred mare, but he was much faster.


The wind from their passage reddened Sara’s cheeks. Strands of hair came loose from her clumsy braid and flew out behind her. The long pasture grass cut at her ankles, but Sara didn’t care. She wanted to ride this fast forever.

Wild joy filled her. This time she didn’t fight it. Maybe if she let herself enjoy this, the passion simmering between her and Lance would be less tempting.

Dyl leaped the crude log fence at the pasture’s far end and raced up the weedy strip dividing two fields. Sara noticed that the green wheat on the left was only half the height of the fields around Temborium and seemed sown with rocks. Worse, the land sloped up at such an angle, the farmers would be lucky their mules didn’t fall over during plowing. Poor soil, indeed.

At the top of the hill, Sara glanced back over her shoulder and saw that this side of the Red Mountains had a much gentler slope. Since the mountains ringed Kandrith, the effect was like being inside a large bowl. A bumpy bowl.

Kandrith’s interior was very hilly and, beyond the immediate area around Gatetown, only sparsely farmed. A rough forest took them in its green embrace.

Sara ducked her head down as Dyl charged up a wooded hill, threading through mountain laurel bushes, pines and sycamore trees, and dashed down the other side. They gained on Rhiain and, after startling a covey of game birds, caught the huge cat at the bottom. Rhiain had a tremendously fast start, but not as much staying power. Dyl’s strides were still easy, as if he could run all day.

Rhiain put on a brief burst of speed, clearing a stream with one leap, as Dyl and Sara came even with her. Side by side, the wolf and cat broke free of the pine trees into a high meadow. Six deer bounded away, startled. Rhiain veered left to chase them, but soon fell back. Then it was just Dyl and Sara running through a field of purple flowers beneath a huge blue sky.

After he’d clearly won, Dyl slowed. “I suppose we should let the others catch up.”

Sara stifled a protest, shading her eyes and looking back.

Olwydd lagged behind the farthest, though perhaps that was simply because Lance was the heaviest of the three riders. And the worst. He made no effort to move with Olwydd. Sara winced. The ride must be bone-jarring.

Julen’s mouth was pursed, but his body flowed up and down with his usual effortless grace. His father, Sara remembered, had been in the cavalry. He and Rhiain caught up within moments.

Lance waved, but Olwydd didn’t stop when he drew even, charging past as if they didn’t exist.

Dyl good-naturedly fell in behind.

“Olwydd seems angry,” Sara ventured.

“Olwydd is always angry.”

“Why didn’t you want me to ride with him?”

Dyl kept silent for three strides. “Olwydd fashioned himself out of hate. His blood yearns for battle. A part of him wants war so there will be an enemy he can rend and tear. Having you on his back would be too much temptation.”

Sara shivered. Yes, it would be all too easy for Olwydd to throw her and then claim she fell and broke her neck.

Dyl didn’t pursue the subject. He snatched a mouthful of purple flowers as they ran and ate them. “Want some?” he asked Sara.

The sight of a wolf with flowers sticking out of his mouth charmed Sara. “Can people eat them?”

“Of course. They’re amarasave.”

Sara bent and snatched up several blossoms. She couldn’t recall ever seeing such a flower in Temboria: four violet petals formed a star shape. “I’ve never had amarasave before. Do I eat the flowers or the stems?”

Dyl paused to swallow. “The whole plant is edible— flowers, leaves, stem, and I’ve even eaten the root boiled up in winter—but the flowers taste the best. Well, what can you expect? Amara was a girl.”

It took Sara several moments to make the connection—Amara, amarasave—and then she quietly dropped the flowers she’d picked, uneaten. “You mean someone transformed themselves into a flower, the same way you changed into a wolf?” she asked cautiously.


Dyl turned his head, his black eyes curious. “I suppose you wouldn’t know the story. You don’t even have Grandfather trees in the Republic. Yes, Amara was a girl, many, many years ago. Before even the Red Saints, I think.”

Before the mountains? That didn’t make sense. Sara frowned, but didn’t interrupt.

“Kandrith wasn’t a country then,” Dyl continued, “just a hideout for escaped slaves. Her family was trying to scratch out a living farming, but the soil here is rocky. Well, otherwise some lordling would have claimed it, wouldn’t he, and the escaped slaves would have had to go elsewhere. Anyway, their first year the crops failed, and the winter saw two of her family dead. The next year, Amara decided she wasn’t going to let her little brother starve too. She made her sacrifice and became a crop that could grow in Kandrith’s soil and be eaten in winter. She saved her family, and in the years that followed, the plant spread until Amara had saved everyone else.”

Sacrifice. Blood stained the very word. Before Primus Tembor founded the Republic, some priests had practiced human sacrifice. Did Kandrith tolerate such dark rituals?

She wanted to ask more questions, hundreds of them, about Amara and Grandfather trees and the shandies, but Lance’s warning—it isn’t polite to talk about it—and Dyl’s large teeth made her cautious.

Instead of asking directly how Dyl had come to be a wolf, she asked him if she should worry about Rhiain’s interest in Julen.

He snorted in amusement. “I think it’s harmless. Rhiain transformed as a child. She’s only about sixteen now and in the throes of her first crush. All she wants is his attention. She’s not looking for a mate,” Dyl had assured her. “She doesn’t have that scent.”

Rhiain’s age dismayed Sara. She’d been fifteen when she fell violently in love with Julen. She smothered her feelings of guilt by reminding herself that Sylvanus’s life might depend on the information Julen was attempting to go glean from Rhiain.

“It sounds lonely,” Sara ventured. “To be a shandy.”

“It is,” Dyl told her. “I’m lucky. After I transformed my wife did too.”

Sara didn’t know how to phrase her next question. “Do you—?”

“Have children? Yes. In fact you met my eldest daughter at Shandy House. They’re all human. It was to help my family escape slavery that I changed to this form. My wife stayed human until they were grown. There are some shandies with young, but it is a hard road to pick for your child. Most avoid it.”

After that, Dyl fell silent for miles, and Sara asked no more questions.

When they stopped on a hilltop for a quick lunch of apples, raisins, bread—and rats for Rhiain—she approached Lance instead. “Lance?”

Lance stopped scratching the back of his neck. “How are you finding the journey? Are you sore?”

A glow of pleasure kindled in the pit of Sara’s stomach at the concern in his eyes. “I’m fine. Actually,” she confided, “I’m enjoying myself immensely.”

“You look it.” From any other man it would have been a chastisement, but heat darkened Lance’s eyes.

Sara flushed and touched her hair. “I’m a mess.”

Lance tugged on one of her windblown curls. “A pretty mess,” he said huskily. “You don’t need this.” He held up the pink ribbon she’d used to tie back her hair that morning.

“Yes, I do.” When she reached for it, he surprised her by playfully yanking it away.

On the third try, she jumped up and caught it, but in doing so lost her balance. Lance laughed as he steadied her, and Sara almost kissed him. Rhiain’s coughing laugh brought her back to an awareness of their surroundings. She looked up and saw Julen frowning at her.

Sara cleared her throat. Remembered her purpose. “When you were healing Felicia, which Goddess did you pray to?” The obvious answer was Loma, Goddess of Mercy, but the mention of sacrifice made her fear it was a darker goddess.

Lance’s brows drew together in suspicion. “Why do you want to know?”

Sara stumbled over her prepared answer. “When we reach the next town, I wish to purchase a pig, or a goat, to be sacrificed in payment for Felicia’s life.”

“That’s not necessary.” Lance turned away.


“It is necessary,” she said firmly. “The assassin mistook Felicia for me. It’s my debt, not hers.”

Lance’s expression softened. “Felicia has no debt.”

Tell me what Goddess you pray to. “I still wish to offer a pig. As a gift of gratitude.” Sara gritted her teeth.

Lance looked impatient again; he all but growled at her. “The Goddess doesn’t need a pig any more than She needed your pearl necklace.”

He had prayed to Loma, then. It made sense. The Goddess of Mercy was the most likely to take pity on the wounded. And yet…what Lance had done was far beyond the ability of the priestesses of Loma in the Republic.

“Then what does She want?” Sara asked. “The debt—”

“There is no debt,” Lance snapped. “But if there were I doubt you’d be capable of paying it. A pig, bought from the market and paid for with money that you didn’t earn, or a necklace you can afford to replace ten times over, costs you, personally, nothing and therefore has no value to the Goddess.”

The contempt in Lance’s voice whipped heat into Sara’s cheeks. She recoiled and walked away. It doesn’t matter what he thinks of you, only that you have the information you need. Sara forced herself to think critically. So a sacrifice had to be costly, but personally costly, not in a monetary way. What then—?

The refetti crawled out of her pocket and nuzzled at Sara’s hand. She paled as the realization hit her: a pet.

Or worse, a person.

No. She could not believe that of Lance. Of other Kandrithans, maybe, if they were the ones who’d massacred Lord Favonius’s family and retainers, but never of Lance.

She stroked the refetti’s red fur. Would she sacrifice it—for Felicia’s life? Yes, probably, but it would weigh on her.

But Lance had said there was no debt. Sara clung to that thought and the refetti in her arms.

* * *

Lance swore under his breath, fighting the urge to go after Sara and apologize. It wasn’t her fault she thought money could purchase everything. It would have been astonishing if someone of her rank raised in the Republic hadn’t thought that way—

And then the realization hit. She was still trying to find out about slave magic.

They’d crossed the border. As the Child of Peace she would live in Kandrith for years. If she persisted, she would inevitably find out how sacrifice truly worked. Lance was half-tempted to just tell her now and get it over with, but…her very persistence indicated that the knowledge was important to her father, and they were still quite close to the Gate. Best not to take chances.

With that in mind, he took Dyl aside and warned him to guard his tongue.

After he finished explaining, Dyl whined. “It is too bad she is a spy. I liked her. And you like her too.”

Lance said nothing.

Dyl studied him with yellow eyes. “I have known you for many years, but lately I have been worried about you.”

Lance stared at Dyl in surprise. “What do you mean?”

“Your role as the Child of Peace and the constant pain and illness have been taking a toll on you. You’ve been growing inward, getting gruffer and more taciturn. It is one of the dangers faced by those who wear the Brown.”

“To become a wine sot,” Lance finished. “I’d never—”

“I did not say you would,” Dyl interrupted. “But when you cease to care for those around you, when life is only pain, then it is hard to find the strength to live through the next illness.”

Lance fell silent. His months in the Republic had always ground him down. When had his visits home stopped rejuvenating him?

“But today I’ve seen you smile and laugh more than you have since you were a boy. And so I am very sad for your sake that Sara is not all that she seems.” Dyl dipped his head.

Olwydd and Rhiain prowled over, sparing Lance from having to reply. He cleared his throat and warned them to watch what they told Sara too.


“But,” Rhiain said unhappily, clawing the dirt, “does that mean Julen is also a spy? I alrrready told him how I became a shandy.”

Lance felt cold. “What, exactly, did you say?” he demanded. “Did you explain the Rule of Paradox?”

Rhiain sheathed her claws. “No. Just that I asked the Goddess to change me—and she did.”

“Then I don’t believe they know all they wish to,” Lance said after a moment’s consideration. “But, in case they have puzzled out the secret, whoever’s on guard tonight will have to watch for Julen or Sara trying to sneak back to the Republic, as well as watch for Qiph assassins.”









Chapter Eleven



That evening, Sara returned from washing up at a gurgling stream to find Julen and Lance standing toe-to-toe, arguing.

“…still daylight left,” Julen was saying. “There’s no need to spend the night here.”

Spend the night? Sara looked around blankly at the small clearing in the woods where they had halted for supper. The sun was slipping downward behind yet another hill, but was far from set. She’d enjoyed their meal around the campfire, but where would they sleep?

Lance’s expression set into stubborn lines. “We’re staying here. The shandies are tired and need to hunt.”

“Let them hunt,” Julen retorted. “After they’ve dropped us off at a decent Temple of Jut—or even one of your inns.”

“Do you see an inn?” Lance waved a hand at the pine trees. “We’ve been deliberately steering clear of towns to keep the assassin from finding us.”

Sara cleared her throat. “If there is no inn, could we not beg shelter from the owner of this land? Surely, four walls would be better protection against an assassin?” Not to mention that after so many unaccustomed hours on wolfback she wanted a long hot bath, not a few splashes in a cold stream.

“I’d like to see an assassin trrry to get past me,” Rhiain growled, flexing her claws.

Dyl cocked his ears, but said only, “The nearest house is that farm we passed an hour ago.”

Sara remembered the farm: a crude loghouse and several sheds. She doubted it had much in the way of amenities. She stifled a sigh: no bath tonight then.

“Lady Sarathena didn’t mean that hovel,” Julen said with exaggerated patience. “Take us to his lord’s house.”

“He has no lord,” Lance said sharply. “In Kandrith we have no lords, no equitains, no slaves. Everyone is the same.”

No rank at all? Sara tried to remember if she’d seen any nobles in Gatetown. The town had struck her as poor, though better than some of the slums in Temborium, but it had all been much the same, with no rich estates for contrast.

Did one need slaves in order to have nobles? Was the military might needed to put a collar around someone’s neck what made someone ‘noble’? Sara found the thought distasteful.

Julen looked skeptical. “And yet your father is king.”

“No,” Lance growled, “he’s the Kandrith, which is something different.”

“Different how?” Sara asked, but she was starting to believe him. Except for Loma’s fountain, there had been no sign of obvious wealth in Gatetown, no house bigger than its neighbors except for the inn and Freedom House.

And, she realized, none so poor that they begged on the streets either.

Lance returned to the original subject. “It’s a warm summer day. We’ll be perfectly fine outdoors.”

Julen sighed ostentatiously, but didn’t protest again.

“I will check our backtrail,” Dyl said.

“And I will stand guard,” Olwydd grated.

“My thanks,” Sara said politely.


“Do not thank me!” Olwydd’s red eyes flashed. “I do this for Kandrith, not for you, noblewoman. I despise you and your kind.” He stalked forward, claws tearing up gobs of gray dirt. “If war is declared, I will rend your belly myself and feast on—”

“Enough!” Lance interposed his body between Olwydd and Sara. He glared at the shandy fearlessly, though he had no sword. “If war is declared, Sara will be executed according to our law, not by you.”

Sara had the horrible suspicion he’d meant that to be reassuring.

* * *

Lance lay on his back, eyes wide open. Sara was awake and so he couldn’t sleep either.

In the banked glow of the campfire, he couldn’t see more than the outline of her body, but every time she shifted on her bed of pine branches his cursed imagination tormented him.

When he’d made his own bed of bracken next to hers he’d told himself that it was so he could make sure she didn’t disappear in the night, but in the dark, listening to her breathe four feet away, he faced the truth: He’d done it because he needed to be close to her.

And to prevent Julen from taking this spot.

Since they’d crossed into Kandrith, she seemed to have grown closer to the coxcomb. Lance couldn’t fathom why. Julen’s chief skill seemed to be complaining.

Though he couldn’t deny the bastard was handsome.

Goddess help him, was he jealous?

He told himself, again, that Sara was a spy and a noblewoman, the daughter of the Primus himself. If there was ever an impossible woman for him, she was it. And still, when she shifted again, all he could think of was making love to her until they were both tired enough to sleep.

Sara sat up, and now he could make out her lovely profile limned by firelight. And, yes, her breasts. He wanted to howl.

Stealthily, she rose from her bed. Lance clenched his hands into fists against the need to follow her. She probably only needed to empty her bladder. Against his will, he looked across the fire and saw that Julen was gone too.

Even if she tried to run, the shandies would stop them. Except, he realized, Rhiain and Dyl were curled up by the fire. Which meant Olwydd stood on guard. Every nerve in Lance’s body went alert. Olwydd had made it plain he’d love an excuse to hurt her—and Lance had stupidly provided one, by telling the shandies Sara might try to break the Pact.

In the next moment he got up, following her on silent feet. What exactly he would do when he caught her, he didn’t think about.

* * *

The night wind was calling her.

Sara knew she was being foolish, that the Qiph assassin might still be out there somewhere, but the chance seemed small and she couldn’t lie there pretending to sleep for a moment longer. She rose quietly from the fragrant bed of pine and walked into the woods.

Sara loved the open sky of the prairies and the feeling that she could run beneath it forever. Kandrith’s forest drew her in a different way, promising glimpses of mysteries if she only went farther in. The moon peeked through the branches as if flirting with her. An owl hooted overhead. The wind stirred her hair and rustled the leaves, making them sound alive.

Restlessness seethed under her skin. Putting one hand on the rough bark of a sycamore, she lifted her face to the wind. The forest smelled green and dark, earthy. Welcoming. On impulse, she climbed onto the lowest branch and sat there, feet swinging, five feet off the ground.

The snap of a twig underfoot made her look down. Somehow she wasn’t surprised to see Lance standing beneath her, his face heavily shadowed.

“Where’s Julen?” Lance asked harshly.

Sara barely heard the question. Suddenly, she knew exactly what to do with all the wildness thrumming in her veins. “Lance.” As if dreaming, she jumped straight into his arms.

He caught her. After a second’s pause, his arms closed around her like steel bands, and his mouth ravaged hers. Sara kissed him back, her arms twining eagerly around his neck. Heat flared between them, a wildfire that charred all the reasons they shouldn’t be doing this to ash.


She made no protest as his hands squeezed her derriere. Turning, he pressed her back against the textured bark of a tree. The feel of his erection between the notch in her thighs made her whimper with need. Mindlessly, she tried to squirm closer, hampered by their two layers of clothing.

His mouth left hers, but only to burn a trail of kisses down her neck. He pushed the sleeve of her dress down, baring her shoulder and kissing that too. She yanked up his shirt and found a patch of bare skin at the small of his back. It wasn’t enough. “Take it off,” she demanded huskily.

He ignored her, tugging at the shoulder ties holding up the top of her dress, but they were well-knotted.

“It’s your own fault,” Sara panted, taking his hand and molding it to her breast. “If I was still wearing my old dress…” She gasped as he plucked at her nipple, sending arrows of sensation downward.

“…I’d have flipped up your skirt and be inside you by now,” Lance finished on a growl. His mouth locked on Sara’s again, and he rocked his body against hers, creating a delicious friction.

Sara moaned, needing something more. What he was doing wasn’t quite enough. She wanted skin—

“Well, well, what have we here?” someone asked nastily. Olwydd. “The Child of Peace fornicating with her companion.”

Lance groaned and stopped kissing her.

Sara instantly missed the feel of his lips on hers. She tried to recapture them, but he evaded her, breathing harshly. “We have to stop. It’s Olwydd.”

Sara knew it was Olwydd. “Send him away.” Her body clamored for release, and she knew Lance’s did too.

But he lowered her to the ground and took a step away.

“You?” Olwydd sounded shocked. “I thought it was the other one, Rhiain’s rider. What were you doing—”

Lance ignored the question, his voice sharp. “Is Julen missing?”

The wildness began to fade from Sara’s blood. What did it mean that Julen was gone? Had the Qiph slit his throat, or had he abandoned her to return to the Republic? The last time they’d spoken, Julen had been very discouraged by their lack of progress. He’d reported that Rhiain claimed she’d simply asked the goddess to change her into a shandy, but since she’d been a mere child at the time, Julen suspected her mother had performed the sacrifice.

A pause and then Olwydd spoke sullenly, “When I returned from patroling, I found only Rhiain and Dyl at the campfire.”

Lance swore. He turned on Sara. “Did you distract me on purpose?”

“No!”

His jaw tightened. He didn’t believe her.

His disbelief was like a knife in her heart. How could he think that she’d faked her response to him? That she would have kissed any man the way she’d kissed him? Made those noises, let any man touch her intimately?

Sara closed her mouth on an impassioned plea for him to believe her.

She could remember her mother acting this way, so passionately in love with her husband that Sara ceased to exist for her whenever Sara’s father visited home. But the joyous reunion would always turn sooner or later to a stormy scene full of weeping and raging, until her mother drove him away. Then her mother would try to cling to Sara, smothering her until she fought to get away.

Sara knew she had the same destructive seeds inside her; her behavior at age fifteen proved it. She needed to contain the wildness inside her, or passion would consume her the same way it had her mother.

* * *

Rhiain found Julen an hour after dawn. His clothes were dirty, and he had thorn scratches on his hands and face. When asked, all he said was that he’d gone into the forest to relieve himself and become lost in the dark.


Sara bided her tongue until she could speak to him in private, when they paused for another lunch of the increasingly stale bread.

“You are not to leave without my permission,” she said in a furious undertone. “Try that again and I’ll—”

“I wasn’t trying to escape,” Julen interrupted. “I was trying to ascertain our direction by looking at the stars, so that I can find my way when it is time to leave.”

“And you got lost?”

“Yes,” Julen hissed.

Sara relaxed a little. He looked so mad she actually believed him. “When the time comes, we’ll have to be careful. They’ll be watching us both now. Any progress?” she asked hopefully. Lance, Dyl and Olwydd had been grimly silent since finding Julen, but Rhiain had seemed oblivious to the undercurrents, rolling on the ground laughing at his night-time adventure.

Julen shook his head.

Counting the days in her head, Sara imagined her father making speeches in the Senate to delay outright war with the Qiph while the newly arrived General Pallax accused him of stalling, or worse of murdering his rival, Lord Favonius…

They couldn’t afford to lose another day.

* * *

Sara cut her thumb with her belt knife—deliberately. Red blood welled at once along the shallow gash. “Ow!” She dropped the knife on the sod firebreak torn up by Olwydd’s claws and put her thumb to her mouth.

She needed a natural way to bring up magic and healing again, and Lance was avoiding her. She’d considered doing something more dramatic, like falling off Dyl’s back on a hill and breaking her arm, but had decided to try something simpler first.

The blatant appeal to his protective nature worked. Lance immediately left off feeding brush to the fire and crouched down beside her. “Let me see.”

“It’s nothing,” Sara said truthfully, but she held out her hand. They were alone, except for the refetti asleep on a blanket a few feet away. After a supper of amarasave, pan-bread and roast rabbit, Dyl and Olwydd had gone off into the woods to hunt. At Sara’s low-voiced suggestion, Julen had gone for a walk and Rhiain had happily accompanied him.

Lance enfolded her fingers in his. His hand was almost twice the size of hers, but he tempered his strength, gently squeezing.

Only their hands were in contact, but Sara discovered she was greedy for his touch. She struggled to pay attention.

Face set in concentration, his lips moved in silent prayer. She felt a surge of warmth, saw a brief red glow and her skin healed. Even after what she’d seen him do to Felicia, it seemed wondrous. Sara rubbed her fingers across her thumbtip, but could not find the slightest roughness or seam. “It’s as if the cut never happened.”

But Lance was already stepping away.

Julen wouldn’t walk forever. She caught Lance’s sleeve and tried a sincere smile. “Thank you.”

“I don’t need thanks. Loma’s the one that did the healing. I merely wear the Brown.”

He truly meant it, Sara realized. The words that fell out of her mouth next were completely unplanned. “Then your leather vest must be bespelled, because the physickers I knew in the Republic desired thanks. No, they wanted adulation and a great deal of money—and half the time they did nothing.” Bitterness caked her throat like dust.

The best physickers merely collected potions from the scattered temples and resold them for a profit. But the ones who considered themselves artists combined them, often forming dangerous concoctions. She remembered the time a sleep potion mixed with mercia to relieve pain had made her mother stop breathing for a frightening moment. Sara had ordered the dogs set on that physicker to chase him off their estate.

Lance stopped moving away. “You were ill?” He looked suddenly fierce.

Sara shook her head. “Not me, my mother. She died.”

His expression gentled. “When?”


“Six and a half years ago,” Sara said jerkily. “But she was ill for much longer. My whole childhood I don’t think I saw her out of bed more than a handful of times. She was always languishing from something.”

“What was she ill with?”

“Nothing. Or at least I used to think so,” Sara confessed. “She liked to be fussed over and described as delicate.” With painful clarity, Sara could remember her mother holding court in her bedroom, her hair and body exquisitely draped in silk, looking as beautiful and as fragile as porcelain. “I don’t know how many times my father was called home from the capital because she was supposedly at death’s door. Really, she just wanted his attention. He’d rush down for a few days, they’d quarrel, and Mother would be listless for a week after he’d left. Then the physickers would be called, and she’d recover. She liked to be admired by men,” Sara said flatly. “The physickers would claim they’d cured her and go away with gold in their purses—but when she really fell ill, they were useless.” Her hands balled into fists. “Worse. They hurt her.”

“Come here.”

When Sara stared, uncomprehending, Lance took hold of her elbow and pulled her closer. He put his arm around her shivering shoulders. “How?” he asked simply.

“They gave her purges. And bled her. She was weak enough to begin with. She was dying and all they did was make her last days…torture.” Sara choked out the final word.

Lance pushed her head down against his broad shoulder. “Shhh. She’s not suffering anymore. Shhh.”

His sympathy sent a rush of tears to Sara’s eyes. When her mother had died, she hadn’t let anyone comfort her. Felicia had tried, but Sara had sent her away. Her father had been absent, and no one else would do.

And then, when her father did arrive, more than a week after the funeral, she’d been too furious to share her grief.

It was ridiculous to be weeping like this when her mother had died so long ago, but she couldn’t seem to stop her tears from flowing. Couldn’t seem to lift her head from Lance’s strong shoulder.

When she finally wound down, his hand was smoothing her hair, as if she were a horse who could be soothed by touch. And maybe she could, because his fingers felt good.

Lance smiled crookedly down at her. “Better?”

She couldn’t speak. His eyes were a warm brown. When had she started preferring brown eyes to blue or green? Awareness flooded her senses: Lance’s broad chest rising and falling under her hands, the smell of woodsmoke clinging to his clothes, the heat of a large male body.

* * *

Sara was gazing up at him as if she wanted him to kiss her. It was a potent look.

Two days spent riding and camping out had erased Sara’s glossy perfection. Her hair curled madly down her back, and she had a smudge of dirt on her chin, but Lance only found her more appealing this way. She looked real—and much harder to resist. Her eyes were wet with tears, deepening their blue color—which should have acted as a reminder of whose daughter she was. But somehow her eye color wasn’t important, didn’t compare with his growing hunger to taste her lips again.

This is a bad idea. The inner warning was faint and died completely when Sara put her hand on his cheek and tipped her head up.

That was as much temptation as Lance could withstand. He swooped, catching her up in his arms, kissing her with all the passion pounding inside him.

She kissed him back, her mouth opening under his, her hands in his hair. Lance growled and pulled her body flush against his own. For a moment, he tasted an equal wildness inside her, and then she ripped herself away.

“I can’t,” she cried. She hugged heself as if cold.

Unbidden, Lance remembered what she’d said after their first kiss on the Vaga River. “Can’t what? Kiss a former slave?” he asked. She’d been more than willing last night, but perhaps now, in better light…

Sara hardly seemed to hear him. “I can’t feel this way. I can’t be so out of control.”


Amusement replaced Lance’s anger. Did she think feelings could be so easily brushed aside? “Why not? What terrible thing will happen if you let yourself go a little?”

“Don’t mock me!” She rounded on him. “Last time—” She stopped, biting her lip.

When she didn’t continue he goaded her. “Let me guess. You let some lordling kiss you and received a long lecture on how, as a daughter of a major House, you need to preserve your virginity, so it can be bartered for something.” He found the Republican system of selling their daughters into marriage repugnant. At its worst, it was its own kind of slavery.

A low, bitter laugh escaped her. “If only that were all. No. The last time I gave my passions free rein, I ended up beggaring my family.”

Lance raised his eyebrows. “All on your own? I find that hard to believe.”

“Yes, all by myself,” she said sharply. “I was a very stupid girl.” Her lower lip trembled. “After Mother died, my father decided to take me to live with him in Temborium. Any other girl would have been excited by the fancy dinners and new gowns, but I hated it—all the rules, all the things I couldn’t do. I missed my younger brother, and I was always fighting with Father over something. Then one day I got my poor, tender feelings bruised—”

“By what?” Lance asked.

“Oh, I saw the man I imagined myself in love with kissing someone else,” Sara said impatiently. “I thought I was heartbroken, that no one in the world had suffered as I was suffering, and I ran away. I broke all the rules my father had laid down for my safety. I left Felicia behind and deliberately evaded my guard and rode off to one of our smaller estates to pout. I stayed there for a week, pouting even more when my father didn’t send anyone to find me—which I thought proved that he didn’t love me either—before I finally rode back to the city.” She closed her eyes. “And then I found out what had happened in my absence.

“When I went missing, my father sent out searchers. No one could find me, and he became increasingly frantic. Then he received a ransom note, supposedly from my kidnappers, demanding a daily ransom of ten thousand gold coins to keep me alive. By the time I tired of my own company and wandered back to the city—still on my own and completely unprotected—he’d almost bankrupted our House pouring out gold to save me. The third day, when he was late with the payment, they sent him a woman’s thumb and told him if he was late again they’d send him my lips.

“It was my fault,” she said, her voice thick with self-loathing.

Lance couldn’t stand the guilt in her eyes. “No,” he said forcefully, gripping her shoulders so that she would look at him. “It was their fault—the men who claimed to kidnap you. Theirs, not yours.”

Sara stilled, as if the thought had never occurred to her before.

“Were they ever caught?” Lance asked.

“Two of them. My father saw them hanged.”

“Good.”

“But we never recovered the money. My father didn’t want the precarious state of our finances known—we would have been ruined—so instead of borrowing from the God of Money’s temple, he went to the Temple of Nir. I would much rather have been ruined.” She shuddered.

Lance was getting a bad feeling about this. “What did Nir demand as payment?”

“Nothing,” she denied, but she avoided his eyes. “I just had to be…nice to Nir’s high priest, that’s all.”

Nice. Lance wanted to spit. It had obviously not been very nice at all. “Nice, how?”

Still she wouldn’t look at him. She shrugged.

“Sara…” A horrible possibility occurred to Lance. “Did he—”

“Here’s some more wood for the fire,” Julen’s voice suddenly intruded. “The others are still hunting, but I was starting to run into trees and the mosquitos are eating—” He stopped, obviously sensing the strained atmosphere. “What?”

“Julen,” Lance said without lifting his gaze from Sara’s, “go away. Far away. Now.”

“Julen, don’t you dare move a foot!” Sara said shrilly.

Julen looked from one of them to the other, then shrugged. “I’ll go. My apologies, Lady Sarathena, but I like my nose where it is—in the middle of my face.”


Sara cursed, but didn’t try to follow.

Lance waited impatiently until Julen was out of earshot and then asked the question churning acid inside him. “Did Nir rape you?”

* * *

The ugly word took Sara by surprise. “No, he didn’t…do that.”

From the expression on Lance’s face he didn’t believe her. But there was no pity in his eyes, no horror, none of what she felt when talking to Rochelle, only a great compassion. “It’s still rape, if you were coerced into his bed.”

“No. It didn’t go that far.” She took a deep breath and said firmly, “I am still a virgin.”

He didn’t waver. “But something happened to you.” His eyes were dark. “Have you ever told anyone what happened? Felicia?”

Sara shook her head. Of all people, she could never tell Felicia. “My aunt…knew.” The words stuck in her throat. “She thought I was foolish to mind so much.”

He took her hand, simple reassurance. Looking into his eyes, she knew he wouldn’t belittle her feelings or laugh at her. “Tell me about Nir.”

And, taking a deep breath, she did.

* * *

“Nir took one look at me, at this cursed face of mine,” she waved a hand, “and wanted me. Since Nir’s priests aren’t allowed to marry, he suggested that I become a dedicant in the God of War’s temple. Because of the debt, we had to pretend to seriously consider the idea. I had to sit next to him at dinner, many dinners.”

Her voice grew so faint Lance had to strain to hear.

“He used to…describe the things he would do with me once I was in his power.”

“He liked to hurt women,” Lance guessed. He knew the type well from his slave days.

“Yes.”

Lance hoped fervently that was it, that all she’d had to do was listen to Nir’s filth. And live in terror of being, for all intents and purposes, sold to a sadistic monster. That was more than enough. If the bastard had touched her… Well, that would be bad. Because the next time Lance traveled to Temborium he’d have to hunt Nir down and dismember him with his bare hands.

Have you lost your mind? the sane part of him asked. Killing a high priest would start a war. But the other, more primitive part of him didn’t care. If Nir had touched Sara, he was a dead man.

Sara took a deep breath. “Then he started to increase the pressure on my father. He asked that I be given to him for one night and promised to return me still a virgin and suitable for marriage.”

Lance’s stomach clenched, but he remembered this part from Felicia’s story. “Your father refused.”

“Yes. But my father had to appease Nir, or we were ruined, so he offered Felicia in my place. He did it to save me.” Shame shadowed Sara’s face. “I might have allowed it to happen earlier, before I knew what Nir—did to women. I couldn’t let him hurt Felicia.”

Her golden complexion turned greenish; her nails dug into her palms. Lance felt a powerful urge to hold her, but was afraid if he tried she’d spook like a cat and claw him.

“Aunt Evina sent my father out of the room, and then she came up with a way for Felicia to be safe.”

Lance knew he was going to hate this, and he was right.

“She had a spyhole made in my…in the bathing chamber.” Her breathing was light and shallow, her eyes unfocused. “I had to go in there and pretend that no one was watching. To undress. Aunt Evina was very clear. I wasn’t allowed to hide under the water. I had to…soap myself and…and…”

“Touch yourself,” Lance finished roughly. “Nir’s a sick bastard.”

A spark of anger lit in her eyes. “Yes. Yes, he is. While I performed for him, I could hear him abusing his slave on the other side of the wall, doing terrible, awful things to her in my place. So you see, I wasn’t raped. I was the lucky one.”

“How old were you?” Lance’s voice grated. He didn’t want to know, but at the same time he had to know.

“Sixteen.”


Lance swallowed back bile. He fought to keep his voice neutral. He didn’t want Sara to think he was mad at her. “How long did it go on?”

“It took four months until my father could borrow enough from other sources to pay off the loan, two months of the performances. It’s funny,” she said, “I thought I’d learned my lesson, that Nir had killed the part of me that responds to a man, and I was safe from passion taking me over. But now I think I was just numb.” Her eyes were shadowed, her mouth downturned. “Whenever Claude kissed me, it made me want to slap him. Why is it so different with you?”

There was no possible way to answer that question—with words.

Lance was reaching for her when a branch cracked, and Julen walked up to the fire. “All the comforts of home. Heat and—well, that’s it, isn’t it?” He took in Lance’s glare and sighed. “Aren’t you finished talking yet? It’s cold, and between the mosquitos and Rhiain, I feel like I’m being eaten alive.”

The sun had set, full dark was upon them, and Lance hadn’t even noticed. His attention had been wound up in Sara. “No,” he gritted out, “we’re not done.”

“Yes, we are,” Sara said brightly. “Sit down and warm yourself.”

Firelight painted one side of her face, and he suddenly realized she looked exhausted. He let her get away with ending their discussion. For tonight.

* * *

The next morning began with an exodus. Lance nodded when Dyl announced the shandies’ departure, unsurprised. “It was good of you to come with us this far.”

Sara had assumed the shandies would accompany them the whole distance to Kandrith’s capital. The thought of going on without them, on foot, daunted her. She cleared her throat. “But will we be safe?”

Dyl inclined his head politely. “We’ve watched your backtrail and have neither seen nor smelled anyone tracking you. I judge you’ve eluded the assassin. I will keep watch for him when I return to Gatetown.”

From the significant look he gave Lance, he meant to guard the Gate against her or Julen’s attempted escape as well.

“My thanks.” Sara laid her head next to Dyl’s great black muzzle. “You are the fastest. It was a privilege to be allowed on your back.”

Lance offered his thanks to Olwydd, who sneered back.

Julen turned his charm on Rhiain. “But must all of you go? I will miss you.” He smiled warmly.

Rhiain wavered. “Perrrhaps…”

“Your mother will be missing you,” Dyl said gently.

Rhiain’s golden eyes flashed, but then her head drooped. “I must go. But perrrhaps we will meet again?” She rubbed her great head against Julen’s side, almost knocking him over.

“I’ll look forward to it,” Julen said gallantly.

Dyl and Rhiain began to run together back toward Gatetown. Olwydd had already departed in a slightly different direction. In moments, the three of them were alone.

The shandies had carried them cross-country through field and forest alike so Sara was relieved to see a path to follow.

They began to walk. A hawk wheeled against the overcast sky.

The hills, which yesterday had seemed starkly beautiful, Sara now realized had been designed by the God of Malice. The backs of her legs soon ached. Sara locked her complaints behind her jaw. Lance had treated her with gentle solicitude this morning, and she would not risk his good opinion by acting like one of the spoiled nobles he hated. Besides, surely she could last until Julen tired and did her complaining for her? Except Julen’s breaths weren’t coming in ragged pants like hers.

And then she made a wonderful discovery. When Lance offered her a hand up a particularly steep section, a small tingle ran through her, and her legs stopped screaming for mercy. “You healed me.” She blinked in wonder.

Lance shrugged. “The benefits of traveling with One who Wears the Brown. I’ll heal Julen next.”


“Oh, I’m sure he’s fine,” Sara said brightly.

Lance’s lips twitched.

They passed exactly one farm that day. Lance stopped to heal an old farmer of the corns on his feet and the farmer’s daughter-in-law fed them bread and cheese, surprisingly fresh and delicious. Julen tried to hire the farmer’s mule and cart, but he shook his head regretfully. “Wish I could help, but I’ll be needing Old Poky to pull stumps tomorrow. Don’t know what we’ll do when he dies. Maybe I’ll turn shandy and take his place!”

Julen looked on the verge of losing his temper, but Sara put a hand on his arm. “We’re in no hurry.” The farther they went, the farther Julen would have to travel to reach the Gate.

By afternoon the next day, she would have paid all her money for the cart and mule. And not because of sore feet and muscles either. Lance caught a fever.









Chapter Twelve



Sara became aware something was wrong when Lance stumbled over one of the exposed tree roots that was providing a stairs of sorts up a particularly steep section of hillside. So far, she and Julen had been doing all the stumbling, but the teasing comment on her lips died when she saw Lance’s face. His cheeks were flushed and his eyes looked glazed. “Lance? Are you well?”

It seemed to take a moment for him to hear her question. “No,” he said heavily. “I have a fever. We should start looking for shelter.” He craned his neck as if expecting to see a house among all the trees.

Sara had no such hopes. “The last house we saw was two hours back.” Or rather, they’d seen smoke rising in the direction of a fork in the trail. She’d wanted, badly, to ask to stop there for the night, but had forborne because it had only been midafternoon. “Should we go back?”

Lance swayed slightly. “Don’t know. You decide.”

This abdication of leadership alarmed Sara even more. She looked to Julen, who’d taken advantage of their pause to sit on a large granite rock.

“I advise going on.”

Sara nodded. “That’s my inclination as well.” She was tired; the idea of covering the same ground twice appalled her.

So they started walking again, much slower. Lance stumbled a second time, and Sara took his hand to steady him. She scanned for a fence or rising smoke. After an hour passed without any sign of human habitation, she began to fear she’d made the wrong decision.

Lance tripped over his own feet and almost pulled Sara down with him. “Time for a break,” she gasped.

Lance shook his head. “Need shelter.” Despite the muggy day, he was shivering.

“He’s right,” Julen said. “We need to press on, before he loses consciousness. Because if he falls down we’ll never get him up again.”

Sara glared at Julen. “Don’t just stand there, help me.”

Julen moved to support Lance’s weight on the other side. Lance plodded gamely on, but from his silence and haggard expression, his fever was worsening.

“So, Lance,” Julen said, “are you the oldest son?”

“Yes,” Lance said.

Sara listened in astonishment while Julen made casual conversation. But after Julen learned that Lance had only one sibling, that he was six years older than Wenda and that he owned no property, Julen segued into the harder questions. “Is that because priests of Loma can’t own property?”

Sara sucked in a breath, ready to reprimand Julen for taking advantage of Lance’s helplessness, but stopped herself in time. This wasn’t about being fair. They needed to know.

“Not a priest,” Lance mumbled.

“Oh? An acolyte then?”

“She’s my Goddess,” Lance said unhelpfully.

Julen grimaced and tried again. “How did she become your goddess?”

Lance stared at him in bleary incomprehension. “She’s the Goddess of Slaves.”

“Loma is the Goddess of Slaves?”

“Yes.” Lance gave an exaggerated nod.

“And Mercy?”


“Yes.”

“What did you sacrifice to gain the ability to heal?”

Sara held her breath as Lance opened his mouth. But then he stopped walking and peered at Julen’s face. “I don’t like you,” Lance said clearly.

After that, he wouldn’t answer any of Julen’s questions. “Buzz, buzz, buzz. You’re like a fly. Shoo.” He waved a hand, almost hitting Julen in the face.

“You ask him,” Julen said in frustration. “Judging by the way he looked at you last night, he likes you well enough.”

Sara snorted. “Likes my body, you mean.”

Julen tilted his head in acknowledgement, but Lance stopped short. “No.”

“No, what?” Sara asked, tugging at his arm.

“I like you,” Lance said earnestly. “Not just your body.”

Sara humored him. “Oh, yes? What else do you like?”

“Your kindness. Your courage. The way you laughed at the waterfall.”

Sara couldn’t speak. She turned her head aside so Julen wouldn’t see the tears that pricked her eyes. It was the nicest thing anyone had ever said to her.

A few minutes later, they had a seeming bit of luck. The worn, dirt path turned into a flag-stoned road wide enough for a cart. Even the streets of Gatetown hadn’t been as well-made, and she’d assumed that Kandrith didn’t have any roads to match those in the Republic.

“Lance? Do you know where we are?”

The use of his name roused Lance from his stupor. “What?”

“We’ve reached a road.” Hope colored Sara’s voice. “We must be close to a town.”

He raised his drooping head, then shook it. “No.”

Disappointment stabbed. “But,” Sara persisted, “no one would pave a road if it didn’t go anywhere. There must be a town.”

Lance shook his head again. “No town. Grief road.”

Sara waited, but Lance lapsed back into silence.

Julen made an exasperated sound. “He’s obviously out of his head from the fever.”

But a few miles later when they crested a hill, the beautiful road ended abruptly at a burned-out shell of a house. Sara shivered. The doorway gaped hungrily, and it lay open to the sky like a cracked egg. All that truly remained were a few charred timbers and one stone wall with a chimney.

Lance pulled free of them and knelt by the side of the road. Two flat stones marked graves. “Sorry, sorry,” he muttered. His cheeks burned with color.

“What happened?” Sara asked softly. “Did you know the people who lived here?”

Lance either ignored her question, or didn’t hear it. “Too late. Too late again.”

Sara frowned, perplexed. The air smelled clean and woodsy with no taint of smoke, and grass grew inside the house. She would have guessed the fire had taken place years ago. The refetti jumped out of her pocket and sniffed around, seemingly fascinated.

Julen eyed the structure. “We could camp here.”

“There’s no roof,” Sara pointed out.

Julen shrugged. “It’s not raining. The stone wall will provide a windbreak. We can cut some pine branches and make a lean-to just as well here as elsewhere.”

Sara eyed the dark gray clouds dubiously. The threat of rain hung in the air. On the other hand, she was tired. Her gaze strayed to Lance, still on his knees. She wasn’t sure they’d be able to get Lance up again and moving. “As you wish.”

But when they urged Lance inside he balked in the soot-blackened doorway. “No!”

Whether it was a matter of fear or ill luck or feverish imaginings, Sara did not know, but Lance wouldn’t budge. “Enough,” she told Julen. “We’ll just have to keep going.”

She regretted the loss of the road bitterly in the next hour. Kandrith seemed insane to her.

At a small rivulet of water they halted to refill their water bags. Lance drank some, but flinched when Sara tried to wipe his face, his body racked with chills.

“Hoofbeats!” Julen cried suddenly. He began waving his arms and yelling. “Ho, there!”


Despite Lance’s assurance that Kandrith lacked bandits, Sara drew her belt knife when a horseman crested the hill on a shaggy black-and-white farmhorse with hooves like dinner plates. They thundered down the hill, throwing clods of dirt, and stopped a dozen paces away.

The rider, a young man with straw-colored hair, flung himself from his mount and left the reins flapping. “Does one of you wear the Brown?” he called.

Dumbfounded, Sara indicated Lance. “How did you know?”

“The Finder pointed the way for me.” The man barely glanced at her. “Healer, my name is Huw. Can you ride? My wife needs you. The baby’s stopped kicking—something’s wrong—you have to come!”

Lance started to stand.

Sara pushed him back down. “You’re not going anywhere. I’m sorry,” she told Huw, “but he’s very ill.”

Although he’d spoken of having a wife, up close Huw had the thin shoulders of a boy. His clothes looked homespun and shabby, and his feet were bare. He stared at her as if she were crazed. “It doesn’t matter if he’s sick. Iorweth and the baby need him now.” He appealed to Julen. “You’ve got to help me get him up on the horse.”

“As it happens, we’re in the market for a horse,” Julen said smoothly. “I can offer you a princely price.” He slung Lance’s arm over his shoulder.

Huw looked confused by the offer. “No.”

Heaving together, they pulled Lance to his feet. He swayed alarmingly. Sara bit her lip to keep from protesting as they all but threw him into the saddle. She wasn’t surprised when Lance promptly vomited on the other side of the mare, making it shy.

“You’re going to fall off and break your neck,” Sara said sharply.

“I’ll keep him on,” Huw said, placing his hands on the horse’s back.

“You’re just going to leave us here?” Sara blurted out in dismay.

“No. That won’t work.” Lance’s face was gray, but he seemed more clear-headed. “Sara, you come with me.”

“But my wife—”

“Sara’s the Child of Peace. Has to come. Does the horse know the way?”

“Yes, but…”

Lance overruled him. “Julen, put Sara up in front of me.”

Huw protested, but Julen boosted her up. The farmhorse seemed twice as wide as any other animal Sara had ever ridden. The refetti squirmed a little, peeking his nose out of her pocket, but had curled up again by that time she picked up the reins.

“Wait. Shouldn’t I be behind you to steady your balance?” Sara asked.

“No. If I fall, I’d just drag you down with me. Don’t let me drift off. Slap me if you have to.” Lance shook his head, as if fighting to clear it. “How far?” he asked Huw.

“Four miles, up and down all the way. It’ll take us two hours to walk it.” Lines scored Huw’s forehead, but he slapped the mare’s flanks. “Giddyap!”

The farmhorse snorted, clearly unused to such treatment, but deigned to break into a trot. The stride jarred Sara’s teeth. Riding Dyl had spoiled her.

Fearing that the trotting would bother Lance’s stomach, Sara urged the mare to break into a canter. A single drop of rain fell on her hand, a warning.

The woods began to grow more thickly, sycamores reaching out to join twiggy hands over the path. The horse bore them up and down endless hills as the sun sank in the west.

Although their horse bore a double load, the mare was still running well when twilight fell. The way ahead became a shifting mass of shadows. A dangerous mass that could conceal downed logs or false forks in the trail.

“We should slow down.” Sara pulled back on the reins.

“No.” Lance paused to swallow. “A woman’s life is at stake. I won’t be late again and see another Grief Road built, I won’t.”

“What is a grief road?” Sara asked, as they pounded down another hill. Branches whipped at her arms. An owl hooted somewhere to the left. She felt more drops of rain.

“An excuse for suicide,” Lance said harshly.


“I don’t understand.”

Lance’s explanation came between jolting strides. “If someone’s family dies the survivor often gives his Lifegift to build a road. Cursed, stupid custom. It lets the mourner feel he’s done something worthwhile. What he’s really doing is committing suicide.”

“Lifegift?” Sara asked. “What’s that?” She held her breath, hoping this time he would answer even while she felt guilty about taking advantage of his illness.

“You give your life—” Lance started to say, but just then lightning flickered across the sky. A low rumble of thunder announced the rain. No longer scattered droplets, but torrents.

Sara put up the hood of her coak and held it together, but within moments their clothes were soaked through. The path turned to mud and small rivulets began to snake down the hill, turning the footing treacherous.

Thunder cracked; a rabbit bounded across the path practically under their horse’s hooves. The mare broke stride to avoid it—and stepped in an animal burrow.

Sara heard the cannon bone break.

Everything seemed to slow as the horse staggered. Sara pitched forward, cursing. Lance’s weight slammed into her and they all three started to fall—

And then the miracle happened. Lance’s hands glowed red where they rested on the horse’s neck, channeling heat and magic. The Goddess song rang in Sara’s head, a higher tone this time, like the clear note of a bell.

And the mare recovered her footing. Put weight on both front legs and a moment later was trotting again as if the bone had never broken in the first place.

Sara hardly dared breathe. Had she been mistaken? Had the horse only stumbled? But no. She’d heard the snap, felt the plunge.

After what Lance had done to heal Felicia, Sara had thought she was starting to understand Kandrithan magic, but this took her breath away all over again.

Abruptly, she realized that Lance’s presence on the mare’s back was healing her tired muscles, as he had healed Sara’s fatigue yesterday. Sara blinked. No, as he was healing her now. Her thighs should be aching.

Behind her, Lance was silent. He swayed, and she had to call his name sharply and jog his elbow to keep him in the saddle.

Five minutes later, their destination came into view, a small stone house with a thatched roof on the edge of a small hamlet. It shone in the dark, bright with lantern-light, while the rest of the village slept.

* * *

Lance tried to dismount and fell instead. The horse was too tired to shy. He heard Sara croon to it as she led it into its stall. Bile splashed his throat, but long practice kept it down. Willpower got his legs back under him and took him the few steps from the barn to the house.

Some of those who wore the Brown lived in towns and had patients brought to them when they themselves were sick, but Lance had always thought that wrong. A healer should go to those who needed him.

“Huw?” a woman said anxiously.

Lance ducked his head under the doorframe and saw that the house contained only a single room, a fireplace and a table on one side, a bed on the other.

A pregnant woman in a nightgown lay on the straw-stuffed mattress, her black hair in sweaty tangles across her pillow. She was close to term, about eight months along, Lance estimated. Her illness was obvious, no guesswork needed. He’d seen such before, a time or three. Her hands and feet were hugely swollen, and bloating distorted her face. Her eyes were closed.

A middle-aged woman wearing a red vest looked at him with vast relief. “Praise the Goddess, Huw found a healer! I thought I was ready, but, I couldn’t—” She looked ashamed.

“It’s all right,” Lance told her. Some sacrifices were harder than others. “How’s she doing?” He nodded at the pregnant woman.

“She’s in a bad way. She had some convulsions around sunset, and I haven’t been able to wake her since.”


Lance went straight to the bed and knelt down by Iorweth. He placed his hands on her and prayed. He could—and had—healed in his sleep, but he’d always thought it more polite to ask the Goddess for her blessing.

As always She gave it with abundance. Little healing brought only a shadow of Her, here and then gone. This woman and her baby were gravely ill, close to death. Lance felt the Goddess inhabit him. Humming filled his ears. Her gentle hands pressed down over his—

—and the grotesque swelling under Iorweth’s skin receded. Her cheeks flushed with new health. She looked younger, the same age as her husband. Young and pretty.

Her eyes opened on a gasp.

“You’re going to be fine,” Lance told her. His voice rasped. “I wear the Brown.”

Iorweth smiled tremulously, as the last of the extra fluid drained from under her skin. “Oh, that’s much better. Thank you.” Then worry stole over her face. “The babe?” She put her hands on her belly.

Lance was there before her, cupping the taut surface. “Goddess,” he prayed again. She hadn’t left him, only stepped back a little. She came forward, and the red glow of Her healing filled the room.

Iorweth’s stomach bulged suddenly. “He kicked!” she said excitedly. “He hasn’t done that in days.”

The Goddess left Lance. It was like losing the warmth of the summer sun and being plunged into cold gray quicksand. Lance swayed with Her passing, his own weakness surging back, sucking at him. He had just enough time and sense to sit down before he fell down.

* * *

Sara shifted from one foot to the other, impatient. The two women were hugging and talking and laughing. Sara was glad the woman and her baby were better, but couldn’t either of them see that Lance was about to pass out?

She cleared her throat.

“Who are you? Where’s Huw?” the mother-to-be looked confused.

“I’m Sara. Your husband’s on his way,” Sara explained impatiently. “Lance needs a bed. Now.”

The cottage only had the one bed. Sara lifted her brows at the older woman. The woman looked to be in her forties, her unbound brown hair streaked with white. She looked kindly, and more importantly, capable.

The woman turned and spoke to Lance. “I am the Widow Valda. You and your companion may stay with me. It’s the least I can do. Iorweth, you’ll be all right now?”

The pregnant woman nodded.

Valda’s house proved to be next door. It was just as plainly furnished as Huw and Iorweth’s place, but it had two rooms instead of one and a plenitude of braided red and pink rugs. Onion and garlic bulbs and other bundles of kitchen seasonings hung from the ceiling and spiced the air, but the walls were bare save for an iron key hanging over the mantel.

The second room was a small bedroom, an obvious add-on to the rest of the house. Sara guessed it dated from the time when the widow had both husband and children. A gray blanket provided the only door and a straw mattress lay on the floor. Lance made it there by leaning heavily on Valda and Sara, then collapsed, face-first.

Valda set her lantern down on a corner shelf and removed her wet cloak.

Sara copied her, hanging her cloak on a hook by the door. Her refetti took the opportunity to poke his nose out of her pocket and explore.

“What’s that?” Valda asked, eyeing the rodent with disfavor. She stripped off the red vest she was wearing and threw it violently into a corner.

“My pet.”

Valda shook her head, but said no more about it, approaching Lance. “Help me roll him over.”

Sara put one hand on Lance’s hip and the other on his thigh—even through the cloth she could feel muscle. He was so heavy it took them two tries to flip him over onto his back.

“Now those wet clothes need to come off.” Valda undid Lance’s vest and wrestled off his shirt. Nor did she stop there, moving on to his trousers. Face flaming, Sara averted her gaze. Valda snorted in amusement, but covered up his lower body with a blanket.


“Do you have any more blankets?” Sara asked.

“Yes, but he don’t need them.” Valda took Sara’s hand and laid it on his chest.

Sara drew back in shock. Already the fever heat was building in his muscles, burning off the chill.

Valda bustled out of the room, the curtain swinging closed behind her. Sara sat down heavily, too tired to care that there were no chairs, only a dirt floor.

Valda returned within moments. “Here.” She handed a pan of water and a rag to Sara, who accepted them unthinkingly then didn’t know what to do. Valda made a small noise in the back of her throat. “It’s for his fever. Wipe his skin, see?” She dipped the rag in the pan then swiped it across Lance’s face. He didn’t even blink. “Cool him down while I warm up some broth, hey? Do all of him you can reach. Don’t worry about the bedding.”

It sounded easy enough. Sara bathed Lance’s face with the cool water, first his wide forehead, then his cheeks, then his neck. His beard brushed her fingers giving her pleasurable frisson. She was very aware of how strong his face was, even asleep, how male.

She’d moved onto his shoulders when Valda finished feeding up the fire and poked her head into the bedroom. “Do you have a change of clothes with you?”

Sara shook her head. Her bag had been left behind in the rush. She spared a brief thought for Julen, left with the luggage in the rain. He was not going to be happy.

“Thought so,” Valda said. “You can wear this.” She pulled out a voluminous white nightgown.

It was faded and worn, and Sara accepted it with gratitude. She slipped back into the main room and changed in front of the fire. Her arms felt chilled, but even the lure of warm flames couldn’t keep her away from Lance for long. She returned to the small bedroom.

“He’s a strong one, hey,” Valda remarked, nodding at Lance’s muscled chest as she got back to her feet. “Lots of those who wear the Brown don’t take care of themselves—spend all their time drinking—but he looks pretty fit,” she said critically. “He must have worked a forge when he was enslaved.” She left.

“Did you?” Sara asked softly, even though she knew Lance couldn’t hear her. She desperately wanted to know more about his time in chains, but hadn’t dared ask. His muscles looked different than the ones legionnaires got from their sword work.

The fever heat Lance gave off was a bad sign, yet it felt wonderful to touch, as if he could warm all the cold places inside her.

Her wipes had slowed into something perilously close to caresses when Valda reappeared with the promised broth. Sara pulled back, startled, but Valda seemed to notice nothing amiss. She’d brought two bowls and gave one to Sara. “Eat, while I feed him.”

Sara dipped her spoon in the golden broth, feeling oddly jealous as Valda efficiently stuffed two pillows under Lance’s head and shoulders, propping him up. Sara wanted to feed Lance, to be the one sitting there when he finally opened his eyes—which was silly.

“Wake up,” Valda said firmly. “You need to eat.”

Lance’s eyes fluttered open, unfocused, then closed again, but he obediently opened his mouth and took a little broth.

Sara tried a spoonful and found it surprisingly delicious. She applied herself and soon scraped the bottom of the bowl.

Lance drifted back off to sleep after only a few mouthfuls. His forehead puckered when Valda shook him, but he refused to wake.

“You sleep now too,” Valda said to Sara, in her brusque way. “I’ll bathe him for awhile, then wake you.”

Sara found a blanket and lay down on a braided rug in front of the fireplace. She had to position herself awkwardly to keep all of her on the rug and off the cold ground. She’d just decided that she couldn’t possibly sleep, when she dropped off.

Moans woke her. The curtain had been hooked back out of the way on a peg, and she could see straight into the small bedroom. Lance groaned and thrashed his head. In the uneven splash of candlelight, his skin looked flushed with heat.

“He’s delirious,” Valda said grimly when Sara got up. “The cloths aren’t helping. This fever’s a bad one. Pray to the Goddess he doesn’t die.”


“Isn’t there anything else we can do?” Sara asked, heart in her throat.

Valda huffed a short laugh. “I have medicines.” She pointed at some herbs hanging from the rafters above her kitchen table. “For anybody else, I would just crumble two lowal leaves in some hot tea. It brings fever down, quick. But not him.”

“Why not?” Sara asked, angry. Was Valda denying Lance the medicines because he was a stranger? “I can pay—”

Valda’s upraised hand cut her off. “Money does no good. Medicines do not work for One who Wears the Brown. He’ll just have to fight it out.”

Sara could have screamed. “Can’t we try the lowal leaves? Maybe they’ll work this time.” She remembered Felicia having a lowal infusion once; it had worked on her.

But Valda just shook her head sadly and got up. “The rain’s stopped. Bathe him while I visit the privy.”

“No. You have to—” Sara stopped dumbfounded as Valda walked away from the argument. Then came hot fury. How dared she? Didn’t she know who Sara was? She opened her mouth to order the woman to come back and explain herself—then shut it. She felt as if she’d had a bucket of cold water dumped over her head. Because, of course, Valda didn’t know she was Lady Sarathena Remillus or the Child of Peace. She might not even know Sara was a Republican. After all, Sara was dressed like a Kandrithan woman, and there were many cuorelles with skin as brown as her own.

Valda was her host, not her servant, not her slave.

Sara had always tried to treat cuores with respect, asking not ordering, but apparently it had all been a sham because if Sara had had power over Valda, she would have threatened the other woman to make her help Lance.

No wonder Felicia left me. I would have ordered her without even knowing it. The realization tasted bitter.

“Wenda!” Lance shouted, in the grip of some fever dream. “Madam Lust, don’t!”

Sara touched his forehead, and they both flinched away. It was like touching a coal. The fever was too high. Lance wasn’t going to make it until morning, strong blacksmith’s body or not.

A hot ball of panic formed under Sara’s breastbone. She stood up. She was not going to sit here, helpless, as she had when her mother died. She plucked two dried leaves off the hanging lowal herbs Valda had indicated and hurried to the fireplace where a cauldron of broth simmered over some embers. Lacking tea, Sara scooped some soup into a bowl and quickly crumpled the leaves into it. They wanted to float on the top like green scum, but she forced them down with a spoon.

Then back to the bedroom and Lance. She propped his head up with pillows as Valda had done. “Lance, you need to wake up.” She shook his shoulder urgently.

He flailed his hands, but didn’t wake.

Valda would be back soon. “Wake up!” She slapped his face. His eyes opened in befuddlement, and she shoved a spoonful of soup between his lips. Most dribbled out, but a little got in. “Come on, Lance, stay with me.”

He groaned, eyes closing again.

Sara wiped tears from her eyes and ruthlessly slapped him again. She got another half spoonful down, but after that he turned his head away.

“You have to!” Sara raged at him. “It’s medicine. You need it.” You’ll die. The words were locked in her throat.

Miraculously, Lance heard her through the fever. He opened his eyes. “Sara,” he rasped.

A wave of relief swept her, but all she said was, “Open your mouth.”

He pawed feebly at her wrist. “No. No medicine. Wenda will die.”

“What?”

But his eyes were closing. His head sagged back onto the pillows. “They’ll all die, every one. No sacrifice. Can’t, can’t…” He lapsed back into unconsciousness.

The words made no sense. Sara told herself they were just delirium, unimportant.


If she held his nose and poured the lowal herbs down his throat, she calculated that he’d swallow enough of it to help. But— What if there was some real reason that Lance shouldn’t have the medicine?

Should she respect his wishes?

Sara narrowed her eyes. She was not going to let Lance die. She didn’t care if his words were true—what was Wenda’s life to her? If Wenda loved her brother, she might want Sara to give him the medicine and save his life.

But the rationalization felt hollow, and she didn’t try to give him any more medicine. Instead, she waited.

A few moments later, she heard the outer door creak open. A draught of cold, wet air touched her face as Valda appeared in the doorway carrying a lantern.

Sara opened her mouth to begin the argument anew, but just then the somewhat mangled bundle of lowal herbs fell at Valda’s feet.

“You didn’t!” Instead of looking angry, as Sara would have expected, Valda’s eyes rounded with horror.

Although unsettled by the woman’s out-of-proportion reaction, Sara seized on the chance to wring some information from her. She held up the soup threateningly. “He’s only had a spoonful, but I’ll pour it all down his throat unless you give me a good reason not to, right now.”

Valda blinked.

“Speak! Why can’t those who wear the Brown have medicines?”

“Because,” Valda wet her lips, “because it will undo his sacrifice.” She set down the lamp.

“Do you mean the thing—” Pig? Lamb? Pet lamb? “—Lance sacrificed will come back to life?” It didn’t seem like much of a reason to Sara. Unless Lance had sacrificed a man—perhaps, a very bad man, who’d deserved to die— Sara’s jumbled thoughts ground to a halt.

Valda hadn’t replied. She looked confused.

Sara tried again. “He said Wenda would die. His sister.”

“Likely.” Valda nodded.

“Why?” Sara’s voice rose perilously close to a scream. “Explain it to me.” She held Lance’s nose closed and pressed the rim of the bowl to his lips.

“Usually, those who wear the Brown make their sacrifice when someone they love is dying,” Valda said. “If you use the medicine, his sister—and Iorweth and everyone else he’s saved from death—will die. I assume you haven’t been in Kandrith long, since you don’t know our ways, but I promise you he’ll not thank you for healing him.” Valda held out her hand, her mien that of a stern mother talking to a child. “Now give me the bowl.”

Sara hesitated, but Lance moaned again, and she hardened her heart. “If he hates me, so be it.” At least this way he’d be alive.

Besides, it didn’t make sense. Sara had trouble believing the Goddess of Mercy would kill Wenda just because Lance had a little medicine to save his own life. Valda must be wrong. Sara started to tip the bowl.

“If you do this, you spit on his sacrifice.” Valda’s voice was low with passion. “He’ll have endured all these years for nothing.” She took half a step forward as if preparing to rush Sara.

Sara frowned and moved the bowl slightly away. “Endured what?”

“This!” Valda waved a hand, indicating Lance’s feverish body. He groaned again, delirious, and almost spilled the broth. “Do you think this is the first time he’s gotten sick? He could have taken medicines any one of those times and he chose not to. His choice. His sacrifice.”

The Goddess has no need for jewelry, Lance had told her. A necklace costs you, personally, nothing and therefore has no value to the Goddess.

“What, exactly, did he sacrifice?” Sara asked softly.

“Do you not even know the Rule of Paradox?” Valda asked irritably. “He’s a healer. He sacrificed his health, of course.”

Of course.


“It’s one of the hardest sacrifices, I know of,” Valda said. “You can get used to being blind, to losing a sense, but to choose, every day for the rest of your life, to be sick…” She shook her head. “I likely only have two decades left to me, and I couldn’t do it. I’m fond of Iorweth, but two years ago I broke my hip and was in constant pain for a month until I was healed.. I couldn’t face the thought of having that pain again. But he does, every day.” She nodded at Lance. “He’s the bravest man you’ll ever meet.”

Sara looked at the bowl in her hands and felt sick at what she’d almost done. She deliberately poured the medicine out onto the ground, making a small wet patch in the dirt. “I’m sorry,” she told Valda. “I didn’t understand. Here, it’s my turn.” She picked up the wet rag and starting washing Lance down.









Chapter Thirteen



In the black hours of the night, Lance woke. He was dimly aware that he was in a bad way. The fever was taking a steep toll on his body, and he could sense the line separating life from death hovering before him like a thin veil.

He didn’t fear death. He knew the Goddess would welcome him to the other side and that once his body failed the pain would end—a peaceful thought.

Lance had come close to dying before and had always pulled himself back from the brink with grim determination, but this time, when the Goddess held out Her hand and offered to end his suffering, it was easier to turn away. Because someone already held his hand and wept over him.

Lance fought his way back up to consciousness and saw Sara sitting at his bedside. “Don’t cry,” he croaked. He wanted to say more, to tell her what it meant to have her there with him, but his throat was too dry. He squeezed her hand.

Exhausted, he closed his eyes again.

* * *

“Lance!” Sara shook his shoulder. He’d been with her for a moment, but now he’d sunk back down into unconsciousness, perhaps never to wake again. “Lance!”

Valda hurried over, then smiled. “Ah, good. I think his fever’s finally breaking.”

The horrible tension inside Sara eased as she saw the sweat slicking his skin. He’d lived through another crisis, hopefully the last.

“Time to change the bedding,” Valda said practically.

Sara helped roll Lance onto his side so that the damp sheets could be eased out and replaced with fresh ones.

By then Sara was swaying on her feet. “You rest.” Valda pushed her down on the rug. “Poor thing,” she heard Valda murmur as her eyes closed, “it’s not easy to love One who Wears the Brown.”

Sara couldn’t possibly love Lance. She wasn’t that stupid, but she fell asleep before she could tell Valda so.

When she woke, a bar of sunlight lay on the floor near her head. Anxious, she rose and checked on Lance. He was sleeping, and his forehead felt only warm. Perhaps a low fever, she judged. Nothing dangerous. An almost-empty bowl sat beside his bed; Valda must have fed him while Sara slept.

Freed from responsibility, Sara lay back down and closed her eyes again. A scratching noise prevented her from drifting back to sleep. Her refetti crouched in the corner, clawing at Lance’s bag.

“Does something in there smell good?” she asked the refetti. All she could see was the corner of the carved Qiph box peeking out. She knotted the drawstring and picked up the refetti. “Leave it alone.”

The refetti hung his head at her scolding. She brought the empty bowl over to her pet for him to lick clean, then froze in sudden realization.

Lance’s bag had been left behind with Julen. Huw and Julen must have arrived.

She ought to have felt relieved that Julen wasn’t lost, but instead she felt almost panicked.

Last night she’d learned the Rule of Paradox, the key to Kandrithan magic. She ought to send Julen straight back to her father with the information—possibly even flee with him herself while Lance was too sick to stop her.


Of course, Valda’s ignorance of her identity and Lance’s illness gave her the perfect opportunity to discover even more about slave magic. She still had a lot of unanswered questions.

Only, that was a rationalization. She couldn’t bear the thought of leaving Lance while he was so ill.

She knew that was wrong. Her loyalty belonged to her father, her country, to her brother Sylvanus. But the thought of leaving paralyzed her.

Her bodily needs eventually drove her outside. Once she’d attended to them, she hesitated on the privy path.

Sunlight lay on her skin in a warm caress, and a breeze ruffled her hair. She found herself breathing in deep lungfuls of clean air then turning in the other direction.

Valda was pegging laundry by the side of the house, within earshot if Lance called. Sara slipped past her and set off down the dusty lane. A walk would blow the cobwebs from her mind.

Daylight revealed that the village was tiny and poor. Sara counted twelve houses in it; homely cottages with thatched roofs. Most, like Valda’s, were neatly kept, but some were noticeably crooked, as if built by unskilled hands.

Sara could identify only one, or possibly two, places of business. The sound of a hammer striking metal rang from a forge. A three-foot-long key hung over the entrance—evidence of the blacksmith’s skill, perhaps? Except neither Valda’s nor Huw’s house had a lock on the door. Harder to identify was the house with a white banner nailed to the door. What did it signify?

There was no market, no temple—not even one to Loma—no tavern, no inn.

Shading her eyes, Sara looked out across the flat-bottomed valley the village sheltered in. Sheep dotted a pasture like puffs of cloud, and several fields away she saw a group of men haying.

She had just reached the end of the village’s dusty main street when Julen came out of one of the houses.

Sara spun on her heel and hurried around the side of the nearest building. She put her back to a wall and waited tensely for Julen to call her name, but he must not have seen her.

She wasn’t ready to talk to him yet so she circled behind the row of houses. Instead of another street, she found a sluggish, brown creek lined with willows. Large backyards butted against the creek’s banks. Every yard had chickens, but only two had pig pens and one a tethered goat. On the other side of the creek were vegetable gardens.

Everything had seemed so clear when her father explained it in Temborium. The King of Slaves had attacked their country with strange and terrible dark magic and she had to find a way to counter it before he attacked again.

But slave magic, though powerful, seemed terrible only to the person making the sacrifice. So far she had seen no indication that Kandrith was linked to the massacre on Lord Favonius’s estate, whereas the Qiph were clearly involved.

She hadn’t met the King yet, but she had trouble believing Lance’s father could be evil.

As she wrestled with the problem, she happened upon a group of six girls, ranging in age from about four to thirteen, skipping rope with braided twine.

Intent on their game, they did not see her. Each girl wore a different colored dress, and the verses of their rhyme matched their colors. Sara watched, charmed.

A tall, dark-haired girl was first.

“Rowena’s the girl all dressed in red, if it wasn’t glued on she’d lose her head. Red is the color of…”

“Heart’s blood!” shouted Rowena.

Sara fingered her own red dress and thought critically that the washed-out color verged on pink, not at all like blood.

Rowena jumped out, and another girl jumped in. This one wore yellow to match her blond pigtails. They sang a different verse, ending with, “Yellow is the color of…”

“The Beast’s stare!” shouted the girl.


The banner nailed to Shandy house had been yellow. Sara kept listening on the fringes of the willows as they named green the color of the Budding Leaf, gray as Tomorrow, White as Truth and Brown as Mercy.

Then one of the younger girls, a red-headed moppet in green, suddenly spotted Sara and dropped her end of the rope. She pointed.

Sara smiled and walked up to them. “Hello.”

The little girls fell silent.

They must not see many strangers here. Sara made an effort to be friendly. “I enjoyed your song, but I was wondering something.”

Before she could ask what orange stood for, Rowena, the oldest girl, suddenly stepped forward, her wide mouth working as if with fear. She pointed a finger almost in Sara’s face. “Look at her eyes!” she said harshly. “Blue for devil pride. She’s one of them.”

“What—” Sara started.

The red-headed little girl ran shrieking in terror and was quickly followed by the others in a stampede, scattering to their separate houses. One of them knocked over a blond boy, who was barely old enough to walk. He immediately set up a horrendous howl as he sat in the dirt, tears streaming down his cheeks. His noise in turn set off the barnyard fowl. They flapped their wings and added to the cacophony.

Sara didn’t have the slightest idea what had just happened. Her stomach flipped, but she ignored it, focusing on the boy. Was he hurt? Should she get Lance?

“Kieron! You get away from her!” Rowena yelled.

The little boy kept crying and waved pudgy fists in the air.

Rowena came closer, within five feet of Sara, body shaking. Though tall, she had almost no bosom and was so bony her wrists looked mannishly big. “Kieron, I said come here.”

Sara listened in disbelief. Why didn’t the girl pick her little brother up? “I don’t see any blood,” Sara said coolly. “He was likely more startled than hurt.” She moved closer.

“No!” Rowena yelled, almost sobbing. “Get away from him! Devil pride! Devil pride!” She stooped, picked up a lump of dirt and threw it at Sara.

It hit Sara’s arm, leaving a streak on the sleeve. “Stop that right now,” Sara ordered tightly.

Rowena skipped back a couple of paces, then snatched up some stones and threw them in quick succession. One hit Sara’s chin, drawing blood, the other stung her elbow. “Get!” she yelled, as if Sara were a stray dog.

Murder swelled in Sara’s heart. She’d teach the little brat not to attack strangers! But adults began to spill out of the houses: an older man with a limp, a grandmother holding a half-plucked chicken and the woman who was probably Rowena and Kieron’s mother. They all had the same frightened but determined look on their face.

A dog two yards over got to its feet and began to bark.

It was all too much, too strange; Sara hastily raised her hands. “I’m going!” She headed toward the the third house from the end where she could see sheets flapping in the breeze.

“That’s right, go!” Rowena yelled, elated.

Sara was almost there when a final stone cracked into her forehead.

She staggered. Instinct kept her going. Five more steps. There, safe.

Once sheltered by the wall she bent over, feeling shaky and scared, close to tears. She touched her forehead and flinched from the swelling bump she found there.

What had just happened? She’d done nothing to warrant Rowena’s attack or make the villagers fear her.

Valda hadn’t guessed that she was from the Republic, but Rowena had known instantly—and hated her.

Her forehead hurt, and her chin was bleeding. Reluctantly, Sara dragged herself inside.

She still didn’t see Valda, but the gray curtain was tacked back. Lance was awake, half-propped up by pillows and looking very weak. Julen sat beside him on a kitchen stool.

Both of them exclaimed when they saw her.

“You’re hurt,” Lance said. “Come here and let me heal you.” He reached out, but Sara ignored him. She wasn’t going to risk him having a relapse for a goose egg.


“What happened to you?” Julen demanded, ushering her to sit on his stool.

“I—” Sara had to stop and swallow. “A girl threw stones at me.”

“Why?” Julen frowned.

“I don’t know. She just—” Sara took a deep breath and told the whole story. “Why were they frightened?” she beseeched Lance. Her head ached abominably. “Why does everyone hate me?”

“They don’t hate you,” Lance said strongly. “They’re just afraid. Don’t you remember what happened in Gatetown?”

“Gatetown?” Sara remembered the man who’d stepped on her dress and the insults from the crowd. “But I’m wearing a Kandrithan dress now.” Her head felt muzzy, and she couldn’t seem to think properly. “I don’t understand.”

“Your dress may be red, but there is a superstition in Kandrith that the eyes mirror the soul.” Lance paused, then continued gently, “Your eyes are blue, Sara.”

She frowned at him. Most Temborians had blue eyes, just as Elysinians had green, and Gotians brown eyes.

“I’ve met enough Republicans to know not all so marked are blue servants, but most Kandrithans do not. I know you’re not evil, Sara.” He patted her hand.

Sara pulled back. “Evil? What are you talking about?”

Lance looked surprised—and troubled. “I know blue is no longer shunned in your country, but you must know what it stands for.”

Sara shook her head.

“Must we?” Julen snorted. He, of course, had green eyes. “We have no idea what superstition you’re prattling on about, and neither do we care. Lady Sarathena has been viciously assaulted, and I demand that this girl be arrested.”

Lance cursed. “I’m sorry, Sara. After what happened in Gatetown, I should have made certain you understood. The color blue is shunned in Kandrith because of blue devils.”

Rowena had said something about “devil pride”, but Sara still didn’t understand. “What are blue devils?”

Lance sighed. “Blue devils are men who have knowingly or unknowingly sacrificed their souls to the Dark God for power.”

“Of course.” Julen smirked cynically. “The talk is always of souls when demons enter the tale.”

“Not demons, bodiless blue devils.” Lance sagged back against the pillows as if the conversation had exhausted him.

“Why blue? Wouldn’t black be a more appropriate color?” Julen mocked.

“Blue devils are blue because they’re blue.” Lance closed his eyes.

“Blue-skinned men? How…interesting.”

Sara didn’t find Julen funny. “He means blue eyes.”

“No,” Lance said without opening his eyes. “Blue servants—men who serve the devils—are said to have blue eyes. Blue devils are blue. The Watchers say so. The devils are why we have the Watcher and the Guardian at the Gate. The Dark God is jealous of the Goddess, and he hates Kandrith for nearly all of us here pray to Loma. The Watcher keeps the blue devils out.”

Sara studied Lance closely. He must be exhausted; he was starting to ramble.

“If they’re bodiless, why do they need a Gate? Why can’t they fly over the mountains?” Julen asked, in the tones of one poking holes in a story.

Lance smiled faintly, still with his eyes closed. “Asked my father that once. He said…the Dark God offended the God of Air once…killed His wife, or told Him she’d betrayed Him so that the God of Air killed her Himself…forget which. If the blue devils try to go over…God of Air…destroys…them…” Lance nodded off.

“He was lucid when I first came in,” Julen said. “I wonder at what point he became delirious?”

Sara shook her head. “No, what he said fits.” She struggled to make sense of what she’d learned. Lance had sacrificed his good health for the ability to heal. The Watcher had been blind. Obviously, he’d sacrificed his sight—to see blue devils instead?

“He told you the truth,” Valda said scornfully.


Sara looked up; she hadn’t noticed the other woman come in. “I’m not a blue servant, but I’m the Republican Child of Peace and have blue eyes,” Sara told her directly. “Do you wish me to leave your household?” Not that she had anywhere else to go, but Sara would sleep outside rather than stay where she was despised.

Valda sniffed. “As if a blue servant would have stayed up half the night tending an invalid!”

Julen’s eyebrows shot up at this piece of information.

“As for your blue eyes…I never did hold to that notion,” Valda said. “I’ve a grandson with blue eyes, precious little mite. It’s not his fault his father was a rapist, and I’ll spit in the face of anyone who says different.” Valda’s black eyebrows drew together in a fierce line. “I’ll have a talk with Rowena’s folk. I’ll let it be known you’re the Child of Peace and have been judged by the Watcher. I’ll remind them that the Blue Purges are no more, by word of the Kandrith.”

Sara got a sudden sick feeling. “Blue Purges?”

“Used to be,” Valda said sadly, “any child born with blue eyes was abandoned across the border or killed outright.”

* * *

“I’ve decided to send you back to the Republic,” Sara said abruptly. She and Julen were in Valda’s small backyard sitting beneath a large pear tree. At first, Sara assumed that Valda’s late husband had built the bench circling the trunk, but then she noticed that it grew straight out of the trunk—magic again. In any case, it made a secluded and shady place to sit in the afternoon heat. Her refetti hunted through the grass at her feet.

Julen’s whole body seemed to seize—with hope? Then he smiled with thick charm. “The lady teases me. I am, of course, your humble servant, here to obey your every whim, but how could I leave your glorious presence? The dilemma is too cruel.”

Sara scowled at this sudden return of court gallantry. “What do you mean?”

“Even if we’d discovered the secret of slave magic, I can’t leave. You need me here—this morning’s stoning proves that,” Julen said bitterly.

Sara stared at him in surprise. She would have thought Julen would leap at the chance to go home, no matter what her status. “I’ll be fine. I’ll just stay closer to Lance in the future.”

From the expression on Julen’s face, he thought she’d already become too close to Lance.

Sara refused to blush. “No arguing.” She took a deep breath. “And as for the other, I learned the secret of Kandrithan magic last night.” She laid out the bare bones of the Rule of Paradox. “A Kandrithan prays to Loma for magic. In return the Goddess of Mercy asks that he or she sacrifice something of equal—and similar—value to what is gained.” She cited Lance and the Watcher as examples.

“God of Small Favors,” Julen swore. “I should have seen it! Do you remember Lord Giles’s riddle?”

Sara shook her head, perplexed.

“How does a slave learn to see better? He blinds himself.” Julen then altered it slightly. “How does a Kandrithan gain the ability to heal? He gets sick.” He started to pace. “There could be dozens of different powers, depending on what the sacrifice is.”

“Yes,” Sara agreed, “but the Rule of Paradox is the key. It’s vital that you get that information to my father.” No matter who’d caused the massacre, Qiph or Kandrithan or some unknown third party, magic would be needed to fight it. “I’ll tell Lance I quarreled with you. With luck, he won’t find out you’ve left town until he’s back on his feet.”

“You’re forgetting something,” Julen said.

“My letter of praise, recommending you be granted a title?” Sara asked. “I haven’t forgotten. If you’ll lend me ink and paper, I’ll write it now. But in return I’d like to ask a favor of you.”

Caution clouded Julen’s eyes. “I’ll be happy to tell your father you were of assistance, but—”

“It’s not that.” Sara brushed away such petty concerns. She couldn’t remember why she’d cared who got credit for the discovery. “I want you to tell my father that I do not believe the Kandrithans are responsible for the massacre at Lord Favonius’s.”

“I will relay your opinion,” Julen said, bowing smoothly.

Was he humoring her? “I cannot see the Goddess of Mercy allowing a massacre,” Sara said sharply. “And we’ve already had proof that the Qiph are involved.”


Julen shook his head. “We don’t have enough information to come to a conclusion. Yes, it might be the Qiph, and it’s true Loma would not allow such a slaughter, but is the Goddess of Mercy the only one Kandrithans sacrifice to?”

Sara stubbornly shook her head. “Her fountain is the only shrine we’ve seen and Lance calls her the Goddess of Slaves.”

“Then perhaps all those massacred had blue eyes,” Julen said.

Sara winced and didn’t argue anymore.

Julen waited a beat, then cleared his throat. “Lance will be off his feet for days. You could come with me back to Temboria and convince your father yourself.”

“No,” Sara said, with a calm she didn’t feel. “I’m the Child of Peace. Leaving is tantamount to a declaration of war. They’ll move heaven and earth to stop me from crossing the border. You’ll be safer going alone.” She frowned. “You’ll avoid Dyl?”

“Child’s play,” Julen assured her. “The Gate is designed to keep people from getting in, not out.”

“Then…I suppose this is goodbye,” Sara said, surprised to find herself a little regretful. Julen had been a thorn in her side at times, but he was also her last link to the Republic.

Julen bowed over her hand. “I’ll leave as soon as I can procure a horse.” A gleam lit his eyes.

Sara prudently didn’t inquire as to his planned methods.

* * *

Lance finally woke again in late afternoon. After he’d had a little bread and broth, he sagged back against the cushions, but, to Sara’s relief, showed no inclination to drop back off to sleep.

If his wan face was any indication, he felt miserably sick and weak, but as usual he didn’t complain.

“How long before you get well?” Sara asked. How long before the Goddess stops punishing you? But she couldn’t ask that outright without betraying that she’d learned the secret.

“If you mean the fever, it should pass in another day or two,” Lance evaded.

Feeling helpless, Sara cleared her throat. “Is there anything I can get you?”

He seemed to understand, his face was full of compassion. “There’s nothing you can do, Sara.”

Yet she couldn’t bear to just walk away and leave him to suffer. “What would Wenda do if she were here? Or your mother?”

“Nothing,” Lance said firmly.

Sara disagreed. “I wager they would talk to you. Make the time pass a little faster.”

“Yes,” Lance admitted. “But you don’t have to.”

“Time is running slow for me too. Shall I tell you about my wild childhood?” she asked lightly.

“I’d like that.” He sounded sincere.

“Very well.” Sara crossed her legs and settled herself more comfortably on the floor. After a moment’s thought, she told him about the first time she saw a calf being butchered. “I shouted at the servant to stop. He kindly explained that this was where veal and beef came from. I was quite horrified and swore I’d never eat meat again.”

“Wenda said something similar once about lamb.”

“Ah, but I went a step further. I forbade everyone on the estate to eat meat. My policy lasted for about two weeks, as I recall, when I got tired of porridge and bread. After that, I graciously allowed older animals to be slaughtered, but no cute little calves or lambs. Don’t look at me like that,” Sara said, swatting him. “I was only ten.”

“You were ten, and they listened to you?”

She shrugged. “Father was away, and Mother didn’t care so long as she got her medicines.”

“Was there no other adult to contradict you? No aunts? No teachers?”

“No one of a rank equal to mine or who could stand up to my will.” Sara huffed a small laugh. “I ran wild.”

He shook his head is disbelief.


“Oh, yes, it’s true. I think Father made Felicia my maid to steady me, but pretty soon I corrupted her.” Sara related some more tales—the time she climbed onto the roof and fell off, the time she decided to ride her father’s prize stallion and took him too close to a mare that was in season—and the afternoon passed reasonably swiftly.

“And now it’s your turn to tell me something,” Sara said. In the main room, she could hear Valda bustling about, making supper, but the drawn curtain shut them in their own little world.

“Fair enough.” Lance inclined his head. “What do you want to hear? How the first time Wenda got on a horse she rode it backward?”

“Actually,” Sara flushed, “if you don’t mind, there’s another tale I’d like to hear.”

Lance lifted his brows.

“How did ‘Prince Lance’ get that?” She pointed to the slave brand on his wrist. “Were you captured in battle? How long were you…in the Republic before your father ransomed you?”

Lance shook his head. “I wasn’t ransomed. My father, and my whole family, were captured at the same time.”

“But—” Sara had never heard that the King of Slaves had been captured.

“We lived in Gotia before you conquered it. The battle happened somewhere to the west of us. Father went to fight, but he lamed his horse, and the battle was lost by the time he arrived. A week later a company of legionnaires enslaved my whole village.” Lance’s face could have been carved in stone.

His words were terse, but she could see it all happening in her mind. Everyone Lance had ever known humbled and put in chains, beaten if they resisted. Babies crying, families split apart…

Her lips felt numb. This was not the story Sara had wanted to hear. “So your father wasn’t yet king,” she said inanely.

“No.” Lance gave a short laugh. “That came much later, after we’d escaped. I think we were in Kandrith for four years before my father became the Kandrith.”

“Was he a nephew of the previous king?” Sara asked, still trying to understand. “A counselor the king appointed?”

Another headshake. “We never met the previous Kandrith. Which was probably a good thing,” he added cryptically.

“So how did your father become the Kandrith?” She wondered if Lance got his physique from his father. “Is he a great warrior?”

Lance threw back his head and laughed. “What does physical strength have to do with being a good Kandrith? The Seer chose my father. He foresaw that my father would make the best Kandrith.”

“A Seer?” Sara asked. She wondered what someone would need to sacrifice in order to foresee the future.

“Cadwallader is…a bit strange.” Lance smiled nostalgically. “The first time I met him, he asked me where my father the Kandrith was. I told him my father was in the barn, but he wasn’t the Kandrith.

“Cadwallader looked surprised, then said, ‘He isn’t? Well, we’ll just have to fix that, won’t we?’ and marched off to the barn.”

“Your father was in a barn?”

Lance nodded. “Yes, he was up to his armpits in blood and muck, helping a ewe give birth. Cadwallader ignored both the sheep and the stink and told my father he was the next Kandrith.

“My father went very still. ‘Are you sure?’ he asked. ‘Of course, I’m sure,’ Cadwallader said. ‘I remember the future better than you remember your name. Now swear the oath so we can go eat some of that delicious bread your Protector’s baking.’

“My father said the bread could wait, but the lamb couldn’t. He delivered it, and then he said the oath.”

“Right there? Without washing? No ceremony, no celebration?” Sara was appalled. A barn was no fit place to receive kingship.

“Wenda was the only one who wanted to celebrate. She was eleven and thought it was exciting and wonderful. She didn’t understand why Father looked so grim and Mother so sick. Even I didn’t truly understand.” Lance’s eyes had a faraway look.


“I must confess, I’m not sure I understand either.”

“Only a fool wants to be Kandrith, and no fool is ever chosen,” Lance said. “The Kandrith is his country. He must care for it and suffer for it at the expense of all else.”

Sara frowned, unsure what Lance meant by ‘suffer for it.’ “If it’s so dreadful, why didn’t he refuse?”

“He couldn’t. Cadwallader wouldn’t have chosen a man who evaded responsibility.”

* * *

That night Sara couldn’t sleep.

In Temborium, just after sunset would have been ludicrously early to be abed, but there had only been three lighted houses in the village when Valda had announced she would be spending the night at her friend’s. “My old bones dislike sleeping on the floor, and Madge has a feather bed that’s big enough for two.”

Lance had fallen asleep directly after supper, and Sara had gone to bed soon after. But it wasn’t the early hour or the faint sound of laughter drifting in through the window that was keeping Sara awake.

The swelling on her forehead had given her a fierce headache. The near darkness should have been soothing, but in the absence of distractions her head seemed to throb more.

For two hours, she tossed and turned on her rug. The pain and the denied need to sleep had her near tears.

“Sara?” Lance’s voice came softly from the alcove.

“Yes?” She tried not to sniff.

In the banked glow of the fire, she saw him pull back the curtain. “What’s the matter?”

“It’s my headache.” She felt like a baby complaining about a paltry headache when Lance still had a fever and was lying in bed weak as a kitten. “It’s keeping me awake.”

Lance made an exasperated sound. “Come here then and I’ll cure it.”

Sara struggled to resist the temptation. “But won’t doing magic make your fever worse?”

Silence. “You know then.”

Vez’s Malice. Heart thumping, Sara pretended not to understand. “Know what?”

Instead of getting angry as she’d feared, Lance only sighed, a soft sound in the dark. “You were bound to find out sooner or later. So tell me, now that you know how our magic works, what do you plan to sacrifice to the Goddess?”

Sara looked at him blankly.

“Your health? Your sight?”

The thought of going blind scared her. She had seen the blind beggars in the streets too often, clutching their alms bowls. She could not abide being so helpless. Traveling with Lance had made her doubly sure she wanted to keep her health. “No.”

“Your hands?” he continued. “Being human, as the shandies have? Your life?”

“No, of course not.” She thought about it. What would she be willing to sacrifice? Her hair? Her little finger? Such small things would not be worth much.

He studied her in silence for a moment. “Then what good is it to you? To anyone from your country? It is slave magic, because only slaves are desperate enough to pay the price for using it.”

Sara thought of what Julen had said of an army of shandies, but regular legionnaires wouldn’t be willing to give up their humanity. They had too much to lose. Nir could threaten a slave’s family, but once the knowledge got out, what was to stop the whole family from changing?

Had all her effort been for nothing, then?

No. Sara’s shoulders straightened. “I love my father and my brother. If they were threatened,” as they were by whatever had caused the massacre, “then I would sacrifice something to save them. And so would many Republicans.”

Lance made a scoffing sound. “Fewer than you think. So you’re determined to get this information to your father?”

Sara saw no point in lying. “Yes. Loma is the Goddess of Mercy, not just of slaves.”

“I’ll have to try and stop you,” Lance said.

“I know.” Sara tensed.


“And yet you’re still here.”

Here, in the intimate dark, with him. “I’m the Child of Peace,” Sara said evasively. “I’m prepared to honor that.”

“Good.” Lance’s head shifted on the pillow. “I suppose that means you’ve sent Julen off in your place?”

She didn’t answer.

“I’ll make you a bargain,” Lance said. “I won’t raise the alarm tonight, if you let me heal you and—”

“No,” Sara interrupted. “You’re still too weak and my headache’s not that bad,” she lied. “I won’t risk sending you into a relapse.”

“Healing you won’t make me sicker,” Lance told her. “I’ll be sick every day for the rest of my life, regardless of whether I ever heal another soul or drown myself in ale and self-pity.”

Sara frowned. “You weren’t sick when we first met.”

Lance tapped his knuckles. “Arthritis.”

Sara remembered. And after the swelling had gone down, he’d immediately started to sneeze. “But you were well when we left Gatetown. Weren’t you?”

“Rash on the back of my neck,” Lance said mildly.

“Oh.”

“Now will you come here?”

Sara gave in. She crawled over to Lance’s pallet. The movement sent tiny daggers of pain into her head.

Lance’s fingertips grazed her shoulder and glided up to her hair, loose and unplaited for the night. “Goddess have mercy.” His hand curved around her skull, bringing with it the familiar feeling of heat and the scent of wildflowers. The pain lifted.

Sara moaned with pleasure. “That feels wonderful.”

“Bend your head. My arm’s weak.”

Sara obeyed, awkwardly resting her head on the blanket near his hand. The pain was completely gone. So completely that she soon shifted restlessly, becoming aware of his half-naked body. “Are you done?”

His fingers flexed in her hair then released. “Yes, of course.”

Cautiously, Sara lifted her head a fraction of an inch. Pain descended with the force of an anvil. With a cry, she grabbed his hand and pulled it back to her head. At the touch of his fingers the pain dissolved again.

“It didn’t work?” Lance sounded mystified.

“No.” Sara bit down on her lip.

“That’s not right. The Goddess’s touch should completely cure you, even after I remove my hand.”

“Your magic has no limitations?” Sara didn’t know whether she should laugh or cry when she automatically fished for more information.

“Two. Death and insanity. I cannot cure the mind.” Lance sounded grim. “It worries me that you still feel pain.”

It worried Sara, too, but just then a huge yawn split her face.

“Never mind.” Lance sounded amused. “We can talk about it in the morning. Lie down—carefully.”

Sara did so, while Lance kept his hand on her head. After a bit of shifting, they arranged themselves with some degree of comfort. It should have felt embarrassing and awkward to lie beside a half-naked man. Instead she found peace in Lance’s touch and quiet breathing. Her eyelids sagged closed.

* * *

Lance knew he should sleep, too—his body needed more time to heal—but he couldn’t bring himself to close his eyes just yet. In the morning, he would send some men and the village Finder out to round up Julen—even if he didn’t get lost again, Lance doubted he would get very far on foot. Then he and Sara would be at odds once again, but for now he had this time to study the woman sleeping in the curve of his arm.


Sara was still breathtakingly beautiful, but there was a vulnerability around her eyes that hadn’t been there before, or perhaps he just hadn’t seen it.

She’d meant the stories she’d told him that afternoon to be amusing, but to him they spoke of appalling neglect. Neither of her parents had troubled to even see to Sara’s basic safety. Her stories had made him angry—an emotion that made him uneasy.

Feeling desire for or even liking Sara was one thing, but this urge to protect her could only lead to trouble. She was a noblewoman, the daughter of the Primus of a country inimicably opposed to his own and a spy. For all that he was no prince, Lance was his father’s son, the sometime Child of Peace and an itinerant healer with no house or income of his own to offer any woman. There could never be a future between them.

In a few days, they would arrive at his father’s hall. Lance had intended to visit for two weeks, but now he resolved to leave after a few days. He needed some distance from Sara, time for this attraction to subside into something more manageable.

It was the right decision, but knowing they had so little time left together didn’t make it any easier to sleep.

He woke up to the gentle sound of rain. From the gray quality of the light, he judged it to be not yet dawn. He was aware, too, of a weighted misery in his limbs. His fever had risen again, yet not even that could dispel the ache of desire he felt for the woman beside him. He turned onto his side so he could watch her, just as she opened her extraordinary blue eyes.

“Feeling better?” he rasped. His hand was no longer in her hair. He’d withdrawn it sometime during the night.

“My headache’s gone,” she said, but her eyes were as wary as a doe’s.

“Good.” A silence fell between them, the kind that seemed to thrum.

Sara broke it first. “I should get up before Valda returns.”

“It’s barely dawn,” Lance said. “Stay.”

She hesitated, then rolled onto her elbow.

“If you get up, then I’ll have to rouse the village to search for Julen,” Lance told her. “Which would be a shame, because I don’t want to get out of bed yet.”

She lay back down, but now she was tense, all the lovely lassitude stolen away.

“I want to kiss you.” Lance smiled ruefully. “I want to, but I’m not going to.”

A cute little frown appeared between her brows. He wanted to laugh at her obvious confusion. “I’m just going to lie here beside you instead—and hope that you’ll kiss me.”

Sara wet her lips and almost made him groan as desire stirred more forcefully. “Why?” she asked carefully.

He felt light-headed. “Because I love your mouth, and when you kiss me you press your breasts against my chest.”

That just made her frown harder. She bent forward suddenly, and his heart kicked into a gallop, but all she did was lay a hand on his forehead. “Your fever’s up,” she accused.

“Yes.” Lance nuzzled her hand. “Kiss me, Sara. Please,” he added huskily.

Her hands fell on either side of his head. Her closed lips pressed briefly against his, shushing more than kissing. When she sat up again, her face was becomingly flushed, and her hair tumbled down her back in a sensual mess. “There. Happy now?”

“You didn’t open your mouth,” Lance complained. “I want to taste you.” He must be more feverish than he’d thought. The bluntest things were falling out of his mouth. He wanted more than just a kiss: her warm breasts in his palms, her thighs straddling him…

“Lance!”

Had he said that last bit out loud? He groaned and didn’t know if it was from embarrassment or desire. “I’m dying—” to make love to you, he started to say.

“You’re not dying!” she said fiercely, and then she was kissing him again, dripping salty tears onto his face, her mouth hot and open.









Chapter Fourteen



Sara threw herself into the kiss as if by doing so she could keep Lance’s fever at bay. As if she could burn out that false heat with the fire that lived between them, life winning over death.

Needing to be closer, she straddled his hips. Her silk nightgown hiked up. Lance groaned and surged up under her, so that the bulge in his underwear pressed against her opening. It felt so…good. Sara rubbed herself against his hardness and bent to kiss him again. His warm hands kneaded her breasts as their tongues danced together.

She sent her hands racing across his chest in a frenzy of exploration. She loved the swell of his muscles, the tautness of his skin, the line of hair bisecting his chest, his musky scent.

“Sara.” Lance groaned and kissed her throat, making her arch her neck. His fingers found her stiffened nipples and plucked them through the silk while his tongue traced her collarbone. Sweet heat bloomed inside her.

“Sara, look at me.”

Her eyelids felt weighted; she dragged them open. Beneath her, Lance’s eyes glittered with fever. “I need to be inside you.” His body strained upward in illustration, making liquid heat surge between Sara’s thighs.

“Yes,” she said fiercely. “Yes.”

She reached down between them and tore at the drawstring on his underwear until it loosened enough that she could shove it down out of the way. Lance didn’t help at all, his own fingers busy stroking her slick opening and making her cry out.

At last his erection sprang free. When Aunt Evina had explained this part to her, Sara had been sure she wouldn’t like it, but this was Lance. She wanted him inside her. Eagerly, she positioned herself over his stiffened rod and began to impale herself.

The blunt penetration felt good, but after a few inches he reached the barrier of her virginity. Sara squirmed, discomfort warring with her need to be filled by him.

“Wait,” Lance gasped. But she didn’t want to wait, she wanted to feel. She rocked back on her knees, sliding up a couple of inches, then slammed herself back down. Pain and pleasure together arrowed through her. She held still, trying to make sense of the sensations rioting along her nerve pathways.

Lance’s muscles locked underneath her, his face a mask of restrained passion. “I can’t—can’t go slowly,” he gasped.

“I don’t want you to,” she said clearly. Instinct made her rise above him again and slide down. Yes. There. A little pain lingered, but not enough to slow her down. She began to ride him, going from a canter to a good hard gallop.

“Slow down,” Lance gasped, but she didn’t listen, racing toward some unseen glorious finish line and then—

Yessss.

She collapsed bonelessly on top of Lance, even as his hands clenched on her hips. He slammed home twice more, making stars burst in her vision, and then groaned, finding his own release.


* * *

It had finally happened. She’d given in to the wildness. Her virginity was gone, an irrevocable act. Lying beside Lance while he slept, Sara waited for the self-recriminations to come, but discovered she felt no regret. As the Child of Peace, she would be spending the next five years of her life in Kandrith. When she returned to the Republic she would no longer be of prime marriageable age. And if need be, Aunt Evina could invent some story of her being widowed during her long absence.

No, she didn’t regret making love with Lance. She was fiercely glad he’d been her first, that she’d have this memory in place of Claude or Nir rutting on top of her.

None of which changed the fact that she couldn’t let this happen again. What she felt for Lance wasn’t as bad—yet—as her girlish infatuation for Julen. At fifteen, she’d been convinced Julen was perfect in every way, the handsomest and smartest man in the whole world. She knew Lance had faults: he was stubborn, often grumpy and despised the noble class. Oh, yes, she could enumerate his faults well enough. The danger lay in the fact that his virtues—his kindness, integrity and courage—outshone them in her eyes.

If she allowed passion to rule her, it wouldn’t be long before she started seeing Lance as perfect, before her loyalties to her father and country began to erode. Because, after all, a perfect man could never have had anything to do with the Favonius massacre so what would be the harm in confiding in him?

She had to put some distance between her and Lance. Starting now.

After reassuring herself that Lance’s fever hadn’t grown dangerously high, Sara rolled out of bed and dressed in her Kandrithan clothes, this time in pale green. She was poking dubiously at the embers of last night’s fire when the cottage door opened, letting in the sound of rain. Valda had returned.

“Good morning,” Sara said, but Valda was neither smiling nor alone.

Another woman, dressed all in white, came through the door and stood just inside the cottage. The dripping hood of her cape framed a round face with blond hair going silver. “You are the companion of the man named Julen?” she asked in a peculiar monotone.

Alarm prickled across Sara’s skin. “What’s the matter?”

Valda nudged her. “Just answer the Listener’s question.”

“Uh, yes I am.” The Listener sounded like another title, like the Watcher, but what did it mean? She was wearing a white dress and a white vest. In the skipping song, white had symbolized— She couldn’t remember.

“He has been arrested and deemed guilty of cheating at cards,” the Listener intoned.

God of Malice! Julen was supposed to be on his way to the Gate by now. Sara felt a strong surge of anger—how could Julen have been so stupid? She thought frantically. Lance was still sleeping; maybe she could still save the situation.

“Julen is my subordinate. I apologize for his behavior. I’m willing to pay his fine.”

“His trial is this afternoon,” the Listener said. “You can apologize then if you’d like.”

“I’m afraid that’s impossible,” Sara said, her heart beating hard. “Julen is a citizen of the Republic. You have no right to detain him.”

Valda snorted. “This isn’t the Republic, and he deserves to be arrested.”

Sara raised a placating hand. “We don’t know that. We haven’t heard his side of the story.” Not that she thought Julen incapable of cheating at cards. It just seemed unlikely that he would have been clumsy enough to be caught.

“His trial is this afternoon,” the Listener repeated.

She turned to go, but Valda stepped forward and touched her shoulder. “I’ll see you again tonight, Madge.”

“I hope so.” The Listener smiled back at her.

Sara blinked. She hadn’t realized Valda had meant she’d be staying with a pillow friend like some of Aunt Evina’s sophisticated crowd had. Not that it made any difference. Sara’s mind immediately returned to the problem at hand: extricating Julen from jail and getting him on a horse and on his way.

If she was very lucky, Lance might sleep all day and—

“Listener, I would be pleased if you would wait a moment,” Lance said, poking his head out from behind the curtain. He still looked flushed, but his eyes were clear, and he’d pulled on his tunic and trousers. “Do either of you know—” He stopped, shook his head and started again. “I need to know what was at stake in the card game.”


“Money, I think,” Valda said, looking puzzled.

“A ruby ring was bet against a horse,” the Listener said precisely.

Sara’s stomach lurched. Now she understood what Julen had been thinking.

Lance’s jaw set. “Listener, I’d like to ask Sara a question and have you judge its truth.”

Truth, that was what white represented. Sara swore inwardly.

“I will judge,” the Listener said.

Lance turned to Sara and all this morning’s tenderness and passion were erased as if they had never been. He looked at her the same way he had the first day in the carriage: as an enemy, a noblewoman.

And wasn’t that what she was? Sara waited in bitter silence.

“Did you order Julen to cheat at cards or steal a horse?” Lance asked harshly.

Sara lifted her chin. “No.” It was the truth—she just hadn’t inquired closely into how Julen intended to obtain one.

“Truth,” the Listener declared.

Lance still looked suspicious, but he didn’t ask any more questions. “My thanks, Listener.”

The Listener inclined her head, touched Valda’s shoulder in passing and then departed back out into the rain.

Sara couldn’t stand the silence. “I take it a Listener can truth-tell in some fashion? What do they sacrifice?”

Lance seemed to debate with himself a moment before replying. “Listeners sacrifice their hearing for the ability to hear only truth. When someone lies they hear a kind of harsh buzzing instead.”

“That doesn’t seem like much of a sacrifice.” Not compared to Lance’s.

“It is a sacrifice,” Lance declared, vehemently. “She’ll never hear a white lie, that she looks well when she doesn’t. She’ll never hear thunder or the sound of rain. If there was a runaway horse, she would not hear the sound of hooves and know to get out of the way. She cannot hear questions. She will never hear music, or a loved one’s voice, or a child’s laughter. A Listener is wrapped in silence, set apart.”

Sara stared at Lance, taken aback. He’d clearly thought this through in great detail. Why?

“People are wary of Listeners,” Valda said sadly. “They guard their tongues, lest they betray their petty secrets. I know better, and it’s still hard for me. That’s why I live here in the house my husband built instead of with Madge—that and I’m not ready to leave behind the pear tree my mother gifted me with.” Valda looked at Lance. “The Kandrith is a Listener too?”

Lance nodded, his gaze brooding.

Sara wanted to hug him, but they were no longer on that kind of footing. She cleared her throat instead. “I assume the Listener will preside over Julen’s trial?” In the Republic, trials took place in a Temple of Hana with two acolytes arguing the case. For very important trials the God of Justice was supposed to provide a sign of guilt or innocence, but Sara had heard it whispered that the outcome depended on which party had made the most generous ‘donation.’

Lance shook his head. “Julen has already been deemed guilty. The Listener will be there to judge his promise to abide by his punishment.”

“What is the usual punishment?” She wondered if there was some way she could send to her father for more money if need be.

“Repayment of some kind. The Justice will decide what.”

Valda must have noticed her puzzled look because she added, “The Justice is the person most wronged by the offender. Whoever Julen cheated.”

“The ruby ring will probably content him,” Lance said dryly, “though it would be his right to demand what Julen tried to steal from him. Two years’ labor.”

“Two years?” Sara squeaked. “For cheating at cards?”

“Horses are rare in Kandrith,” Lance said.

Sara felt herself pale. Of course. Horses couldn’t pass through the Gate, so stock must be limited.


* * *

The jail proved to be an empty wooden granary. The guard—a dour farmer with a florid face—agreed to let Sara in after Valda spoke to him. In place of a hinged door, the square granary had two parallel grooves into which boards could be slotted as the grain level within rose higher. The farmer removed the top five boards so that Sara could put one leg over and get in—an impossible task if not for her split skirts.

Pointedly, he replaced the boards afterward, leaving Sara blinking in the dimness. There were no windows, but light fell through a number of gaps in the walls. The air tasted dusty with chaff.

A small pallet, similar to the one Sara had slept on, had been provided. Julen rose from it as she came inside. “Lady Sarathena, how good of you to visit me.” He looked his usual handsome and charming self with only the shadow of a beard to show that anything was amiss. “May I offer you a seat?” He indicated the pallet.

Sara ignored the gibe and crossed her arms. “You snail-brained idiot. What were you thinking? You’ve endangered everything.”

Julen’s lip curled. “I am slandered. When I find out who has accused me I shall challenge him to a duel.”

Sara clapped her hands. “Prettily said—but it won’t work. When you were arrested, do you remember a woman in white who asked you if you’d cheated?”

“Yes,” Julen said cautiously.

“That was the Listener, a Kandrithan truth-teller. She judged you guilty. That’s why you’re in jail. Avowals of innocence are not going to help you.”

Julen stared in disbelief for a moment, then swore heartily.

When he finished, Sara continued on mercilessly. “The trial this afternoon is to determine your punishment. Whoever you cheated will be the judge. If we’re lucky it will only be a fine and not hard labor.”

Julen winced.

“Now tell me exactly what happened.”

“After leaving your illustrious company yesterday, I made inquiries about buying a horse. No one was willing to sell, but I managed to drum up interest in a game of chance.”

Sara frowned. The Kandrithans should have been lambs for Julen to fleece—without cheating. “What went wrong?”

“Nothing—at first. I was careful not to win too often. It took hours to build up a pot. I never saw such a bunch of stingy bets in my life.”

“And?”

“And then the boy got lucky. He won the pot. But I persuaded him to make a side bet—my ruby ring against his horse.”

“And you decided to make sure you won by cheating.” Sara shook her head in disgust.

“We need that horse,” Julen said tightly. “Or have you forgotten? I must get to your father with all speed.” He glanced at the floor where the shadow of the guard blocked the light. “You know the stakes. What would you have had me do?”

Sara looked away. Yesterday she hadn’t known about Listeners. If Julen had asked her permission to ensure he got a horse any way he could, she might well have said yes.

Time to make her own confession. “We have another problem. Lance guessed why you wanted the horse. He hasn’t told anyone else. Yet. But even if you get off with just a fine, it’s going to be much harder to sneak away.”

“And if he brings up at the trial that I’m a spy, things could go very badly,” Julen said grimly.

Sara nodded.

“Will he implicate you as well?” Julen asked.

“No,” Sara said, then realized she was assuming he would try to protect her because they were lovers. But just as her loyalty to her family came first, so would Lance’s to his. “That is, I don’t think so.” She licked her lips. What would he do? “I’m still the Child of Peace. I don’t think he’ll risk entangling me in local justice.” Once he delivered her to his father, it would be a different matter, of course.


“Stay clear of it, if you can,” Julen told her. “If I’m jailed, you’ll need to try to pass the information on to your father by yourself. Your best bet is to use a simple code and include it among an innocent letter. If that doesn’t work, you can try to bribe someone to send a message for you…”

Sara listened closely as he gave her a quick lesson in spycraft.

* * *

Lance had already healed four coughs, a festering cut and a bad case of boils from his bed by the time Sara returned. He became aware of her as soon as she set foot in the cottage even though she hung back as he dealt with his last two patients.

The realization was…disturbing. It reminded him of how his deaf father would turn and smile as soon as Lance’s mother entered the room. But the comparison was ridiculous. He was just sensitive to her nearness because he wanted her again already. Memories from this morning sluiced through him, bringing with them a wave of heat. Despite her inexperience, she’d been wildfire in his arms.

“There,” he told the young mother in front of him. “She’ll be able to see better now.”

The mother and her red-haired daughter beamed at him, revealing identical gaps between their two front teeth, and left.

“So what did Julen say?” Lance asked, trying not to sound jealous. The fact that he had no right to feel that way only made him more prickly.

She shrugged. “He was tired of walking and wanted a horse. He almost won one on his own and succumbed to temptation.”

“You mean he thought it would be easy to cheat ignorant barbarians.” Lance’s ire rose.

Before they could get into an argument, a cry from outside attracted his attention. “Healer, healer come quickly!”

Lance lunged for the door. Only the room swayed, and he would have fallen if Sara hadn’t put his arm over her shoulder. “I suppose it’s useless to tell you to go back to bed and let them bring the patient to you?” she asked even as she continued helping him to the door.

His lips quirked. “Yes.”

A horse stood in the middle of the street, eyes rolling. At first glance it appeared riderless, and then Lance saw why the mare was flinching with nerves. A young man lay in the dusty street behind it, arms flung out, one foot still caught in the stirrup. From the look of it, he’d been dragged some distance.

Lance’s stomach clenched, but maybe it wasn’t as bad as it looked. He hurried.

A villager caught the mare’s bridle and kept it from trotting away. “Easy now.”

Lance knelt. Grimly, he ignored the gory wound on the man’s head and put his hands on the man’s unbreathing chest. Nothing. For long moments he willed healing into him, but Loma’s healing warmth did not come.

Bitter defeat filled him. He was too late. Again.

Both the black-and-white mare and the straw-haired dead man looked familiar to Lance, but he wasn’t sure of their identity until a pregnant woman cried, “Huw!”

Half the village lined the street by now, but the anguish on Iorweth’s face stood out. “Is he—?”

“I’m sorry. He’s beyond my help.” Lance spoke as gently as possible, keeping the anger out of his voice. He hated admitting defeat. And the rote words never got any easier.

Iorweth collapsed on the dirt road, weeping.

Valda laid a cloak around the pregnant woman’s shoulders and embraced her. The village women gathered around Iorweth, while the men unhitched the horse from his grisly burden in silence.

“You need to get back to bed,” Sara said quietly.

I didn’t do anything. I’m not tired, Lance wanted to snap. He allowed Sara to steer him back to Valda’s, but paused in the doorway, frowning at the knot of women.

“Bring Iorweth to me,” Lance instructed. Shock often brought on early labor. He hadn’t been able to save Huw, but he could make sure the man’s wife and child lived.

Valda understood his message. She nodded and pulled Iorweth to her feet.


An hour later Iorweth had cried herself out, and Lance judged her out of danger, lifting his hands. Valda and the other neighbor women who’d gathered coaxed the story out of her. Her husband, Huw, had come home late the previous evening and confessed that he had lost their horse in a game of chance. Iorweth had been furious, especially since the horse was one she’d raised from a foal. She’d shouted things she now regretted, and Huw had taken a jug of ale and slunk off to sleep in the barn.

Some time later, Huw’s friends had arrived with the good news that the Listener had judged Julen guilty of cheating. Iorweth had been relieved, but still so mad at Huw that she left him in the barn so he’d have all night to regret the foolish chance he’d taken.

When she woke up, Huw and the horse were gone, and the jug was empty. “He was a good man, but when he drank he could get…foolish,” she said tearily. “I think he decided to hide the horse somewhere.”

It was all too easy to fill in the rest. A drunken man riding too fast in the dark…

Iorweth closed her eyes. “I should have gone out to the barn and told him. Why didn’t I tell him?”

Lance put his hand on her shoulder. “You had a right to be angry at him, and you didn’t know what he would do. You should go home and get some sleep now. For the babe’s sake.” He looked at Valda, and she nodded, showing her willingness to stay with the pregnant woman.

But Iorweth shook her head. “Home, but not to sleep. I need to think. There are decisions I need to make.” She and Valda left.

“Poor woman,” Sara said. “This is awful, just awful.”

“The blackguard will pay for this,” one of the village women muttered on her way out. “If he hadn’t cheated, Huw would be alive. Iorweth will make him pay.”

“What did she mean Julen will pay?” Sara asked, once the room had cleared.

Lance didn’t like the fear in her eyes—but even less did he like that her fear was for Julen. He explained brusquely, “Huw’s dead. Iorweth will be Justice in his place at Julen’s trial. She could demand a life for a life.”

* * *

At the trial, Iorweth listened stoically to Julen’s plea that he had not known how precious horses were. Sara held her breath.

All the village attended so, of necessity, the trial was held outside. Julen stood on a patch of bare earth in front of the forge, the key over his head, facing everyone. He wasn’t bound, but two brawny louts glowered at him from the front row. They looked of an age to be Huw’s friends—probably the other poker players.

“I did not mean your husband any harm,” Julen said.

“A lie,” the Listener said. She stood with her hands clasped, to the side of Julen, her expression cool and remote.

“Any permanent harm,” Julen quickly corrected himself. “I admit I was annoyed with his stroke of luck.” He looked straight at Iorweth.

“The truth,” the Listener said.

Iorweth seemed unimpressed. “You may not have meant great harm, but you caused it.”

“I am deeply sorry,” Julen said. His green eyes shone with sincerity—but then they always did.

A nod from the Listener. More truth. Sara let out a breath of relief.

“I wish to compensate you. Let me pay the price of two horses.”

Bad move. The crowd grumbled in anger. Across from Sara, Rowena bared her teeth and hissed.

Tears glistened on Iorweth’s cheeks. She let them fall unchecked. “Huw was a rash man. He should not have gambled with you, and he should not have gotten drunk and tried to hide the mare. But he is dead. I have no husband, and my child has no father.”

Julen’s face turned white, sensing death. Sara’s hands ached from being clenched into fists. Back in the Republic it would have amused her to see Julen on trial, but she wasn’t laughing now.

“I could ask for your life,” Iorweth said without expression.

“Make him pay!” Huw’s friends urged.

Valda glared at them. “Iorweth is Justice!”


Iorweth hardly seemed to notice, her attention locked on Julen. “I could, but what good would it do me? My Huw would still be dead.” Her face lacked a theatrical heroine’s tragic beauty, but no actress could have faked the terribly matter-of-fact tone of her voice. “The crops will ripen soon and need to be harvested. The babe will be born in a month’s time.”

“What is it you ask of me?” Julen wisely didn’t mention money again.

“I think you wanted to leave very badly.”

Julen nodded cautiously.

“My judgment is that you stay and take the place of the husband I have lost,” Iorweth said clearly. She did not blush.

Valda gave a short nod of satisfaction, but Sara was taken aback. Had Iorweth fallen for Julen’s breath-stealing handsomeness? But, no, there was no infatuation on her face, only exhaustion and determination. Her hands touched her pregnant belly.

“Iorweth, you can’t!” one of Huw’s friends burst out. “You can’t lie with the bastard who killed your husband!”

Iorweth blinked. Sara had the feeling she’d been so focused on sheer survival that the more intimate aspects of her judgment hadn’t even occurred to her. “I am eight month’s pregnant.”

“And after you’ve had Huw’s baby?”

“After—” Iorweth checked herself, then continued sturdily, “The marriage would be unconsummated for—for a year.”

Sara’s intuition kicked in. Iorweth, so plagued with bad luck, probably thought she was going to die in childbirth. She didn’t want a husband. She wanted her child’s future taken care of. The other villagers were living hand-to-mouth. An extra child would be a burden.

Huw’s friends still muttered, but Sara didn’t see either of them offering to marry Iorweth.

“Do you accept my judgment or do you wish to appeal to the village?” Iorweth asked.

Julen didn’t like it, but he was no fool. His gaze touched uneasily on the other villagers, who seemed all too ready to lynch him. “I—”

Careful, Sara thought.

Julen’s eye fell on the Listener. She was watching him with a touch of contempt, and whatever weasel words he’d been about to utter died on his lips. Sara could almost hear his mind working overtime, searching for another option and not finding it. She watched the realization come over him, that he either had to make the commitment to Iorweth and mean it, or die.

He looked at Iorweth, at her ravaged face with the bags under her eyes and at her distended belly. He bowed his head for a moment before looking up. “When I was a child, my father was crippled and lost his livelihood. I would not see any woman with child left destitute as my mother was.”

“Truth.”

Sara drew in a sharp breath at the picture his words painted. A crippled father, a mother worked to the bone… Is that why ambition drove Julen so hard? A need to save his mother from drudgery? Fear of poverty? Sara hadn’t known; she hadn’t asked.

And then Lance stepped forward. “There is another matter to consider. Julen is a visitor to our country, a Republican.” The mood of the crowd instantly darkened. “Iorweth, show him your wrist.”

Iorweth turned up her palm so all could see the drop of blood branded below it, which showed her to have once been a sanguelle. By law, her child would be a cuoreon or cuorelle. Neither one could ever risk setting foot in the Republic.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Lance asked Iorweth.

Sara watched Julen closely. Unwilling sympathy stirred inside her. This meant the end of his dream to earn a title. Nobles did not marry ex-Blood Slaves.

Iorweth turned to Julen. “Do you own slaves?”

Julen straightened. “No. Nor have I ever. I am an equitain, freeborn but not of the nobility.”

“Truth,” the Listener said grudgingly.

Sara lifted her own voice. “Julen was always kind to my slaves. I never saw him abuse one.” No need to mention the reason he’d always been so charming to Felicia and Rochelle had been to cultivate sources of information.

“Truth.”


The villagers’ hostility shifted to her. Sara tried to lift her head, but couldn’t meet anyone’s eyes. Because this time, she’d earned their hate. She could say with perfect truth that she, too, had always been kind to her slaves, but she wished—oh, how she wished—she could say that she had freed Felicia. Or better yet, that she’d never owned any slaves at all. When she returned to the Republic, she swore that she would find a way to send Rochelle to join Felicia in Kandrith.

Iorweth’s gaze didn’t leave Julen’s face. “Would you treat me and the baby like slaves?”

“No,” Julen said firmly.

“Truth.”

Iorweth’s shoulders relaxed. “Then my judgement is the same, for you to stay and take the place of my husband.”

“I thank you for your kindness in not asking for my life,” Julen said. “I will do my best to see that you do not regret it. I will be your husband.”

“And father to my child?” Iorweth looked intense.

“And father to your child.”

Iorweth relaxed, the frown line fading from her face. “Then I will be your wife,” she said simply.

“Truth has been spoken,” the Listener said loudly. “Let it be witnessed. Julen and Iorweth are husband and wife.”

“It is witnessed,” Lance and the crowd spoke in unison.

Only Sara and Julen were caught off guard. That was a wedding ceremony? Sara remembered attending Aunt Evina’s second marriage to Uncle Paulin. The hour-long ceremony had taken place at Diwo’s temple rather than the traditional Goddess of Fertility’s temple, because Evina had said if she was lucky she wouldn’t need the other’s favor. The feasting had gone on for a week.

Of course, she doubted Aunt Evina’s vows would have passed the scrutiny of a Listener.

* * *

Lance declared himself well enough to leave the next day. Sara had her doubts. What if he had a relapse on the road? To delay them, she insisted on saying farewell to Julen before they left. Lance reluctantly agreed.

Julen answered the door when Lance knocked. His wary expression changed to one of relief. “Sara! Iorweth, Lance and Sara are here. Come in, come in.”

It was the first time Sara could remember him not using her title.

Iorweth looked awful, as if she’d been crying all night. She offered them cider, and then they sat at the small wooden table to drink it. An awkward silence fell.

Lance turned concerned eyes on Iorweth. “You’re overtiring yourself. Let me check on the babe.”

Sara seized the opportunity. “I’ll wait outside.” She gave Julen a meaningful glance, and he took the hint, getting to his feet too. Lance scowled after them.

“Well,” Sara said, after making sure they had the street to themselves, “you seem to be leaving my service.”

Julen’s jaw set. “I swore to be Iorweth’s husband. I never swore to be a cursed farmer. But I’m going to be stuck here for at least two months waiting for the babe to be born before I can rejoin you at the Slave King’s court.”

Sara was startled, though she realized she shouldn’t have been. “Do you think Iorweth will agree to come with you ?”

“She wanted a husband, and it’s a wife’s duty to follow where her husband goes,” Julen said callously. “Besides, by then I ought to have her wrapped around my finger.” He sounded confident he could get around Iorweth’s stipulation that the marriage be unconsummated for a year.

Sara wondered about that. It was one thing to be charming for an evening at a feast; being charming after a day’s sweaty labor in the fields might be something else entirely. And Iorweth, whose husband’s death Julen was partly responsible for, would not be his usual gullible audience. Still…


“I would be happy to have your assistance again,” she said. Even if she succeeded in sending the message off to her father, she would need all the help she could get to survive in Kandrith’s strange waters.

“Be careful who you approach to send the message to your father,” Julen warned. “Spying is a dangerous profession.”

“Don’t worry about me.” Her smile felt brittle. “Worry about keeping Iorweth’s favor. The rest of the village still wants to hang you. And stay out of other women’s beds. I don’t think you even want to know what the penalty for adultery is here.”

“Vez’s Malice, no.” Julen blanched. “It’s probably castration.”

Sara felt little sympathy for him. “It will do you good to deal with a woman who isn’t knocked off her feet by your good looks.”

As soon as the words left her mouth, she realized she’d opened herself up for a similar taunt, but Julen only snorted. “I learned early on that a handsome face can only get you so far if you’re a member of the equitain. After that, the door gets slammed in your face.”

His bitterness startled Sara. She often resented her own beauty, but she’d never considered that Julen, her male opposite, might feel the same way.

“Iorweth bears the unique distinction of being the only woman who’s ever wanted me for a husband and not just a three-month lover.” His tone was mocking, but there was something underneath…a hint of wonder.

Sara realized he was right. Aunt Evina and Lady Pallax had both drooled over Julen, but neither of them would have dreamed of marrying him. “I’m sorry.”

Julen made a throw-away gesture. “What for?” He hesitated. “Though, while we’re clearing the air, there’s something I’d like to apologize for—it’s left a nasty taste in my mouth for years.”

Sara felt her face turn to stone. There was only one thing Julen could need to beg forgiveness for.

“It was supposed to be for your own good.” Julen’s lips twisted with self-derision. “It was the first year you’d come to the city and whatever your father asked of you, you did the opposite. He worried that your naiveté would make you an easy target for his enemies. I told him I could cure you. I deliberately flirted with you. Though you were only supposed to catch me kissing Lady Jemini, not the rest. Will you accept my apology? I meant to make you less trusting, not hurt you.”

Sara stared at him. She had been hurt—a young girl’s hurt. She’d been over that for years. What had made her loathe him had been what had followed. But that had been bad luck, not Julen’s doing. The hate she’d held in her heart for so long loosened. “Of course. It’s not your fault I was stupid enough to rush out of the city and leave my father open to false ransom demands.”

Julen’s forehead creased. “What ransom?”

Sara studied him sharply, but he seemed genuinely confused. She explained about the demands that had led to the beggaring of House Remillus.

Julen shook his head in disbelief. “I never knew.”

Sara felt uneasy until she realized that, although Julen had been her father’s right hand for the past few years, he hadn’t necessarily been so six years ago. At the time of her fake kidnapping, Julen must have still been rising in the ranks and not privy to all secrets.

“Well, now you know why House Remillus’s fortunes fell so low.”

Julen looked troubled. “I didn’t realize they were low. If you had asked me, I would have sworn House Remillus was quite wealthy.”

Sara shrugged. “Borrowed money to keep up appearances. You know how any scent of weakness can lead to other Houses moving in for the kill.”

“Yes, but—” Julen forced a smile. “I suppose I just don’t want to admit that your father could have fooled me. We should go back in.”

Iorweth and Lance were sitting at the table, waiting for them.

“Is all well?” Julen asked. Sara thought him truly anxious and not just faking it. Of course, if Iorweth and the babe died, his future might become very precarious indeed.


“Both babe and mother are well,” Lance reassured him. “If her skin begins to swell anywhere other than her ankles, send a message to me.” He got to his feet. “Sara and I must be going. Julen, Iorweth,” he nodded to both of them. “I hope to see you again—with a healthy babe in your arms.” He smiled at Iorweth.

She smiled tearfully back.

Sara said farewell, and then she and Lance set off down the dusty road. Despite Lance’s cheerful company, she felt horribly alone.

She missed Felicia, but leaving Julen behind was in some ways worse. Now she had no one to rely on but herself. And no one to blame if she failed her task.









Chapter Fifteen



The second day after leaving the village Sara woke with a familiar pressing pain behind her eyes. Like an unwanted guest, her headache had returned.

She was dimly aware of Lance packing up camp and filling their water bags at the stream, but even sitting up by herself seemed like a heroic feat. Vez’s Malice, but she was sick of headaches. It felt like she’d been plagued with one every other day since leaving Temborium.

Sara counted back. The combination of sleeping draught and jazoria had given her a vile one the day she’d left, the stuffy carriage and Julen together had provoked several. The full-throated roar of Vaga Falls would have given anyone a headache. The aggravation of passing through the Gate into Kandrith had brought on another one, which had lingered due to her argument with Felicia. Her stoning and the subsequent lump on her forehead had caused the worst headache yet.

What excuse for today’s? Her anxiety over meeting the Kandrith? The night spent in screaming awareness of how close Lance lay and how much she wanted to throw caution to the winds and make love to him a second time?

Only now it seemed to Sara that they were all excuses. She was having too many headaches. Something was wrong—

Across the clearing, Lance cursed.

“What is it?” Sara rasped.

Lance cradled the little finger on his left hand. “It’s broken,” he said tersely. “Praise Loma.”

It took Sara’s pounding head a moment to follow his thinking. She hadn’t realized “ill health” included broken bones.

Following Lance’s instructions, Sara found a straight stick and bandages in his knapsack. She splinted the finger, but when she wanted to wrap it in a cool cloth, Lance put his good hand on her shoulder. “Don’t bother.”

“But the swelling,” Sara said uncertainly. His touch eased her headache, and she leaned into him.

“The faster the swelling goes down, the sooner I’ll receive another ailment,” Lance said steadily. “Next time it might be something more inconvenient, like another fever or a broken leg.”

His fingers brushed her neck, then, as Sara’s breath caught, he seemed to realize what he’d done. He quickly lifted his hand, and Sara bit her lip as her headache flooded back.

“If we keep up a brisk pace, we can be at the Hall by early afternoon,” Lance said after they’d each washed down one of the crumbly grain cakes Valda had pressed on them the day before and watched the refetti feast on the crumbs.

Their arrival at the Hall would mean no more traveling, a soft bed and a hot bath, so why wasn’t she looking forward to it? Sara tried to puzzle out the answer while they walked through the forest. Perhaps because she thought of the journey’s end as the beginning of becoming a hostage.

She studied Lance’s broad back as he walked up yet another hill. The recent rain had turned the track into muddy ruts, so they picked their way alongside, weaving through trees and snagging on thornbushes instead. “May I ask, what is expected of the Child of Peace?”

As she’d hoped, he stopped, giving her a chance to catch her breath. “Do I have social obligations?”


“Not really. You’ll sup with the Kandrith and his Protector most nights, but it won’t be what you’re used to. No fancy feasts.”

Sara widened her eyes in mock horror. “No roasted giraffes? No songbirds’ tongues?” She wouldn’t have minded eating the one trilling overhead right now; its call pierced her head.

Lance’s lips quirked. “No.”

“What about ambassadorial duties? I mean,” Sara tried to make a joke of her fear, “I’m not just going to be locked up for years, am I?” And would she be allowed correspondence?

“Of course not,” Lance said. “You’ll have the freedom of the Hall. You just won’t be allowed out without an escort.”

The restriction made sense, but Sara’s heart sank all the same. She’d been enjoying the freedom of travelling and the surprise of new sights every day. Staying inside the Hall would feel like being put in a cage.

“I hope you’ll find the time to take me on a few excursions.” Sara made an effort to speak lightly.

Lance was silent, and sudden anxiety struck Sara. “You do live at the Hall, don’t you?”

“I’m often called away to heal,” Lance said, but he didn’t meet her eyes. “There are few enough healers—only a half dozen in the whole of Kandrith—that it seems wrong to stay in any one place for very long.”

Sara was silent for a moment, then said brittlely, “You need not avoid your home on my account. I’m aware that our liaison has ended.”

“Yes,” he agreed heavily. “And since we can’t be lovers, it will be…easier if I don’t have to see you every day.”

Sara blinked back tears. At least he hadn’t lied to her. “I see.”

Lance sighed. “The truth is, I’ve avoided the Hall for years.”

Sara waited.

He stared off into the distance. “It’s too painful to see my father as he is now. Every time I come home, it seems like he’s sacrificed something more. He’s been blind for years. He has no hands. He only hears the truth. I wonder sometimes if he would even know it was me if I didn’t identify myself when I spoke to him.” Lance’s voice was raw.

“Oh, Lance.” Impulsively, Sara hugged him from behind, offering silent comfort. “It must break your mother’s heart.”

“Yes,” Lance said bleakly. He cleared his throat and stepped out of her embrace. “Not that she shows it. Mother was strong even before she became Protector.”

“Protector?” Sara asked, pretending she didn’t feel the sting of rejection.

“Her title. The Protector sees to all the practical details, all the things father can no longer do. Like organizing work parties to build a road or a school.”

“The Protector is a woman?” Sara asked slowly, trying to grasp the idea while the headache dulled her mind.

“Traditionally, the Protector is the Kandrith’s wife. Unless the Kandrith is a woman,” Lance said off-handedly. “Then it’s her husband.”

Lance started climbing the hill again, leaving Sara to stare at his back. The Kandrith—the King—could be a woman?

Was this known? It must be—the Children of Peace went back decades—but she doubted it was understood. Lord Giles and his ilk would see a woman ruler as a weakness or regard her as a figurehead.

She wondered if she could make her father understand. Not just that a woman could rule, but everything she’d learned since starting her journey. That a beast could talk and be a person. The incredible sacrifices people were capable of making. That more and more she doubted the ‘King of Slaves’ had caused the massacre. That slaves, no matter how well treated, not only yearned for freedom, but deserved it.

Sara followed Lance blindly, no longer seeing the steep hillside and valley of purple flowers below, as she marshalled the arguments she needed to make. In her imagination, her father listened gravely.


Only somehow, even in her daydreams, she could never quite convince him. Again and again, he grew impatient and called her soft-hearted and foolish. Sara argued harder, passionately, even begged, but he always turned away.

And then in her mind, Aleron Remillus turned into Lance’s faceless father, sitting in grim judgement over her. “You did this,” he said, “you told Nir how to get his Legions through the Gate.” And he ordered his guards to lock her away forever.

Shut up. Locked in. Helpless.

As her thoughts grew darker, the world darkened too.

Sara barely noticed. An overcast sky, or falling night—she didn’t care which. Her gaze remained fixed straight ahead.

Her headache worsened. Sara had been to the Kunal Sea once and seen waves crash endlessly against a cliff, over and over. Her headache did the same until she spent every moment either in pain or anticipating the next throb, the next knife-thrust.

A stumble on the path brought her eyes back into focus, and she suddenly realized something was horribly wrong. Her range of vision had narrowed, converging from all sides as if she now looked down a long tunnel.

Blood pounded in her ears. This was no ordinary gloom. She walked faster, hoping to walk out of the tunnel.

Sara thought back desperately, but could not remember the last time she had heard or seen Lance. Had she fallen behind? Reason said Lance walked a bit to one side ahead of her, that if she but turned her head she would see him.

“Lance?” she said, but the word came out a whisper from her dry throat. She couldn’t bring herself to turn her head. What if, when she took her eyes off it, the light vanished entirely, swallowed up by this unnatural blackness?

Already the tunnel had shrunk to a tiny window in pitch darkness.

This was madness. Sara could hear something keeping pace beside her. She should turn her head and look, but she feared what she might see. Olwydd or some other shandy with sharp claws and a huge gaping maw of a mouth ready to rend her to pieces.

Sweating, Sara held her head rigidly still and looked only forward as she hurried desperately toward the light. But now the window began to gray over like a fine mist, fading…

In the dark, her headache pulsed, pain-bright behind her eyes—

* * *

The voices of the dead yanked Esam out of his doze. They cried out that evil was happening, that he must stop it.

Esam tried to tell the dead that he was only a refetti, that he could do nothing. But they would not listen, only screamed louder, their voices like a flail against his flesh. Maddened, Esam squirmed out of the Defiled One’s pocket and bit her hand as hard as he could with his sharp little teeth.

The Defiled One cried out and flung him onto the path where he lay stunned, but grateful. The voices of the dead subsided into their usual murmur.

* * *

Sudden pain made Sara cry out in shock. The throbbing in her head was expected and dreaded. The one in her hand was fresh and new. Her head jerked, and the trance broke. She could see again. The horrible gray tunnel vanished.

“What happened?” Lance reached her side within seconds. It had been his steps on the path, not Olwydd’s, not a monster’s. Sara felt both foolish and relieved.

“You’re hurt.”

Sara looked down and saw a smear of bright red blood on her palm.

Her stomach contracted with nausea. “The refetti!” She remembered it biting her. I’ve killed it.

She looked around wildly for its body and saw the refetti licking its paw on a mossy log. Its black eyes were open and alert.

It was alive. She hadn’t killed it. Sara drew in a shaky breath, trying to gain control of her emotions.


Lance held her cold hands in his large warm ones. “Goddess of Mercy,” he prayed. The red glow enveloped his hands, tingling on her skin.

Instinctively, Sara yanked her hand away.

“Sara?” Lance frowned.

“There’s no need,” Sara said quickly. “It’s just a small nip, see?” She held up her hand, showing the two puncture marks below the knuckle. “No need to bother your goddess.”

“Bites often get infected.” He waited. When she still didn’t offer her hand, he crossed his arms. “Why don’t you tell me the real reason you don’t want me to heal you?”

Sara had acted on instinct; she didn’t have a reason. But when she opened her mouth, unplanned words came out. “My headache’s back.”

“When?” he growled.

“Since I woke this morning, and it’s gotten worse all day,” Sara said flatly. Even now pain pounded in her temples, blackening thought.

“And?”

“You already healed me several times today, but every time you lift your hand the pain comes crashing back.” And he would have to lift it eventually. She could not be presented to the Kandrith with his son’s hand attached to her head like a leech. “I don’t think I could bear to do it again.” She thought it would, quite frankly, kill her. “It’s better if I just…endure.”

Lance didn’t argue with her, only asked, “Why do you think the pain will come back?”

Sara didn’t think it; she knew it in her bones. “Because of what you said before. The only two things you cannot cure are death—and madness.”

* * *

“You’re not mad,” Lance said roughly. He tried to put his arms around Sara—and she jumped back. His mouth set, but he knew she was right. He couldn’t touch her and not heal. It was also getting harder and harder to keep his hands off her. The last two days had to count as the most frustrating of his life.

“You’re not mad,” he repeated.

“No?” Sara looked away, but not before he saw the sheen of tears in her eyes. “I told you about my mother’s illness, but I didn’t tell you she went mad before she died.”

Lance went cold. Insanity sometimes ran in families— No. Sara was sane. He wouldn’t permit her to be otherwise.

Permit? Where had that come from?

“The madness came and went in cycles,” Sara continued. “But the last time…she killed a cuorelle. One of her maids, who’d been in her service for years. My mother asked for another blanket, and her maid wasn’t quick enough… She grabbed a pitcher and smashed it down on Maura’s head. Afterward, she didn’t seem to know what she’d done. For days, while she was dying, she kept asking for Maura, saying the rest of the slaves were useless, only Maura would do.”

Lance ached to comfort her. He clenched his fists against the impulse. Because if he took her in his arms, he didn’t trust himself to stop at an embrace. Instinct urged him to lay her down and banish her doubts in the most basic way possible: by driving out all thought of anything but the heat between them.

“You’re not your mother,” he said instead.

Sara shook her head. “I’m just like her,” she whispered. “Too passionate. Selfish.”

“Sheep dung,” Lance said bluntly. “You are not selfish. You would never loll about in bed while your child needed attention. Valda told me how you stayed up half the night when I lay ill. And who says you’re too passionate? No man would ever say that.”

Sara blinked. “Do you really think so?”

But before he could reply, her refetti nosed her foot, and Sara recoiled. “Keep it away from me!”

Lance’s heart twisted. He scooped up the small creature. He knew that Sara didn’t fear its bite; she feared she would kill it in a mindless rage. The refetti squirmed in his hands, wanting its mistress. “Enough of that, or I’ll stuff you in a sack and tie it closed.”


His firm tone got through; the refetti calmed. He deposited the ugly beast in his pocket and concentrated on Sara.

“You’re not mad.” How often did he have to say it? Fear drove his anger. Lance clamped down on both emotions and tried to offer reason. “I’ve met madmen.” Desperate relatives often brought the afflicted to those who wore the Brown. He always tried to heal them—and failed. “I know what madmen are like. You can hold a conversation. You can dress and feed yourself.” She didn’t drool and scream at nothing.

But what if those others hadn’t either, at first? What if the symptoms worsened over time?

“I don’t know why my healing doesn’t work on you.” A bitter admission. “But whatever is wrong with you, my father should be able to fix it.”

“Is he a healer too?” Sara asked.

“No, but my father has sacrificed much and has more powers than I know. He’s probably the most powerful man in the world,” Lance said without bragging. He tried to think of a good way to explain. “Remember the Watcher at the Gate?”

“The little blind boy? Yes.”

“He is a very powerful Watcher, because of his age. The greater the sacrifice, the more powerful the gift. It isn’t as much of a sacrifice for an old woman to give up her sight, which may have already begun to fail, than it is for a child to give up his or her sight.”

Sara nodded.

“It’s the same with my father. It’s a greater sacrifice to be both blind and deaf than to be either alone. It’s a greater sacrifice to have no hands, than lose just one. With multiple sacrifices comes greater power. My father can hear not just spoken truth, but the secrets that lie in the hearts of men. He can talk to animals, or pull down a mountain with but a gesture. His Lifegift can kill a blue devil.”

Sara looked skeptical. She would see. Lance crushed down the doubts that rose in his mind.

Insanity offended him at a basic level because it resisted his ability to heal. It made him helpless as he had not been since the day Madam Lust had ordered Wenda whipped and he’d had to listen to his sister’s screams… He’d sacrificed his health to heal Wenda and never once regretted it. But today Sara was hurting, and he could not help her.

It nigh killed him to watch her struggle under the burden of pain and fear. If the Goddess had told him he could heal her by breaking both his legs, he would have done it in an instant.

He had to force himself not to walk faster, to hurry to the Hall.

They paused briefly for lunch, sitting on a log with the last of their bread and cheese spread on a napkin between them. Lance urged Sara to eat, but she shook her head, a stiff movement that spoke of pain. “I won’t keep it down.”

Lance tried to persuade her again. “Let me try to heal you. Your headache went away for awhile when I healed you overnight,” he reminded her.

“No.” Her voice was a whisper. Her blue eyes were haggard, but somehow it only made her look more beautiful, fragile and otherworldly.

He thought seriously about forcing her to accept his healing, but in the end he didn’t dare. “Is there anything else I can do?” he asked finally. He remembered the basin of hot water she’d insisted on for his arthritic knuckles. Had she felt this helpless then?

Did Wenda and his parents feel like this when they saw him ill? Was his father just as relieved as Lance was when duty called him away? A disquieting thought.

“Nothing,” Sara whispered. “Except…”

“Yes?”

“Can we…not go to the Hall today?”

“We’re only a couple hours away,” Lance told her. “I know walking jars your head, but the sooner we get there, the sooner my father can help you.”

“Of course,” Sara said after a pause. She got up and began, wearily, to walk again.

After that, she said almost nothing, and Lance grew more and more worried. He felt relieved when the fog bank appeared at the base of the next hill. “We’re close now,” he told Sara. The mist loomed like a wall.

She stopped dead. “I can’t.” She broke free, took a step into the whiteness—


Lance lunged after her. “Wait!” She slipped through his fingers, vanishing into the foggy woods. He hurried after her, one hand held up to protect his face from spearing branches.

One step into the chilly fog and the footpath split into three. A branch quivered; Lance went to the right. Another few steps and the path forked again, the beginning of the Mist Labyrinth that protected the Hall. He went left this time and left twice more in quick succession, hoping to catch another glimpse of Sara.

He failed. Lance stopped before the next fork in the path, dismayed. Tendrils of mist curled around his feet and wreathed the sycamores. The labyrinth dated from the days before the Red Saints made their sacrifice, before Kandrith was its own country, back when the Hall was a bandit hideout for escaped slaves. The Lifegift was said to have defeated an army once, dividing its centuries into cohorts, and its cohorts into scared men. Some found themselves back where they’d started, and some remained lost until they starved to death. How was he going to find Sara in it?

“Sara?” he called, but the fog seemed to swallow sound. The woods were dead, bare of leaf, moved only by the wind. No squirrels ran from branch to branch, no birds nested or called.

A sudden wriggling in his pocket made him remember the refetti. He pulled the animal’s long body out and held it up. “Any chance you can find your mistress?”

The refetti wiggled its nose at him.

The animal’s sense of smell was bound to be keener than his. Lance dug out a small length of darning yarn from his bag and put a loose loop around the refetti’s chest. “Go,” he said, feeling a little foolish. “Find Sara.”

The refetti dashed down the path, taking the next right, then three lefts in a row, and there was Sara.

Despite the damp ground, she was sitting down, her head cradled in her hands. The refetti circled her in excitement. A few feet away, Lance saw the ivory gleam of a skull peeking out of the soil.

Lance waited until he was close enough to grab her before speaking again. “Sara?”

Her head came up. Dull misery clouded her eyes, but she didn’t flee.

“What’s wrong?” Lance asked, his voice rough. “Why did you run away?”

“I don’t want to go to the Hall.” She began to mumble. “Terrible things will happen if I go. Don’t make me. Please, don’t make me.”

Lance tried to reason with her. “The Hall will have shelter, a warm bed and a hot meal. At the very least, some place dark and quiet where you can sleep.”

Tears began to drip down her cheeks. “No. He’ll lock me up.”

“Who? My father?” Lance asked, bewildered. “No, he won’t. He has power, but he doesn’t abuse it.”

When Sara spoke again, she was incoherent. Something bad was going to happen. She’d be locked up forever. She didn’t want to go.

Impatient, frantic and feeling like a brute for insisting that they continue, Lance finally grabbed her hand to pull her to her feet—

Loma’s healing grace filled him.

But the etched lines of misery on Sara’s face eased only a fraction. The Goddess was as helpless as he was. It was almost as if something was injuring her right now…

“Come on,” he said as gently as he could. He took her hand and pulled her up. She followed, but walked with her eyes closed.

Lance chose their path through the fog and forest at random, going left, then right, then right again. The maze had no pattern. The important thing was to keep going forward, not to doubt yourself and turn back. That and to stay calm. Anger made the fog thicken.

And apparently so did fear, because Lance had to work to calm himself down before the curtains of mist finally deigned to part and reveal the Hall.

* * *

Someone gently shook Sara’s shoulder, intruding into her silent universe of pain. “We’re here,” Lance said.


They were? The journey seemed to have taken years, but Sara felt no relief at its end. She could not believe in a cure. She had always had a headache and always would.

She refused to open her eyes—until she heard a small yip. She turned her head in time to see her refetti free itself from the yarn around its middle and scurry through the grass, making a beeline toward the Hall.

She took one step in chase; her elbow jerked free of Lance’s grip. Pain slammed through her head like a lightning bolt. She screamed. A sun flared behind her eyes…

Lance caught her arm when she would have fallen. The terrible brightness retreated, but not very far, lying in wait.

* * *

Esam tore himself free from the Defiled One. He flung himself forward, but his steps slowed as the voices of the dead clamored protests in his ears.

His human mind knew he must hurry or another massacre would occur, but the voices shredded his reason, driving his refetti self mad. He forced himself to take four more quick steps forward, then shuddered to a stop, battered by the increasing wails.

A chance yet remained to avert the coming catastrophe. The Giant had claimed that his father could speak to animals. If he could just get there ahead of the Defiled One…but it was no use. He lacked the strength to go on.

For the first time, he wished he had done as his father asked and followed the Path farther himself. He would happily endure the life of a Scholar to not be so helpless now.

Esam closed his eyes, mouth moving in fervent prayer as he struggled forward a few more steps.

Holy Ones, I pledge myself to follow the Path, if you will but help me.

Either they heard him or his next step gained him enough distance because the voices of the dead faded, along with the compulsion to return to the Defiled One’s side. Freed, he scampered across the courtyard as fast as his paws could carry him.

His refetti eyes saw a sheer cliff rising up from the ground, but the human portion of his mind knew it for a building. He spied a small gap at the base and squeezed under the door, leaving a chunk of his fur behind. He whipped down a hallway.

The floor felt strange under his paws. It had the color and vertical grains of wood, but didn’t smell right. It was hard as stone and glass smooth. He skidded while turning into a huge, echoing room.

He smelled humans and cried, “Help me!”

It was easy to identify the one who spoke to animals, the Giant’s father, for he replied. “Who asks for my help?”

Esam could have wept—to be understood at last!—but refetties had no tears. “I ask, Esam, Warrior of the Qiph. I am trapped in this body. The Defiled One is coming! I have no time to explain.”

“Try, little one.”

Esam rushed into speech. “A dark ritual was performed last moon that raised immense power. Though it took place in the Republic, the Pathfinders of my land sensed it. They sent a group across the border to investigate and found the scene of an unholy massacre. The Pathfinders changed me into a refetti so that I might track down the one responsible. The voices of the dead led me to the Defiled One, but—”

“Defiled by what?” the man asked.

Esam told him. “You must kill her,” he finished. “Then you must use the Soul Box your son carries.”

The man listened attentively then turned to the woman by his side. “My dear, a blue devil approaches.” He paused. “I may have to use my Lifegift.”

The woman vibrated with tension. “I will protect you with my life.”

“Of course.” He smiled gently. “But we have some time. Clear as many people from the Hall as you can.”

She nodded once, kissed him fiercely, then strode from the room. “I’ll make all ready.”


Esam was agitated. The Giant’s father had not understood. The Defiled One would be here in only moments.

The man stooped down and held out his stump. “Come here, little one.”

Esam scrambled up onto his shoulder. “There’s no time!”

“Shh.” A wrist stroked his fur. “I had to lie,” the man said softly. “She would never leave me otherwise.”

* * *

Shuffling like an old woman, Sara approached the Hall.

Set into a notch in the hillside, the Hall was almost invisible from a distance. Up close it proved to be a hodgepodge with extra rooms added here and there to the main hall, often at angles. One tower had a domed roof.

The main door stood at the top of six steps. The fortyish man standing guard recognized Lance. “You’re expected,” he said. “I have a message from your father.”

The guard pulled Lance aside, and Sara leaned heavily against the wall, bereft of the Goddess’s touch.

The message seemed to perplex Lance. Through Sara’s pain she heard random snippets of their conversation. “…box? …does he want?”

“…don’t know,” the guard replied.

“Well, I’m not leaving her here out in the cold,” Lance said sharply. “Help me get her inside. She’s very ill.”

“No.” Sara’s throat felt dry and disused. “I can walk. There’s nothing wrong with my legs.” It was only her head that felt like an olive in an oil press.

She represented the Republic of Temboria and House Remillus. Pride demanded that she meet the Kandrith standing on her own two feet, not clinging to his son’s hand. Sara couldn’t think just now why pride was so important, but it was. Thinking hurt. She started to walk instead. Lance hovered at her elbow.

They attracted attention as they moved along. Servants carrying bundles paused, then hurried outside, giving her a wide berth. A mother snatched her child back and whisked through a different door. Sara ignored them all. The blinding pain didn’t leave room for anything but sickness.

Sara’s gaze fixed on the floor. After a dozen steps, Lance stopped her. “Wait here, Sara.” He entered a doorway.

Sara’s head swam. Nausea crawled up her throat. Her skin felt clammy, and her legs trembled.

If she waited another second, she would collapse. Surely Lance had had enough time to greet his father by now? She groped her way through the doorway and into the audience hall.

The brightness behind her eyes returned, making it hard for Sara to focus or hear. The room and its occupants seemed weirdly distorted.

Lance stood a few feet away, gesturing urgently. Weapons covered the walls. She saw two thrones, one empty. But all that was gray, indistinct, mere background. A man robed in red snared her attention.

Red is the color of Heart’s Blood.

He sat on a carved wooden throne. He must be Lance’s father. The Kandrith looked old, much older than her own father, so old he should have been a corpse. He had no hands. She glimpsed stumps under his long sleeves, and he was as bald as an egg.

Sara heard snatches of Lance’s voice, as if from down a long tunnel. “Father—this is Sara.” The room spun. “—sick—can’t cure.”

The old man—Lance’s grandfather, surely?—stood up. How odd. Her refetti sat on his shoulder.

“You might as well come out,” the Kandrith said. He seemed to be talking to her, but she could make no sense of his words. “I can see you quite clearly. And I don’t imagine you came here to hide.”

I don’t know what you mean, Sara wanted to say, but a sudden surge of nausea bent her over double. She vomited black, blackest bile.

The brightness behind her eyes exploded.









Chapter Sixteen



Lance sprinted forward as Sara collapsed, even though his healing powers had been inadequate so far. She’d probably lost consciousness from the pain, but if a blood vessel had burst he had only moments—

Something unseen knocked him off his feet. His head hit the floor, hard.

When he got back onto his hands and knees, his father was standing over Sara, blind eyes staring off into nothingness. “I see you!”

Who was he looking at? Who had hit Lance?

“I see you and name you—blue devil.”

Lacking the Watcher’s gift, the only living thing Lance saw was the refetti burrowing into his bag, but he sensed the blue devil, like a malignant cloud. How had a blue devil gotten here? Lance’s stunned shock lasted only a moment and then he knew. Sara had carried it inside her.

He’d thought her merely a spy for her father, but this… Her betrayal knifed through him. For the Child of Peace to be used in an act of war was obscene. How could Sara have lent herself to this? How could he have been so wrong about her?

He should have known when the Qiph called her Defiled, when the Watcher said her soul was purple. Realization bit in. He had brought Sara here, to his father. Exactly as the blue devil wanted.

Goddess forgive me.

Wind howled through the room, flattening Lance against the cold, slick floor. The wood had been petrified into stone by some long ago saint’s sacrifice to prevent the Hall from being burned down.

An eerie jangle ran through the swords, axes and spears lining the walls as the wind lifted them.

His father staggered, then held up a stump, and the wind parted before him. “Goddess!” he cried.

Lance knew how this would—must—end. His heart grieved.

“I gift my life—”

Before his father could finish, a spear from the wall flew through the air and impaled him in the back. The black point emerged from his stomach.

The pain must have been horrendous, but Lance’s father smiled and finished his invocation, “—to kill you.”

Lance waited, breathless, still pinned to the floor.

The wind faltered—then blasted forth again even harder. Mocking laughter echoed through the throne room. “I’ve given you a mortal wound. The few hours that remain of your life aren’t a great enough sacrifice to kill me.”

A pool of blood spread from his father’s stomach. Lance knew stomach wounds. He would likely linger, in great pain, for hours.

Lance crawled forward, keeping his head down so that the wind buffeted over him. If he could reach his father, heal him—his father would still die, but he could gift his life to a purpose and fulfill his oath as Kandrith.

“Once you’re gone, I will rule here,” the blue devil gloated. “None shall stand against me, and the rivers will run red with blood sacrifices to my god—”


Lance closed his mind to the picture the blue devil painted. Hold on, Father, I’m coming. He had to fight for every inch, and sweat poured from his body, but he was winning.

He stretched forth his hand. If he could touch so much as his father’s ankle, he could—

Lance slid backward along the floor as if pulled by a giant hand. Cruel laughter split the air as he slammed into the wall. The blue devil had waited to strike just to torture him with hope.

“Goddess,” his father whispered.

Lance was surprised he could speak. Anyone else would have been whimpering.

“The twotch can’t help you now,” the blue devil sneered. “No one can.’

His father continued serenely, “I gift my life to—”

“You already tried that, old man, and it didn’t work.”

The words grew fainter. “—to banish you from—”

“What?” the blue devil roared, noting the change in wording.

“—my kingdom.”

A clap of thunder, and the wind vanished, the blue devil seemingly sucked away with it.

Lance lifted his head cautiously, but the air felt cleaner, with the distinctive taste of spring that spoke of the Goddess’s presence.

The blue devil was exiled. His father lay unmoving, his long death, started the day he took oath to become Kandrith, finally over.

* * *

Sara woke up in a wonderful mood. She lay in a warm, soft bed, and her headache was gone. Her head felt light.

The Kandrith must have cured her, just as Lance had believed. Sara had a fleeting memory of seeing the Kandrith and throwing up at his feet, but shoved the thought aside with the bedclothes.

She looked around with curious eyes. The bedroom was…peculiar. The bed sat alone, an island in a large room. The walls were bare of tapestries, and the only light came from a narrow window far above her head.

Where were the washbasin, soap and towel? Her possessions? It didn’t resemble a bedroom so much as a tower cell.

Uneasy, Sara crossed over to the door—and found it had no doorknob. Nor did it open when she pushed.

Well. There was no mistaking that, was there? Lance had promised her this wouldn’t happen. But Lance wasn’t the Kandrith; his father was. Lance had accepted her spying and merely tried to stop her from passing on the information she’d gathered, but his father might feel differently. Might have ordered her to be locked up.

Staring at the door wouldn’t get her any answers. Sara knocked firmly on the wood. “Hello?”

“What do you want?” a man asked.

Sara wanted out, but knew better than to ask. “I’d like to speak to Lance, the King—I mean the Kandrith’s son. Perhaps he could join me for breakfast.” If it was morning and not afternoon. She had no idea how long she’d slept.

“We know who he is,” the man growled. “And you’re the last person he wants to talk to right now.”

“What do you mean?” Sara demanded, but the guard said no more.

Her stomach tightened. She tried to convince herself Lance was unavailable because he’d been called away on some healing emergency, or was simply enjoying a reunion with his parents, but she couldn’t make herself believe it.

What had gone wrong? Sara hadn’t worn anything blue or done anything to offend the Kandrith—

Except vomit at his feet. But he’d gone on to cure her headache, so surely he didn’t bear a grudge?

Had something changed on the political landscape? Had General Pallax forced the Senate to name a new Primus at sword-point? Was her father in hiding? Dead?

The door opened without warning a bleak time later, and two guards came in. Both men had black beards and wore red vests, though they didn’t look alike otherwise. One was in his early twenties, the other closer to forty. Hostility burned in their dark eyes.


Just so had Rowena looked at Sara—and her blue eyes. Relief warred with irritation. “I’m not a blue devil,” she said.

The younger guard jerked, and she realized he was afraid of her, that he was close to drawing his sword and— What? Surely he wouldn’t dare hurt the Child of Peace? Sara stayed very still.

“Up,” the older man growled. “You’re to come with us.”

As much as Sara felt confined by the room, she was now reluctant to leave it. “Where are you taking me?”

“The Protector wants to see you.” The younger guard’s brown eyes glittered cruelly. “It’s time for your trial.”

* * *

“In here.”

The younger guard shoved Sara through a doorway and into what was obviously the throne room. Was this where she’d met the Kandrith? Sara couldn’t remember.

It wasn’t a pretty room. Weapons rather than tapestries or stone carvings covered its walls. The walls and floors were of polished gray wood, not the white marble so favored in the Republic. But for all its starkness, it still served a throne room’s primary purpose: Sara felt small.

Sara straightened her shoulders, summoning cold anger to hide her fear. “I protest this treatment,” she said loudly. The bigger throne sat empty, so she aimed her words at the woman robed in deepest red occupying the secondary chair, who must be Lance’s mother.

The Protector sat very straight, hands clutching the arms of the chair, and stared at Sara. The handful of other people in the room—another guard, a pale-eyed man in silver robes, a plump old blind woman and her skinny husband—watched Sara, too, but the Protector’s gaze felt like a hot brand.

Her hair was clipped short like a legionnaire’s. What hair she had looked black against the red of her hood. Only her brown eyes and perhaps the firmness of her chin reminded Sara of Lance.

“I demand to know by what right I am brought to trial. I have committed no crime,” Sara said.

The Protector’s expression did not change. “Bors, keep her quiet.”

The older guard held his sword at her throat.

Sara swallowed, but ignored the cold kiss of metal. “If you mean to murder me, why bother with a trial? Why not slit my throat while I lay sleeping?”

“I considered it,” the Protector said coldly. “Now, be quiet!”

Just then, another figure in red entered the throne room. Unease crawled up Sara’s spine as she recognized Lance. “I wear the Brown,” Lance had said repeatedly. Why was he in red? And where was his father?

She tried to catch Lance’s eye, but he avoided her gaze, standing at his mother’s side.

The Protector raised her right hand. “Donal, please begin.”

The armed man that Sara had taken for a third guard stepped forward. He was older than she’d realized, in his forties; strands of gray decorated the blond hair falling back from his widow’s peak. “Lady Sarathena Remillus, of the Republic of Temboria, I call you to trial.”

“For what?” Sara demanded. “Sleeping? Being sick?” The sword pressed harder against her throat, and for a terrible moment Sara thought the Protector would have her killed on the spot.

“I said be silent!” the Protector snarled.

Lance put his hand on her arm. “Mother.” That was all he said, but she laid her own hand on top of his and took a deep breath. At an irritable wave of her hand, Bors removed the sword from Sara’s throat, though he didn’t sheathe it.

“Continue,” the Protector said.

Donal stared at Sara with absolutely no warmth. “You are called to trial for committing an act of war against Kandrith.”

Sara’s heartbeat stuttered. It was as she had feared. General Pallax had done something— No, wait. The blond man had accused Sara, personally, of committing an act of war. “Bring in a Listener and you’ll know you’ve made a mistake. I have committed no crime.”

Then things went very wrong.

The white-haired man holding the blind woman’s elbow cleared his throat. “That last bit she said there must have been a lie. I couldn’t hear it at all.”


The old man was a Listener? His tunic was white, but his vest was red.

Sara quelled her first instinct—to deny the lie—and thought furiously. Why would he say she lied? She recalled her exact phrasing and realized she’d been too broad. She had committed crimes in her lifetime—lying about Felicia’s defection for one. “I have committed no act of war,” she said carefully. That should—

“Another lie,” the old man said cheerfully. He seemed to enjoy being the center of attention. Laughter lines crinkled around his eyes.

Lance winced, as if in pain.

Sara clamped her lips together. This was outrageous! But she knew enough about Kandrith to realize that she would get nowhere accusing a Listener of lying. “What act am I supposed to have committed?”

“You know very well—” the Protector started angrily.

“She fell unconscious. She truly may not know,” Lance said. He told her, woodenly, “My father is dead.”

“Oh, no.” Sara could see the deep grooves of grief on his face now. Her heart ached. He’d only just gotten home after a long absence. “Lance, I’m so sorry.” Without thinking, she reached out to him.

Only to find the sword once again at her throat. No one here knew she and Lance were lovers. All they saw was a Republican noblewoman moving toward the son of their former king.

Sara knew her relationship with Lance must return to one of formality, but it still hurt to see Lance hold up his arms as if to fend her off.

“Sorry,” the old man said. “I forgot to say. The last one was truth, she is sorry.”

“How did he die?” she asked.

“A blue devil attacked him.” Lance watched her closely. “A blue devil that you brought into Kandrith.”

“What?” Sara asked stupidly. Her marrow turned ice cold. “That’s not possible.”

“A lie.”

Lance ignored the old man and continued doggedly on, “The blue devil was what was making you sick, Sara. It attached itself to your soul in order to pass through the Gate. The Watcher saw a purple soul instead of a blue or red one.”

Sara struggled to make sense of his words. She remembered the Watcher talking about colors. “He said there were two souls, a red one and a purple one. You said the purple one belonged to my refetti.”

Lance closed his eyes. “I was wrong.”

“Her soul is red now,” the blind woman said diffidently. “I know I’m new to this and my sight can’t be as good as the Watcher at the Gate, but I don’t see any difference in shade between her soul and anybody else’s.”

Was that a vote of support? Was she saying Sara wasn’t evil since she didn’t have a blue soul? Sara could read nothing in the white-haired woman’s serene expression. Feeling harried, she faced Lance again.

The Protector rapped her fist on the arm of her throne. “Enough. This leads us nowhere.” She looked straight at Sara. “Did you or did you not knowingly bring a blue devil into Kandrith?”

“I swear I did not know,” Sara spoke to Lance.

“A lie,” the Listener said. His voice had an irritating singsong quality that seemed to imply that Sara always lied.

“Lance, you have to believe me,” Sara pleaded.

His eyes seemed haunted. “Why didn’t you tell me? If the blue devil was forced on you, I could have helped you.”

“This is insane,” Sara said flatly. “I’d never even heard of blue devils until Lance told me about them several days after I’d entered Kandrith.”

“Truth.” The Listener looked startled.

The Protector leaned forward. “And why didn’t you tell my son you carried one, once you did know of them?”

“I didn’t know I was carrying one!”


“A lie.”

Sara was developing a serious dislike for the cheerful old man. He was going to get her killed.

“I’ve heard enough,” the Protector said flatly.

She was going to order Sara’s death. Sara turned to Lance. “I didn’t want your father to die!”

“Truth.” The Listener’s white eyebrows shot up.

Lance lifted his head hopefully.

His mother’s visage remained cold and angry. “And yet you led the blue devil straight to him.”

Sara didn’t risk a straight denial, appealing to Lance. “I didn’t want to go to the Hall, remember? I didn’t want to see the Kandrith.”

“Truth.”

“She begged me not to take her here.” Lance’s skin turned ashen. “I almost had to drag her.”

Sara winced at the heavy guilt in his voice. She hadn’t meant to add to his burden of grief, but she had no choice. She pressed her advantage. “Why would I want to kill the Kandrith? His death means my own.”

“Truth.”

Sara tried to catch her breath, marshaling her arguments. This was her only chance. If she stepped off the narrow bridge she trod, none would catch her.

“If a blue devil attached itself to my soul and killed your father, it was not because I wanted it to.” She spoke to Lance, desperate to convince him at least.

“Truth.”

The Protector frowned. “If that is so, why did you not warn Lance of what you carried?”

Sara tried again. “I didn’t know a blue devil hid inside me. If I had known, I would have warned him.”

“Two lies in a row. She just doesn’t learn, does she?”

Sara flinched. Once again the Listener had condemned her, but why? She was telling the truth.

The Protector’s expression grew colder. “If you can speak naught but lies—”

“Wait!” Lance held up his hand. “That doesn’t make sense.” He stared at Sara intensely. “Say that again. ‘If I…’”

“If I had known, I would have warned him.”

“A lie,” the Listener said.

“Yet earlier when Sara said she would have warned him if she could, the Listener named it truth.” Lance’s eyes shone with hope. “Say it again, Sara.”

“I would have warned him if I could.”

“Well, I’ll be hanged. She’s telling the truth.” The Listener looked stunned.

“‘If I could,’” Lance quoted. “The blue devil must have prevented Sara from warning me.”

She hadn’t warned him because she hadn’t known there was a blue devil inside her, but she dared not say so. “Yes,” she lied.

“Truth.”

The Protector frowned. “Why didn’t you say so? The blue devil is no longer attached to you.”

“I didn’t know the blue devil had…” she began.

“A lie.”

Sara shot a venomous glance at the Listener. Every time she said the word ‘know’ he proclaimed it a lie.

“Why do you continue to lie?” the Protector demanded.

“I don’t mean to,” Sara said desperately. “I am telling the truth as I—” superstitiously she bit back the word know and substituted, “—remember it.”

“Truth.”

“As you remember it?” Lance noticed her change of phrasing. “Are there things you do not remember?”

“No.”

“Another lie.”

The Protector’s nostrils flared with impatience.


Lance came to Sara’s rescue. He was on her side, despite the colors allying himself to his mother. She could have wept in relief. He had every right to hate her for contributing to his father’s death. “Perhaps you were magically made to forget, but somewhere inside, you do know the truth.”

Sara glimpsed salvation, but couldn’t quite grasp it.

The Protector turned to her. “Is this true? Were you made to forget about the blue devil?”

Sara had no memory of such. “Yes,” she said, not knowing if it was a lie. Not remembering.

“Truth, again.”

“Then you are innocent.” The Protector didn’t sound very happy about it.

Sara’s knees felt weak. But her relief lasted only a moment. The Protector wasn’t done with her yet.

“Now you will tell me who is guilty. Who did this to you?”

Sara shook her head. “I don’t remember. I don’t even kn—remember when it happened.”

“Truth.”

“The blue devil caused your headaches,” Lance said. “When did they first start?”

Sara thought back. “They began the morning after I met you. I’ve been prone to them the whole journey.”

“Truth,” the Listener said.

Lance looked encouraged. “It must have happened the night before, at the feast.”

“Thousands of people attended the feast. Who—?” Sara’s eyes widened. “Nir! He must have done this to me.” Conspiracies spun in her head. She knew Nir hungered to bring her father down—and get personal revenge on Sara for spurning him—

“A lie.”

Sara swore silently, then rallied. “One of the Pallaxes then. They could have done it.”

“A lie.”

She wracked her brains. Some other enemy of her father? “House Arranius—”

The Protector sighed. “Before you list everyone, let’s rule out the most obvious. Aleron Remillus, Primus of the Republic.”

“My father did not do that to me,” Sara said indignantly.

“A lie,” the Listener said, his eyes closed.









Chapter Seventeen



“It’s not true,” Sara said through numb lips, but her trial seemed to be over. The Protector was giving orders in a crisp voice, and everyone was scrambling to obey.

“Sara.” Lance steered her over to the wall, out of the way.

Sara barely noticed. “My father wouldn’t do this to me.” Cause her pain. Use her. Set her up to die. None of it. Sara blinked desperately. “He loves me.”

Lance said nothing.

Sara balled up her hand and hit his chest, hard. “He does!” she almost screamed.

Lance caught her fist before she could hit him again. He sat down right there on the floor and pulled her onto his lap, cocooning her in his strength.

“He does love me,” she whispered.

Lance sighed. “He left you alone for most of your life on a distant estate under the care of servants and a sick mother. Where was he, Sara, the day the stallion threw you?”

Sara was silent. Her father had been miles away. And really wasn’t that part of the reason behind her childish recklessness, the thought that if she were hurt her father would have to come home, that he would be sorry and spend more time with her? Instead of which, she’d received a stinging lecture on the value of prime horseflesh—by letter.

“When Wenda was whipped, only a stout chain kept my father from running to her aid,” Lance said.

Sara calmed. Her father might not have been there for her during her childhood, but he’d made up for it later. “He paid the ransom for me. He beggared the estate.” It had been the turning point of her life, when her resentment of him was replaced by a burning need to redeem herself.

Only she suddenly remembered the doubt on Julen’s face when she’d told him about the ransom. If you had asked me, I would have sworn House Remillus was quite wealthy.

Julen was her father’s right-hand man, how could he not have known that their House teetered on the brink of financial ruin?

What if the House had never been beggared at all? What if it had all been a monstrous lie? “No,” Sara whispered. “It can’t be.”

But. But up until then, she and her father had fought like rachas. He’d wanted her to behave like other noble daughters, to marry well—something Sara hadn’t seen the need for until their House was in danger.

As lies went, it had been beautifully simple. Because it was a secret, Sara had never spoken about it to anyone but her father.

He used guilt to control me, to turn me into the biddable, marketable daughter he wanted.

And if that had been a lie… then House Remillus had never been in debt to the Temple of Nir. Her father had asked her to placate Nir…for nothing. For influence and power.

Sara’s gorge rose, a hot choking flood. Lance put his hands on her shoulder, and the feeling receded. He touched her face, wiping away tears she didn’t remember shedding.

“Why are you holding me?” Sara choked out. “G-go away.” She braced herself to reject his pity, but Lance surprised her.

“I just lost my father too,” he said simply.

She’d forgotten. His father was dead—murdered—and he was comforting her. Sara tried to scramble off his lap, but his arms held her fast. “I’m sorry. You can’t want to hold me—not after what I’ve done—what I brought.”


“It wasn’t your fault.”

Sara looked deep into his brown eyes. He seemed to mean it, which made her feel, conversely, worse. “My father…” she started.

“The father you knew is dead. The father you loved. Go ahead, let yourself grieve.”

His simple words shattered some dam inside her. Sara rocked back and forth in a storm of tears and faced the truth. Her father didn’t love her. He had handed her over to be killed. He had sacrificed her to blue devils. She couldn’t remember it, but deep inside she knew the truth: Her father had betrayed her.

* * *

Across the throne room, Lance’s gaze connected with his mother’s. Sara’s time was running out.

“I need to speak to my mother.” Lance gently disengaged himself from Sara. As much as leaving her was like ripping off his skin, he couldn’t afford to be outside his mother’s circle while important decisions were being made.

He approached the throne. “Mother.”

She and Donal, the castle steward and his father’s best friend, were consulting in low voices. After a glance at his face, Donal politely withdrew.

Lance cursed the man under his breath. For the first hour after his father’s death, his mother had wept. She’d even allowed Lance to hold her while they mourned together. And then Donal had come in to ask what she wanted done with his father’s body, and his mother had drawn back into herself to give cool, clear orders.

The composure was merely a shell, Lance knew, but it was rapidly hardening into iron. Only the Goddess knew how much time would pass before his mother allowed her barriers to drop again.

Lance loved Kandrith with all his heart, but its needs had eaten his father. He wished his mother would let it go, let someone else step forward and take up the burden, but he knew she wouldn’t—not voluntarily.

And in a way, he didn’t blame her. If she wasn’t Protector anymore, what was left to her but ashes?

Lance took a deep breath, readying his argument, but just then his mother said, in tones of surprise, “What’s she doing with the shandy?”

Lance followed her gaze and saw that Sara’s refetti had crawled into her lap. “That’s not a shandy, it’s a pet,” he said impatiently. “Mother, you can’t—”

“It’s no dumb animal,” his mother said, definite as always. Her greatest strength—and her greatest weakness—was that she never doubted herself. “The refetti spoke to your father…just before.” A crack appeared in her composure, but was swiftly mended. “It told him a blue devil was coming.”

The information diverted Lance. “Maybe animals can sense blue devils,” he suggested. Sara had fished the refetti out of the Vaga River. He’d never heard of a shandy living in the Republic. That didn’t mean there couldn’t be one, but— “Shandies can talk.”

“That’s true,” his mother said thoughtfully. “All I heard was a bunch of chitters and squeaks.”

If the refetti had warned his father, why hadn’t he and Sara been stopped at the door? And then Lance realized that he had been. The guard had asked Lance to leave Sara and bring his father a box. Lance had barely heard the man, so consumed was he with fear for Sara. He’d left Sara in the hall, but cut off his father before he could speak, begging for his help. And then Sara had come in, bringing with her the blue devil.

The only box Lance had was the small carved one Julen had found after the battle with the Qiph…the very same battle where the refetti had first appeared. Lance’s eyes narrowed. It wasn’t a shandy, but perhaps it was something similar, a man transformed by Qiph magic.

It would explain how the Qiph assassin had vanished so thoroughly after jumping out Sara’s window. Lance had even healed the cursed refetti later.

Lance had a strong desire to snap the refetti’s neck, but the emotion was pushed aside when his mother said abruptly, “You won’t change my mind.”

They were once more talking about the main issue. “You can’t execute her,” he said.


“She may not be guilty, but she’s still the Child of Peace. Her father attacked us. Her life is forfeit. That is the law.”

“The Pact only works if the Primus loves the Child of Peace,” Lance said forcefully. “Sara’s father cares less for her than for a slave. I want to see the bastard punished, too, but killing Sara won’t hurt him.”

“You don’t know that,” his mother said coolly. “The blue devil may well have promised to save her life. Primus Remillus probably never meant to risk her at all.”

“Anyone who calls on blue devils is so steeped in evil, they’re unlikely to scruple over a daughter,” Lance argued. She had to see that he was right. Sara didn’t deserve to die for her father’s sins.

“It doesn’t matter,” his mother said with finality. “The law must be followed or the next Primus will think we’re bluffing. Kandrith will be threatened at every turn. Is that what you want?”

It wasn’t. Lance’s jaw clenched. “Why the farce of a trial if you meant to kill her either way?”

His mother hesitated, then said abruptly, “I hoped that she was guilty. I wanted you to feel…less regret.”

Regret? The thought of Sara dying made him feel like a mule had kicked him in the chest. How could she have come to mean so much to him in only a few weeks time?

“Mother, please don’t do this,” he gritted out, but the proud set of her shoulders told him she would not relent.

* * *

The Protector stood up. “Friends,” she said strongly, “today is a blue day.”

Sara looked up dully, one hand still in the refetti’s fur. Blue day?

“Blue, not only because of the death of my husband, but because the Republic of Temboria murdered him by foulest treachery.”

Angry murmurs arose. Close to sixty people thronged the room now. Sara hadn’t noticed them enter, drowned in grief. Instinct brought her to her feet.

“An act of war has been committed, and it is merely the first one. I have spoken to the Kandrith Seer.” The Protector pointed to the pale-eyed man in silver. “Cadwallader tells me the Republic’s legions will attack our citizens sometime today. Preparations must be made for war,” she continued, dark eyes full of fire.

Lance slipped over to Sara’s side and took her hand, squeezing hard enough to bruise.

A river of dread flowed into Sara as if their joined hands had opened up a connection. She knew what was coming next.

“But first,” the Protector said, “the Primus must pay the penalty for breaking the peace.” She looked straight at Sara.

Sara moved to stand before the throne, taking a deep breath. If she was to live through this she must sound calm and reasonable. “You intend to execute me.”

“Yes,” the Protector said.

“My father doesn’t love me.” Sara fought down a slight quaver at the raw admission. “My death will not hurt him, but it will kill me.” The words sounded ludicrous—of course her death would kill her—but the right words wouldn’t come. Her throat felt tight.

“Seventy years ago our two countries made a pact,” the Protector said. “Not for the first time, that pact has been broken. There must be consequences. If I allow the Child of Peace to live, there will be no peace again.”

Sara inclined her head to show that she understood the point. “May I speak to you in private?”

In answer, the Protector stalked forward. Lance tried to move away, but Sara caught his hand. She hadn’t meant he should go.

The Protector’s head only reached Sara’s chin, but she gave off the energy of bottled lightning.

“There is a middle way,” Sara said softly. “Order my execution, but do not carry it out. Tell my father, tell all of the Republic, that I am dead. I will take oath before a Listener to never leave Kandrith or communicate with the Republic again. The Pact will stand.”

Lance’s head lifted in hope, but the Protector’s expression grew flinty. “The Protector of Kandrith does not lie.”

“You don’t have to lie, just don’t deny it,” Sara spoke with forced calm.


“No.”

Your pride isn’t worth my life, Sara wanted to scream. Had she sounded so self-righteous when she told Lance why she couldn’t free Felicia? Sara struggled to think of a more convincing argument, but white fog seemed to blanket her mind.

The moment passed. The Protector raised her hand, about to give the order—

“No,” Lance said harshly. “You don’t have the authority to order Sara’s execution. Father is dead, and your authority came from him.”

His mother took a step back as if he’d struck her, but swiftly recovered. “I doubt that the next Kandrith will be any more lenient, but you are right. Cadwallader! Who is the next Kandrith?”

The pale-eyed man in silver robes—Gray is the color of Tomorrow—stepped forward. He beamed as if delighted to be asked. “Your daughter Wenda will be the next Kandrith.”

Consternation. A buzz of talk rose. Sara caught the gist of it; Wenda was in the Republic, standing as the Child of Peace. How could she be the next Kandrith?

“Praise the Goddess.” Lance expelled a pent-up breath. “I thought…I thought she might already be dead.”

“Ah.” Sara nodded in understanding. “Since my father never had any intention of keeping the Pact, he could have killed Wenda upon her arrival in Temborium. No. I doubt he’ll kill her in retaliation, even if I’m executed.”

Lance’s head came up sharply. “Why not?”

“If the existence of the Child of Peace were publicly known, he would have to kill her to ‘avenge’ me. But since it isn’t, he’ll keep Wenda prisoner until he finds some advantage in her death—or life.” Sara had watched her father play the political game, and now she knew he was even more ruthless than she’d thought. “He’ll use her as a hostage.”

The Protector’s face hardened like clay fired in a kiln. “I will not surrender.”

Sara suppressed a sigh. Had the woman no political acumen at all? “That may be, but as long he thinks he can wring something from you, he won’t kill her.”

“Then there’s still time,” Lance said. “I can rescue her.”

“No,” the Protector said harshly. “It’s too dangerous. Without the title Child of Peace to protect you, you’ll be taken as an escaped slave long before you reach Temborium.”

Sara straightened, hope infusing her. “Not if he travels with me. Lady Sarathena Remillus and an anonymous slave will be able to move unhindered.” At least until her father found out she still lived. “Let me help.” Spare my life.

“Help?” The Protector snorted. “You’d betray him the moment you crossed the border.”

“I wouldn’t,” Sara denied hotly.

The Protector opened her mouth, but was distracted when a stick-thin older woman ran into the room, her hands in the air, face frantic.

“Just heard…my uncle—new Farspeaker. Farm under attack… He says…” she gasped for breath while everyone hung on tenterhooks “…Republican soldiers climbed…over Saint Davvyd.”

“Thank you, Gwenn.” The Protector touched the woman’s bony shoulder. “Tell the kitchens to prepare. Donal—”

The blond man nodded, already on his way to the door. “I’ll send out runners with the word for every able-bodied man to head for the Mover.”

The Protector walked with him, giving more orders, but not before giving a sharp nod to Sara’s two guards.

Sara appealed to Lance. “I wouldn’t betray you. You know that, don’t you?”

Lance studied her. “I don’t know—and neither do you. Think for a moment, Sara. Right now you may want revenge on your father, but how will you feel once you are back among your own people? Can you really change loyalties so quickly?”

Sara heard herself laugh, a low, bitter sound. “Your loyalty may be to the whole of your country, but mine… I gave all my loyalty to my father. To House Remillus.”


It was hard to explain now why building her House’s power and prominence had seemed such a worthy goal. Lance had given his life to healing people, had lived among strangers as the Child of Peace so that his country could remain free from slavery. His heart was so much bigger than hers, Sara felt shriveled in comparison. Sara hadn’t the right to give her loyalty to Kandrith, but she could strive for higher than personal gain. She could declare herself on the side of peace and work to prevent war and bloodshed. She could save Lance’s sister from being her father’s pawn.

Lance was still watching her, waiting for her to work through her thoughts.

“I never told you why I came to Kandrith,” Sara said abruptly. “Why I agreed to be my father’s spy.”

He shook his head.

“I came to Kandrith to keep my family safe and to avert a bloodbath, maybe even a war.” She explained about the two hundred people slain by magic on Lord Favonius’s estate. “Despite the presence of a group of Qiph warriors, my father convinced me that the King of Slaves was responsible and told me that we had no magic to fight yours. That we would soon be at war with the Qiph, leaving the Republic vulnerable to further magical attacks.”

Lance’s brow furrowed. “The Goddess would never lend her power to such a thing.”

Sara shrugged. “I don’t even know if there was a massacre at Lord Favonius’s.” Her father’s every word was now shaded with doubt, and the only proof she had was the Favonius deathboat. “But he intends to conquer Kandrith and re-enslave you. And that’s wrong.”

She paused a moment to marshal her thoughts. “I always thought being a slave was a matter of bad luck, and that it was simply the way of the world for nobles to own slaves. But here in Kandrith you truly have no high caste, and all it has cost you are a few luxuries.

“I thought that since I happened to be highborn all I could do was be kind to those in my care. But you and Felicia and Rochelle have taught me that’s not enough. Nobody should have to rely on someone else’s whim for protection, or be treated like a child with all your decisions made for you.”

Sara stumbled to a halt. In the Republic, women were viewed as children. When she’d fought her father for independence he’d laid a massive load of guilt on her shoulders so that she would do as he wished. She looked up and found Lance watching her with pride in his eyes.

“I would be happy to have your help freeing my sister,” he said. “My mother will need more convincing.” He gestured with his chin. “Here she comes now.”

Both Donal and the Protector were approaching with identical grim expressions.

Sara spied the old man and his wife on her left and raised her voice. “Listener, hear me! I came to your country to avert a bloodbath. I want Kandrith to remain free and for there to be peace between our countries. My father—” her voice broke, “—my father has fallen to evil. I want to help stop him.”

“All truth,” the Listener declared.

Lance turned to his mother. “I’ll have a better chance of saving Wenda with her help.”

“I can get him into the capital,” Sara told Lance’s mother, then forced herself to wait. Surely the Protector would see the sense in letting Sara go?

The Protector’s lips pressed together. She turned to Cadwallader, who was fortuitously close to hand. Was that anticipation part of a seer’s power? Sara wondered.

“Wenda will be the next Kandrith. Trying to remember how she gets out of the Republic gives me headaches—it keeps changing. I do remember what happens to the Child of Peace.” Cadwallader looked sad.

The Protector bowed her head. “I pray that you have foreseen correctly, that my daughter will return to us and take the oath. But until that time, I am still charged with protecting Kandrith. I will not be the one to break the Pact. Bors, Brendan.” At her gesture, Sara’s two black-bearded guards grabbed her arms and started dragging her toward the large stone block in one corner of the room.

They meant to kill her.

Shock kept her still for an instant. Her gaze met Lance’s. Wouldn’t he help her? But he watched hopelessly.

The wildness inside her snapped its chain. Sara stepped on Bors’s foot and elbowed the younger man, Brendan, in the mouth, making it bleed. She fought like a racha. Both men cursed, but neither let go. “I thought this one was supposed to be a lady,” Brendan muttered.


Sara fought in desperate silence, twisting and kicking. She didn’t care that she was putting on a show like a common fishwife. The pride that might have let her go to her death with dignity depended on her last name, Remillus, on her father. And he had betrayed her.

“Give over,” Brendan muttered as if she were a child being difficult over some small matter. Sara threw all her weight backward, breaking free, but only for a few seconds. Taking firmer grips, Brendan and Bors dragged her up to the black basalt block and forced her head down.

“Hold her,” Bors said.

“Can I break her arm?” Brendan growled, but he kept her head down. Sara kicked him one more time in the thigh—she wished viciously that it had been his groin instead—before Bors locked manacles around her wrists.

The chill of stone on her cheek felt like the hand of Mek. “Bas, God of Miracles,” she prayed. “Save me. Loma—” No, it seemed wrong to pray to Lance’s Goddess.

Sara could only raise her head a few inches from the block; strands of hair hung in her face. Where was Lance? How could he abandon her?

Red robes approached in her peripheral vision, but the feet were too small to be Lance’s. It was the Protector.

Sara clamped her lips together, refusing to beg.

“If you have a last request, speak it.” The Protector sounded uncomfortable, stiff. “But be warned, I won’t brook a delay.”

No twenty course last meal of peppered songbird tongues and roast giraffe then. Sara closed her eyes and tried to think over the blood rushing through her ears. Should she ask that Felicia be given her dresses and jewelry? No, Lance would see to it that Felicia received her few possessions and that her refetti was cared for. There was no need to ask.

Should she ask for wine then, to wet her dust-dry throat? Or for her ashes to be thrown in the Vaga River? Both seemed equally useless.

The Protector tapped her foot. Beyond the woman, Sara could see that Lance’s face was white. With anguish? She wanted to think so, but it could’ve been fatigue or grief.

Suddenly, Sara knew what her last request would be.

Before I die, I want to know that someone loves me, that someone will mourn me.

“I wish to choose my executioner,” Sara said.

The Protector raised her eyebrows. “You think I’m too squeamish to swing the axe? I’d do it in a heartbeat.”

“Not you. Lance.”

She didn’t believe he would do it. He couldn’t kill her. She remembered how tenderly he’d held her while she cried over her mother’s death, how worried he’d been over her headache. Surely he must care for her, just a little?

If he refused, then Sara could meet her fate with a little dignity. She looked to Lance in hope.

The Protector leaned close, her face red with fury. “My son wears the Brown. It’s wrong to ask this of him. Withdraw your request.”

“Or what?” Sara asked. “What can you offer me, or threaten me with, when I am already condemned?”

The Protector’s lips tightened. “I’m asking you to show common human decency—but I suppose that’s beyond someone like you.”

Sara kept her voice low. “Enough lies. You’re not executing me because of the law, you’re killing me for revenge. You hate me for contributing to your husband’s death—and for what I was born. If you truly wish to spare your son this ordeal, let me live.” She waited. “I thought not. Who lacks decency now?”

The Protector straightened. “Your request is denied.”

“No, Mother,” Lance said, his face set like stone. “I will do it.”

Sara felt her heart crack.

Frantically, she tried to bind it back together. Lance believed in the Pact, the death of one innocent. That’s why he’d agreed to do it, but once it came down to the moment, he wouldn’t be able to go through with it.


The Protector took down a silver axe from the wall, then paused. “You don’t have to do this thing.”

“Give me the axe, Mother.”

Scowling, she handed it over. The axe was almost as tall as a man, but Lance took it in one hand, his face stoic. The curved blade gleamed.

Sara clenched her teeth on a wave of nausea.

When she lifted her head again, Lance stood beside her, the axe head resting by his foot. He put a hand on the back of her neck, brushing her hair out of the way. Was there tenderness in his touch? An apology? Did she imagine that his hand shook slightly?

“Keep still.”

Obediently, Sara turned her head to one side and laid her cheek on the basalt block. Lance raised the axe.

And still she could not relinquish all hope, her thoughts scurrying in a dozen different directions like frightened mice. Lance would refuse at the last instant—Lance would bring the axe down on her manacles and free her—he would threaten to turn the weapon on Brendan—

The axe whistled through the air—

And cleaved down on Sara’s neck.









Chapter Eighteen



Sara’s head toppled face-first into the basket, bumping nose and forehead. Pain and blood filled her mouth and ran from her nostrils. Somebody was screaming, “Get out! All of you, out!” but it wasn’t her.

She had no throat with which to scream.

Her eyes rolled. She saw the basket in intricate detail: the delicate weave, the criss-crossing fibers stained by gushing blood…

Shock slammed through her. Her head had been severed from her body. She couldn’t feel her legs or wiggle her fingers. Her heart no longer beat. Yet she lived.

She didn’t want to live like this. Not for another second. “Please.” Voiceless, her lips formed the word, a prayer to any god that would listen.

Her vision dimmed, and she embraced the darkness. The God of Death stalked her on soft footsteps.

Someone grasped a handful of her hair and pulled her head out of the basket. As if through a black veil, she saw Lance’s desperate face—

—and, horribly, she saw her own body, legs kicked straight in a spasm of death, headless.

Then Lance held her facedown over the stone block and pressed her head back onto her neck. “Don’t die, Sara. Live a little longer,” he pleaded. “Goddess, help me.”

Perhaps because she was so close to passing through Mek’s door, Sara saw the Goddess this time: the round face and simple robes, the capable hands and, most of all, the kind eyes. Her eyes pierced Sara with pity as She began to shake her head.

Sara was glad. The mercy she needed now was death.

“Please,” Lance said, voice anguished.

The Goddess’s expression grew tender. Sara saw love in Her gaze. And pride. The Goddess of Mercy felt compassion for every living being, but Sara thought Lance was Her favored son. “I will try, Faithful One.”

Loma stepped somehow inside Lance and put Her hands over his. Power radiated out of Her, so much power, but most of it spilled on the floor, wasted, unable to flow into Sara’s severed body.

Just as Sara could sense the heat and power pouring out of the Goddess, so too could she see the cord running from Lance to Her as his sacrifice flowed into Her.

It wasn’t enough. Horrified, Sara realized the Goddess was weakening herself, bleeding power to no purpose. It had to end. Sara started to tear her spirit free from her broken body—

“No, curse it!” Lance lifted one hand and slammed his little finger against the edge of the stone block. The splint shattered, and he slammed it down again, rebreaking the fragile bone and snapping his ring finger too.

Lance’s sacrifice traveled up the cord, and the Goddess kept none of it, feeding the magic straight back into Sara. This time it exceeded some threshold. Sara’s body jolted as healing magic poured into her in a torrent.

The edges of her neck melded together, veins and nerves connecting. With it came the return of pain. She felt the first kick of her heart and drew her first gasping breath. She smelled springtime. The pain began to ease, chased out by the power coursing through her.

The Goddess retreated, or perhaps Sara’s more human vision could no longer see Her.


Sara moved her fingers, awed and astounded when they wiggled. Experimentally, she tried to speak. “Lance.”

“Shhh.” Lance brushed her hair back with a trembling hand. “You’ve lost a lot of blood. I need to heal you more before you can get up.”

Sara lay limply, too weak to stand. Her heart galloped, and she felt dizzy.

She was alive. Lance had cut off her head and then, with the Goddess’s help, healed it back on.

Cut off her head.

Nausea ambushed her, and she retched.

Lance patted her back and made crooning noises.

The scratch of a key in a lock, and the manacles released their cold grip on her wrists. Gently, Lance helped her sit down on his lap behind the block. He laid her head on his shoulder and folded her close. “Sara.” His voice rasped. “I thought I’d lost you. It took so long to get everyone out of the room, I thought I’d run out of time.”

Sara pulled away so she could look at him. “You saved my life.” The words came out slurred; her throat not yet fully healed.

Lance nodded. He bent his head to kiss her.

She punched him in the stomach as hard as she could. He barely grunted, but his look of surprise was worth it.

Anger trembled through her. Because he could have let Bors cut off her head and still healed her. “Don’t ever kill me again. I didn’t like it.”

She sounded idiotic, but Lance understood. He shuddered. “No. Never again. I’d seen a man beheaded once before. I remembered that he hadn’t…died right away. I planned to heal you from the first, and I knew I needed to be close by to act, so when you asked for me… But it was a mistake. I ought to have let Bors do it. His hands would have been steadier.”

His reasoning made sense, but Sara’s hurt remained. Lance might have saved her, but only because he needed her help to rescue his sister. If he’d felt anything more than lust for Sara he wouldn’t have been able to swing the axe.

Sara touched her neck, expecting to find a seam looping across her throat like a grim necklace, but her fingers found only smooth flesh. It seemed wrong not to have even a scar as a memento. The axe whistling down—

A noise from the corridor made them both flinch, but no one came in.

“We need to go,” Lance said abruptly.

Sara trembled. “Yes, of course.” She forced herself to her feet, but her mind refused to work. “Where?”

“I’ll pretend to carry you away to be buried, then find you a disguise, and we’ll go to the courtyard and be Moved with the others to the battle. It’s the fastest way to the Republic.”

Sara didn’t understand, but held her tongue. They lacked the time for detailed explanations. If anyone so much as peeked into the throne room, a cry would go up. And she didn’t want to get her head cut off a second time. Once was enough.

* * *

When his mother found out what he’d done, she would accuse him of committing treason. She’d be right. No matter how Lance might dress it up and say he was doing it to rescue Wenda, he had willfully broken the Pact. And he didn’t care. He’d do it again.

When he’d thought he was too late and he would have to live with Sara’s death on his hands for the rest of his life, he’d gone crazy inside.

He could not bear for Sara to die. He loved her. The raging physical attraction between them was only part of it. Her kindness, her ability to admit that she’d been wrong, her courage and her passion for life all spoke to something deep inside him. He even found her misplaced loyalty to her father admirable.

She came first, before Wenda, before his mother, before Kandrith. It was a good thing Cadwallader picked the person most suitable to be the next Kandrith instead of the Kandrith’s eldest child.


For all her iron, Lance knew his mother felt—had felt—the same way about his father. She Protected the Kandrith, and today she’d failed. What Lance had done was going to hurt her even more. He regretted that, but it didn’t change anything. He hoped she’d forgive him when he brought Wenda home. In the meantime, he would just have to make sure they weren’t caught.

He turned to Sara. “Lie down behind the stone block.” Once she did only her feet would show to a casual glance.

Sara shuddered, but obeyed.

“What is it?”

Sara stared at him as if he were insane. “I’m lying beside a puddle of my own blood.”

Blood had ceased to horrify Lance once he’d received the Goddess’s gift, but he would remember Sara’s life running out of her in nightmares for years to come.

Out in the hall Lance intercepted a woman carrying a load of rough gray blankets, obviously on her way to the Mover. He relieved her of two of them, scowling so hard that she didn’t even ask what he needed them for.

It took him longer to locate his pack. Someone had moved it from where he’d left it; he eventually found it in his rooms at the foot of his bed. Scooping it up, he left at a near run. He’d left Sara alone—unprotected—for close to ten minutes now.

Loma was merciful. The throne room was still empty when he returned. He knelt beside her.

Sara rose up onto her elbows, but Lance pushed her back down. “Wait. I’m going to carry your body out of here.” But first he took out the Qiph box and wrapped it in a blanket until it was roughly spherical. “Your head,” he said shortly.

Sara looked queasy at the idea.

Lance used the bigger of the two blankets to bundle up Sara, but her feet still stuck out. He set the ‘head’ on her stomach. “Remember, you have to lie perfectly limp no matter what happens,” he reminded her.

She nodded. He loosely draped the last fold of blanket over her face, then picked her up. He needed two hands for the job, and his broken fingers shrieked pain. He would have to resplint them later.

Before he reached the door, Brendan slouched inside, scowling. Thank the Goddess Wenda was smart enough not to marry him. Brendan would be a disaster as Protector.

“What are you doing?” Brendan asked, as if it weren’t obvious.

“What are you doing?” Lance shot back. “Shouldn’t you be in the courtyard, getting ready to go to battle?” Brendan used to pick on Lance when they were boys—until Lance outgrew him by half a foot.

Brendan’s face flushed. “You’re the one holding things up. Your mother won’t let anyone in here to grab a weapon,” he nodded at the walls, “until you’re through. She sent me to get rid of the body.”

“No need. I’ve got her,” Lance said shortly.

Brendan smiled nastily and stepped in front of Lance. He obviously felt safe taunting Lance, because he knew Lance wouldn’t put Sara’s body down.

Anger ignited in Lance’s gut. “Out of my way.”

Brendan didn’t move. “Oh, no. Your mother gave me specific orders. I wouldn’t want to be accused of shirking my duty.” He smirked. “Besides, your fingers look broken. You need help.”

Before Lance could dodge, Brendan snatched up the blanket-wrapped “head”

Lance went cold. He couldn’t grab it back without dropping Sara. “Put it back right now, or I’ll kill you.”

Brendan sneered. “Kind of light isn’t it? Her head must have been empty.” He tossed it up in the air. The blanket slipped part-way off before he caught it again. “Hey, this isn’t—”

Lance didn’t give him a chance to finish. He set Sara on her feet—or tried to. She stayed limp and crumpled to the floor. Lance drove his fist into Brendan’s chin with all the power of chest muscles developed swinging a hammer.

Brendan fell. “You broke my jaw!”

Lance doubted the man would’ve been able to talk if that were the case. He fastened his hand around Brendan’s throat. “Shut up, or I’ll kill you. And don’t think,” his eyes narrowed, “that I won’t just because I wear the Brown. It’s your life or hers, and I choose her. Sara?”

“Yes?” She sat up, making Brendan squeak.


“Give me a hand.” Since most of the weapons were on the opposite wall, Lance judged the best place to hide Brendan was behind the executioner’s block.

Brendan stared first at Sara, then at Lance. “You’re mad. Your mother’s going to kill you. All for a Republican twotch!”

Lance stuffed a handkerchief in Brendan’s mouth. He used Brendan’s own sash to bind his hands behind his back and one foot to his hands. “Change of plan,” Lance said tersely to Sara as the Goddess healed Brendan’s bruises and jaw. “We’ll have to go to the courtyard directly.”

By the time he finished, Sara had arranged the second blanket over her head like a shawl. Since the call had gone out, the courtyard would be teeming with people. If the Goddess was merciful, Sara should pass for a stranger.

* * *

“You must go first, before me. We can’t be together in case someone wants to talk to me,” Lance murmured.

Sara dug in her heels. “I don’t know where I’m supposed to go.”

“To the Mover. We need to get to the Republic quickly and the war is the fastest way.”

Which told Sara precisely nothing.

“Just follow everyone else into the courtyard.” Lance placed a quick, hard kiss on her mouth. Before she could respond, he gave her a little shove between the shoulderblades with his good hand. “Go!”

Sara didn’t want to go. She realized in that instant that she didn’t want to be separated from Lance, ever. He had become her safety. If someone hurt her, Lance would heal her again.

Appalled by her cowardice, Sara walked into the hallway. She received a couple of odd looks from people busy on their own errands, but no one screamed an alarm.

Once outside in the grass of the courtyard, she felt less conspicuous. There was a crowd, as Lance had promised. More than that, a line. Sara joined the end of it and kept her eyes lowered to conceal their color.

The line moved forward with agonizing slowness. Sara had progressed perhaps a third of its length when a furry shape nudged her ankle. Her refetti had found her somehow. She scooped him up, and he enthusiastically licked her hand, as if happy she was alive. “I’m glad to see you too,” Sara whispered, before putting him in her pocket.

“Smelting pot!” A dumpy older man and his tall—son? apprentice?—trundled an iron pot down the line. As they passed, people threw in bits of metal. Queerly, many of them were keys like the one Valda had had over her mantel. Someone threw in an iron spoon, and another dropped in about twenty links of chain—a slave chain, Sara realized. “I hadn’t had a chance to melt it down yet,” the man said.

And that explained the mystery of the keys with no locks. It must be customary to have one’s slave chain reforged into a symbol of freedom.

Sara shook her head when her turn came, her skin crawling with the sensation of eyes on her. If just one person recognized her—

“Where’s your weapon?” the apprentice asked. He had curly blond hair that reminded her of Claudius Pallax, and he seemed to be just as rude. “You’re going to a battle, you know, not off to feed the chickens.”

Lance hadn’t told her she should be armed. But, yes, once Sara looked up she saw that the people in line with her did carry makeshift weapons: a few pikes and swords, but mostly axes and pitchforks.

“He’s right, Miss,” the blacksmith, spoke up. “You should go to the Great Hall and pick out a weapon.”

Vez’s Malice. Sara dared not leave the line; Brendan might be discovered at any moment and a search instigated. She shook her head. “I couldn’t,” she mumbled.

“Then why go?” the apprentice demanded, his face full of frustration. Clearly, he wanted to go off to battle and fight, not stay here and melt down bits of iron into swords. Most of the people in line were men, Sara noticed. The few women present looked fiercely determined and bore pitchforks or cleavers.


“She can help me with the wounded,” Lance called out from about ten people farther down the line.

“You wear the Brown?” the smith asked.

Lance nodded. Sara noticed he’d wound a strip of cloth around his broken fingers.

“Then go to the front of the line,” the smith said, exasperated. “They’ll need your hands desperately.” He raised his voice. “All healers, red vests and shandies to the front of the line!”

Sara tried not to show her panic as Lance moved past her. She felt horridly vulnerable.

The queue ended at a peculiar stone hut. It was circular with a thatch roof, but it looked far too small to be a granary. Sara had thought that people were going inside the hut, but Lance stood outside it—then disappeared.

He’d been moved to the battle. By magic.

More details became clear as Sara approached the head of the line. The stone hut had a wooden door—no, more of a window, that swung open at waist-height. Someone sitting inside would reach out, lay hands on the person in line—and they would vanish.

As the line ahead of her dwindled, Sara’s tension ratcheted higher. Any moment now she would be denounced, escape snatched away—

Sara tried to distract herself by working out the magic in her head. The person in the hut was a Mover, therefore he must have sacrificed his ability to move. The idea brought to mind statues, but the Mover could clearly move his hands. So…?

Then it was her turn. Still no outcry.

The Mover proved to be a middle-aged man with bushy red sideburns and close-set brown eyes. “To the battle?” he asked.

Sara nodded, jittery. He leaned forward and clasped her elbows—and it was like being healed by Lance. A bell-like tone shivered in the air, and Sara smelled spring flowers; a wave of heat raced over her body. Startled, Sara tried to take a step back, but the Mover tightened his hold. Just before the magic whipped her away she saw through the window, down inside the hut—

Instead of two legs in trousers, the Mover had but a single leg swathed in black robes. His feet were bare and had grown together, toes dug into the ground. Sara felt nauseous. The stone hut had no door, because the Mover was rooted to the spot.

—wind roared around her, spinning her, sucking at her breath. Before she could panic, her ears popped, and she was thrown onto her hands and knees on a patch of grass. Her blanket fell off her head, and she hastily fumbled it back on.

An elderly man in a red vest took her arm and helped her up. “Move along, before the next person arrives.”

Sara moved a few paces aside and then stopped as disorientation struck hard. The courtyard and Hall were simply gone. She was partway up a mountain, standing in a field of tree stumps. A woodcutter’s cottage and a scattering of outbuildings lay on one side and deep forest on the other.

For the first time, she understood how Kandrith had remained its own country for so long. The ability to send messages over long distances and to move troops instantly were both huge advantages. Advantages Kandrith desperately needed, because a battle was raging in front of the cottage—a lop-sided fight between farmers with pitchforks and trained legionnaires with swords and shields.

Sara would have turned away had she not suddenly recognized Lance’s broad back in the thick of it. He was unarmed, without so much as a cudgel to defend himself.

* * *

When Lance arrived on the mountain, half a dozen legionnaires and their prisoners were holed up in the woodcutter’s cottage. His mother stood fearlessly out in front and called for them to surrender.

The legionnaire captain refused. “And now Madam, I must warn you to step back as any person still within twenty paces when I count to ten will receive an arrow to speed them on their way. One, two…”

“We have the men to take them if we charge,” Donal advised the Protector.

She shook her head. “No. We’ll take too many losses.” She raised her voice. “Move back!”


Lance stayed on the fringes of the silent crowd, not wanting his mother to notice him. He glanced back at the field of stumps, but Sara had yet to arrive. And he looked, in vain, for another brown vest. He saw a few elders in red vests; even if they did make the sacrifice their abilities would be much weaker than his own. Grimness filled him, but he knew he could not leave the army with no healer at all.

Someone suggested burning the cottage, but his mother quickly overruled that. “There are children inside.”

“I can get the soldiers out,” a voice rasped. The crowd parted to let Olwydd through.

The Protector regarded the horned shandy thoughtfully. “There’s a back window they’ve shuttered. If you go in through there, they’ll spill out the front.”

Olwydd nodded, then took off in a shambling run.

Lance couldn’t see what happened inside the cottage, but the noises were easy enough to follow. A loud crash as Olwydd burst through the window. Screams and swearing. The high-pitched shriek of a child. Lance prayed the sound was born of terror, not pain. Olwydd was enough to scare a grown man.

“Stand and fight!” the legionnaire captain called, but it was too late. Five men poured out of the house—to be charged at the Protector’s signal.

But in the length of time it took the howling mob to cross the yard, the captain came out with a bloodied sword in hand. “Shields down!” he bellowed.

And suddenly a shield wall sprouted between the Kandrithan army and the legionnaires.

Thereafter the battle turned grim. Man after man was cut down without getting through.

Lance darted forward and pulled out an injured man, healing the bloody gash in his throat. Then another and another, until he was using both hands at all times, heedless of the pain from his broken fingers. Once a third man with a gutted stomach crawled up and laid a trembling finger on Lance’s arm. A torrent of power rushed through him, more than he’d ever handled before, enough to burn. Lance gritted his teeth and endured.

It gave him great satisfaction to see wounded men get up and rejoin the attack. “You!” a legionnaire exclaimed as a pitchfork stabbed him through the shoulder. “I already killed you.”

A gap appeared in the shield wall. Men howled and threw themselves forward until the wall shattered. In moments, the skirmish was over. For the combatants. The wounded, including Olwydd, kept Lance busy for awhile.

Of the six legionnaires, only two yet lived when Lance wearily finished. One legionnaire, a brutish man of forty, had a row of nasty punctures in his shoulder. The clean-shaven captain lay curled around a deep belly wound.

Lance beckoned the woodcutter and his plain-faced wife closer. Lance had healed the man of a broken arm already, and the woman of worse hurts, but their two little girls were physically unharmed. The children clung to their mother’s skirts, pale faces peeping out.

“I need you to stand as Justice,” he told them. “Should I heal their wounds?”

As the new Farspeaker, the woodcutter was necessarily mute, but he shook his head vehemently.

His strong-jawed wife hesitated. “I don’t know. The captain is dangerous. The others would have surrendered without him, and they—” she pointed out the row of five Kandrithans laid out for burial—men Lance hadn’t reached in time to save, “—would likely be alive. But he stopped them from killing Liam.”

Her husband shook his head, obviously disagreeing.

“Yes, I know,” she said to him. “He only did it so’s to claim the slave price, but you still live. We all still live. He let the others rut on me, but he didn’t take a turn himself and he kept them off of the girls. Maybe his reason for doing so was greed, but I’m still grateful. As for the other pig—” The woman spit on the bearded legionnaire and walked away.

Lance made his decision. He put his hands on the legionnaire captain and let the Goddess heal through him. The other man, the rapist, could live or die without his help.


* * *

“Get out of there,” Sara whispered, uselessly, because Lance was too far away to hear and wouldn’t have listened anyhow. Not while there were still wounded to heal—even, apparently, his enemies.

But at any moment the next person in the steady stream of the Moved could bear the news of Sara’s resurrection. She’d thought the tidings had arrived earlier when Donal drew the Protector aside and spoke to her urgently, but Lance’s mother had merely directed him to the place where the food and supplies were being organized. Their luck couldn’t hold.

And now the Protector had moved to stand beside her son and probably question the two prisoners.

Sara thought she could guess some of the answers. The woodcutter must have stumbled across one of the legionnaires and so the cottage would have been garrisoned to prevent the inhabitants from spreading news of the invasion. And who knew when more legionnaires would come to relieve this bunch, or if one of their number had sent out a warning.

“Make some excuse and go,” she pleaded from behind the screen of pine trees.

“There is no excuse for treason.” A deep growl sounded beside her as a shandy stepped out from behind some trees.

Vez’s Malice. It was the nightmare, Olwydd. Sara had seen him from a distance during the attack on the cottage. He must have circled around behind her. She stood very still. “Lance’s mother knows?” She was surprised she could talk; her legs had turned to water.

“Yes. She sent me.” Olwydd prowled closer.

Sara found herself noticing how peculiar his gait was with the two bear paws in front and the horse hooves behind. Olwydd had been the slowest of the three shandies, but Sara harbored no illusions. He could run her down in the blink of an eye. Which begged the question: Why wasn’t she already dead?

“Am I to have another trial?” Sara’s hands clenched on the wish that they held a pitchfork, a club, anything to defend herself. All she had was a moderately sharp belt-knife with a short four-inch blade. Olwydd’s horns would impale her long before she could stab him.

Olwydd made an odd grunting sound—his laugh. “You’re already dead. Dead dolls don’t need trials.”

“And Lance? Are you to kill him too?” Sara tried to think of a lie that would keep Lance from being dragged down with her.

“No. I am not so ungrateful. He wears the Brown and is too valuable during a war. His mother will hush up his part in this.” He took another step forward, crowding her so that pine needles jabbed her arms, and grunted again when she flinched.

His laughter made her angry. Her spine straightened.

Olwydd didn’t like that. “Shall I gore you with my horn?” he asked. “Or rip out your throat with my tusks?”

Olwydd expected her to act like a noblewoman, to cower and scream until he finished toying with her. Sara hadn’t survived having her head cut off just to die now. But if she was to have a chance, she had to force him off balance.

She made her voice supercilious. “If the Protector means to hush up my death, then we should move farther away from here.” Without waiting for a reply, she turned her back on him and started to walk—uphill because the Republican camp probably lay that way.

Olwydd growled, but stalked after her instead of charging. She’d gained a little time.

Sara let the blanket-shawl slip down to her shoulders and cleared her too-tight throat. “Tell me, Olwydd, were you handsome when you were a man?”

Olwydd blinked, an eerily human gesture in a beast’s face. He seemed bewildered by the change of topic. “What?”

“Did you draw women like flies the way Julen does?” Sara cocked her head to one side. “No, I don’t think so. I think you were maimed in some way.”

Olwydd snarled. “Who cares what you think?”

As they walked, Sara folded the blanket over one arm as if too hot. “Were you burned? Was your face scarred?” With her other hand, she drew her belt-knife and held it concealed beneath the blanket.


“You’re talking nonsense. Shut your mouth.” But Olwydd avoided her gaze as if uneasy.

Sara kept at him. “Dyl and Rhiain are just as deadly as you, but their new forms are beautiful. Why did you choose to be a monster?”

Olwydd snarled in reaction.

Was she pushing too hard? Sara’s heart thudded. “When you became disfigured did your master call you that? Monster? Is that why you became one in truth?”

Tension coiled in Olwydd’s muscled body. He was watching her face not her hands on the blanket.

“You killed your master, didn’t you? You showed him what a true monster looked like.”

“Her, not him. I ripped her throat out.” Olwydd bared his fangs. “Just like I’m going to kill you.”

* * *

“If you’re looking for that woman,” his mother said coldly, “don’t bother.”

Lance stilled. She knew then. “Her name is Sara.” A quiet challenge.

“No, it’s Lady Sarathena Remillus—or it was. I set Olwydd on her trail a quarter hour ago. I imagine she’s long past your ministrations by now.” Savage satisfaction darkened her eyes.

Olwydd. Lance grabbed his mother’s arm, his fingers digging into flesh. “Tell me you didn’t do this. Tell me you didn’t kill the woman I love. Again.”

She inhaled sharply, face stricken. “She can’t mean that much to you. Think who she is!”

“You don’t know her,” Lance began. A few weeks ago he’d had the same low opinion of all noblewomen. If he could just make his mother see Sara as a person…

“I know her kind,” his mother said dismissively.

Lance felt as if they were standing across a gulf from one another. “Her kind?” he repeated. “That’s how they talk about us, you know. As dirty barbarians, all alike, so stupid they deserve to be enslaved.”

His mother looked affronted. She missed his point.

“I know exactly who Sara is.” His mouth twisted. “It’s you I don’t recognize.”

* * *

Sara whipped up the blanket and flipped it over Olwydd’s head to blunt his tusks, teeth and horns. As Olwydd roared in rage and tossed his head, she stepped in close and stabbed blindly with her belt-knife.

The blade didn’t go in, and she had to stab again, using both hands this time, desperate. Blood spurted across her knuckles.

Grunting, Olwydd wrenched himself backward and away. The blanket had fallen to one side, snagged on one of his horns. The knife, Sara saw, was lodged in his neck. It looked tiny there. Impossible to imagine the wound was more than an annoyance to him, an insect bite.

Olwydd’s red eyes found her and lit with hate.

Sara ran.

On this side of the mountain the trees grew right up to the top of the peak, but the shade from the tall pines had thinned out the undergrowth. Sara had room to run, but no place to hide.

Every second she expected Olwydd to break her spine with one swipe of his claws.

A roar came from almost directly behind her. Olwydd was playing with her. Sara willed herself not to slow, though her lungs were heaving and her thigh muscles burned.

A two-foot-deep ditch loomed in front of her. If she tripped and fell, she would never get up again… Panting, she jumped into the small stream and then scrambled out again and on, her feet wet.

Branches scraped her arms. Her foot skidded in a patch of mud; she barely caught herself before falling.

Crashing noises came from behind her. Sara looked back and saw Olwydd clear the gully in one jump. The knife still stuck in his neck, the wound running with blood, but if it slowed him, it wasn’t by much.


Loma have mercy. Sara ran between two closely growing trees. She gained a few seconds, as Olwydd was forced to go around, but her foot came down wrong, twisting. Pain spiked up from her ankle. She ran on anyway, achieving a hobbling gait. She felt like a deer hamstrung by wolves.

And then she tripped over a root and fell. Her face was suddenly only inches away from red pine needles—and the muddy imprint of a legionnaire’s sandal.

“Help,” she tried to scream, but couldn’t get enough wind. Her breath tore at her throat.

Olwydd closed in on her, stalking her. He laughed, and this time there was a disturbing, bubbling sound underneath the grunt. The wound she’d inflicted might actually prove fatal, but not until after he’d killed her. “Lance can’t hear—” An arrow buried itself between his eyes. The great shandy faltered, slumped like an avalanche, fell.

Sara pulled herself upright with the help of a tree and stared down at Olwydd. “It wasn’t Lance I was calling,” she told his dead body.









Chapter Nineteen



Sara shook. Olwydd was dead, undeniably dead. The danger was past, but she couldn’t stop trembling. He’d tried to kill her. She should be relieved, but regret dragged at her. Olwydd’s life had been a cruel one, and his death had been no different.

“What kind of beast is it?”

The voice startled her. A dark-haired legionnaire carrying a crossbow emerged from the woods. His nose had been broken once, but he was young and not ill-looking.

He walked up to Olwydd’s body and toed it with his foot, his expression both spooked and fascinated.

Olwydd isn’t an it, he’s a him. Sara swallowed back the words. Even though she and Lance had become separated, Sara was determined to keep her promise to save his sister. To do that she had to make it back to the capital with all speed. Step one was to convince the legionnaire of her identity and not give away her Kandrithan sympathies.

“I don’t know what it was,” she lied, “but it almost killed me. You have my deepest thanks and the thanks of my—”

He interrupted before she could tell him her House. A roguish twinkle appeared in his blue eyes. “Think I deserve a reward?” He set down his crossbow and hauled her into his arms.

Sara didn’t even think. She slapped his face as hard as she could, taking satisfaction in the cracking sound. She only wished she could do the same to Claude and Nir and all the others who’d grabbed her.

Outrage hardened his face. “There was no call for—”

Before he could grab her again, Sara drew herself up to her full height. “I’m Lady Sarathena of House Remillus. You will take me to your commanding officer at once.”

“House Remillus? Aiming a bit high, aren’t you?” He cocked a skeptical eyebrow at her modest Kandrithan dress.

“Don’t be fooled by the rags I’m wearing,” Sara said with a contempt she didn’t feel. She was going to miss the convenience of her split skirts. “General Pallax will be able to vouch for my identity.”

Her stab in the dark paid off. “How do you know General Pallax?”

“I almost married his son,” Sara said tartly. “Now come on, we need to hurry.”

“Why?”

Sara pointed at Olwydd. “In case there are more of these out there.”

“Ah, right,” the legionnaire said, grimacing. After that he didn’t argue.

* * *

Lance hurried toward the woods beyond the field of stumps where Sara would have hidden. His gaze was so fixed on his destination that he almost plowed Cadwallader down.

He absentmindedly yanked the Seer up and started to step around him, but Cadwallader clung to his arm. “Have you seen Dulcima?”

The question shocked Lance like a splash of cold water. Dulcima was a legendary shandy, a winged horse, also known as Kandrith’s Need. She’d allegedly given her Lifegift to appear when Kandrith most needed her. He supposed Kandrith might be in need right now.

“Have you seen her?” Cadwallader repeated. His fey eyes shone silver.

“No.” Impatient, Lance moved past the older man.


“Is Dulcima coming?” He heard his mother ask anxiously—he hadn’t realized she was following him. Hoping Cadwallader would delay her, Lance picked up his pace.

“I suppose she can fly someone into battle, but I’d hate to see her cut down by an arrow.” His mother’s voice grew fainter.

“Lance will heal—”

Lance reached the woods. “Sara?” he called. Receiving no answer, he looked around.

There. There were both clawmarks and hoof imprints in the muddy ground where Olwydd had tread. “Sara?” He was vaguely aware of his mother following him, but the fear roaring in his ears shut out everything but the uphill path in front of him.

Long minutes later, he saw the blanket he’d stolen for Sara hanging from a tree. Blood stained it. He hurried on, eyes searching. And then he spotted a dark shape at the foot of a tree—

Goddess, no. “Sara?” His voice came out half-strangled.

But the body was too large. Olwydd lay there, a crossbow bolt between his eyes. Lance put his hands on the shandy, but his flesh was cooling already, dead and beyond the Goddess’s mercy.

“What does this mean?” His mother sounded bewildered and out-of-breath.

Lance pulled out the arrow and studied it. The crossbow bolt was Republican made. “It means Sara’s with the Legion.”

“She’s betrayed you.”

“No.” Lance stamped down hard on the niggle of doubt he felt. He faced his mother with new calm. “The Pact is broken. You’ve failed, Mother.” He gentled his voice. “It’s my turn to try. Let me bring Wenda home.”

He thought for a moment tears would break through his mother’s composure, but she blinked them back. If she’d cried he might have comforted her, but her control made him furious. Even now, when they were alone, she couldn’t stop being the Protector. The rage he felt over her attempt to kill Sara burned like a wall of fire between them.

“Cadwallader would remember if your help was needed,” she said coldly.

Cadwallader’s memories of the future were like Lance’s memories of childhood: uncertain and often triggered out of order. Sometimes, very rarely, they could even be changed. But she knew that as well as he did. “Goodbye, Mother.”

He walked up the mountain toward the Republican camp and didn’t look back.

* * *

Entering the Republican camp was easy, getting to the General took time.

Any hopes Sara had cherished that the camp would be small were dashed on the sharpened timber wall. It enclosed enough room for a town.

Her escort raised a hand to the sentries in the watchtower as they approached. Although puzzled by her presence, the men let them through the gate with only a couple of ribald comments. Sara learned that her escort’s name was Gaius Mendicus. He scowled at the guards, but didn’t reveal her identity until he reported to his centurion.

The centurion clearly didn’t know what to make of her story, but decided that he dared not risk treating Sara as other than what she claimed to be. He sent her to his commanding officer.

Gaius went along with her to retell how he’d slain a ‘monster.’ Sara supported his story, but carefully gave no hint that Olwydd had been anything but a dumb beast.

As they were bumped up the chain of command, Sara took advantage of the opportunity to study her surroundings. The encampment was only half full, but she counted six rows of tents before a strange contraption near the edge of the cliffs caught her eye. As she watched, a team of eight slaves turned the handle of a giant winch. Four ropes as thick as a man’s arm descended from the winch down the cliff.

As they stood outside the tribune’s tent waiting for admittance, the ropes groaned, and a platform came into view. Half of it was covered with meal sacks and supplies, the other half, balancing it, held six rather nervous legionnaires—the arriving army.

At least they didn’t have cavalry.

“Who built the winch in the first place?” Sara asked.

Gaius puffed up his chest—then paused as a grizzled captain came out of the tribune’s tent. He tensed and saluted.


The captain had obviously heard her question because he looked at her with suspicion from underneath beetled brows, probably wondering if she were a spy. “Go ahead and tell her,” he grunted.

Gaius glanced uncertainly from Sara to his captain. “One of the men in my century is a skilled climber—”

The captain snorted and crossed his hairy arms. “What’s this Mendicus? Modesty, now? Gaius here was the climber. Tell her your heroic tale.”

Under his captain’s eye, Gaius became much less expansive and told Sara only the bare bones, how he’d scaled the cliff with nothing but his hands, pulling a rope up with him. Then two more men had climbed the cliff with the help of the rope, and the three of them hauled up an engineer and materials using a harness until they could build the winch.

“How brave!” Sara smiled as if impressed and tried to hide her dismay. She stroked the refetti in her pocket for comfort, trying to calculate how many trips up and down the cliff would be needed to bring up a full Legion. How long before the army was ready to march?

Not long enough. General Pallax must have arrived in Kandrith about the same time she had. Sara pictured him racing to Temborium upon the news of Primus Vidor’s death only to be met with the news of her father’s confirmation as Primus and his wife and son’s imprisonment. Her father must have sent him straight here instead of to Qi. From the advanced state of the invasion, her father must have had provisions for the Legion already laid in. Another week undiscovered, and the invasion would have been unstoppable.

It might still be. In her mind’s eye, Sara compared this camp to the Kandrithan army’s pitchforks and makeshift weapons—and winced. Kandrith had Farspeakers and Movers and shandies, but she doubted it would be enough. Not without a Kandrith to lead them and call down large-scale magic. Unless she and Lance succeeded in rescuing Wenda or Cadwallader declared someone else the new Kandrith, the country would fall.

The thought preyed on her all through her interview with the tribune and her subsequent walk to the general’s quarters. The big circular tent was easily recognizable from its two banners: a large one for the Third Legion and a smaller orange one for House Pallax. Their escort spoke to an aide, who looked unbelieving, but must have passed the message on because moments later Sara alone was bidden to enter.

Despite the red-tinged dimness from the tent fabric, Sara recognized General Ambrosius Pallax—not from his resemblance to Claude, which was frankly non-existent, but from the air of absolute authority he wore. It, more than the golden sword clasps on his cloak, signaled his rank.

Without his plumed helmet, the general proved to be of only average height. His dark hair was cut military-short, but an incipient beard shadowed his chin, and hair covered his arms. His close-set blue eyes were intense and jewel-hard, whereas Claude’s always seemed diluted.

“Lady Sarathena Remillus, Aleron’s…daughter,” General Pallax said, voice edged.

He accepted her identity. Good, that simplified matters. Unfortunately, it sounded like he blamed her for the arrest of his wife and son.

“Leave us.” General Pallax gave a curt nod, and his subordinates filed out. The aide looked torn.

“I wasn’t expecting Primus Remillus’s daughter to fall into my hands today like a ripe plum.” He stepped in too close, intimidating her. “Nir himself must have sent you to me.”

Sara saw murder in his eyes, but no lust or cruelty. That gave her the courage to stand her ground. “General Pallax, I need your help. I must return to Tembor—”

“No. Your father,” his teeth ground together so hard Sara feared for his molars, “is holding my son hostage. My apologies, Lady Sarathena, but you are not going anywhere. You will remain here as my guest while I arrange for the release of my son.”

“I’m sorry that Claude is being imprisoned—”

“Are you?” His voice could have been used to chip rocks. “Pardon me, Lady Sarathena, but it does not seem that way to me. I blame you for his situation.”


“Very well.” Sara straightened her shoulders. “Your son is a loathsome dungtoad who drugged me with jazoria, so no, I’m not sorry for his plight, but I am willing to see him and your equally amoral wife go free in exchange for taking me back to—” She stopped because General Pallax was looking at her with a strange expression.

“You don’t know.”

“Know what?”

Instead of answering, he crossed the tent to a small, iron-bound chest. When he opened it, Sara saw it was full of salt crystals. Her nostrils wrinkled. There was something else, some smell…

General Pallax thrust a hand into the salt and drew out a severed head by its hair.

Sara gagged as she recognized Lady Pallax. She closed her eyes and turned her head away, but details continued to play across her mind. The skin shrunken over the face as the salt dried it… The mouth hanging open as if in mid-scream… The skin at the neck in ragged shreds from being hacked off…

The axe—

Sara’s vision grayed for a moment. When she fought free of the memory, the general was saying, “—had this delivered to me as a message, to show how serious he was.”

Sara kept her eyes closed. “I didn’t know.” Why was she surprised? Her father had sent Sara to die; Lady Pallax’s life would mean nothing to him.

Now that she thought about it, this explained the jazoria Claude had doubtless been ‘encouraged’ to give her. When her father decided he needed to send her to Kandrith with the blue devil, it left him with no hold over the Pallaxes. But drugging the Primus’s daughter gave him a pretext to arrest Claude and Lady Pallax.

A click told her the chest was locked again. Sara shut the lid on her own memories and faced General Pallax. He seemed satisfied with her reaction.

“As I said, you won’t be going anywhere.”

She thought furiously. She couldn’t let the general know that she was useless as a hostage. “He won’t believe that you have me, unless he sees me. Send me to Temborium with a group of men that you trust.” House Pallax was numerous, the army here was sure to have a few cousins or nephews about.

“I don’t know what your game is, but I’m not letting you out of my sight until Claudius is safe.”

“As you wish,” Sara said. “When do we leave?”

He gave a harsh crack of laughter. “You’re just as self-absorbed as my wife—was. We’ll go after I’ve won this war. If your father’s spies report that I’ve withdrawn, he’ll make good his threats against my son.”

Vez’s Malice. “Claude’s life is the only hold he has over you, a great general who commands the loyalty of the Legions. My father won’t dare kill him.”

“Perhaps not.” The general’s voice sounded lifeless. “But he’s threatened Claude’s sword arm and his testicles. Claudius isn’t much of a man—yet. I let his mother coddle him, but he is my only hope of grandchildren, of continuing my line. I was injured some years ago and shall not father any more myself.”

Sara bit her lip in despair, unable to find any words to convince him.

“I’ll have a tent set up for you—” General Pallax started to say, then they both turned their heads toward the doorflap as a commotion began outside.

“Sara!”

She recognized Lance’s bellow. Her heart lifted.

The general caught her arm in an iron grip as she ducked beneath the tent flap. He didn’t try to keep her in the tent, but pulled her along toward the tangle of legionnaires.

Lance appeared to be fighting four of them at once with his fists. Only, Sara’s heart lurched, his hands were already chained, limiting his effectiveness.

Perhaps she should be thankful for the chains, because none of the legionnaires had drawn their swords. Three of them held the two ends of his chains, trying to tie him down like they might a wild horse, and the fourth had an ugly horsewhip that he swung at Lance’s back and shoulders. The knotted leather hit with a horrid crack and a rent appeared in Lance’s vest.


Lance ignored the blow. He wrapped a fist around one chain and yanked on it. The bearded legionnaire holding it stumbled forward. Lance swung both fists together into the man’s chin. The legionnaire let go of the chain and flew backward. He landed on his rump almost at Sara’s feet.

“Enough!” General Pallax roared.

The legionnaires jumped to attention. Lance stopped swinging too. His lip was split, but the corners of his mouth lifted when he saw Sara. Despite the circumstances, she felt a flood of warmth at seeing him again.

“Report!”

Under General Pallax’s glare, the tallest legionnaire who held the whip gulped and started breathlessly, “He surrendered. Just came up to the gate, showed us his osseon mark and let us chain him. I thought a big one like him would be perfect for the winch, but halfway there he started yelling, asking for some twotch—” He caught sight of Sara and stopped, tongue-tied.

Sara smoothly stepped forward. “General, this man is in my employ.” They would read that as her slave. “We were separated in the woods.”

Lance’s lips twisted, but he didn’t contradict her.

“Remove his chains and release him into my service.”

“No.” General Pallax cut her off. “Look how he holds himself. He is no osseon.”

“He has the bone brand,” the tall legionnaire told him, but he sounded doubtful now too.

General Pallax stared into Lance’s eyes. “Some men aren’t slaves, no matter what chains they wear. That’s why osseons are encouraged to sire children. Often even the fiery ones will buckle down then.”

Lance bared his teeth.

“And sometimes having children just makes them more determined,” General Pallax finished. “Something smells here.” He turned, lightning-quick on Sara. “Is he your lover?”

Did one time make them lovers? Sara wished it did, but tried to look affronted. “Of course not!”

“Hmm. I don’t trust him, not even chained to the winch. He has some plan, you can see it in his eyes.”

All the legionnaires were scrutinizing Lance now. He stared back without a trace of humility or fear. Sara wondered how she could possibly have once mistaken him for a slave.

“He’s not worth the trouble,” the general said. “Kill him.” He turned to leave.

“No!” Sara wrenched free of the general. One corner of her mind thought that he’d let go too easily, that he’d ordered Lance executed to provoke her into action, but she didn’t slow her headlong rush forward.

Lance began to spin two feet of loose chain in front of him, creating a weapon. The metal links whined evilly, slicing through the air. The two legionnaires holding the second chain tried to yank Lance off his feet, but he set his legs and stayed steady. The two remaining legionnaires drew their swords. The bearded one flanked Lance while the tall one coolly waited for the spinning chain to falter so he could plunge his sword through Lance’s heart.

In one of his endless dinner-table monologues, Nir had warned her never to approach a legionnaire on his blind side, that they had drilled so hard and so often that some responses were below the level of thought.

Sara darted in among the men, coming in on the tall legionnaire’s left. She grabbed clumsily at his dagger.

Before she could pull it free, he pivoted and whipped his sword around—but stopped short of running her through. His sword dipped from her chest to her stomach. “Hey, now, none of that.” He grinned at her as if she’d done something amusing.

Until Sara threw herself onto his blade.

The swordpoint bit her stomach, but it wasn’t deep enough. She grabbed the naked blade with her hands as the horrified legionnaire tried to pull back. Palms streaming blood, she took another step, impaling herself, before he yanked it out.


“Unnnh.” Sara fell to her knees on the hard-packed dirt and put her bloody hands over her stomach. She swayed, light-headed. The sunlight felt like a hammer on her head, and her limbs seemed to dissolve. She’d gotten what she’d wanted—a non-fatal wound in a spot where she would still be able to talk—but the pain was a hundred times worse than she’d expected. It roared like a racha beast inside her, eating thought.

Loma, don’t let me faint. If she did, she and Lance were both doomed.

Voices. Faces above her, looking down.

The tall legionnaire who’d stabbed her could have been staring his own death in the face. He almost gibbered, trying to explain. “She came right at me. I couldn’t—she came right at me.”

General Pallax’s blue eyes flashed with murderous fury as his precious hostage died, but his voice was controlled. “I saw the whole thing, legionnaire. She ran onto your sword on purpose.” Then rage got the upperhand. “Brown-haired twotch.” He kicked the ground, hard.

Somewhere Lance was yelling. “Let me go to her! Sara! I can help her!” Chains clanged, and Sara heard the crack of the whip again, but he still lived.

Sara panted, forcing herself to focus on the general. She beckoned him closer, whispered, “You can still…get your son back… The osseon…he’s a priest… He can…heal me… I’ll help you…if you let…him live.”

Instantly, General Pallax had himself back under control. “Bring the osseon.”

Sara felt sick and dizzy. She tried to focus on the general’s face. Had he agreed? She wasn’t certain.

Then Lance was kneeling on the ground beside her, his hands enlarging the hole in her dress. “What did you think you were doing?” His voice was clipped. She seemed to have made everyone angry with her. “How many times are you going to get yourself killed this week?”

Sara didn’t think that was entirely fair—last time he’d been the one to chop her head off. But it was true that she hadn’t thought before flinging herself into danger. The alternative, to stand by and watch Lance be killed, was unthinkable.

Because she loved him.

The realization ought to have filled Sara with panic. Passion had been her downfall before, but somehow, perhaps because she was on the edge of death, it didn’t seem alarming, only right. Love was different than infatuation. She saw Lance clearly, but still loved him. How could she not love Lance, with his rock-solid integrity and his great heart?

“Goddess of Mercy,” Lance prayed, eyes closed.

Then the choir was singing in her head, vibrating inside her rib cage. The smell of wildflowers was so real Sara expected to turn her head and see a meadow. And his hands—no, Her hands—gave off the warmth of a fire, taking away the chill. Sara could feel her blood clotting—

Too soon. Lance wasn’t safe yet.

Sara pushed Lance’s hands away. “Wait.” She stared at General Pallax. “Do you agree? I swear—” cold sweat bathed her forehead. She wanted the warmth back, wanted Lance’s touch, “—I’ll kill myself if you harm Lance.” General Pallax would know now that she and Lance were lovers, but she didn’t care. She just wanted him safe.

The general met her eyes. “Agreed.”

“Now may I finish?” Lance asked sarcastically. He didn’t wait for her reply, just set his hands on her again, and it felt so good Sara wanted to weep.

As the pain receded to a distant shore, Sara found herself gazing into Lance’s eyes. He was there too. It wasn’t just the Goddess; one didn’t subsume the other. She became conscious of his strong, sure hands on her just above her belly button.

Their gazes locked, and she tried to decipher the fierceness she saw in his eyes. Was he angry over her recklessness, or at the deal she’d made?

She touched his cheek. “Don’t be mad.”

“Ah, Sara.” He closed his eyes, and when he opened them again she saw some painful emotion there.

Her heart clenched. Could he feel something for her, after all? Something deeper than desire? But no. She remembered the axe he’d wielded at her execution. He was probably just relieved to have found her, his key to rescuing Wenda.









Chapter Twenty



Sara paced the confines of the small tent where General Pallax had put them, feeling as restless as a caged racha beast. Unfortunately, the simple plan she and Lance had come up with involved waiting until his mother attacked the camp, then escaping over the cliff in the confusion.

She was also worried. Even if they made it to Temborium, how were they going to rescue Wenda? Sara couldn’t bear the idea of seeing her father again, knowing that he’d handed her over to be killed.

The axe… Unconsciously, her fingers crept up to her neck, searching for a scar that wasn’t there.

“Don’t.” Lance startled her by grabbing her hands. He held them away from her throat, his eyes tortured. “Don’t, Sara.” He pressed an open-mouthed kiss to her collarbone where her pulse beat, asking forgiveness for what he had done to the tender flesh there. “Don’t.”

Heat rose in her like the first burst of flavor after sipping brandy. Her hands went to his sandy hair and held him. He strung small, butterfly kisses across her neck that made her want to shatter inside. “Lance.” She was perilously close to tears, but she had to make him understand. “I’m not angry at you for what you did.” Disappointed wasn’t the same as angry.

He didn’t reply, but opened his mouth over hers, sweeping his tongue inside. Heat ignited in her belly, and she moaned—

The guard outside coughed, and Sara pulled back. Lance laid his cheek against her forehead and tucked her in close to his body. “At least let me hold you.”

Unable to deny him, Sara stood in his embrace, soaking up the heat of his large body until finally something relaxed inside her.

Unfortunately, the feeling of peace didn’t last. Desperate for distraction, she sat and played with her refetti. To her delight, she found she could teach her pet tricks and soon had the refetti sitting up to beg, or chasing his own tail at a signal from her. “Isn’t he bright?” she marvelled.

“Yes,” Lance agreed. There was a strange look on his face, but when she asked him about it, he indicated the guard’s shadow on the tent wall, and mouthed, “Later.”

Later never came, but Lance started insisting that she take the refetti along every time she left the tent, even if it was just to use the latrine.

She noticed that Lance had a bulky belt pouch he carried with him everywhere. When Sara raised her eyebrows at him, he showed her a corner of the carved Qiph box. “A gift for your father,” was all he would say. It puzzled Sara greatly, but she reined in her curiosity.

When would the attack come? Sara surmised the Protector was gathering her forces—but so was General Pallax. It had to come soon.

Then, on the second day, the rumors started.

Sara had tried to cultivate friendships with their rotating schedule of guards, but the story of her stabbing herself seemed to have gotten around because they all answered her warily. However, the tent walls were thin, and the guards liked to gossip among themselves.

“Did you hear about Brencis?” one of them asked. “Maximus heard a scream, but by the time he got there all he could see was a trail of blood leading off into the woods.”

Sara and Lance exchanged looks, easily interpreting this as the work of shandies. More patrols were picked off over the next day, and the legionnaires grew baffled and jumpy.

* * *

On the third night just before dawn, Sara woke to someone shouting, “Fire!”


At night, to prevent an escape, a guard was posted in the tent, and Lance was manacled. Despite this unwelcome chaperonage, and a certain amount of frustration, Sara and Lance had taken to sleeping curled together. Now she struggled out of his arms to sit up.

“What is it?” she asked the legionnaire on duty.

The lamp silhouetted the legionnaire’s hawkish profile as he peered outside. He swore ripely. “Stay here.” He unsheathed his sword and left at a run.

Lance and Sara exchanged glances. Rising from their blankets, Sara peeked out the tent flap and saw orange flames against the blackness as they ate at the stockade wall near the cliff. The eerie glow revealed a scene of chaos. Men boiled about everywhere, some armed and armored, some half-naked with swords. A centurion bawled orders and sent men to shovel dirt on the blaze.

Then came a new sound: a rhythmic boom. It came from the gate, from timbers shuddering under the impact of a ram.

“Sara, help me,” Lance called.

She turned and found that he’d cast off the blanket and was straining at his bonds. A long iron chain ran from his wrist, through a spike pounded deep in the ground, to the other wrist. The method had been used for decades to secure osseons.

Sara rushed over and wrapped her hands around the thick chains. They pulled together with all their strength, again and again, with no effect. “It’s no use,” she panted, falling back after several minutes. “You saw the spike, it’s four feet long.” It had taken five blows with a sledgehammer to drive it into the earth.

“Keep trying,” Lance told her. “My father pulled one out the night our family escaped.”

And did your father have two broken fingers? Sara wanted to ask, but now wasn’t the time. She got down on her hands and knees and loosened the dirt around the spike.

Footsteps ran past outside, but didn’t pause. She heard the howl of a wolf in the distance. Dyl?

Her fingers soon reddened from the rough work, and dirt caked under her nails, but she kept at it, and on Lance’s next jerk, the spike moved a fraction. “It’s working!”

“Move out of the way.” When she complied, Lance stood directly over the spike. He took hold of the chain closer to the ground and pulled straight up.

His face flushed with effort, but it was moving, first three inches of metal showing, then eight inches, a foot—

“General Pallax wants me to—”

Sara’s head whipped around. The hawk-nosed guard had returned. He took in the scene, eyes widening. “Vez’s Malice,” he cursed.

His sword was sheathed. Sara threw herself forward, clinging to his arms. “Hurry!” she yelled at Lance.

The legionnaire tried to fend her off, but wasn’t ruthless enough to use his sword on a woman.

In the next second, Lance heaved the four-foot spike out of the ground and hefted it like a spear. “Out of the way.”

Sara threw herself to one side.

The spike gave Lance the advantage of reach, but his first two feints were easily turned. Then the legionnaire stepped into range and stabbed upwards. Lance barely jumped back in time.

Sara grabbed the stool and threw it at the legionnaire’s hairy legs. He yelped, and while he was distracted, Lance speared the spike through his shoulder. He cried out and dropped to his knees. His sword fell to the ground, and Sara kicked it out of reach.

“Put out your hands,” Lance said harshly. “Once you’re tied up, I’ll heal you.”

For some reason, this terrified the hawk-nosed legionnaire. “No! Stay away!” He tried to back away and jarred his own shoulder. His olive-skinned face bleached white with shock, and he passed out.

Lance caught him before he could fall on the spike still embedded in his shoulder. “Sara!”

Sara tore a strip of cloth from the hem of her dress and used it to bind the legionnaire’s hands. Lance then removed the spike with a quick pull and put his hands on the bloody hole. “Goddess.”


Sara wrenched her gaze away from the sight of Lance healing—his eyes were closed and his expression was almost transcendent—and began to hunt for the keys to Lance’s manacles. She found them attached to the legionnaire’s belt and had Lance free before the Goddess-glow had faded.

Underneath the metal, his wrists had been scraped raw.

“They need to be wrapped,” Sara told him.

“There’s no time.”

Sara controlled her exasperation. Reminded, she looked at his fingers and was surprised by how little swelling there was. Surely bones didn’t normally heal that fast? Of course, arthritis didn’t normally clear up after a few days either… She wondered how long they had before Lance succumbed to another illness.

“Help!” the hawk-nosed legionnaire called, conscious once again.

Sara gagged him with the cloth napkins from their luncheon, then looked around nervously. The sounds of battle should have drowned him out, but…

“Don’t follow us.” Lance picked up the spike and rammed it downward. Sara flinched, but he’d only pinned a fold of the legionnaire’s undertunic to the ground.

Lance grabbed Sara’s hand, and they ducked out of the tent together.

The eastern sky held a slight tinge of gray, but the cold stars still shone down. The stockade fire had burned almost all the way to the cliff, but failed to catch on the wet ground. Some fighting was going on in the gap, but most of the legionnaires were standing in disciplined ranks in front of the gate, waiting for the battering ram to finish its job.

Sara had a dreadful feeling the upcoming battle was going to be a slaughter. True, the shandies were fearsome fighters, but only at close range. What was going to happen when they ran into that line of archers didn’t bear thinking about.

Lance had slowed almost to a stop, obviously thinking along the same lines. “They’ll need a healer…”

“They have a healer,” Sara said with as much certainty as she could muster. “Your mother wouldn’t go into battle without one. Why do you think they’ve waited this long?”

“We don’t know—” Lance started.

Sara spoke over him. “And if they don’t, then someone else will just have to sacrifice their health.” She softened her expression. “Your people need a Kandrith a lot more than they need a healer.”

Lance gave a small shiver. “You’re right.” He pulled her into a crouch, and they darted from tent shadow to tent shadow, heading for the cliff.

The winch’s creaking noise made it easy to locate. “Faster, faster!” the overseer cried. Eight osseons had been woken up and put back to work hauling men up from base camp. Cords stood out on their arms, and their backs ran with sweat in the torchlight.

“Wait until it’s unloaded,” Sara said to Lance. “I’ll try to talk them into giving us a ride down.”

He waited, but she felt his muscles tense. Every legionnaire who made it up was one more soldier set on killing his countrymen. She understood that, even felt some of it herself, but the idea of cutting the ropes and letting the legionnaires fall to their deaths was just as unpalatable to her.

More creaks, then the distinctive hissing slash of a whip. “Faster!”

Sara buried her head against Lance’s back, both so she wouldn’t see and to hold him back.

The platform leveled out, and the legionnaires rushed off. Sara counted ten men with swords, though one seemed to be missing his breastplate.

“What are you waiting for?” bawled the overseer. “Lower it down!”

The winch began to spin, the ropes feeding through the osseon’s hands. Sara ran forward. “Stop!” She appealed to the overseer, a balding, bull of a man with muscles gone to fat. “I’m Sarathena Remillus, the Primus’ daughter. I need to go down. General Pallax has ordered me to safety.”

The overseer frowned. “Where’s your escort?”

“He was killed by an arrow.” She waved a hand indicating the battle, lying without compunction. “The Slavelanders have broken through on the other side. The attack on the gate was a feint. You have to send me down now. You can’t let them get their hands on the Primus’s daughter.” She let her fear show.


“I’ve heard rumors about you,” the overseer said. Sara held his breath while he came to a decision. “Here’s what we’ll do. You get on the platform—haul it up, boys! I can send you down lickety-split if it looks like we’ll be overrun. In the meantime, you send your slave to run and bring back someone with authority.”

Vez’s Malice. “But—” Sara started.

Lance exploded into motion. His elbow struck the overseer in the throat. When the man choked and staggered back, Lance followed up with hard blows to his stomach, knocking him down. Lance knelt on the overseer’s chest. He put one hand on the fat man’s throat and passed a ring of keys to Sara. “Unchain them.”

Sara obeyed. The first man held his hands out to her, brown eyes full of desperate hope. She turned the key in the lock, and the manacles fell away.

“Escape is that way.” Lance pointed.

The osseon nodded his thanks and left at a lope.

Sara moved on to the next in line, who was already holding out his hands. “Hurry.”

Sara hurried, but the fitful torchlight made it difficult. It took her precious seconds to find the lock, and, of course, she had to do it seven separate times. The third man lingered, making her fumble.

“Don’t wait for me, Madaug!” the last man said. He was badly scarred, one eye gone entirely, but he had the same shock of red hair that Madaug did. Brothers?

Madaug just shook his head.

The overseer tried to say something but gargled when Lance applied pressure to his windpipe.

“If you’re going to wait around, I’d appreciate your hand on the winch,” Lance told Madaug. “Sara and I have need of it.”

Madaug looked curious, but didn’t ask. He put his hand to the winch handle, bracing it.

Sara freed his one-eyed friend, who was all but squirming with impatience.

“What are you going to do with him?” Madaug indicated the overseer.

“Chain him up,” Lance said promptly. He hauled the fat man to his feet, keeping one arm around his neck.

Sara worried that the ex-slaves might be bent on revenge, but Madaug just laughed. “He’ll be in a world of trouble when he’s found.” He waited until Lance had manacled the overseer and taken over the winch, then vanished with his brother off into the night.

Lance fixed the overseer with a grim glare. “I don’t like whip-wielding cowards. Make a sound, and I’ll break your neck.” He tossed both whip and keys over the cliff, then hauled on the winch. Within moments the empty platform appeared. Lance pried up two loops of rope connected to the middle of the platform. “Hold these.”

Sara took them with both hands, ready to be pulled half off her feet, but it cost hardly any effort at all to keep the platform up.

Lance gave the winch several spins, unwinding it so that spools of rope dangled over the cliff. The loops Sara held become lines. When the winch was bare, he took the ropes from Sara and stepped onto the platform, swinging his leg over the railing. “Get on.”

Sara eyed the swaying platform uneasily. “Are you sure you can hold our weight?”

“Yes,” Lance said.

He didn’t appear strained, and standing here risked discovery. She stepped on, clutching at the rail. The platform swung back and forth, making her very aware of the long fall below.

Lance immediately began to use the two ropes to lower them. “Wish I’d wrapped my hands,” he hissed.

Above them, the overseer yelled for assistance.

They were only ten feet down the cliff face. Sara tried to remember how high the cliffs at the Gate had been. One hundred feet? One hundred and fifty?

“We have to go faster,” Sara said.

Lance shook his head, while methodically lowering them hand over hand. “Any faster and the rope will burn through my fingers.”


The thought of plummeting down and smashing into the ground below chilled Sara, but already she could hear other voices at the top. She added her hands to the rope, helping so that Lance could lower them faster. Fifteen feet, twenty—

The platform shuddered to a stop.

Sara tipped her head back and saw three pairs of hands hauling back on the ropes. A jerk and the platform moved up a few inches. “What do we do?” Sara yelled.

“Nothing,” Lance said grimly.

The platform rose another foot. Sara gasped and clung to the rail as one end tilted precariously.

“Keep it even or she’ll fall off,” Lance called angrily.

After a few more jolts, the platform rose more smoothly. Frustration simmered inside Sara: to have come so close and yet failed. After this, they would be guarded more heavily. There would be no travel to the Republic until General Pallax conquered Kandrith. By then it would be too late.

“Do you hear something?” Lance asked suddenly.

Sara could hear the rope creaking, the wind bumping the platform against the cliff and sending down tiny showers of dirt, far away screams and sounds of battle, the rough breathing of the men hauling them up, a strange rhythmic flapping, and—Sara’s heart sank—General Pallax’s voice. He was waiting for them at the top. What would she do, if he killed Lance on the spot?

Lance gave a low laugh. “I don’t believe it. Goddess bless Cadwallader. He saw it.”

“What?” Sara asked, confused. They were only twelve feet from the top now.

Lance grabbed her hand and pulled her down to a sitting position on the edge of the platform. Their legs dangled over that horrific drop. In the dark, it seemed infinite.

“Get back from there,” General Pallax shouted down. “I already gave you my word I wouldn’t kill him.”

Lance ignored him. “Dulcima’s here,” he said.

Before Sara could ask who Dulcima was, her eyes picked out the black shape of a horse against the dark gray sky—a horse with two huge wings attached to its shoulders. The shandy had large liquid eyes, a gracefully arched neck and a mane like black silk. “What a beauty,” Sara said involuntarily.

Dulcima underflew the hoist, and Lance scrambled onto her back as she passed. Sara hesitated a moment too long.

Above, General Pallax swore. “Faster!”

The platform lurched upwards, the winch groaning. Only eight feet from the top now. Sara searched desperately for Lance and the shandy, finally picking them out against the cliff face. Dulcima had circled around and was flying back, her great wings sweeping back and forth.

But the winch was winning the race. Six feet from the top now. Sara edged farther away from the arms reaching for her, her weight balancing on the edge of the seat—

Arrows hissed through the air. Sara caught sight of Lance’s anguished face as Dulcima swerved away.

A hand caught her shoulder.

Sara slipped out from under it by throwing herself flat on her stomach. But the platform was still rising; they would have her in another minute. She swung her legs over the side and clung to one of the guardrail posts.

Where was Lance?

Fingers clutched at her hair. “I’ve got her!” a legionnaire called.

Sara let go of the post with one hand to claw at him. “Are you sure you’ve got me?” she panted. “Maybe I’m the one who has you!” She simultaneously grabbed his wrist and slid all the way over the edge so that most of her weight hung from the legionnaire’s arm.

The shock of it jerked him forward. In panic, he released his grip on her hair. She dropped down so that she was hanging by one hand from the platform guardrail.

“Lance!” The strain on her arm was murderous; her fingers started to slip.

“Hold on!” he called. She heard his voice from below, but couldn’t twist her head around enough to see. “Wait!”


Sandals landed on the platform. A legionnaire dropped to all fours, reaching for her. A grimace of determination shaped his face. She was out of time—

Sara let go.









Chapter Twenty-One



Falling—

The wind rushed by her ears; her stomach felt weightless. She flailed her arms, trying to catch hold of something that wasn’t there—

Her stomach slammed into a shelf of warm muscle as Dulcima swooped under her. Sara screamed as she started to slide off, her legs dangling over air, but Lance clamped down on her wrist with brutal strength. “I’ve got you.”

Their eyes locked, and she knew he wouldn’t let go.

Except there was no saddle for him to hold onto. For a horrid moment she thought her weight was going to pull him to his death—and then Dulcima brought her wings in closer and tipped sideways.

Lance used the movement to pull her up and into a sitting position on the winged horse’s back.

“How are you?” Lance asked.

“Fine,” Sara said, but her body shuddered. You’re safe. You’re not falling anymore.

His arms closed around her with desperate strength. “You should have waited until I had hold of you,” he said roughly. “That was a bloody stupid thing to do.”

Sara stiffened. “I didn’t have much choice.”

“You could have—” Lance cursed as an arrow whizzed by. “Hang on!” he yelled as Dulcima folded her wings in and dove.

Sara clung to Lance’s waist as if she could meld them together. A flight of arrows whistled past over their heads.

The refetti squirmed in her pocket. “Stay there,” she said firmly, patting him. It was a miracle he hadn’t fallen out when she dropped off the platform.

Dulcima flinched suddenly as an arrow punched into her back haunch. She neighed in pain.

“Easy,” Lance said. He reached back, then grimaced in frustration. “Can you pull it out, Sara? Otherwise, the flesh will heal around the arrow.”

Sara twisted around and, holding tight to Lance’s belt with one hand, leaned back and grasped the arrow. She ripped it free with one quick pull, wincing at the gout of blood, but Lance called forth the Goddess. The wound healed in front of her eyes.

Below, she heard General Pallax yell, “Hold your fire! Idiots! That’s a flying horse!” The wind ripped away his words so that she only caught fragments. “…one of a kind…breeding…cavalry.”

Yes, Nir, the God of War, would be very interested in flying horses. “Can we circle back around?” Sara asked Lance. “I don’t think they’ll shoot Dulcima, and I need to talk to General Pallax.”

“I don’t know.” Lance looked doubtful, but Dulcima made her own decision. She banked right so quickly she left Sara’s stomach behind.

“I guess I can always heal her again,” Lance muttered.

Sara felt a sudden pang—if she was wrong, Lance could heal her or Dulcima, but not himself—but by then it was too late. The clifftop was back in sight and arrow range.

“General!” she called.

Even in the dim light, the general’s plumed helmet was unmistakable. He looked up.

“If I bring you your son, will you swear to stop waging war on Kandrith?”


Asking him like this, in front of a dozen other legionnaires, put him in a bad position politically, but General Pallax must have been sure of his men’s loyalty because he yelled back, “If he’s alive and whole, yes. You have my word as a Pallax.”

Sara suspected that he thought the war would be won before she could possibly return, but it was the best she could hope for.

Dulcima wheeled and flew away. Once they were out of arrow range, Sara faced forward. Only to be met with Lance’s angry visage. Apparently, their argument had only been delayed.

* * *

“Now why don’t you explain what you thought you were doing, hanging from the platform like that? I told you to wait,” Lance growled. The sight of Sara dangling from the winch platform had almost given him heart failure.

“I didn’t have a choice,” Sara said, “A legionnaire grabbed me and—”

Lance didn’t let her finish. “And how would being captured be worse than killing yourself on the rocks below? At that height you wouldn’t just break your back, your body would be splattered all over the ground and your brain with it. I would’ve had no chance of healing you.”

Sara was quiet for a moment, and he thought he was getting through to her, but then her chin lifted. “It was a risk I chose to take.”

He wanted to shake her. “You take too many risks! It’s not like this is the first time. Two days ago you threw yourself onto someone’s sword—”

“To save your life!” Sara got angry in turn.

“I didn’t ask you to!”

Dulcima neighed and gave a small buck in annoyance. Lance tried to throttle back his temper, but he was still gnashing his teeth, when Sara spoke again.

“Just what was I supposed to do? Stand by and watch General Pallax kill you?”

Yes, Lance wanted to yell. Not that he wanted to be dead, he just… “You take too many risks,” he repeated.

“Shall I go back to being a useless noblewoman then? The kind that you despise?” Her expression was cold.

Lance was taken aback. He hadn’t meant that.

“For the last six years,” she continued, “my father hemmed me in with guilt and did everything he could to obliterate my streak of wildness. To tame me into being a dutiful daughter.”

She was comparing him to her father? Lance winced.

“I have no desire to please him anymore. Should I change myself back to please you? Can you be pleased? Weren’t you the one who told me I wasn’t too passionate?” Even quieter and with deadly aim. “I thought you liked me as I am.”

Ah, she was killing him. Lance’s throat ached. He wished he were sitting behind her so that he might put his arms around her. “I do like you,” he said clumsily. Instinct warned him that she wouldn’t believe him if he told her he loved her now. He took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Sara. You scared me, and I lost my temper.”

Still she kept silent. An apology wasn’t enough. He’d hurt her with his thoughtless words.

“Ever since Wenda was whipped and almost died, I’ve been a little…overprotective, especially of women,” Lance confessed. “Wenda’s, ah, given me grief about it before. She usually threatens to hit me over the head if I don’t stop. If I backslide later on, just rap me on the head.”

Did she smile slightly at that? It was hard to tell in the dimness. Lance twisted around enough that he could stroke his thumb down her cheek.

“No one has the right to ask you to change yourself,” he said softly. Her father had put conditions on his love—or rather, the fake semblance of his love. Lance would not do the same. Sara’s recklessness was as much a part of her as her blue eyes. Loving her meant accepting both.

At last her stiffness eased, and they both faced forward again.

* * *

Wind streamed by with every sweep of Dulcima’s wings, riffling Sara’s hair. As dawn broke, the sky turned pink and orange and gold. They seemed to be flying straight into glory. Sara tipped her head back and laughed, almost giddy with exhilaration.

“Enjoying yourself?” Lance asked.


His voice sounded mild, but Sara tensed, half-expecting him to berate her again.

“Don’t,” Lance said, but it sounded like a plea, not an order. “I meant what I said. Be as wild as you want. As long as I’m there to keep you safe,” he added under his breath.

Sara relaxed. The wildness in her soul sang out. She felt as if this was what she’d been made for.

“I love this,” she said throatily. Flying on Dulcima was better than standing on top of Vaga Falls, better than riding on Dyl’s back. Better than anything, really—except making love with Lance.

“Not afraid of heights then?”

“No. What about you?” Sara belatedly noticed a certain tension in Lance’s body.

“The view is spectacular,” Lance said wryly. “Flying through the dark was…less pleasant. I won’t relax until I have my own feet back under me.”

Heights made him uncomfortable, yet he hadn’t hesitated to climb onto the swaying platform attached to the winch or to jump onto Dulcima’s moving back. Why, exactly, did Cadwallader think Wenda would make a better Kandrith than Lance? Sara didn’t understand.

“I’m sure Dulcima won’t let us fall, will you guh—” Sara stopped herself on the edge of the calling the shandy “girl” as she would a favored mare.

Dulcima snorted in reply.

Sara tore her gaze from the sunset and looked down at the rolling land two hundred feet below. To her surprise, Dulcima still flew over the Red Mountains.

Sara raised her voice. “Dulcima, I’m Lady—” No. No more claiming her father’s name. Even Sarathena sounded pretentious. “I’m Sara. My deepest thanks for your timely rescue. May I ask where you’re taking us?”

Dulcima twisted her great head around, but didn’t speak.

Sara tried again. “We need to go to the Republic to rescue the next Kandrith.”

Dulcima neighed.

Lance covered Sara’s hand with his own. “I don’t think she can talk. Dulcima isn’t exactly a shandy. She gave her Lifegift to be Kandrith’s Need.”

“You’ve mentioned Lifegifts before, but I don’t really understand what they are,” Sara admitted. “Why is it called a gift instead of a sacrifice?”

“A sacrifice gives something up and receives something back from the Goddess. A gift asks nothing for oneself in return,” Lance said. “Dulcima has been appearing to Kandriths for almost fifty years. In between Needs, I don’t think she’s really alive. She’s like the Guardian at the Gate or the Red Saints.”

Sara tried to puzzle that out. She remembered the giant fist that had started to squeeze her, but his reference to saints confused her. “Do you mean the mountains?” When they’d first reached them, he’d claimed they’d risen up out of nowhere. Sara made the leap. “Were the mountains once people?”

“Yes. We were on Saint Davvyd, and Saint Anna is below us now.”

Just the thought of someone turning themselves into a mountain of inert rock made her queasy. Maybe General Pallax would have a tougher time than she’d thought if the Kandrithans were willing to do that.

But most Kandrithans weren’t saints. Most didn’t even wear the Brown; they were like her, unwilling to sacrifice unless someone they loved was threatened. That’s why they needed a Kandrith.

“The power of a Lifegift depends on how long the giver has to live. Most elders with the inclination turn themselves into fruit or olive trees. Not everyone can make a mountain or even something as beautiful as Loma’s fountain. And only a Kandrith, who already has the power of multiple sacrifices, has a Lifegift capable of killing a blue devil.”

“As your father did.”

To Sara’s surprise, Lance shook his head. “No. He took a wound to the stomach and was only able to banish it.”

Sara got a sinking feeling. “Banish it where?”

“Back to its master, I suppose.”


So long as it wasn’t back inside her. Sara shuddered. “You said blue devils were servants of a Dark God, but which one?” Mek was the God of Death, and Sara thought she might have heard of a God—or was it Goddess?—of Night.

“I don’t know. The tales don’t say.”

Sara stewed a moment. “What do the tales say then?”

Lance paused before speaking. “They say that the gods are not equally powerful. Their standing among themselves waxes and wanes with the numbers of their followers, how much prayer they receive and how much sacrifice. When the Goddess first took mercy on the slaves and accepted their sacrifices, Her brothers and sisters scoffed because She gave back almost every bit as much power as She was given, only transformed into gifts such as my ability to heal.

“But as the number of Her worshippers grew, one of Her brothers became jealous of Her burgeoning power. To compete, He offers His acolytes great power seemingly for free, but there is a hidden price, a horrible one.”

“What?” Sara asked. Lance had given up his good health; what would he consider too steep a price?

“Their souls,” Lance said. “Bit by bit, they unknowingly sacrifice their souls. They sacrifice laughter and grief and love, all that makes them human. At the very last, when all that’s left is animal pain and pleasure, some sacrifice their bodies, too and become blue devils.”

Sara shivered, and they fell silent.

A short time later, Dulcima folded her wings back and began to descend. It soon became obvious she meant to land in a high meadow close to the cliffs, but still inside Kandrith’s border.

Sara swallowed a protest, not wanting to seem ungrateful. She’d hoped that Dulcima would fly them all the way to Temborium. If they had to go by carriage, the war would be over by the time they reached the capital.

Dulcima hit the meadow at a run and thundered through amarasave blossoms for several bodylengths, before backing with her wings and coming to a stop.

Lance dismounted, then helped Sara down, his hands lingering for a moment at her waist.

Sara stroked the mare’s black neck. “Our thanks.”

Dulcima bobbed her head, but instead of flying off or vanishing, she bent her neck and started cropping flowers.

Uncertainly, Sara looked at Lance.

“I think she means to take us farther,” Lance said. “All the way to Wenda. Perhaps she needs to rest.”

Dulcima neighed in seeming agreement.

It felt wrong to rest when a battle raged elsewhere. Sara caught herself pacing.

Lance was reclining in the grass, munching flowers. He held up an arm as she went by and pulled her down to sit by him. “Dulcima will let us know when it’s time to go.”

The refetti squirmed in her pocket. Sara took him out and set him down. The grass was still dewy, but the sun was beginning to give off some heat. She tried an amarasave blossom more out of curiosity than hunger. It tasted faintly sweet.

Lance had a couple of purple petals stuck in his close-cropped beard. The sight struck her as funny. Lance was just so big and masculine. His hand dwarfed the tiny blossoms, delicacy contrasting with strength.

A sudden wave of awareness made it difficult for Sara to swallow. She found herself noticing small details about Lance: the way his beard and mustache framed his lips, the scar on his left thumb, the way his shaggy hair curled slightly at the back…

“Sara.”

She looked up and was caught by his eyes, the deep brown of rich soil, the pupils black and expanded.

“What?” Sara asked breathlessly, but she wasn’t really listening. She stared at Lance’s lips, watching them form words, wanting to kiss him. Her pulse magnified to fill her whole body.

“I need to talk to you about your pet— Sara, if you keep looking at me like that I’m going to kiss you.”


That sounded like a good idea to Sara. She bent toward him, but he held her back. “Are you sure? Tomorrow you’ll be home.”

Home wasn’t Temborium. Home had once been the Remillus estate in Elysinia. Sara didn’t know where it was now, but all she said was, “I’m sure.” She and Lance might not have a future together—his osseon brand made him a slave in the Republic, and she was under sentence of death in Kandrith—but they had right here, right now.

Sara gave herself to the moment, to the sun warm on her back, to the verdant smell of crushed grass and amarasave blossoms, and most of all to Lance.

Last time the wildness had taken control of her. This time she opened herself up to it.

Letting instinct rule, she leaned forward until their lips just touched, then drew back, teasingly. Then she did it again, lingering a little longer to taste him, the amarasave sweet on his breath and the masculine tang that was Lance beneath… Then again, ending in a small nip, that made Lance growl, his eyes dark and hungry. She laughed, low.

Out of patience, he pulled her back down, and his lips opened against hers, slid, clung. They rolled together in the grass, kissing, until heat burned away their playfulness.

Needing to be filled by him, Sara attacked the drawstring on his trousers—only to find herself rolled over and on the bottom once more. Lance shackled her wrists in one of his hands and held them over her head. “Oh, no you don’t,” he rasped. “You went too fast last time. This time, I’m going to see—and kiss—all of you.” His mouth closed over her breast through the thin silk of her dress. He flicked the nipple with his tongue, and Sara’s body bowed as sensation sizzled through her.

Her mind fogged over. When she surfaced again, he’d stripped the gown over her head.

Sara liked the heat in his eyes, liked his hands and mouth on her, but she plucked at his vest in frustration. “I want to see you too,” she complained.

A smile crooked the corner of his mouth. “Later.” And he proceeded to drive her out of her mind with desire.

* * *

The Giant and the Once-Despoiled One were tupping. Embarrassed, Esam scampered to the far side of the meadow where the winged horse waited.

It was as far as he felt comfortable going. Though the Pathfinder’s spell still bound him, it wasn’t as tight as before. The voices of the dead seemed confused, some insisting on the girl, others tugging him elsewhere. For now, he would stay with what was familiar.

* * *

Lance’s chest felt congested—he must be developing hayfever now that his broken fingers were mended—but he didn’t care. He lay back in the amarasave, feeling fiercely satisfied.

Sara cuddled up to his side, idly tracing his pectoral muscles. “I wish we could stay here forever.”

Lance looked around at the high meadow. “I could build a house right over there.” He played with the idea for a moment. He and Sara living an idyllic life, feeding on amarasave blossoms and making love whenever they liked, far from his mother and politics in general…

But even leaving aside the impracticality of such a life, it was one he had no right to. He wore the Brown. Living in isolation would waste the Goddess’s gift.

All he could offer a wife was a life of poverty, constant traveling and all-too-often unpaid nurse to an invalid. Lance had had vague dreams of someday finding a sensible Kandrithan girl, someone he could leave with her family for weeks at a time and visit as a home base.

Sara hardly fit that picture, but Lance worried about what she was going to do after they rescued Wenda. She would not be safe with her father. True, she was currently under sentence of death here in Kandrith, but once Wenda took the oath she could pardon Sara.

If, of course, they both rescued Wenda and survived.

Suddenly full of determination, Lance sat up and kissed Sara’s mouth. “Time to dress.”

She sighed and stroked his neck, but nodded. “Yes.”

After pulling on his shirt and pants, he went to find Sara’s refetti. He brought the furry creature back and set it in the grass by Sara’s still-bare feet. “Refetti, will you talk with me and tell me what you told my father?”


Sara laughed, a wonderful throaty gurgle. “What are you doing?”

The refetti cocked its head as if listening, but, of course, it could not speak to him.

Lance dug a pebble out of the turf and laid it before the refetti. “Touch this rock to answer yes. Touch my hand if the answer is no. Will you talk with me?”

The refetti touched the rock with its nose: yes.

“Is this a new trick you’ve taught it?” Sara asked, eyes bright with curiosity.

“No,” Lance said sadly. She would see. “Refetti, were you born an animal?”

The refetti licked Lance’s fingers: no.

“Were you born a man, one of the Qiph?”

Back to the rock. He touched it twice with his nose, answering both questions: yes, yes.

Sara looked uneasy.

Lance took her hand, but kept his attention on the refetti. “Are you the Qiph warrior who tried to kill Felicia in Gatetown?”

“What?” Sara exclaimed. Lance squeezed her fingers in warning.

The refetti hesitated, then touched the rock: yes. His body quivered, ready to run.

Lance hid his anger at the memory of Felicia’s crushed throat. “Were you trying to kill Sara?” He wasn’t certain the refetti knew her name, so he held up their joined hands in illustration.

The rock: yes.

Sara sucked in a shocked breath. “Lance…” She stared at the refetti as if it might turn itself back into a warrior at any moment.

Lance didn’t think it could transform at will or it would have already, but he kissed Sara’s knuckles. “If he tries again, I’ll be ready. He has no sword when he transforms, remember?”

She settled back down.

Lance cleared his throat. “Refetti, do you still want to kill Sara?”

The refetti bumped its nose against his palm: no.

Lance wished he knew if the refetti was capable of lying. But surely, if it wanted to deceive them, it wouldn’t have admitted to trying to kill Sara.

“Were you trying to kill her because of the blue devil attached to her soul? The evil inside her?”

The rock again: yes, yes, yes.

“We think we know where the evil has gone. We think it is in Sara’s father,” Lance said. He released Sara’s hand and brought out the carved Qiph box. “Will this imprison the blue devil, the evil?”

The refetti rushed to the rock: yes, yes.

“How do we use it?”

The refetti squeaked, and Lance realized he hadn’t posed a yes or no question. But before he could rephrase it, the refetti went to the box and flipped open the lid with clever paws, then looked at them expectantly.

“That’s all? All we have to do is open the box?” Lance clarified.

The rock: yes, yes, yes.

“But you opened the box before,” Sara objected. “When Julen gave it to you after the Qiph attack, I was standing just a few feet away. I felt odd, but nothing happened. I didn’t want to touch it, though.”

Lance turned back to the refetti. “Does the box need to be touching the blue devil when we open it?”

The rock and then, after a hesitation, the hand.

Lance swore and then coughed. And what did that mean?

“He doesn’t know,” Sara guessed. “The priest was the one carrying the box. His job was just to find me. True?”

The rock: yes.

“To be safe, I think we’d better not open the box until your father is touching it,” Lance said. He coughed again, harder.

Sara looked at him with concern. “You’re ill again, aren’t you?”


“It’s just hayfever, I think,” he told her. “I should improve once we leave the meadow.” He turned back to the refetti. “Thank you, Qiph warrior.”

The refetti sat up straighter.

On to the next problem then. “What would you like us to do with you? Do you wish to accompany us?”

Five minutes worth of detailed questions established that the refetti wanted to be taken to a priest of his own kind so that his transformation might be reversed.

As soon as Lance swore to do so, Dulcima approached them, shaking out her wings, obviously ready to go. Was that what she’d been waiting for all along? Him to talk to the refetti? The thought was both eerie and reassuring.

* * *

Full night had fallen before Dulcima’s great wingflaps brought them to Temborium. They glided over the city walls unseen by the patroling guards. The city sparkled below them like a reflection of the starry sky above.

Sara picked out the Primary Residence by its domed roof and only belatedly realized that Dulcima was descending directly toward it. “No! Lance, can you talk to Dulcima?” Sara feared she was incidental to the magical being. “If we go straight to the palace, we’ll be arrested before we even get close to the dungeons and Wenda.”

“We have the box,” Lance reminded her. “Getting captured might be the most direct way to see your father.”

Sara thought about it, then shook her head. “No, too many things could go wrong. The palace guards will almost certainly bind you, and they might separate us or confiscate the box. We need another plan.”

“Better come up with one soon.”

The nine high spires of Diwo’s temple caught her eye, and Sara made a quick decision. “Dulcima, can you take us there?” She pointed.

Dulcima neighed and dipped her wings, wheeling in the direction of the Goddess of Luck’s temple.

Lance turned his head in question.

“We’ll go to my aunt.”

“You trust her?”

Sara felt a niggle of doubt. But ‘Never trust anyone’ was a maxim of her father’s, and she didn’t want to be like him. She shrugged. “She won’t care two pins about Kandrith being conquered, but I’m her niece. She was my mother’s sister—not my father’s. And she loves intrigue. Sneaking me in to surprise my father will appeal to her.”

Lance inclined his head, accepting her plan.

They began to descend. Sara let out a small whoop as Dulcima flew between two buildings, then held deliciously tight to Lance’s back as they skimmed over the dark river. Much too soon, Dulcima’s hooves clattered down onto the empty street beside the Goddess of Luck’s green and gilt temple.

Sara heard voices lifted in drunken revelry from just around the corner. “Hurry!”

The moment they dismounted, Dulcima launched herself back into the air.

“She’ll be back when we’re ready to leave,” Lance said confidently. “She’ll know when. She’s Kandrith’s Need.”

Yes, but Wenda was the next Kandrith. After they rescued Lance’s sister, would Dulcima fly off with Wenda and abandon Sara and Lance? After all, Kandrith didn’t need them.

The revelers strutted around the corner then, a group of five boisterous young men. Lance stepped in front of Sara to hide her from view.

* * *

The voices of the dead clamored in Esam’s ears. This way! they shouted. The one who killed us is this way!

Helpless, he followed the scent of the Defiler.


* * *

The refetti wriggled out of Sara’s pocket and dashed off down the dark street. Sara made a move to chase it, but Lance shook his head.

One of the revelers made a jesting remark about hidden treasures, but Lance’s size kept him from investigating. They probably assumed him to be a sanguon or a cuoreon guarding his mistress—an opinion that would change the instant they saw the bedraggled dress Sara wore. Then they’d think them both slaves and Sara fair game.

By the time the party of drunks had passed, Sara could no longer see the refetti. “What do we do?” she asked, worried. The refetti could be crushed under horse’s hooves or be bagged for the family pot by some beggar.

“Nothing,” Lance said.

Sara glared at him.

Lance sighed. “He’s not your pet, remember? He’s a man, one that’s been transformed, but still a man. He’s probably gone to seek out a Qiph priest. There’s nothing we can do, but proceed with our plan. Where does your aunt live?”

“On the other side of the river near the Primary Residence,” Sara said. “At this time of night, we have a better chance of catching my aunt at one of Diwo’s gambling houses than at home in bed. She likes to roll dice until dawn.”

Lance nodded. “Let’s go.”

At the third gambling house, Sara spotted Aunt Evina’s distinctive lavender carriage. “There.”

Lance studied the carriage uneasily. “Your aunt’s favorite color?”

“Yes.” Sometimes Sara thought that was why Aunt Evina had married Uncle Paulin, so she could have lavender as her House color.

Sara boldly stepped up to the coachman, who was feeding one of the horses an apple. Thankfully, the stout sanguon knew her. His eyes widened.

“Don’t say my name,” Sara commanded. “Fetch my aunt. Tell her it concerns a horse and a great deal of money.” Aunt Evina owned several racehorses so that should get her attention.

The coachman left at a quick trot, as if he’d lived so long among horses he even moved like one.

As the minutes passed, Sara grew nervous. Maybe they should have gone to her aunt and uncle’s villa. If Aunt Evina was winning at cards, she might keep them waiting for hours. And what if she was drunk? Sober, Aunt Evina was as clever as they came, but tipsy…she might make a fuss when she saw Sara.

“What are you going to tell your aunt?” Lance asked.

“I don’t know,” Sara admitted. “I’m not sure if I should introduce you as Prince Lance, or an osseon.” It struck her that she didn’t want Lance to meet her aunt at all.

Aunt Evina was everything Lance disliked in a noblewoman. Sara had changed since journeying to Kandrith, but would Lance see that or would he look at Evina and see all Sara’s old faults magnified? She opened her mouth to remind him that she would have to act the part of the old Sara or risk making her aunt suspicious, but before she could speak, the coachman reappeared, walking a step behind his mistress.

Aunt Evina wore a low-cut gown of lavender, which did wonders for her bosom, but emphasized her chubby arms. The feathered mask she wore, which glittered with diamonds, looked absurd to Sara. It was considered scandalous for a woman to gamble, so when ladies went abroad they wore masks to protect themselves from society’s censure.

“Where’s the messenger?” Evina sounded cross, but not intoxicated. She must have been losing. Her fan slapped her palm in impatience.

Sara stepped forward. “Here I am.”

Aunt Evina stilled. “Sarathena!” Her shock only lasted for a moment. She gave Sara a quick hug, then looked her up and down. “You don’t look pregnant,” she said bluntly, “or dead.”

Dead? The word took Sara aback, but, of course, her father must have declared her dead. “No, I’m quite alive. What rumors have reached you?”

“Why, that the Slavelanders had cowardly assassinated you in the middle of the night.” Her aunt’s eyes watched her shrewdly from the holes in the mask.


“That’s even worse than I thought,” Sara said lightly. “Praise Loma, I came to see you instead of riding straight up to the Primary Residence’s doorstep! The guards might not have believed who I am, especially dressed like this.” Sara plucked at the ill-fitting gown General Pallax had provided. Horse sweat and grass stains hadn’t improved it.

“Yes, that is a truly awful gown.” But Evina was only distracted for a moment. “How close are the rumors to the truth?”

“Well, I did almost die,” Sara evaded. With great will, she kept from touching her neck, aware of Lance watching silently two steps back, like a good slave. “I can’t tell you much more. But I possess vital information that must reach my father’s ears. Will you help me?”

“Of course, duckling! You didn’t even need to ask,” Evina said effusively. “I’ll send a message to your father as soon as we reach the villa.” She moved toward the carriage.

Sara’s smile became genuine. This was going to work. “One other thing—it’s probably best if my resurrection be kept secret. It wouldn’t do for rumors to get out before Father has a chance to decide how and when to announce my miraculous return. Vez only knows who reads his mail now that Julen isn’t there.”

“Julen? Did he go with you then?”

Sara paused short of climbing into the carriage. “I suppose gossip had us eloping and him the father of my supposed child?”

“Some versions.” Her aunt’s voice dripped innuendo. “Others had him beheaded for impregnating you.”

“Father sent him as my adviser,” Sara said firmly.

Evina’s voice dropped low. “I’d like to ask Julen for some…private advice myself.” She pouted when she saw only Lance standing by. “Where is the delicious Julen?”

“He had to remain behind in Kah—Slaveland.” Sara took the opportunity to distract her aunt with some gossip. As she and her aunt settled into the carriage and the coachman closed the door, she launched into an exaggerated account of Julen’s wedding day, minus the magic bits. “It all started with a horse—”

* * *

Uneasiness skittered along Lance’s nerves like a spider. At the coachman’s offended glare, he’d taken a position standing on the small step at the back of the purple carriage, holding to the leather strap provided. As the horses trotted down the flag-stoned street, he tried to pinpoint what was wrong.

He could dimly hear Sara and her aunt talking inside and snatches of laughter. He felt separate from Sara and didn’t like it. Was that all? A sense of possessiveness?

He approved of her reasons for not inviting him inside the carriage. Slaves were all but invisible to nobles, which might be useful later.

So what was it? He didn’t trust this aunt of hers, though she’d seemed willing enough to help Sara so far.

And then the aunt laughed loudly—and the hair stood up on the back of Lance’s neck.

His airway constricted. Sweet Goddess—this wasn’t hay fever. This was asthma. Lance had healed children of the affliction, but never experienced it himself. His chest felt as tight as a barrel wrapped with iron bands. Only a thin trickle of air reached his lungs, and he could barely draw breath.

The carriage swung around another fast turn, and Lance almost lost his grip on the strap. He hunched over, struggling to breathe in enough air to stay conscious. Horror saturated his thoughts. If he fell off, Sara would be all alone with her aunt. She didn’t know—she’d spoken of her aunt with wry affection—she trusted the woman.

But Lance knew. The feathered mask had prevented him from recognizing her, but her laugh had conjured up dark memories from his slave days.

Lance wheezed desperately. He had to stay conscious to protect Sara from her aunt—whom Lance knew as Madam Lust.









Chapter Twenty-Two



The moment the carriage door opened, Lance took Sara’s hand and pulled her aside—something no slave would do.

Sara tried to signal him to let go, but he bent his head near her ear. “We need to get out of here.” His voice was oddly hoarse. “I don’t trust your aunt. She—”

Just then a barefoot cuoreon rushed out of the pillared villa and down the marble steps. “Mistress!” He seemed both relieved and frightened to see her aunt. “Mistress, you must come.”

“Must I?” Aunt Evina raised an eyebrow.

The cuoreon threw himself to his knees and bent his head. Sara realized that despite his height, he was just a youth. “Mistress, Ottavio sent me to find you. To tell you Master Paulin has…taken ill.”

Ottavio was the name of Evina’s steward, Sara remembered. A sanguon who’d stayed with the family after he’d earned off the links of his slave chain.

Aunt Evina ran her hands through the cuoreon’s curly brown hair as if he were a dog. “And why should I care if my husband has eaten too much boar’s tripe again?”

“He—Ottavio says he’s been poisoned.” The cuoreon kept his eyes fastened on her feet.

Evina slapped him. “Why didn’t you say so instead of wasting my time? Take me to him now!”

With the imprint of her hand on his cheek, the cuoreon lurched to his feet and led the way inside. Evina hurried after.

Sara bit her lip and followed too. Had her aunt always treated her slaves so, and Sara hadn’t noticed? Or had her days in Kandrith just sensitized her?

Lance tugged on her sleeve. “Let’s slip away,” he wheezed.

But her aunt had paused at the top of the steps. “Come on, Sara. What are you waiting for?”

As the moment spun out, Sara felt caught between two tides. She wished Lance had explained what he meant by “I don’t trust her.” Sara didn’t precisely trust her aunt either—Evina’s basic nature was selfish. But that didn’t mean Evina wasn’t fond of Sara or that the plan wouldn’t work.

It was the lack of another alternative that decided Sara. There was no one in the Republic that Sara trusted more than Evina. They would have to take the chance.

Sara mounted the steps and felt a flood of relief when Lance shadowed her. She dropped back a step. “I’ll try to distract my aunt while you heal my uncle. It would be a bad idea to trumpet your gift here.”

Lance tried to speak, coughed, and nodded instead.

After a short walk down the hall, they entered the dining room. Although tiny in comparison with the Primary Residence, the room could hold a hundred people, and it took Sara a moment to locate her uncle. He reclined on a lavender couch along one wall, supported by three servants. One held a linen napkin, the other a silver urn, while the third tucked a blanket around his legs.

Uncle Paulin’s broad forehead was wrinkled, his skin-tone verging on purple. His eyes protruded, and he was panting like a dog. His lips and tongue were flecked with black. As they approached, he clutched his stomach and writhed.

Sara had never known Uncle Paulin as more than a vague presence, someone more interested in eating honey-figs than in conversing, but it disturbed her to see him suffer.

“How’s he been treated?” Aunt Evina snapped. “Has he vomited yet?”

“No, Mistress.” The third man straightened, and Sara recognized Ottavio’s bald countenance. “He won’t take the purge.”


“His tongue’s probably too swollen to swallow,” Aunt Evina said off-handedly.

Sara stared at her aunt. She’d known there was no love lost between Aunt Evina and her husband, but her aunt sounded like she was discussing an animal.

Uncle Paulin’s expression was one of terror. He knew he was dying.

“Who did this?” Evina demanded.

No one said a word, but every eye suddenly went to the cuorelle pacing ten feet away.

Sara drew in a sharp breath. It was Rochelle. But a very different Rochelle from the one Sara had last seen. The modest gray dress had been replaced by a lurid yellow one with a deep decolletage. Her ash-blond hair hung loose to her waist instead of being secured in a roll and straggled as if she had not combed it in days. Worst of all were her eyes. They twitched in her blank face. She looked mad. She looked like a poisoner, but Sara refused to believe it of gentle Rochelle.

Sara squeezed Lance’s hand. “You’ve got to heal him,” she whispered urgently. If Paulin died, Rochelle would be arrested and put to death.

“No,” Lance said hoarsely.

“What do you mean, no?” Sara whispered furiously. “You wear the Brown. Doesn’t your goddess require you to heal the dying?”

“It’s my choice.”

“So choose to heal him!”

While they argued, Ottavio waved forward two cuoreons.

“Easy now.” One of them gently took hold of Rochelle’s arm. She flinched, but didn’t fight.

Lance stepped in front of Rochelle. “Why did you poison him? Does he deserve to live?”

Hatred wiped away the blankness on her face. “No. He got what he deserves. I hope he suffers.”

Acid ate at Sara’s stomach. She’d only heard Rochelle ever speak of Nir with that degree of loathing. “He raped you.” A statement, not a question. She rounded on her aunt in fury. “How could you let this happen?”

Evina cocked an eyebrow. “You said to give her light work. There are plenty of cuorelles who prefer work on their backs to scrubbing floors.”

“I trusted you to keep her safe.” Sara felt like she was bleeding inside. She should have taken more care, should have brought Rochelle and her son with her. They’d be safe in Kandrith now.

Now Evina looked irritated. “I offered her jazoria. It’s not my fault she wouldn’t take it.”

“Mistress!” the cuoreon with the napkin cried. “He’s failing!”

More of Paulin’s tongue stuck out of his mouth now, swollen and black. His body shook as if palsied, and a death rattle issued from his throat.

Sara turned back to Rochelle—and was jolted to see that Lance was whispering to her. No time to ask why. “Rochelle, ask him to heal Paulin,” Sara pleaded. She took her cuorelle’s cold hands in her own. “Think of Tulio!” Though the boy had been born free, with no family and patrons he would be at risk.

But Rochelle shook her head. “No. Let him die. Tulio will be taken care of. I’ve been promised so.”

Promised. As if greased, Sara’s gaze slid over to her aunt. When Paulin gave a last gargle and died, Sara saw the tiny smug smile, the satisfaction. Her aunt had planned this. She’d put Rochelle up to it, probably even given her the poison.

Why? Her aunt had loathed her uncle for years, so why act now? It couldn’t be infidelity; both of them had taken other lovers. Evina had an eye for handsome men like Julen, but Sara had often suspected she had a more long-term lover—a married man. Was that it? Did Evina want to marry again? Perhaps her lover’s wife had suddenly died, or, a darker thought, been murdered too?

A tall, spare man rushed into the room, breathless. “I was called?” From the clanking rack of bottles he carried, Sara identified him as a physicker.

Evina moved back to let him examine the body, wringing her hands as if in anguish. “Please, is there anything you can do?”


Sara turned away from the false drama, sickened. Lance had stepped back and the two burly cuoreon guards were looming over Rochelle again. She glared at them. “I wish to speak to my—my maid.” At the last moment she couldn’t bring herself to say cuorelle. Heart slave.

The cuoreons drew back.

Sara spoke to Rochelle in a low voice. “I’m so sorry. For what happened to you in this house. I meant for you to be safe!” she bit out.

But Rochelle didn’t look angry. She shook her head wearily. “It’s my punishment for betraying you.”

Sara went cold. “What do you mean?”

“The night of the feast, the night before your journey. I let him take you.” Rochelle looked away, ashamed.

Let who? Sara almost asked. But the answer was obvious. “My father?” That was the night the blue devil had been attached to her soul.

“He came with two men and carried you away while you were drugged asleep.” Rochelle began to shake. “He threatened to give Tulio to Nir. So I did nothing.”

“No.” Sara laid her hand over Rochelle’s. “You couldn’t have stopped him—he’d have killed you if you’d tried. You were right to keep Tulio safe.”

Rochelle wasn’t comforted. “I should have at least told Felicia or you the next morning. But I was too afraid. You saved me from Nir, and I let you down. This is my punishment.”

“No,” Sara said again, almost in tears. “Evil was done to you. You are not punished. Nothing you’ve done could ever have rated that kind of punishment. And if you had told me the next morning, I wouldn’t have believed you. I thought my father loved me,” she added painfully.

The pity in Rochelle’s eyes said it all.

“Sara,” Lance said, a warning in his tone.

She looked up and saw Evina’s steward hovering nearby. “Yes, Ottavio?”

“Are you ready to retire?” he asked. “Mistress Evina asked that a room be prepared for you.”

Sara didn’t want to leave, but there was little she could do for Rochelle right now. “In a moment.” She turned to the guards. “Rochelle is legally my responsibility. You will treat her gently.”

They bowed their heads in acquiescence, though Sara knew that if her aunt overruled her they would likely do nothing.

“This way,” Ottavio murmured. They followed.

The physicker was pulling a blanket over Paulin’s purple face as they passed. Evina clung to his elbow. “What—what do I do now?”

He patted her elbow, either fooled by her act or willing to accept it for gold. “You need do nothing, Lady Evina. I will notify the high priest of Mek. His acolytes will come and prepare the body. It’s late. I advise you to rest. There’s a potion I can give you.”

“Will the priests take her away too?” Evina waved a hand in Rochelle’s direction. “The poisoner?”

“No, Hana’s priests will deal with her in the morning. Just detain her for now.”

Sara stiffened, but made herself keep walking. Later, she promised herself. She was not going to leave Rochelle to her fate. If they could rescue Wenda, they could rescue Rochelle and Tulio too.

Ottavio showed Sara to a lovely yellow bedroom, one of the few in the house that had escaped Evina’s mania for shades of purple. It also had a small dressing room with a cot for a maid. Ottavio looked at it dubiously—Lance’s arms would hang off the sides, and he was at least a foot too long—but Sara said firmly, “It’s fine.” She would not tolerate having Lance down the hall.

“Shall I order a late supper?” Ottavio asked.

Sara’s belly rumbled. “Yes, thank you.”

Ottavio went to the door and beckoned. A middle-aged cuorelle brought in two plates of roast chicken and hot rolls and set them on a small table. He’d obviously ordered it as soon as she and Evina arrived.

A second cuorelle brought an even more welcome gift: clothes. The silk gown was gauzy by Kandrithan standards, but it was clean. Sara could hardly wait to wash up and change.


The cuorelles left in silence, but Ottavio lingered as she sat down in front of the meal. When she started to take a bite Lance trod on her toe, a clear warning in his expression.

He was right. Eating in the house of someone who’d recently been poisoned was unwise. Pretending not to understand, Sara smiled at Ottavio. Had he been the one to procure the poison for Rochelle? “It looks delicious.” She took a big bite, chewed and swallowed.

A look of faint satisfaction came over Ottavio’s face before he bowed and left.

The moment he was gone, Sara spit the portion she hadn’t swallowed into her napkin. “Well, that should convince him,” she said to Lance.

“Did you swallow any?” Lance demanded, his face pale.

“A small amount.” Sara grew worried. “It doesn’t matter though. You can heal poison. Can’t you?”

“Yes,” Lance said tersely, to her relief. “But I can do nothing if she’s given you a sleep potion or jazoria.” He seemed to be swallowing a host of other words.

She’d been reckless again. Unhappily, Sara realized she’d come to rely on Lance’s magic. “I can understand a sleep potion,” Sara said after a moment. Such would keep her quiet and out of the way while Evina sent for Hana’s priests to arrest Rochelle. “But why would my aunt give me jazoria?” There was something going on here that she didn’t understand. Lance had been frantic to get away since the carriage stopped—before Uncle Paulin’s murder.

A muscle ticked in Lance’s jaw. “Jazoria is a favorite trick of Madam Lust’s,” he said after a moment.

Sara’s eyes narrowed. She’d heard Lance mention Madam Lust before, during one of his bouts of delirium. “Who is Madam Lust?”

“Your aunt.” Lance’s words were blunt, his gaze absolutely level.

Sara wanted to ask if Lance could somehow be mistaken, but she would not insult him in such a way. “Tell me.”

“Madam Lust is the vulgar name that the slaves called the noblewoman who bought my family. She picked out my father from the slave block—inspected him like a horse.” Lance’s fists clenched.

Sara had never been to the slave market—it was unfitting for an unmarried woman—but she’d heard stories…

“But she bought the whole family,” Lance continued, “including my uncle, so we were grateful at first. We were sent to a country estate. We heard rumors, but Madam Lust spent most of her time in the city. For the first six months we didn’t see her at all. We settled in. Father and my uncle worked the smithy, and I helped them. Mother washed laundry, and Wenda ran errands. If she’d left us alone, we’d probably all still wear slave chains.” Lance stopped.

He seemed to have trouble getting started again so Sara prompted him, “But she didn’t leave you alone.”

“Working the forge is hot labor. Uncle and Father often stripped off their shirts. One day she came by and saw Father. It was like he was a piece of candy, and she couldn’t resist,” Lance said bitterly. “She had him brought to her in chains that night. When Father came back, he couldn’t look Mother in the eye. She was upset—but she forgave him when Uncle explained about jazoria.”

Upset was far too mild a word, Sara suspected. To have one’s loved one taken away and used for another’s pleasure… Unfortunately, the tale was a common one, though usually the victim was a woman.

That her aunt had done it made Sara feel sick. “I’m so sorry—” she started to say, uselessly, but Lance wasn’t done yet.

“The next time she sent for my father, he refused to go. When the overseer brought bullyboys to drag him, he fought them. He fought until he was bruised and bloody. The house servants said they’d never seen Madam Lust so angry… We didn’t see him again for five days. Mother barely spoke. Wenda and I were terrified she’d killed him. When Father came back, he looked beaten within an inch of his life, but he grinned at Mother, and we knew he’d won. Madam Lust hadn’t gotten what she wanted from him.”


Sara winced. Being thwarted just made her aunt more determined. She reached for Lance’s hand.

“A month passed—I think she was giving him time to heal up—and then she made Wenda her maid.”

Dread coiled in Sara’s stomach. She could see where this was going, and she wanted to throw up.

“Two days later,” Lance said tightly, “everyone was called into the courtyard to witness a punishment. One of Madam Lust’s favorite dresses had been ripped, and the slave responsible was to be whipped. Ten lashes were ordered.”

Lance’s hand squeezed hers, but he didn’t look at her.

“As soon as Father realized it was Wenda strapped to the post, he threw himself on his knees and begged. He swore he’d do anything.” Lance swallowed. “She let four lashes strike before ordering Wenda cut down. She led Father away like a lamb. He didn’t even dare look at Wenda or Mother.”

It was even worse than Sara had feared. Oh, Aunt Evina, how could you? “How old was your sister?”

“Only seven. Wenda was bleeding rivers and in shock. We had only a filthy blanket to lay her on. Flies crawled everywhere. She was dying. I’d heard other slaves talk about sacrifices so I prayed to Loma to make me sick and Wenda better,” Lance said simply. “It worked. Her skin healed up under my hands—and then I spent the next two days throwing up.”

“Wenda is lucky to have you as a brother.”

Lance didn’t seem to hear her, still locked into the memory. “When I’d recovered enough to notice, I found out Madam Lust had returned to the city and taken my father with her. We didn’t see him again for a month. When he finally came back, he was silent and thin, as if he’d been sick. We escaped that night.”

“How?” Sara asked. Obviously, magic of some kind.

“When my uncle heard what I’d done—sacrificed my health to Loma for the ability to heal—he made a sacrifice of his own. He sacrificed being able to remember things for being forgettable.”

“And he helped you escape?”

“Yes. The four of us, my family, were recaptured three times, but they never seemed to see my uncle. He would walk right up to them, steal their keys and let us out at night. Mind you, sometimes he’d forget he had the keys in his hand.”

“What happened to your uncle?” Sara had never heard Lance speak of him before today.

“Once we were safe in Kandrith he went back to the Republic to try to find his own wife and child. We never heard, but about three years later it became easier to remember him. We think it’s because he died.” Lance paused, then went on in a different tone of voice. “I told Rochelle to sacrifice remembering things.”

So that’s what he’d been whispering to her. But— “Remember what things?” Sara frowned. “Rochelle won’t do it if it makes her forget Tulio.”

“No, she’ll remember the things most important to her, just as my uncle did, but forget smaller things. Call it absent-mindedness. You go into a room and can’t remember what you were doing there. You start a task but wander off before you finish.” Lance looked her dead in the eye. “It is a sacrifice. But if Rochelle makes it, she should be able to escape. We need to go too.”

Sara nodded vehement agreement. The thought of spending another hour under her aunt’s roof was intolerable. But halfway to the door, her steps slowed. Because they had nowhere to go.

“Wait,” she said. “Why should we leave?”

Lance stared at her as if she’d asked why dogs barked.

“She hasn’t recognized you so far, and if she does she won’t try to reclaim her ‘property.’ Since you’re mine now, she would consider it gauche to steal you.” Her aunt applied a higher standard to how she treated a social equal, like Sara, than how she treated her slaves.

Lance laughed harshly. “Weren’t you listening? Don’t you understand what that woman is?”


Sara touched his cheek. “Yes. My eyes have been…opened to her tonight.” A murderess as well as a rapist, someone who could order a girl of seven whipped… Sara closed her eyes in pain, but made herself think coldly—since Lance couldn’t or wouldn’t. “You have every reason to hate her, but Evina is still our most direct path to my father. That’s true regardless of whether or not she betrays me.” Whether or not Evina had already betrayed Sara before—Madam Lust’s fondness for jazoria had raised unpleasant possibilities regarding the night Claude drugged Sara.

“All we need is to get close,” Sara whispered, leaving unsaid the most important part of their plan: the box. “Besides, if she really tried to drug us, then it’s already too late. There will be guards on the door.”

* * *

“Footsteps,” Lance said quietly. He moved away from the door and picked up the sack with the Qiph box.

Sara stood up. An hour had passed, giving her plenty of time to wash up and change. She only wished she’d dared eat some more. She still had no symptoms, though her stomach jumped with nervousness. She tried to calm herself. It’s probably just a cuorelle come to clear the plates. She’d scraped most of the food under the bed so it would look like they’d eaten, but without knowing what drug was in it, she didn’t know what symptoms to feign.

But it wasn’t a cuorelle. A cuorelle would have knocked. Instead an armed guard opened the door, gave the room a hard-eyed scan, then stepped back.

Her father swept in, Evina at his heels. Four guards in House Remillus blue and silver livery took up positions in the hall.

Sara felt off-balance. This was the man who had betrayed her so cruelly, yet her father looked as he’d always looked: handsome in a distinguished way, carrying the mantle of power. She could see no mark of evil upon him.

“Sarathena, my dear! I’m so glad to see you. I’ve been so worried.” Concern etched his face. If he had expected her to be drugged asleep, he hid it well.

It was all Sara could do not to recoil, but Lance was depending on her to distract him. She scowled at her father and didn’t take his extended hands. “It’s only Diwo’s luck that I’m still alive. When you invaded, those barbarians wanted to cut off my head.”

“You didn’t tell me that!” Evina exclaimed.

Her father had the gall to look shocked. “I had no choice but to invade. I received proof that Slaveland was behind the Favonius massacre. But I gave General Pallax orders to rescue you before he sent in the Legions.”

He seemed so convincing, and General Pallax was the enemy of their House, but no. There was the blue devil, and Rochelle’s testimony. That could not be explained away. Nor had he said one word about the supposedly inevitable war with the Qiph.

She pretended to believe him. “Either my rescue party went astray or General Pallax never sent it.”

“I will find out which,” her father vowed. He sounded ready to rain wrath down on General Pallax’s head; he sounded like the father she’d thought she had. The one who loved her.

She searched for a crack in the façade and found it in his eyes. The blue orbs were cold with calculation.

“How did you escape?” Evina asked.

Sara tossed back her hair. “One of the Slavelanders was infatuated with me. He smuggled me out of the country.” She carefully didn’t look at Lance.

“That’s my daughter.” Her father beamed and reached for her hands again.

What exactly was he proud of? Sara wondered. Her beauty? Her ability to besot men with lust?

Lance had been waiting for her father to get close enough. When her father squeezed Sara’s fingers, Lance pulled the carved Qiph box out of the sack and started to open the lid—

—and then stopped. Jerkily, he closed the lid and held it shut. Consternation showed on his face.

The way he moved reminded Sara forcefully of Nir at the feast, when he’d choked down the racha meat. Eyes wide with horror, she swiveled her head toward her father. He was doing this. “No,” she breathed.


“What’s this?” her father said sharply. He pulled the box closer. Lance’s fingers stayed clamped around it, but he passively allowed the study. “It looks Qiph-made, but you’re not Qiph.”

“He’s an osseon I picked up once I crossed back into the Republic,” Sara invented. “I thought his price was suspiciously low, but he’s been very docile till now.” Her nerves screamed. Could she get close enough to open the box herself?

“What’s in it, Aleron?” Evina asked, frowning. She leaned forward, edging Sara out.

“Let’s find out,” her father said. “Give it to me.” The last was a command directed at Lance.

Lance’s fingers clenched spasmodically, fighting the command, then released. Sara’s father took possession of the box. Sara held her breath as he opened the lid—

A brief swirl of green light outlined the carvings, then dimmed. Her father neither cried out nor fell to the floor, though his smile seemed strained.

“A pretty trinket, nothing more,” he told Evina.

Despair flooded Sara. They’d failed. Their careful plan had crumbled to ashes.









Chapter Twenty-Three



“You’re doing to him the same thing you did to Nir, aren’t you?” Sara’s voice sounded odd to her ears, the emotion leached out of it by fear.

“Yes.” Sweat formed on her father’s forehead. Subjugating Lance seemed to be taking a toll, at least. “Stop breathing.”

And Lance stopped.

Sara twitched. Instinct demanded that she act—hit her father over the head with the water basin, stop him somehow—but the guards in the hall would hear her, and she would have given herself away for nothing.

Evina looked both disturbed and fascinated, but she must have seen her brother-in-law’s powers before because she said nothing.

Sara bit the inside of her lip where it wouldn’t show and tried desperately to think as Lance’s face turned red. She was back in the Republic. Wildness wouldn’t serve her here. She needed to relearn her lessons. Passion was her enemy.

Sara cleared her throat and tried to sound amused. “I don’t think he can talk like that. Wouldn’t it be better to find out who sent him before you kill him? I’d like to know if the Qiph are working with K—the King of Slaves.”

Her father released Lance, who staggered back, gasping.

A gesture, and the guards from the hallway came inside. Two held Lance’s arms while a third drew his sword.

“Make him talk,” her father said.

The fourth guard, a short, heavily muscled man, nodded and began to systematically beat Lance with his fists, battering him to his knees. Periodically, he would ask, “Who sent you?” When Lance said nothing, he would hit him again.

Sara didn’t know how to save him. Their plan had hinged on the Qiph box, which hadn’t worked. She looked off to the left, unable to watch Lance’s brutal interrogation without betraying herself. Her hands fisted at her side.

Evina sidled up to Sara. “He’s your lover?” she whispered.

“Of course not,” Sara said, blinking rapidly.

Evina patted Sara’s arm. “A woman has a right to be sentimental about her first lover. Don’t worry, Auntie will fix it.”

The horrible noises continued: slaps and meatier punches, punctuated by grunts from Lance. A flying droplet of blood struck Sara’s cheek. She didn’t wipe it away, but let it brand her. She couldn’t endure this much longer. She would fling herself between—

“You’re getting blood on my floor, Aleron,” Evina complained.

“Yes?” her father said, a dangerous light in his eye.

Evina didn’t quail. “I don’t think he’s going to break very soon, and you said you had important matters to attend to before dawn?”

Sara’s father nodded reluctantly.

“Then take Sara—she needs rest—and leave the slave to me. I have just the drug to have him singing in no time,” Evina said confidently.

This was the bargain Evina offered. She would save Lance’s life, but from Lance’s stories Sara knew exactly what drug she was likely to use. Her aunt meant to forever break the ties binding Sara to her ‘first lover.’


“Yesss,” her father said. “Sarathena does look tired, doesn’t she? I must take care of her. Blood of my blood.” Something in the way he said the phrase made Sara shiver. He looked…greedy.

“So you’ll leave him to me?” Evina trailed her finger up Aleron’s arm.

He chuckled and stooped to kiss her fully on the lips.

A month ago the fact that her father was Aunt Evina’s lover would have been a dreadful revelation. Now all Sara thought was: So that’s why she had Uncle Paulin murdered, to become the wife of the Primus. Sara was too terrified for Lance’s welfare to feel anger on her dead mother’s behalf.

“I know you’re fond of the brawny ones,” her father said to Evina. “Very well, minx, work him over for me.”

Evina circled Lance where he knelt on the floor, swaying and barely conscious. When Sara looked at Lance, she wanted to cry. One of his eyes was swollen, his lips were smashed to a pulp and more damage had likely been done to his ribs and body. The same sight made her aunt’s eyes shine; her mouth parted as if tempted by some rich feast.

“He looks like he has plenty of stamina. I’ll definitely need chains.” Evina licked her lips.

Lance had endured the beating with stoicism, but now his lips pulled back from his teeth in fury. He lunged to his feet, taking the guards by surprise. He broke free from the two men holding him, sending them both staggering back. His fist slammed into the face of the fourth guard—Sara swore she could hear bones splinter. The man collapsed, holding his jaw.

But there were too many. Before Sara could jump in, the third guard shouted, “Hold!” and put his blade at Lance’s throat. Lance stopped.

Evina’s fright turned to titillation. “My, he is a strong one. You’ll give me quite a ride, won’t you?”

“Never,” Lance swore, his face contorted with anger. Then he dropped to the floor, choking and wheezing.

Was her father doing this? Sara’s hands curved into claws; she almost attacked. But, no, her father looked miffed. “Your reputation seems to have preceded you, my love,” he said to Evina. “It looks like he’s swallowed his tongue to save himself from your tender mercies.”

“Nonsense,” Evina said stoutly. “He’s having an asthma attack, that’s all. One of the slave’s brats gets them all the time. It’ll pass. Your guard, on the other hand, is going to be useless for months.” She pointed to the man with the broken jaw.

Sara had eyes only for Lance, and his desperate struggle to breathe. She clenched her teeth on the urge to comfort him and raged inwardly at the Goddess of Mercy. Why couldn’t Loma have given Lance a cold or a rash today? She’d debilitated her own champion.

“Ottavio?” Evina was at the door. Her steward appeared almost instantly. “Take this one to the dungeons to await my pleasure.” She pointed at Lance.

The prospect of being taken away panicked Lance. “Don’t…let…her…take…me…” he gasped, speaking to Sara. His gaze went to the downed guard’s sword. He wasn’t asking to be saved—the box had failed, there was no rescue coming. He was asking her to slit his throat.

Despite Evina’s promises, Sara knew her father wouldn’t let him live. It was death now or death later, after being raped and tortured. If Sara had been about to be handed over to Nir, she would have begged for mercy too.

“If…you…love…me…” His eyes were full of naked pleading as he fought for breath.

For an eternal second, Sara teetered on the brink. But she couldn’t pick up the knife and do as he wanted. However small the chance of Lance’s survival, she could not kill him.

And to have any chance of rescuing him, she needed to keep playing her part and stay—well, not free, but less well-guarded. “Of course, I don’t love you.” The words tore her heart like knives. She turned to her father. “Can we go now? I’m tired.”

He smiled paternally. “Of course.” He put his arm around her shoulders and led her out of the bedroom.

“Sara.” A last cry of despair.

Sara walked faster, trying to outdistance the sound of Lance choking and wheezing. Trying to outwalk the sound of betrayal as she abandoned her lover to his worst nightmare, choosing to prolong his life for a time no matter how short.


* * *

Sara struggled to keep her wits about her, to play her part, as she followed Evina and her father. She was grateful not to be included in their conversation.

Being separated from Lance felt so wrong, it was almost a physical pain. Only the guard behind her kept her from going after him.

Wait. You have to wait. Don’t give yourself away.

To Sara’s faint surprise, they went not to the villa’s front door, but down into the wine cellars. Warm, moist air and the scent of earth clogged her nostrils. Row upon row of stoppered clay jugs lined the floor and sturdy shelves.

Sara watched numbly as the lead guard swung back a section of shelving and revealed the secret door behind. The other two guards drew their swords, but when they opened the door it showed only the mouth of a tunnel. No assassins lurked about. The swords went back into their scabbards.

Evina took hold of Aleron’s hands. “Will I see you tomorrow, darling?”

“Of course. It would look odd if I didn’t comfort my sister-in-law in her time of grief,” Aleron said lightly. He bent his head and kissed Evina deeply. His hands caressed her buttocks, and she moaned.

One of the guards, a beefy man with a cleft chin, openly watched the show. The other two put on at least a pretense of being alert.

Sara studied the oak barrels on one wall, counting the number of staves, until her aunt and father broke apart.

Evina walked over and kissed Sara’s cheeks. “I know you’re having trouble with this, duckling, but your father never should have married Serena—he did it for the alliance and knew within months he’d married the wrong sister. Aleron and I are much better suited.”

Yes. Neither of them thought anything of betrayal.

“I’ll see you in a week or two when the war’s ended and you’re over your sulks,” Evina said.

Sara managed a stiff nod. I’ll be dead in a week. The world thought her already dead, assassinated by the treacherous King of Slaves. Alive, she was nothing but an embarrassment to her father.

But there was no point in telling her aunt so. Evina might be fond of Sara, but her passion was for Sara’s father. She wouldn’t question Sara’s death when the time came.

One of the guards took a lantern down from a hook, and he and a comrade entered the tunnel. At her father’s silent urging, Sara followed. Her father and the last guard fell in behind.

The narrow tunnel walls forced them to travel in single file. It was even worse than the Gate to Kandrith, for the ceiling lay only a few inches above her head. There was no sky here.

But every time the passage’s closeness pressed in on her, Sara castigated herself with the memory of Lance. She deserved this feeling of not being able to breathe—it was nothing compared to what he was going through right now.

* * *

Madam Lust began by chaining Lance. Not to a wall, but, far more ominously, flat on his back to an iron-framed bed. Lance tried to fight, but his asthma hindered him. Without air in his lungs, his arms had no strength. His wrists were yanked above his head and manacled together through the bars. They weren’t stretched, but neither were they comfortable.

His body was too long for the bed. A shorter man would have been spread-eagled by the ankle chains, but Lance had about a foot of play on each side and could bend his knees.

The links of the chains were thick, far too strong for even a shandy to break. A shandy. Lance cursed under his breath. He should have sacrificed his humanity and turned into a shandy upstairs, before they’d chained him, but all he’d been able to think was that he would rather die than be in Madam Lust’s power.

It had been a mistake to ask Sara to kill him—he didn’t know if he could have done the same if their positions were reversed. Beheading her even with the intention of healing her immediately after had been hard enough.


Her disavowal of love had stung a little, but he knew she’d made it for the benefit of her father’s ears. Lance didn’t know how deep her feelings for him went, but he’d seen the anguish in her eyes during his beating.

Madam Lust put her hand on his knee, making him flinch. She smiled like a cat about to pounce. “There,” she said. “Now we can begin.”

“No!” a man screamed. Lance turned his head and saw another prisoner chained, naked, to a ring in the stone wall. “Mistress, you promised you’d take care of me as soon as you returned. It’s his first time—he won’t be any good to you. Please, Mistress, I’m burning.”

“Quiet—have some pride,” said another voice, oddly familiar. A second prisoner.

Lance’s stomach lurched. Both men were chained where they would see the show. Both men had rampant erections. How many hours ago had Madam Lust fed them jazoria and left them to hang in unfulfilled agony?

Madam Lust sashayed over to the first man. He had brown hair and the scruffy beginning of a beard. He looked to be around twenty and had startlingly red lips. “Did you miss me, Claudius?” She drew a sharp fingernail down his chest, circling his nipples, and down.

“Yes—yes, I missed you. Mistress, please!”

Her fingers hovered over his straining rod, but did not touch.

“It’s only what you deserve,” Madam Lust told him, “giving my poor niece jazoria.”

“But—but you gave me the jazoria. It was your idea.” Claudius sounded bewildered.

“Only because you’re such a poor lover you couldn’t get her into bed on your own. You didn’t manage it even with my help.” Her lip curled in disgust. “You deserve your punishment.”

This was the arrogant lordling who’d been chasing Sara the night they met. Lance’s sympathy vanished.

“And you,” she turned to the second prisoner. “I trust you’ll remember the right name to cry out in ecstasy next time?”

“Yes, Mistress.” His reply was subdued. He didn’t plead for release, seeming to realize it wasn’t forthcoming.

“Now then, where was I? Oh, yes. Knife, Ottavio.”

Ottavio handed over a wickedly sharp dagger. Madam Lust strolled over to Lance and placed a plump hand on his ankle. Lance twitched.

She cut off his sandal, then slit her way up the side of his trouser leg from ankle to hip. “That’s right, keep still.” Evil amusement lit her blue eyes. She did the same to his other leg, then started a third cut at an angle down the crease between his hip and thigh. The blade came horribly close to his scrotum. She did both sides then peeled the flap of fabric back. She made a sound of disappointment when Lance’s flaccid state was revealed. “Too bad. Some men like this part. Claudius did.”

Ottavio and another slave pulled off the remains of his trousers while Madam Lust started on his shirt. She ran the dagger up his shirtsleeve, slicing the material open with one practiced move. The blade nicked his collarbone as she moved on to the stronger leather.

Finished, she pulled the tunic and vest away together. Lance averted his eyes. It felt like she’d ripped away his identity too. He thought of himself, always, as One who Wore the Brown. Now he was naked in more ways than one.

“Ooh, very nice. I do like a manly chest,” Madam Lust purred. “Are you a blacksmith?” Her eyes grew dreamy. “Blacksmiths always remind me of my first true love… You even have a little of the look of him around the eyes.”

She was talking about his father.

Lance couldn’t stand it. “He wasn’t your true love.”

A gasp of outrage. “You don’t know anything about it,” she said sharply. The tip of the dagger dug into his ribcage, drawing a drop of blood.

But Lance was accustomed to much worse pain, and he was too angry to hold his tongue. “I know everything about it. Daffyd was my father.”

* * *

Sara cut her hand on a sharp bit of obsidian embedded into the tunnel wall. The relief she’d felt when the earthen tunnel had connected to an older, better built one of stone drained away.


The floor, too, was rough, and she saw traces of blood from those unfortunate enough to have no sandals—slaves, in other words. Obsidian was not a local stone. It had to have been imported specially for this tunnel. Why?

Her uneasiness grew when the lead guard turned the wrong way at a branch in the tunnel, going west when the Primary Residence lay east. Sara said nothing, telling herself she’d lost her sense of direction.

But when the lead guard halted and gingerly stepped over a trip wire, her memory was prodded into life. The slave stumbling, a twang and the arrow that appeared in his shoulder. Her father, laughing…

Sara stopped walking. “I’ve been here before.” Her memories seemed distorted, smeared—as if she’d been drugged.

Her father looked at her with curiosity, not at all perturbed. “Yes, you have. I didn’t think you remembered that night.”

The night of the banquet when the blue devil had been attached to her soul. He didn’t even try to deny it, which meant—

Sara felt faint. She hadn’t expected free rein of the Primary Residence, but she’d presumed there would be some fiction of treating her like a guest. Her arrival had been unexpected, her father should have been scrambling for a strategy. She’d expected time, to plan, to escape. “Where are you taking me?” she asked.

He smiled, seeming to enjoy her fear. “Where I took you last time. To the Temple of Vez.”

Vez. Sara saw malice all around her, embedded in the walls. “He’s your patron.” A statement not a question. Vez must be the Dark God, who’d grown jealous of Loma’s worshippers.

“Very good,” her father said, as if she’d worked out some mathematical problem he’d set her. “But Vez is your patron too. He has been very good to the House of Remillus, restoring our depleted fortunes.”

Anger cleared the miasma of fear from her mind. “You can’t manipulate me with guilt anymore. Julen told me the truth. Our family was never beggared.”

Her father showed no remorse or shame for his lie. He changed the subject as if what she’d said was inconsequential. “Where is Julen? When Evina told me you’d returned with some man pretending to be a servant, I expected it to be Julen in disguise.”

“He stayed behind,” Sara said shortly. She would not explain Julen’s circumstances and have them mocked.

“Still trying to discover the secret of slave magic?” her father asked.

Sara had a revelation. “You never thought I’d be able to find it. You gave me the task strictly as a goad to Julen, didn’t you?” All those hours wasted worrying that she wouldn’t live up to her father’s expectations, when he’d never had any faith in her to begin with.

“Of course,” her father said. “Though, frankly, I was hoping he would ask the wrong person the right question and get himself hanged as a spy.”

“What?” Sara stared.

“Well, there’s still time for that,” her father said. “And if Julen does make it back with the secret then Vez will be happy and I’ll have a competent servant back—his replacement isn’t as able. I win either way.”

Sara cleared her throat. “I don’t understand. If Julen is so competent, then why do you want the Kandrithans to hang him?”

Her father’s smugness turned to cold hatred. “Vez had his eye on Julen. I’m certain He planned to make him an acolyte.”

“Julen worships Vez?” Sara asked faintly. Oh, Goddess, she’d brought him into Kandrith—

“No, no. Julen wasn’t ready yet to learn who he served. He merely obeyed my orders. But he did them well. Vez had noticed him.” Her father’s lips thinned. “I had to get rid of him. I won’t tolerate a rival.”

So Sara had inadvertently saved Julen’s life. And possibly his soul, as well. She remembered the apology Julen had offered her during their last conversation. Whatever Julen might have become had he stayed in the Republic, his feet were on a different path now.


Her father seemed to notice that she’d stopped moving forward. “Nor,” he said, “will I tolerate disobedience. Walk, Sarathena.”

Sara thought about triggering the arrow on purpose, but she couldn’t make herself do it—and then the opportunity was past. Lost. Like herself and Lance and Wenda.

Now that it was too late, she wished she could turn back time. She’d been wrong, so wrong, to repudiate Lance. She should have fought by his side as soon as the guards tried to seize him. The fight would have ended the same way, with them both prisoners, but at least that way Lance would have known she loved him.

* * *

Madam Lust didn’t seem to notice the hatred in Lance’s voice. The dagger fell away. “Bring the light closer.” When one of the slaves complied, she cupped Lance’s face, studying him. “Yes, yes, Daffyd did have a son.”

For all the scrutiny she paid his features, she didn’t see him, Lance, at all. He could have been a statue to her. He had a sudden desire to crack his forehead into her face—to make her see—but he turned his face away instead.

“Bas’s Miracles,” she breathed. “My true love returned to me in the form of his son on the very day I’m free of Paulin.”

Lance’s skin crawled. “I’m not your true love and neither was my father.”

“He was true. He came to my bed willingly. I didn’t have to chain him.” She said this as if it were a point of pride.

She was deluded. It would be wiser not to speak, but Lance couldn’t keep silent. “He went with you because you threatened to kill his daughter.”

She seemed not to hear Lance, lost in some distorted dreamland. “My first husband found out about us and had him killed. He claimed Daffyd escaped, but I knew that was a lie. Daffyd would never voluntarily leave me.” She blinked back an actual tear.

Lance ground his teeth. “He didn’t love you,” you stupid twotch, “he loved my mother.”

Ottavio took a half step forward, an iron bar in hand, but stopped when his mistress gave him no signal.

She laughed. “I know you’d like to believe so, but it was me Daffyd loved. He told me a hundred times.” Something shifted behind her eyes. “Tell me you love me. Say it, Daffyd.” She hiked up her gown, showing her lack of underthings, then crawled onto the bed. She straddled him and leaned forward so that her breasts almost over-spilled her purple gown into his face. “Say it.”

This was what she’d demanded of his father, words of love. And he must have given them in fear for his family.

She kissed him, thrusting her tongue into Lance’s mouth.

Panic rose inside Lance. His chest started to constrict as the asthma returned. He concentrated on breathing through his nose.

“Say it! Say you love me, Daffyd!” She grew rougher, nipping his lip and drawing blood.

“I’m not Daffyd.”

She slapped him. “If I say you are, then you are.” It was a game then. “Try again.”

Refusing would only earn him a beating. He should just appease her, but something inside Lance balked at saying the words. Words that belonged to Sara, not her aunt.

He sought to distract Madam Lust instead. “I—” Lance cleared his throat. “I would like to be alone with you.”

She smiled, pleased. “Very good. I want to be alone with you, too, Daffyd. Leave!” She flung the order at her servants.

The slaves bobbed their heads and scurried out. Ottavio lingered, frowning in worry. “Mistress, the slave is a new one. He’s not broken in yet. I fear—”

“I said, leave!”

Bowing his head, Ottavio backed toward the door. “Yes, mistress.”

“Leave the keys on the floor.” Madam Lust caressed Lance’s face. “I don’t think I’ll need the chains for long.”

Yes. Lance’s chest leaped with hope.


Looking unhappy, Ottavio unhooked a ring of keys from his belt and let them clang to the floor. He left.

“We’re alone, my love,” she crooned.

Apparently, Claudius and the other man chained to the wall didn’t count. Lance made a split-second decision not to mention them. “Will you take off the chains?”

She smiled. “Not yet. You know I like this game.”

“But I don’t like it,” Lance said evenly.

“Yes, you do. Daffyd.” She bent and bit his nipple. Simultaneously, she raked her fingernails up his inner thigh.

Lance had heard that other men roused to such treatment, but for him it was just pain. He wished she would get off him.

His sense of being smothered increased as she pulled one breast out of her bodice and shoved it in his face. “Kiss me!”

He turned his head aside, breathing slowly in and out. Please, Loma, let me not have another attack. “No. Free me first.”

Her expression became petulant. She yanked on his hair, hard, tearing at the scalp. “I am your mistress. You. Don’t. Say. No. To. Me.” With each word she yanked again. “If I tell you to—” she uttered a coarse suggestion, “—then you will.”

Madam Lust was breathing hard, excited. The keys were a tease. She and Ottavio probably performed the same little scene every time she had a new victim to play with. She had no intention of releasing him.

Defiance rose inside him. She could hurt him, but he wasn’t going to pander to her sick sexual desires. “No,” Lance said again.

Madam Lust gave a shriek of rage. She slapped his face and scrambled off him. Praise the Goddess, he could breathe again.

But she was back again in moments with the dagger. “Now I’m going to have to punish you.” She held the shiny blade up so he could be dazzled by its sharpness.

“Tell her what she wants,” the second prisoner urged.

Lance kept his stony silence.

Madam Lust climbed back onto the bed, forcing her way between his knees in a terrible parody of a lover. She positioned the flat side of the blade against his penis. “Well,” she said coldly, “Is there anything you want to say?”

“Yes.”

“I’m listening,” she purred.

“I wear the Brown,” Lance told her with equal mixtures of grimness and anger.

“What?” she squawked. She turned the blade so the tip touched his tenderest flesh. “Think carefully,” she warned.

If he didn’t give her what she wanted, he had no doubt she would castrate him and let him bleed to death on the spot. Her eyes held not the smallest spark of mercy.

“I’m a healer. But I cannot cure the insane.” He brought his thighs together and, with a sharp twist, broke her neck.

* * *

The tunnel ended in a large brass-bound door.

The hairs rose on the back of Sara’s neck, memory prodding her with cold fingers. She did not want to go through that portal.

The lead guard unbarred the door. Her father entered and the guard with the cleft chin pushed Sara inside, into a small temple.

On one wall was a large golden eye weeping, not water, but from the harsh smell, acid. The basin below, in the shape of a large ear, collected the fountain’s acid. On the wall opposite was a matching fountain with Vez’s other eye and ear. This one wept green poison.

In the center of the temple’s rough stone floor stood a giant golden mouth. The thick lips gaped open, exposing iron knives for teeth and the black pit of its throat.

Her stomach twisted with revulsion. She could not quite remember what had happened to her here, but it had been bad.


Had she been put inside that dark well?

“Chain her with the other one,” her father ordered the cleft-chinned guard.

The other one? Belatedly, Sara realized that what she had at first taken for a heap of clothes was in fact a—dead?—woman, crumpled at the foot of Vez’s mouth.

Cleft Chin reached for her. Sara took a step back, evading him, and he smiled as if they were playing an enjoyable game. He’d held Lance for his beating. He was at least half again her weight, armed, and trained by Nir. Any fight between them would be hopelessly lop-sided.

The old instructions drummed into her by Aunt Evina passed through Sara’s head: smile at him, flirt with him, use your beauty.

Sara blinked up at Cleft Chin as if he were a hero. “Please, help me. My father has gone insane. Oh, please!” She took his hand in both of hers and pressed it between her breasts.

Cleft Chin smiled. “Well, now—”

Be as wild as you want, Lance had said.

She bent his thumb back, in a quick hard motion. She heard the crack of breaking bone. Cleft Chin cried out. She dodged around him, running for the door.

She’d caught everyone by surprise. Only one more guard stood between her and freedom. Her legs pumped harder. But as she ran past Vez’s mouth the woman chained there moaned, alive after all, and Sara saw russet hair peeking out from beneath her blindfold.

It was Wenda.

She couldn’t leave Lance’s sister behind.

Sara swerved left away from the door. She put her head down and charged her father, hands snatching the keys at his belt. Her weight shoved him backward a step, but then his hands caught her elbows.

Twisting desperately, she smashed her forehead into his nose. If she could just hide the keys in her pocket…

Her father swore as blood burst from his nose. “Get her!”

The hilt of a sword crashed into her temple, stunning her. The floor rushed up to meet her, and stars swam in her vision. Her fingers went nerveless as she tried to shove the precious keys in her pocket—

Hands grabbed her, shoved her. Sara struggled to think, to clear her head. A cold iron bracelet closed over her wrist, but instead of attaching her to a chain like Wenda, the guard yanked Sara’s arm up and manacled her wrist to an iron ring set into one of Vez’s teeth. The position left her awkwardly bent on her knees, and Sara had to hold her wrist carefully or be cut on the razor-sharp edges.

“Who’s there?” Wenda asked, turning her blindfolded head from side to side, trying to track their movements. “Did you bring more drugged food? I won’t eat it. I’ll starve first, and then you won’t have anyone to execute in front of the crowds.”

“No food this time.” Sara’s father sounded amused.

A snarl twisted Wenda’s face. “What an honor, a visit from the Primus. What does that mean anyway? First among dungtoads?”

His eyes narrowed, but he kept smiling. “First among Republicans, my dear.”

“That’s what I said,” Wenda retorted. She began to curse him out in vivid terms.

Sara was impressed. Maybe she could grow to like Lance’s sister, after all.

Though she and Wenda were chained about four feet apart, Sara stretched out and managed to snag Wenda’s blindfold and pull it off.

Wenda’s head turned. “You,” she breathed. Her expression did not look welcoming.

“Me,” Sara agreed. Apparently, Wenda had yet to notice that Sara was being held against her will too. Her hand itched to check her pocket. Did she have the keys?

“How peculiar,” Wenda sneered. “You don’t look headless to me. Yet another lie.”

“Oh, your mother had it chopped off, don’t fear. But your brother healed it back on. Wasn’t that sweet of him?” Sara kept her voice low, so her father wouldn’t hear.

“I don’t believe you.” Wenda’s nostrils flared in outrage.


“Black basalt block in the corner of the throne room,” Sara told her, voice clipped. “Three steps up. They manacled me facedown. I had a lovely view of the basket. The axe was about five feet long with a curved silver head. Your mother took it down off the wall herself.”

Wenda’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t reply as Sara’s father approached them. “I just noticed something odd, Sarathena. My keys seemed to be missing.” He beckoned to the closest of the three guards. “Search her.”

Disinclined to let the cold-eyed man run his hands all over her body, Sara pulled the keys out of her pocket and threw them at his face.

He caught them and expressionlessly presented them to her father.

“Leave us,” her father ordered them. “Guard the corridor.

“What about my thumb?” Cleft Chin asked. “The twotch broke it.”

Her father slapped him across the face. “Never refer to my daughter that way.” He waited until Cleft Chin nodded, then added, “As for your thumb, it’s your own fault it’s broken. Tend it when your shift is over.”

They filed out. Cleft Chin cast back a sullen glance at Sara, promising revenge if he could get it.

“You may find this hard to believe, but I am genuinely glad you survived, Sarathena,” her father said.

Sara stared at him.

Something nasty lurked behind his smile. “Alive, you can help me—one more time. My God demands blood, you see. Your mother was a help to me for many years, but as my power grows the requirements have become more stringent—”

“My mother?” Sara said shrilly. “Did you use my mother in Vez’s rituals? Is that why she went mad?”

Her father shrugged. “Her mind was weak. I can use my own blood, but the amounts needed…” He shook his head sadly. “Fortunately, the blood of my blood—my children’s—works just as well.”

Her brother. “You leave Sylvanus alone!”

“I will,” her father said. “For as long as I can. Unfortunately, there’s rather less blood in a boy than in an adult—he’ll probably only be good for one ceremony, so I’ll have to use him wisely. I suppose I’ll have to marry again. Not to Evina, though. She’ll need to be young enough to bear children. All the better if she pops them out one a year.”

He was taunting her, but Sara couldn’t keep herself from giving him what he wanted. “You’re a monster.”

He laughed richly. “Oh, Sarathena. I haven’t even started yet.”

He grabbed her free arm, then forced the other down onto the sharp point of one of Vez’s teeth. Skin shredded, and blood began to trickle from her wrist down into the pit, into Vez’s gold-plated mouth.

“Awake, Master, and feed!” he called in the stentorian voice he used to give speeches to the Senate. “With my blood I call you! Awake!”









Chapter Twenty-Four



The Goddess filled him.

Though the healing usually passed through Lance’s hands, any part of his body would do, and Madam Lust lay on top of his legs.

Lance held back. The power and healing began to burn, pressing against his own skin as if it wanted out. No, he thought. And Loma answered.

He’d only heard Her voice twice before. It was music and balm and new life at once. It made him want to weep, for he had just killed.

“Do you mean to withhold mercy? She is a lonely, sad woman. Can you not pity her?” the Goddess asked.

“I leave her soul for you to judge,” Lance said, “but I will not heal her. She has been on this road for years. Alive, she will only hurt more people.”

“As you will.” Loma’s presence faded.

“Is she dead?”

The sudden question jarred Lance. “Yes.” It should be safe now for him to touch her.

He tried to roll the body off of him, but only succeeded in pushing her down to knee level. Her mouth was slack, her eyes wide with surprise. Madam Lust suddenly looked like a dumpy middle-aged woman instead of the terror of his childhood.

“I won’t pretend I’m sorry,” the second prisoner said, “but you’ve only made matters worse for yourself. Unless rescue is likely?” he asked hopefully.

Lance remembered the shrewd look on the Primus’s face as Sara denied that she loved Lance. He would be watching her closely. “No,” Lance said roughly. “No rescue.” Neither was escape likely. His uncle’s forget-me sacrifice wouldn’t work while he was chained any better than becoming a shandy—his captors would just forget to feed him. Perhaps he would have an opportunity later. More likely Ottavio would kill him on the spot.

I’m sorry, Wenda. I tried.

* * *

Sara clamped her free hand over the gash in her wrist, but blood still trickled through her fingers down into the pit. She was losing too much blood.

“You astonish me, Sarathena,” her father mocked. “No screams, no curses heaped upon my head?”

Sara blinked, surprised that he would dare speak during a ritual. But his god was Vez, who delighted in cruelty.

“What would be the point of screaming at you?” Sara asked coldly. “You are the servant of Vez. You are already far more cursed than I could ever wish.” And if she did curse him, she would only strengthen Vez.

Her father laughed, but the sound was unconvincing. “Vez has granted me great power. House Remillus was insignificant when I first began to serve the God of Malice. Now I’m the Primus. My enemies are cursed, not I. Consider—Vez’s high priest could have massacred any House to harvest power. Favonius fell at my word. House Arranius will be next.”

Bleakly, Sara wondered how many Houses would fall before the remainder realized the cause.

“Vez is greater than any other god and so are His rewards to His chosen acolytes.”


Sara shook her head. “You live in fear. You love nobody, and nobody loves you.” She remembered what Lance had said. “When was the last time you laughed and truly felt happiness, rather than mean-spirited vindictiveness over someone else’s trouble?”

He didn’t answer.

“You are cursed,” she repeated, but the words seemed weak. Her blood still ran, feeding Vez.

If she troubled her father, he hid it well. “Emotions are for the weak. Haven’t you learned that yet?” His tone was distracted.

“What’s happening?” Wenda asked harshly. She turned her head from side to side, looking at the walls in fear.

At first Sara didn’t know what she meant. Then she saw that the light inside the chamber had changed, thickened. The temple now had a distinctly cyan tinge.

“My Master comes,” her father said.

A blast of wind issued out of Vez’s mouth and screamed around the room—

The blue devil had arrived.

* * *

The door opened.

Lance glanced up, but saw only a servant, someone unimportant. He returned to brooding. When Dulcima appeared, Lance had taken it to mean that they would succeed in rescuing Wenda. But Cadwallader’s memories of how Wenda escaped had kept changing. Perhaps it would happen years from now, after Kandrith had been reconquered—

The door closed, then a moment later opened again. Concentrating, Lance saw a female slave in the doorway. Why didn’t she give the alarm?

“I meant to do something,” she muttered. “What was it?”

He’d heard his uncle voice the same words many times, because of his sacrifice…

“Rochelle?” he guessed.

“Lance, is that you? What— Goddess of Mercy, is she dead?”

“Yes.” He struggled to remember she was there. Rochelle, Rochelle, Rochelle, he repeated under his breath. “Rochelle, the keys are on the floor. Can you free me?”

“That’s what I came here for,” she exclaimed.

Something was rustling on the floor, but it didn’t seem important— Lance startled when Rochelle freed his right hand. He’d forgotten her again. He took the keys from her. “I’ll do the rest. You should go now. Take your son and go. Loma bless—” Who?

Lance stared down at the key that had appeared in his hand. How had it gotten there?

It didn’t matter. He freed his other wrist and then his ankles. Pushing Madam Lust aside, he climbed off the bed.

“How did you get free?” the second prisoner blurted. “Never mind. Quick, before someone else comes.” He held out his own manacled hands.

“Free me first!” Claudius said. “My father will reward you.”

Lance looked at him with dislike. He wouldn’t have left any man to Madam Lust’s tender care, but since she was dead he saw no need to free the lordling. “Keep your voice down, or I’ll knock you out.”

The second man posed more of a problem. Lance knew nothing of him except that he’d incurred either Madam Lust’s or the Primus’s wrath for something.

“Free me and I’ll watch your back,” the second man offered.

Good enough. With an eye to the door—a servant could come through at any moment—Lance bent over the second man’s manacles. Then stopped. The man’s face, though dirty and unshaven, struck a familiar chord. “Marcus?”

A sigh. “I was hoping you wouldn’t recognize me.” Pause. “I failed your sister.”

“Wenda? What news do you have of her? Is she alive?”

“She was when last I saw her,” Marcus said.

Lance inserted the key in Marcus’s manacles. “What happened?”


“I delivered her to the Primary Residence as ordered.” Marcus coughed, looking embarrassed. “I promised Wenda I’d escort her to the market, that sort of thing. But nobody would let me see her. Then we heard about Lady Sarathena’s death and the war. I grew frantic. I made too much of a fuss about seeing Wenda. Someone hit me over the head. I woke up a prisoner.”

Lance studied Marcus as he chafed his wrists. How serious were the legionnaire’s feelings for his sister? Frantic implied a deeper level of caring than mere worry.

“Hurry up,” Claudius whined.

“Sara’s alive,” Lance told Marcus. “We came to the Republic to rescue Wenda.” New strength filled him. “Will you aid me? You’ll have to go against your Primus,” he warned.

“The Primus is a dungtoad,” Marcus said, face cold. “It’s been driving me mad, imagining Wenda in his hands.”

“Good.” Lance helped the other man to his feet, then searched for his clothes. Their shredded state made him angry all over again. He used his cut sleeves to knot together the front and back of his shirt, but his brown vest was ruined and the best he could do with his trousers was a roughly wrapped loincloth.

“What about me?” Claudius asked, wiggling frantically.

Lance hesitated.

“It might be best to leave him,” Marcus said. “If he’s chained he won’t be blamed for what’s happened here, and he’ll be a liability when we try to break out Wenda.”

“No! Don’t leave me. My father is General Pallax. He’ll give you gold—a fortune,” Claudius promised.

Lanced turned in astonishment. “You’re General Pallax’s son?”

“Yes!”

“Praise the Goddess,” Lance said formally. He remembered the promise Sara had extracted from the General. “I’ll not only free you, I’ll take you to your father.”

“Father sent you! I knew he’d come, I knew it,” Claudius babbled as Lance unlocked his manacles.

Lance didn’t bother to set him straight. “Keep quiet and follow me.” Except at the cell door he realized he didn’t know which way to go.

“From what Evina let slip, Wenda is this way,” Marcus said, pushing past him. He led the way to a wine cellar and swung open a wall of shelving to reveal a secret passageway. As he stepped inside, Lance noticed the ex-legionnaire had coiled a length of chain around his hand as a makeshift weapon. Lance helped himself to a small lantern hanging on the wall and followed.

“Where are we going?” Claudius whined.

Lance ignored him. Had they taken Sara this way too? Lance hesitated, but decided Sara would likely be safe with her father for awhile. Wenda was in more danger.

They followed the tunnel in silence, punctuated by a few grumbles from Claudius and a few corresponding threats from Marcus. Some distance later, their tunnel joined with a different, wider passage or stone. Unfortunately, it soon branched.

“I don’t remember which way to go,” Marcus admitted. “I was still a bit woozy from the first beating.”

About to choose at random, the Goddess suddenly showed Lance the way. A rat ran across his foot. He started to kick it and then realized it was a refetti—Sara’s pet. Without hesitation, it scampered down the left-hand tunnel.

“This way.” Lance started to run. He kept going even when the rocks bit into his bare feet.

* * *

“What’s happening?” Wenda screamed above the sound of the wind.

I don’t know, Sara started to say, but then she remembered being in the center of that whirlwind, of the devil shrieking in her ears and roaring down her throat, choking her…

“Close your mouth!” Sara yelled. “Cover your nose! It wants to go inside you.”

Her warning came just in time. The blue devil surrounded Wenda and spun faster and faster. Wenda’s red hair whipped around her face. The devil howled in frustration at being blocked.

It meant to hide in Wenda’s soul this time. The Watcher at the Gate would no longer be fooled by a purple soul, but if Wenda flew on Dulcima or was winched up the cliff, she would bypass the Gate and its Guardian.

Sara couldn’t let it happen.


The blue devil had risen from the pit where her blood dripped. It was feeding on her blood. Or perhaps her blood was only a symbol for the act of cruelty done to her by her father, and that was what it truly fed on. Either way, stopping the blood flow might weaken the devil.

Sara released her wrist to fumble at her chain. She ignored the renewed trickle of blood and placed a link of chain over one of Vez’s razor teeth. She leaned back and pulled with all the strength of her body.

The link didn’t break. She yanked again—and the link snapped off the point of the tooth. She fell backward and gouged her still-manacled wrist on a different razor point.

Defeated, she went back to holding the cut closed. Her arm felt weak and cold.

Enraged, the blue devil picked up Wenda and slammed her down on the stone floor with force enough to break bones. Wenda’s face was a rictus of pain, but she kept her lips pressed tight together and her hand over her nose.

She couldn’t hold out much longer.

The whirlwind lifted Wenda to the limit of her chain and dropped her. Her head cracked against the iron post, and she collapsed, bonelessly. Her mouth fell slack.

The blue devil roared with triumph and funneled down into Wenda’s open mouth.

Sara longed to avert her eyes, but if she ever saw Lance again, he would want to know his sister’s fate.

But when only half the whirlwind had gone inside Wenda, it suddenly slowed. Sara’s eyes narrowed. Something was pulling on the blue devil. For a moment the tug of war held, then the flow reversed directions.

What—? Sara followed the column of air with her gaze and saw her father standing by the temple door. In his hands was the Qiph box, open. Terror and satisfaction warred on his face.

A howl of rage. The room shook, but the devil couldn’t free itself from the pull of the carved box. The luck-cursed thing did work—but only on full-fledged blue devils, not on servants like her father.

As Sara watched, the last tendrils of wind were whisked into the box. The carved lid slammed down of its own accord.

Her father had saved Wenda. Unfortunately, Sara doubted his reasons were benign.

* * *

If Claudius hadn’t been such a valuable hostage, Lance would have been tempted to let him die when the arrow took him in the throat.

The man did nothing but whine. They were going the wrong way. He needed a woman, and there weren’t any cuorelles down here. He was in agony. His feet hurt. He wanted clothes. And on and on.

Since Lance’s own body was bruised and hurting, he resented the way the lordling dragged his steps. They needed to keep the refetti in sight.

“Careful,” Marcus said, slowing suddenly. “There’s a tripwire.”

Only, of course, Claudius wasn’t listening. “I order you to turn around. My father would—”

Twang.

The heavy crossbow bolt pierced his throat, but still didn’t shut him up. “Gah!” he gargled.

Sighing, Lance laid one hand on Claudius’s shoulder and yanked the arrow out with the other. Blood sprayed. “Goddess,” he prayed with clenched teeth, and only when Loma came, filling him with peace, did Lance realize She might not have. A worry he hadn’t consciously voiced lifted from his heart. He hadn’t offended Her by letting Madam Lust die. He still had Her blessing.

“How did you— What— What—” Claudius babbled. He patted his throat, searching for the wound, his eyes wide.

Marcus, too, was staring. “I knew you healed me after the waterfall, but I didn’t see— That was remarkable.”

Lance brushed aside the compliment. “It was the Goddess. Where’s the refetti?” He feared they would lose the way, but six steps farther down the passage the lamplight showed the refetti sniffing the air.

The creature turned in a slow circle. It wobbled drunkenly then fell over on its side.


Was it injured? Lance’s own feet were bleeding from the sharp stones embedded in the floor. Poisoned?

Lance reached out to heal it, and green sparks shocked his fingertips. He drew his hand back.

The emerald fire expanded into a large ball with the refetti at its heart. It gave off no heat, but the refetti screamed, a high-pitched, all-too-human sound.

About to wade back in and call on the Goddess for help, Lance noticed that the refetti was…unfolding. Its limbs grew longer, and its chest broadened. Its fur shrank, its snout pushed in, and its tail dwindled until it was no longer a refetti at all, but a man.

Claudius whimpered with fear and backed away.

“Quiet or I’ll belt you,” Marcus said absently. “Who is that? Is he Qiph?” His hand went to the chain wrapped around his wrist.

A Qiph had run Marcus through with his sword and sent him over the falls. “He’s on our side,” Lance said quickly.

The emerald fire winked out, leaving a Qiph warrior groaning on the floor, his naked body curled up into a ball. Lance laid his hand on the youth’s shoulder.

Deep in the healing trance, Lance didn’t move when one of the Primus’s guards came around the corner, his face set and suspicious. Lance felt a surge of hate: It was one of the men who’d held Lance for his beating. “What’s this then?” He had his sword out.

Marcus smiled at him, a dangerous glint in his eyes. “Opportunity.” Marcus shook loose a coil of chain and swung it. The chain tangled the guard’s sword; Marcus gave a sharp jerk, and it fell to the ground.

The guard reached for his dagger, but Marcus stepped in close and hammered him twice in the stomach. A grunt escaped the guard. He bent forward. Marcus grabbed his hair and pulled the man’s face down into his rising knee. One smash, and the guard was down, bleeding and unconscious.

It was brutal and efficient and silent. Lance watched with rising respect. Yes, this man might very well do for Wenda. He understood the “protect” part perfectly.

While Marcus armed himself with the fallen guard’s sword, dagger and breastplate, Lance turned back to his patient. The Qiph warrior had stopped shuddering and had gotten to his feet. He looked feral, ready to bolt.

Lance tried to calm him. “Do you remember me?”

A cautious nod.

“What happened? Why have you changed back to a man?” Lance asked urgently.

The Qiph shook his head as if to clear it. “Perhaps the spell wore off,” he offered, his accent giving his voice a musicality a Republican’s lacked. “Or the Pathfinders in my homeland freed me. I do not know.”

“Never mind. The blue devil is ahead?”

“The Defiler? Yes, I believe so.” A small hesitation. “The once-Defiled as well.”

Sara. He meant Sara. Lance’s heart clenched. She was supposed to be safe.

While they’d been talking, Marcus had crept up to the corner from which the guard had appeared. He took a quick look, then flattened back against the wall. Holding a finger to his lips, he gestured for Lance to take his own peek.

The tunnel ended in a large brass-bound door. Sara and Wenda were behind there. Unfortunately, out in front were two more armed guards.

* * *

Her father held the Qiph box over his head, laughing in triumph. “And so my rival is vanquished.” He tied the box shut with his sash.

Sara felt a spark of hope. The ceremony was over now; her father would want to save her—and her blood—for other occasions.

Unfortunately, she doubted the same was true for Wenda. Lance’s sister lay motionless on the floor. Her chest rose and fell, but her red hair competed for vividness with a spreading pool of blood.

She needed a healer, and Lance, being tortured, was unavailable. Sara shivered, cold with guilt.


No, cold with blood loss. Her life was draining away. She would have to call her father, though she hated the thought of attracting his attention. It was beg or die.

What should she call him? Father seemed a travesty, but anything else was a lie. Her thoughts were wandering. Call him now before it’s too late. “Father—”

“Sarathena, are you still alive?” He sounded curious.

Her lips felt numb. “Yes, but—”

She forgot what she meant to say, staring. Behind her father on the wall, Vez’s golden eye opened. A blue pupil stared out of a wholly black iris. A suffocating sense of evil filled the room.

The mouth moved under Sara; the knives savaged her arms. “What have you done?” Vez demanded. Sara’s hair moved in the blast of wind from the pit.

Her father looked shaken. He flung himself to his knees, the gesture somehow theatrical, and bowed his head. “Most Cruel One, I have done as all your acolytes strive to do—malice!”

“So you have,” Vez agreed. This time, Sara kept her hands from being further sliced.

Her father preened. Sara blinked in amazement. Couldn’t he hear the oily promise in Vez’s voice?

Apparently not, because his face showed stupefaction when Vez purred, “You surprise me, acolyte. I had not thought you ready yet to take the next step.”

“The next step?” Her father’s complexion grayed. “But—but that’s impossible. I mean, one day of course, when I’m old I will be happy to, uh, join with you.”

Her father never fumbled with words. He must be terrified, Sara thought distantly. She herself felt beyond fear and was only cold.

“I only recently became Primus,” her father said more strongly. “You need me to keep the war with Kandrith going and further your aims.”

“Don’t tell me what I need.” The rumble shook the floor and half-deafened Sara.

Her father abased himself, touching his head to the floor. “Forgive me, Cruel One. Only tell me what you require and I will see it done.”

“Better.” Vez’s voice was rich with pleasure. “I require you to become High Priest and take the place of the one you just imprisoned. You must break your last ties and sacrifice your body.”

“N-now, Cruel One?”

“Now.” Implacable.

“I could open the box again and free—”

“If you open it, your former master will kill you. And I won’t stop him. Give up the shell of your body, and I will give you power beyond your imaginings. You may have your choice of fountains.”

Her father looked at the green poison flowing into one golden ear and the bubbling acid in the other. Acid splashed his robe, and it began to smoke. “I-I can’t.” Raw panic on his face, her father backed away.

“You must. Or I will find another to open the box. Your former master’s wrath will be great. He will torture you.”

Her father licked his lips, obviously trying to come up with another solution. “Very well. I choose the poison.” But when he turned in that direction he stumbled over a crack in the floor, sidestepped to regain his balance and fell into the pool of acid. Malice.

Vez laughed.

Sara laboriously turned her head away, wishing she could stop hearing her father’s screams as easily as she could avoid watching him.

The lips under her arm chuckled once more then fell still, only stone once more. The black eye closed.









Chapter Twenty-Five



Four against two should have been good odds. Except Claudius hardly counted as a man, much less someone who could be depended on in a fight. Lance was good in a fight—with his fists. Against trained swordsmen he would be helpless.

Apparently having made much the same assessment, Marcus handed the knife to the Qiph, then stepped around the corner.

Lance followed shoulder-to-shoulder with the Qiph.

The guards must have heard them coming. Both had swords in hand. The one with the cleft chin grimaced when he saw Lance. “You again? She told you she never loved you and yet here you are crawling back for more.” He turned to Marcus. “And you were sniffing after the redhead, weren’t you? They’ll be dead by now, but if you wait the Primus might let us tup the corpses—”

A knife suddenly appeared in his throat, and he went down in a gurgle of blood.

Lance nodded a tense thanks to the Qiph warrior. He’d been about to jump the man. They’re not dead yet, they can’t be. Goddess have mercy.

Leaping over the downed guard, the other guard charged. Marcus took a nasty cut across his ribs and fell back a step, but parried the next two blows in a clash of metal.

Lance eyed the two skirmishers, wishing he could help, but stepping into the middle of a swordfight was stupid. He could well end up injured—by either man—and nobody could heal Lance.

A high-pitched scream came from the other side of the brass door.

The sound of someone in agony seemed to give the remaining guard more confidence. “You’re too late.” He lunged, but Marcus used the chain to tangle his sword, then finished him off with a thrust under his breastplate.

The guard clutched his abdomen and sank to his knees, keening.

Lance sprinted past him as if he wasn’t there. The screaming on the other side of the door stopped just as he and Marcus pushed open the door. They rushed in—only to stop in amazement. There was no enemy to fight. The Primus lay dead, half in and half out of a fountain of acid. The Qiph box lay on the floor, tied shut. The blue devil had already been captured, then. Sara’s doing?

Then he spied the two slumped figures near the obscene gold mouth. He cursed and dashed toward them.

* * *

The screaming had stopped.

Sara heard someone shout, but lacked the strength to turn her head. She leaned against the stone mouth, held up only by her chained wrist.

And then Lance threw himself onto his knees between Sara and Wenda. He was alive. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “Forgive me for leaving you with her. I should have—”

“Shh,” he told her tenderly. “I shouldn’t have asked so much of you.” He took her hand.

Sara pulled away. “Heal your sister first.” Wenda was more important, the next Kandrith.

He turned away, his expression grim as he catalogued Wenda’s injuries. There was no question that Wenda was more gravely wounded. But by the time Lance healed her, Sara thought she might have slipped away into the icy cold darkness…


Except there was a feeling of heat around her foot. Laboriously, Sara looked down and saw Lance’s hand grasping her ankle. Awe touched her when she realized that he was healing both her and Wenda at once. His eyes were closed, his head tipped back, channeling the Goddess of Mercy. The smell of springtime fought against the mustiness of the underground chamber, and the usual humming note seemed muted.

Sara wondered what age Lance had been when he made his sacrifice. How powerful a healer was he? Could anyone but Lance have saved her life after her head had been cut off? She doubted it.

“Is she going to recover?” A scruffy, half-naked man with a sword hovered protectively over Wenda.

Sara blinked. What was Captain Marcus doing here?

“She’s half-starved, dehydrated and has a bloody great crack in her skull,” Lance said tersely. “I’m mending it now.” Then more kindly, “Why don’t you hold her for me?”

Marcus knelt and gently raised Wenda’s head onto his thigh, stroking her hair. “You’re going to be fine,” he murmured, though her eyes were still shut.

Sara pulled back. “I’m better now. Concentrate on your sister.”

Lance cast her a brief, irritated glance and clamped down harder on her ankle. “Not yet. You’re still pale.”

Sara subsided into silence. But as a lovely warmth rose in her skin and her faculties returned, a sense of urgency nagged at her. “We have to get out of here.”

“No hurry,” Lance said. “The blue devil’s boxed, and your father’s dead.”

Sara looked at her father’s acid-eaten body, but instead of sadness or relief she felt doubt. He wasn’t really dead. Something else had happened. Something important that she’d forgotten…

Lance raised his voice. “See if you can find the manacle keys.”

There was a third man in the room—the Qiph warrior who had attacked Felicia. Was it her refetti?

“Sara, do you know where the keys are?” Lance asked.

She wrenched her mind back into focus. The Qiph’s identity didn’t matter, getting out of here did. “My fath—”

Vez’s stone lips moved, jerking her arm. “Who’s there?”

The god’s sibilant whisper made the hair on Sara’s nape rise straight up as if it were trying to flee her head. She wanted to flee herself.

“My Sissssster.” A cry of rage—and pain. “Who dares bring my Sister’s taint into My holy presence?”

Loma’s acts of mercy must be almost unbearable to the God of Malice.

“I will not allow this desecration. Smite them, my priest.”

And then Sara remembered. Her father wasn’t dead; he’d sacrificed his body to Vez. In return, Vez had given him the power of a blue devil.

She gabbled a warning and pulled uselessly at the chain around her wrist.

* * *

“My father—he’s become a blue devil—we have to go!”

A strange calm filled Lance at Sara’s words. He should have known it was too easy. He shook his sister. “Wenda?”

“Lance?” Her eyes opened and then widened in surprise. “What are you doing here?” She sat up.

Lance put his hands on her shoulders. “Forgive me for telling you like this. Wenda, our father is dead.”

A little moan dribbled out of her throat. Her eyes locked on his, demanding that he take it back.

Inexorably, Lance kept on, “We’re at war. Cadwallader has named you the next Kandrith.”

Tears spilled down Wenda’s cheeks, but she nodded.

In the background, Sara asked someone if they’d found the keys, but Lance had the fatal sense it was too late for that. Blue shadows spawned in the corners. “Will you be the Kandrith?” Lance asked the first formal question.

Wenda swiped at her tears. “Yes.”


As tension built around them, Lance administered the oath. “Do you swear to sacrifice your life, your sight, your hearing, your taste, your hands, your legs—”

“I found it!” the Qiph cried, holding up a key. He hurried toward Wenda.

Lance lost his place in the list. “—and whatever else your country requires of you?” he finished.

“I swear,” Wenda said intensely. “Goddess help me.”

“You need a Protector. Marcus!” Lance snapped, grabbing the man’s attention from where he’d been apprehensively scanning the room. “Do you swear to protect Wenda with your life?” The air felt oppressive. Dense with fear. The blue devil was coming.

Marcus nodded. “I—”

“Wait!” Released from her chains, Wenda covered his mouth. “You don’t know what you’re saying, what you’ll be asked to do.”

Looking at her seemed to steady Marcus. “I know that I’ll do anything to keep you safe.” Over her head, his eyes met Lance’s. “I swear.”

With an unholy howl, the blue devil descended.

* * *

The Qiph warrior had just begun to fumble with Sara’s manacle when the blue devil howled.

They both flinched. The Qiph dropped the key. It skittered off a tooth and fell into Vez’s mouth.

She and the Qiph stared at each other in mutual horror. For a second she saw an echo of her pet refetti in his eyes and then…he gave up on her. The key was gone, and there was no way to break the metal band.

He drew his sword and moved to defend the others.

* * *

Lance, Marcus and the Qiph ranged themselves in a rough circle around Wenda, weapons drawn. Lance stood tensely, uncertain from which direction and what manner of threat they would face.

Within seconds, a rain of falling masonry answered him.

He threw up his hands as a fist-sized rock thumped his head. Two more battered his arms and shoulders, and a shard of ceramic tile cut his forehead.

Marcus tried to deflect them from Wenda, but it was hopeless. Within moments they were all bruised, forced to cower with their hands over their heads.

The stones and debris began to whirl around, a deadly hail that could break bones—

“No!” Wenda shouted. She flung up her arm—and her right hand vanished. Her first sacrifice.

A shield of air formed over the four of them. The whizzing rocks bounced off. Worried, Lance glanced at Sara and saw that the rockstorm hadn’t affected her.

“We should put a wall at our backs,” Marcus said.

Wenda nodded agreement, but before they could take more than a few steps, the floor under their feet softened. Lance could see the rock crumble and turn spongy and wet.

“Quicksand!” Marcus yelled.

Marshy water sucked at Lance’s calves. He tried to step back, but with no ground to push against he just sank more. The quicksand climbed up to his knees.

Wenda wobbled on a small island, but Marcus and the Qiph were also floundering.

Muddy glop splashed Lance as Marcus fell onto his back. “Spread out your weight!” Marcus yelled. The quicksand covered his hair, but he’d stopped sinking and seemed to be floating on top.

Lance had sunk to his thighs, but he didn’t want to swim in it if he didn’t have to. “Wenda, a lift, please?”

He’d seen his father raise a man five feet in the air once with his power. Wenda gave a quick nod, and an unseen force boosted him, throwing him out of the clutching grip of the quicksand and onto solid ground.

Infuriated, the blue devil threw more rocks. Desperately, Wenda formed the air shield again. Seeing that she couldn’t lift the others out at the same time, Lance untied his muddy loincloth and threw one end to the Qiph, who was flailing up to his neck.

“Qiph! Take it!”


“Thank you,” the Qiph panted as he grabbed the cloth. “But my name…is…Esam.”

Lance felt a flash of sympathy. For weeks the man had been trapped as a refetti, nameless, and now that he was free they were about to die. Calling him by name, and thus acknowledging his humanity, was the least Lance could do. “Hang on, Esam. I’ll have you out in a moment.”

The quicksand did not want to give up Esam. Lance’s bruised muscles burned as he towed the Qiph to high ground. Esam crawled on his hands and knees, then promptly collapsed. Lance wished he could do the same, but he ignored the pain and rescued Marcus next.

The blue devil howled when Marcus caught the makeshift rope. The rock storm ceased.

“We have to get out of here,” Marcus said, clumsily stroking the last two feet toward shore. He was head to foot mud except for a small oval around his nose and eyes.

“The blue devil will follow us. We have to fight back,” Lance disagreed, helping Marcus onto solid ground.

“I can’t fight what I can’t see,” Wenda said in frustration.

Lance couldn’t bring himself to make the obvious answer.

He didn’t need to. Cadwallader had picked Wenda as the next Kandrith for a reason.

Determination settled over her face. Her lips moved in a silent prayer to the Goddess. When she opened her eyes again, they were milky pale. “Ah, there you are.” Her blind gaze fixed on a corner of the ceiling.

At her gesture, five rocks rose into the air and smashed into the corner with enough force to turn them to powder.

“You can’t hurt me that way, foolish girl. I have no body,” the blue devil taunted her.

“True. There’s only one way to kill a blue devil,” Wenda said. Her face was pale but composed.

Marcus and Esam didn’t understand, but Lance couldn’t keep silent. “Don’t! Kandrith is at war. You’re needed at home. Dulcima brought me here to save you.” I don’t want to lose my sister the same week as my father.

Her hand reached blindly for his and squeezed. “The next Kandrith will have to stop the war. This is my task, my choice.” She raised her voice. “Goddess, I sacrifice my life to kill the blue devil!”

Lance made himself watch. His father had crumpled at once, a smile of peace on his face—but Wenda kept standing. She looked first expectant, then puzzled.

Dread and relief clashed in Lance’s heart as he suddenly understood. “It’s not enough,” he told her. “You’ve only been the Kandrith for a few minutes.” Her Lifegift was probably worth less than Lance’s own. And sacrificing more wouldn’t work. Losing one’s hearing for a few minutes prior to death wasn’t much of a sacrifice.

Mocking laughter rolled through the room. “You’re helpless. Your Goddess has abandoned you. Cruel One, I offer you pain!”

Lance looked up, half-expecting a rain of knives.

“Hurt her!” the devil shouted.

Marcus gave an odd grunt. Before Lance could react, Marcus stepped forward and jerkily thrust the tip of his sword into Wenda’s eye, popping the milky orb.

Wenda screamed and clutched her face. Blood and gore showed through her fingers.

The blue devil chuckled. “Come now. You’re blind, you don’t really need those. Do the other one too.”

Lance tackled Marcus before the man could be forced to obey. He sat on the ex-legionnaire’s chest and pinned his sword arm with one knee.

But Lance was just as vulnerable to the blue devil’s commands as Marcus was. He remembered the horrible dead heaviness of his limbs when the Primus had commanded him to give him the Qiph box.

“Wenda,” he said quietly.

“So many possibilities!” The blue devil sounded drunk with power. “Howsoever shall I choose?”

Wenda crept closer. Her eye was a red ruin, but he’d healed worse. Lance leaned to one side, so that his arm touched his sister’s.


The blue devil turned to another victim. “The Qiph are very proud of their braids, I hear. Cut yours off.”

Woodenly, Esam started hacking at his hair with the muddy blade of his sword.

“I don’t know what to do,” Wenda whispered.

His silence his own answer, Lance let the Goddess’s healing warmth flow through his arm into Wenda, mending her eye, but not restoring her sight. That much he could do—

“Stop!” Stone grated as Vez’s mouth moved. “He has brought my Sister here again, a desecration.”

“What!” the blue devil bellowed. Wind rushed past Lance’s face. “What have you done? You’ve spoiled my offering.”

Force slapped Lance away from both Marcus and Wenda, rolling him over to a wall.

* * *

The movement of Vez’s stone mouth had thrown Sara off her feet. She was scrambling back up when her father attacked Lance. Goddess of Mercy, help your servant, Lance. Praying was all she could do, chained as she was. She hated being helpless.

“And you,” her father’s voice swirled around Sara’s ear like an icy breeze, “I mustn’t forget that you’re the one who brought Loma’s priest here. I need to preserve your blood, but you can feed Vez in other ways… Guess who I found wandering out in the hall?”

The door opened and in stumbled a filthy, naked, unshaven wretch of a man. He was moaning in fear, “No, no, no…”

“I believe your old suitor has something he’d like to give you, Sarathena.” A lewd chuckle.

Suitor? Sara looked more closely. The man’s eyes were blue, and his hair could once have been curly. He was skinnier than she remembered, but his lips were still as red as a girl’s. “Claude?”

Claude’s eyes were glassy and unfocussed. His hands were wrapped around his erect manhood, and he mumbled something about needing a woman. His gaze lit on her.

Jazoria, Sara realized with rising fear. Claude was half mad with the drug. He didn’t really see her at all, just a female body. Her father had brought Claude there to rape her.

* * *

Lance felt as if a giant, invisible hand had pinned him to the floor. He couldn’t even kick his legs. And then, as he lay helpless, the blue devil went to work on him.

Once, when Lance was helping in the forge, he’d dropped a piece of red-hot iron on his foot. Though the metal had only touched him for a moment, it had seared through his leather sandals and burned a hole in his flesh. His father had seized him under the arms and plunged his foot into the cooling trough, but the pain had only been starting. His flesh had throbbed for hours.

This felt like huge, red-hot pincers were squeezing his chest. His skin burned and flaked, then the rib bones beneath charred away. His jaws locked on a scream of agony.

He should be dead.

The thought took a long time to take hold. But it was followed by another one. This isn’t real.

His eyes felt like they were boiling in their sockets, but they still saw. When he looked down, his chest was unmarked.

The blue devil couldn’t just kill Lance—no, no. It meant to torture him until his heart burst.

Writhing, burning, Lance told himself that it was only pain, and he was good at enduring. He’d had practice enough. All he had to do was hold on until—

Until what? Until Wenda saved him?

He rolled his eyes to the left and watched as Marcus swiped clumsily with his sword near Wenda’s face. She raised her stump, fending him off with her own power. “Don’t worry, I won’t let you hurt me,” she wept.

The blue devil snarled. “See if you can stop this!”

Marcus began hacking at his ear.

Wenda couldn’t save Lance. Wenda couldn’t save anyone. The knowledge brought despair, and the pain grew in ascendance. Burning, scorching, blazing…

“Still alive?” the blue devil asked hatefully. Wind brushed his face. “Your pain is giving my God quite a feast, but I’m ready to finish it.”


Knives scored Lance’s flesh, cutting like a thousand whips. His skin peeled from his bones. He couldn’t move, couldn’t escape it.

It’s not real.

But it felt real. And then the knives pierced his skull, causing an explosion of white-hot agony. Lance lost his hold on reality. His thoughts escaped his tenuous grasp, and he broke. He began to scream.

* * *

Despite her awkward position, Sara twisted around until she was facing Claude. His gaze fixed on her breasts. Just like old times.

She waited until he took a step nearer and then rammed her knee up into his groin.

Unfortunately, it didn’t have the effect she’d hoped for. She’d seen a guard do it once to a sanguon fighting to protect his wife, and the sanguon had collapsed in agony—allowing the guard to kick him in the stomach and then the kidneys. Claude, however, just glared at her. He seemed to recognize her for the first time. “Sarathena! Do you know how much that’s going to hurt once the jazoria wears off?”

“Leave me alone and Lance will heal you,” Sara promised swiftly.

Claude laughed. “Not a chance. Your friend’s a dead man, and I’ve waited too long to get under your skirts.” He leaned in closer. “I’m going to hammer you.”

Sara kicked him in the knee. While Claude cursed, she stole a quick look at Lance. He still lived, though he was obviously suffering badly.

Air slapped her cheek. Her father made a sound of exasperation. “She’s chained down, and you’re still having trouble. What kind of man are you? You, go help him.” The last was said in the tone of command.

The Qiph warrior stopped chopping off his braids and moved stiffly toward her.

She tried to kick him, too, but the Qiph dodged her foot. Then his hands were on her knees, holding them.

“Turn her over,” Claude said thickly.

She kept struggling, but soon found herself half-kneeling, bent over the stone mouth, her face inches from the razor-teeth. She reached back with her free hand and clawed at the Qiph’s face.

She felt blood flow under her nails and was about to try for his eyes, when he gasped out, “Sorry.”

She’d forgotten. He was being forced to do this by her father. It was Claude she should be clawing.

Claude yanked up her skirt and ran a hand up her bare thigh. Instinctively, she clamped her legs tightly together.

Claude swore. “Help me spread them. Wider.”

She kept fighting, but they were too strong. Soon she was open and exposed. Tears started in her eyes.

And then Lance began to scream—Lance, who barely swore when he broke a bone, who could walk for hours in the grip of a fever without a word of complaint. It was a sound of unrelenting agony, and Sara’s body flashed cold. She could hear death in that scream.

She was going to be raped. It would hurt—Claude would enjoy it—but she would survive, just as she would’ve survived their marriage bed if they’d wed.

Lance was dying.

The knowledge pierced her like lightning.

She was chained and helpless, but the wildness inside Sara surged. Wenda didn’t seem to be able to save her brother, so it was up to Sara. She would kill the blue devil herself.

Claude pressed his erection against her bare buttocks. “Feel that, Sara? Feel how big I am? I’m going to plow you till you bleed—”

Sara grabbed his arm and pulled it down on Vez’s mouth. Claude screamed as the razor-sharp teeth sliced open his forearm from elbow to wrist. He stumbled away, crying and swearing. The Qiph kept holding her, but did nothing to help Claude.

Sara closed her eyes, pushing back the wildness that would have had her batter herself for nothing trying to break an iron chain. She needed to think.


She could do nothing physically. She would have to use magic to defeat the blue devil, to kill her father. She needed to make a sacrifice, but of what?

Screaming, Claude beat at her back and head. Sara ignored him. Her mind was miles away, full of frustrating riddles. Question: How do you kill a blue devil? Answer: You don’t. He kills you. Ha, ha, ha.

Try again. Solve the riddle. Question: How do you kill a blue devil? Answer: You die.

No! the stubborn part of her insisted. Blue devils gave up their bodies and souls to become immortal. Dying wouldn’t help Lance.

* * *

Steel bands constricted around Lance’s ribcage, choking off his scream. He couldn’t breathe—

He was having another asthma attack.

For a moment the sheer unfairness of having an episode now, when he was already suffering and dying, roiled through Lance’s mind. But. But he had chosen this sacrifice. His ill health fed the Goddess.

If he had to die, he would rather it be by Her hand.

And that knowledge gave him strength. Lance concentrated on his lungs, on breathing first one breath and then another. He accepted the pain, gifting it to the Goddess.

* * *

Lance had stopped screaming. She could see him lying on the ground, not moving. Dead?

No. She refused to let it happen.

Sara stopped trying to think her way through the problem and let instinct guide her. For so long she’d fought her feelings for Lance because she’d thought passion and emotion weakened her. But passion didn’t have to be selfish and destructive. If there was love, it could be the opposite.

Question: How do you kill a blue devil?

Answer: You give it your soul.









Chapter Twenty-Six



Lance sucked in a huge breath, both his asthma and his vision clearing as the pain suddenly vanished. Wenda had bested the blue devil. He staggered to his feet, cataloguing everyone for injuries.

Marcus’s face was bloody, but he was conscious and capable of standing. Wenda was smiling. Sara—

Lance roared, strength rushing back into his limbs. In four strides, he reached Sara and tore Claudius off of her body. He drove his fist into the lordling’s face; Claudius fell back on the floor, howling and clutching a broken nose. He was naked and still erect—curse Madam Lust to everlasting fire.

Esam stood there, his half-shorn braids and stunned expression making him look even younger. “The Defiler—he—it—made me—” He dropped to his knees and vomited.

“Wenda,” Lance snapped. “This man is General Pallax’s son. He’s your key to stopping the invasion. Get him out of my sight, before I break his neck.”

“I’ve got him,” Esam croaked. He wiped his mouth and dragged Claudius away.

Lance turned back to Sara.

She was still chained to the golden mouth, her skirts bunched up at her waist. She was staring at the opposite wall in apparent shock. “Sara.” His voice broke. “Are you hurt? Let me…”

Her head turned toward him, but her gaze was as remote as a stranger’s.

His heart bled.

“Sara, I’m going to put my hand on your shoulder so I can heal you.” He slowly reached out and was relieved when she didn’t flinch at his touch.

Her wrist was cut again, and he could see blood trickling down her leg. She was hurt…inside. Goddess, please, I need your help. Loma’s healing warmth filled him, then brimmed over and spilled into Sara.

The bleeding stopped. Unfortunately, the wounds to her mind were not so easily healed. When he gently pulled her skirts back down, she stood as docile as a doll. He wanted to comfort her, but he feared her damaged mind would interpret it as another assault.

Lance cleared his throat. “Sara…please say something.” It was dangerous to hold emotion back too long. Better by far if she cried and raged now…

“What should I say?”

Her voice was flat, but Lance felt relief at getting a response. He opened his mouth to tell her to cry if she wanted, but his sister plucked at his sleeve.

“Lance.” Tears streamed down Wenda’s cheeks. “Marcus is hurt. You have to help him.”

For the first time, Lance felt impatient at being asked to do the Goddess’s work. He tamped the feeling down. “Of course.” He turned to Marcus. “What—” The question died on his lips.

Marcus’s face was mutilated and bleeding. Both of his ears and his nose had been cut off, one cheek flapped open and one eye was as ruined as Wenda’s had been.

“What are you waiting for? Heal him,” Wenda demanded.

“Not yet,” Lance said firmly. “We need to find the pieces he cut off or his skin will heal over as it is.”

Wenda swallowed hard. “Oh.”

“I’ll be right back, Sara, and then—then we’ll get that manacle off you.”

She didn’t respond. Why should she? It was a stupid thing to say.


Wenda was blind and Marcus not much better so most of the grisly hands-and-knees search fell to Lance. In the end he found only Marcus’s nose and one ear.

“It’s enough,” Marcus said. “I’ve been a legionnaire my whole life; a lost ear is better than a lost leg.”

“As you wish.” Lance put his hands on the other man’s bloody face and called the Goddess while Wenda hovered. “So how did you do it?” he asked his sister, in a weak effort to distract her. “How did you kill the blue devil?”

Wenda’s brow furrowed. “I don’t think I did. I was trying to break its hold on Marcus, but I wasn’t doing very well. Then…it just stopped. I thought perhaps you…?”

Lance shook his head, then remembered his sister couldn’t see him. He fell back on the deliberate way he’d been forced to speak to his father. “No, it wasn’t me. Truth is, I was pretty close to death when it vanished. Marcus?”

Wenda’s Protector laughed. “You’re joking, right? Look at me!”

“Actually, you look fine now, except for the ear,” Lance said, removing his hands. “But I take your point.” He looked speculatively at Esam. Had the Qiph somehow gotten a second devil in his carved box?

But no. Esam had been under control of the blue devil, holding Sara down while—

Lance shut off that thought. He liked the Qiph and didn’t want to have to kill him. Worse thoughts crowded in. He licked suddenly dry lips. “We are sure it’s dead—aren’t we?”

Unexpectedly, Sara answered him. “Yes. The blue devil is dead.”

* * *

“Sara, where are you?” the woman, Wenda, turned her head back and forth. “Why can’t I see your soul?”

“My soul is gone,” Sara told her. The knowledge did not upset her. It was a simple fact. Her eyes were blue, her hair was brown, she had no soul.

Wenda gasped.

Lance’s face turned pale. “What do you mean, your soul is gone?” His voice rose.

“I no longer have a soul,” Sara repeated herself.

“What happened to it?” Wenda asked.

“I gave it up to kill the blue devil.”

“No.” Lance shook his head. “No. You can’t have.”

“I don’t understand,” another man said. He had only one ear. “How can giving up her soul kill the powerful being that attacked us?”

“It was the answer to the riddle,” Sara told him when no one else spoke. She hadn’t fully understood why at the time, but it made perfect sense now. “The blue devil sacrificed its body and soul to live forever. When I gave it my soul, its sacrifice became invalid, and it died.”

“What?” the earless man said.

“Gave it as a gift?” Wenda asked. “Not as a sacrifice?”

“Yes.”

“Well, at least that explains why she’s not a blue devil,” Wenda said.

“You shouldn’t have done it,” Lance said to Sara.

Sara didn’t know if he was right or not. She didn’t see why it mattered one way or another.

“If she hadn’t, we’d all be dead,” Wenda said. She put her arms around Lance, but he drew away.

“Maybe I can heal her.” He reached for Sara.

She stood passively while he put his hands on her shoulders and stared into her eyes. “Goddess, please.”

Sara waited, but nothing happened.

Lance turned and walked away. He laid his head against the wall.

* * *

When Lance regained his composure, he rejoined the others. They were arguing about how to free Sara—the key had been lost—and getting nowhere.


Sara listened, saying nothing. Wenda, Marcus and Esam talked over and around Sara as if she were a lump of rock. Unable to stand it, Lance interrupted Marcus’s speculation on where they might find blacksmith tools. “Sara, what do you think we should do?”

The others fell silent.

“You could leave me here,” Sara said, as if it were obvious.

Wenda flushed—the thought had obviously occurred to her.

“Never,” Lance swore vehemently.

“Then use a sword.” Sara’s expression was completely unperturbed, as if what she was suggesting was easy. Lance wished he could take it as a sign of faith in him, rather than indifference.

“Who has the sharpest blade? Marcus?” Lance asked.

Marcus handed Lance his sword.

Lance tested the edge. An axe would have been better for shearing bone, but this would have to do.

“Perhaps it’s best this way,” Wenda said softly.

Best? Lance realized suddenly his sister thought he meant to kill Sara, to cut her throat like a wounded deer. Anger kindled inside him. Not trusting himself to speak, he raised the sword, then moved it down in a swift cut, severing Sara’s forearm just above the manacle.

Blood spurted everywhere, including—curse it!—into the stone mouth. Fortunately, the Dark God didn’t wake. It had lost two priests in quick succession and must be hurting. Sara watched the whole procedure calmly, neither flinching nor screaming.

“God of Death,” Marcus swore. The hardened legionnaire looked sickened as Lance handed him back his sword.

“You did the right thing,” Wenda said. “What kind of life could Sara have had like that?”

Still not speaking to his sister, Lance pulled Sara’s severed hand out of the shackle, then rejoined it to her wrist. “Goddess,” he prayed. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Marcus bend to whisper in Wenda’s ear.

Loma answered his prayer. The two pieces of flesh melted together into an arm once more. Lance kept his fingers around Sara’s wrist. “Let’s go.” He pulled her toward the door. The others followed, Marcus leading Wenda. Esam carried the bound devil-box and helped chivvy Claudius along with a dagger.

Marcus paused to hack off the Primus’s head. The face was acid-splashed, but still recognizable. He wrapped it in a spare shirt, taken from one of the dead guards. “In case General Pallax needs some convincing.”

Lance nodded in approval. That was exactly how a Protector had to think.

“Who is General Pallax?” Wenda asked, while the men took the opportunity to garb themselves better. Lance had seen quite enough of Marcus’s hairy ass. One of the guards had pants that fit Lance, though he had to keep his sliced shirt.

“Ambrosius Pallax is Temboria’s greatest general,” Marcus said. “It’s said he has the favor of Nir.” He listed some of the man’s accomplishments. “When Primus Vidor died, everyone expected either him or Lord Favonius to become the next Primus.”

Lance interrupted. “He’s the general that Primus Remillus sent to invade Kandrith.” He explained how a single legionnaire had scaled the cliffs—Wenda, he saw, took careful note of Gaius Mendicus’s name—and General Pallax’s promise to stop the invasion if his son was returned to him. Intact.

“Will he keep his word?”

“I think so. But use a Listener to make sure.”

“Once he sees that Primus Remillus is dead, he’ll rush his Legion to the capital to try to seize control,” Marcus predicted. “Kandrith will be a lower priority.”

“We have a long journey home,” Wenda said as they retraced their way down the tunnel. “We need a plan.”

“No,” Lance said roughly. He was still angry at her. “All we have to do is get you outside. Dulcima will find you. Kandrith’s Need, remember?”


At Lance’s request, Sara led them through Madam Lust’s silent villa, everyone still abed. It struck Lance as strange that Ottavio hadn’t raised a cry, but perhaps the steward had discovered his mistress dead on the same night his master had been poisoned and decided to flee for his life, Republican justice being the misnomer it was. At any rate, no one stood on duty at the front doors. All they had to do was unbar them.

Outside the stars shone, a sprinkle of cold diamonds. They and the moon provided enough light to see the courtyard.

Within moments Lance heard flapping wings. Dulcima landed daintily five steps away from Wenda. She dipped her great head to the new Kandrith.

“Oh,” Wenda said on a note of wonder. “Your soul is so bright!”

“Claudius in front,” Marcus decided. “Then me and Wenda…” He broke off, not saying the obvious, that Dulcima’s broad back barely had room for three.

“I’ll walk out,” Lance said. “Unless— What do you intend to do about the Pact?” Wenda had no child. “Do you want me to stay here?” His muscles tensed.

“No,” Wenda said fiercely. “I’m not giving up my brother or my future children to years in this cesspit.”

Lance lost some of his anger toward her. After all, Wenda didn’t know Sara. She didn’t know what Sara meant to Lance.

“I’ve been talking to Marcus about Gotia,” Wenda continued. “He says the people in the northern part of the province want to revolt, but have lost their magic. I’m going to ask for volunteers to travel there and spread the tale of how the Red Saints formed Kandrith.”

When she said volunteer, did she mean him? “Give General Pallax too much trouble on his home front to bother us. Good idea,” Lance said, but made no promises. “I’ll see you in a few weeks then.” They embraced.

“I don’t like leaving you here,” Wenda said fretfully.

“You need the general’s son and your Protector. And I need time to see that Sara’s…taken care of.”

“Of course,” Wenda said. Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “Well, then, we’d best be off. We have a war to stop.”

“Lord Claudius, let me give you a boost,” Marcus said—too politely.

Claudius backed away. “I’m not getting up on that!” His voice was far too loud, and then he compounded his error by trying to run away.

Marcus could no doubt have handled him, but Lance allowed himself the pleasure. He snagged Claudius’s arm as he passed and pulled him right in to an uppercut to the jaw. Thump, the lordling was down on the pavement. Lance hulked over him and smiled, baring his teeth. “Sara, why don’t you come over here and give your rapist a kick?” Even though the lordling wasn’t the cause of Sara’s affliction, Lance still wanted to kill him.

Sara wandered over. In the moonlight she looked achingly beautiful and serene. She should have been angry.

“Go ahead, kick him,” Lance invited.

Dutifully, Sara kicked Claudius in the knee.

He squeaked.

“Harder,” Lance said.

Sara kicked Claudius harder. He made another high-pitched noise.

“Try to get his testicles,” Lance suggested.

Claudius curled protectively around himself. “Stop her!” he appealed to the others. “The jazoria made me do it!”

“Madam Lust fed Marcus jazoria too. But he hasn’t raped anyone,” Wenda said coldly. “You deserve a lot more than a few kicks. Go ahead, Sara.”

Sara kicked Claudius in the chest, making him grunt.

Wenda sighed. “Enough. We need to go.”

“One more,” Lance said.

A dispassionate expression on her face, Sara wound her foot back. She feinted toward Claudius’s face, and, when he raised his hands protectively, caught him in the testicles.


“Feel better?” Lance asked Sara. He did. Though not as good as breaking Claudius’s neck would have felt.

Sara seemed to consider. “My foot hurts.”

Lance’s heart dropped into his stomach. “Let me fix that.” He laid his hands on her shoulders. While he healed her small hurt, Marcus, Wenda and Claudius mounted Dulcima—Claudius still moaning and looking very uncomfortable astride. Lance lifted his hand in farewell.

“You’ll be careful?” Wenda asked anxiously. “If you’re not home in a month, I’ll send someone to look for you.”

“I’ll be careful,” Lance promised her.

Dulcima galloped forward, then launched herself into the air, flapping her wings vigorously. Lance watched until the black horse disappeared against the dark sky.

“I, too, must say farewell,” Esam said. “There are Qiph merchants in the city who will help me return to my homeland.”

“You can find your way?”

“My father traded horses here once when I was a boy. I will be fine.” Esam hesitated. “Your sister believes you’re going to leave Sara here, but you are not?”

“No. I won’t leave her.” Ever.

Esam nodded as if this were expected. “I do not understand the magic of your people. Will you be able to heal her, in time?”

“I don’t know,” Lance admitted. “But I do know I’m not going to give up after failing one time.” Or even ten times. There had to be a solution out there, a sacrifice he could make. He turned a speculative look on Esam. “What of your people’s magic?” The Qiph, after all, had the power to turn Esam into a refetti.

Esam understood the unasked question. “I also do not know.” He looked to Sara, who was standing as quietly and patiently as a statue. “I would have drowned in the river if not for her—and I do not forget that you healed my broken arm. I will ask the Pathfinders. If they know a way to get her back her soul, I will send word.”

“Thank you.” Lance had to clear his throat to get the words out. “I would appreciate that.”

“It is little enough.” Esam bowed first to Sara and then to Lance as they parted ways. “I will pray to the Holy Ones for you. Both of you. I think in many ways your journey will be harder than hers,” he said to Lance.

Lance very much feared Esam was right.

* * *

“Why did you do it?” he asked Sara hours later, when the two of them had stopped to rest underneath a haystack in a field outside the city. It had been his decision to take a break; he had a feeling that without him, Sara would either have never moved from the courtyard or walked until she fell down. Without a soul, she didn’t seem to notice bodily discomforts. “Why did you give up your soul? Kandrith isn’t even your country.”

To his surprise, she answered, speaking for the first time in hours. “I did it to save your life.”

“My life?” Lance struggled to understand. “Why? Because I wear the Brown?”

“Because Sara-who-had-a-soul loved you.”

Her words rocked him on his heels.

She. Loved. Him. Not gratitude for his healing prowess, not mere affection or lust, love.

Humbled by the magnitude of her gift, speechless, Lance kissed her forehead. She remained passive in his embrace, but he ignored that and spoke to the Sara who’d had a soul, who’d once lived inside her—and would again if he had anything to say about it. “I love you too. I should have told you that in the meadow. Earlier. I should have shown you how much I loved you.”

Sara said nothing.

He turned her gently so that he could look into her eyes. “I know you don’t understand right now, Sara, but will you remember what I said for later? You are loved. You are important to me. And you must promise to stay alive for my sake, until I can make you well again. Can you promise me that?” he asked anxiously.

Sara was silent, her expression blank. Had he asked too much of her? But then she lifted her blue-eyed gaze to his. “Yes. I will stay alive. For you.”
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