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Glossary

fustanella (pl. fustanellae): pleated skirt worn by Atherian men. Standard attire for men in formal and casual settings unless they are in the military, sailors, or otherwise in an occupation where practicality demands pants.

peplos (pl. peploi): an Atherian woman's outfit similar to a dress. Made of a large rectangle of fabric, it knots at the shoulders or down the back, depending on the style. There are sleeveless and long-sleeved types, the ones with sleeves being buttoned down them. There is sometimes a long slit down the side, sometimes not. Generally worn with a bodice as a belt, which is usually rather thin and underbust, with the peplos folding out over it. Considered a formal outfit; if worn outside of court settings the woman wearing it may be considered a bit masculine. 

klina (pl. klinae): a reclining couch used for sitting, lounging, talking, reading, and eating. Or making love, if one is adventurous. 

efemira: a journal.

karykos (pl. Karykai): the healer's symbol. Two snakes wrap themselves around a staff that has wings at the top. 

husband: female spouse. Women may marry men or other women, and are not restricted to one spouse. (This term is particular to Athering and is not used in places such as Mt. Voco.)

wife: male spouse. Men may marry women or other men, and are not restricted to one spouse. (This term is particular to Athering and is not used in places such as Mt. Voco.)

Empreena: heir apparent to the title of Empress. Zardria felt "princess" was a lesser title when her aunt took the title of Empress, and so she came up with Empreena. 

terrabane: a dangerous, virulent poison. No cure. Use of it merits instant execution. 

Bellica: highest rank in Athering's military; similar to a general. Only women are able to attain this rank. 

majora: feminine form of major. One rank below bellica; major is the highest rank men can achieve. 

priva: lowest rank in the military; similar to a private. 

Magek: magic, spelled differently. It's spelled with an e-k because of the Magi-Atherian history: Magea Rosa became synonymous with the concept of magic at some point and the spelling changed to accommodate that. 

ara: altar. 

Reiaume: means the entire land as ruled by the female sovereign ruler. Female equivalent of 'kingdom'.




Date and time system 

Athering has a 26-hour day and each hour is 90 minutes long. They run on military time so there is no post- or ante-meridian. Because each hour is 90 minutes long the mid-point of the hour is at 45 minutes.

The year is 390 days long -- 10 months of 39 days each. Each month is divided up into three tredicems, or units of 13 days -- however the unit of a sevenday is also used for naming the days of the week. The days of the week are Jourd'Aradia, Jourd'Juno, Jourd'Althea, Jourd'Selene, Jourd'Bellona, Jourd'Muerta, and Jourd'Umbra.
  


The Beginning




4750, The First Age




Midnight darkened the corridors of the Temple. The few remaining lights let out a gentle hum; most flickered, deteriorating with age. Hidden in shadows, Estela stood in an alcove, waiting for the Watch to walk by, to pass her unnoticed. She hoped. 

Soon her wish came to pass--a priestess, already Dedicated, passed her, in robes black as night. They were all black as night. This priestess must not be in direct contact with the Deity, or she would have noticed Estela where she hid. 

The woman gone, Estela darted out from her alcove, headed for her destination, the centre of the Temple. The holiest of holies, where only those ready for Dedication to Umbra could go. Never mind if they'd been Called or not. 

The holy centre of the Temple was empty. Here were no artificial lights; the flames of candles and torches flickered, reflections dancing on the black stone. She'd read in a history book the stone used to be multicoloured, millennia ago. Worship of Umbra had darkened it. 

Her heart pounding, Estela approached the altar. It had been dedicated to the worship of Umbra as long as she had lived. Truly, it was not suitable for anything else, and she knew this. Umbra was the only Goddess honoured in Athering. She knew this as well. 

One cannot control her dreams, she thought, finding the sacrificial knife. And I have been Called to Another's service. 

The flames cast enough light for her to see her reflection in the knife's blade. She looked young and terrified. 

She was. She knew what would happen if they caught her. But when the Goddesses Called, one answered. 

She held her hand over the altar and slit her palm with the knife. Blood flowed over the smooth stone. 

"Great Kore, Goddess of Light and Prophecy, You have Called me and I answer," she said, her voice shaking. "I Dedicate my life, my soul, and my blood to You. I pray that I am found worthy." 

A low laugh echoed through the room, from behind her. Estela whipped around. At the entrance stood the Mother Superior, Maga Domina, and several High Priestesses. They were all full servants of Umbra. She swallowed nervously. This was it, then. It was over. She hoped Kore had accepted her offering, or it would be a horrible afterlife indeed. 

The Mother Superior stepped forward slowly, a terrible smile on her face. "Hm. Estela," she spoke slowly, savouring the girl's name as if it were a tasty morsel. "Somehow I always knew you would be one to betray the Order." 

Estela found her voice, buried in her chest, cowering in fear. "You've no right to be the Order anymore, Beralyn. We turned away from Aradia long ago." If I am to die anyway, I'd rather go out with a show of courage. 

Beralyn laughed again, coming inexorably closer to where Estela stood. "And you think you'll suddenly change everything by Dedicating to a long-dead Goddess?"

"Kore's not dead," Estela said, holding her head high. 

Beralyn scoffed, but Estela thought she saw a flash of uncertainty in the older woman's eyes. "You think She lives on in your stupid little books? Oh, I know," she added at the surprise Estela could not keep from her face. "I know about your trips to the forbidden section, deep within the castle library. I know about your fascination with a time that's long forgotten--as well it should be." She made a signal with her hand then, and the high priestesses came forward. They grabbed Estela by the arms and pushed her brutally to her knees. "You'll be forgotten, too, little girl," she said with cold menace. 

"No," Estela whispered. "I won't. Not by you." A bright light had begun to shine in Estela's chest; now it grew until it occluded all else. She felt absolutely at peace, and knew in her heart that Kore had answered her. When she spoke again, she knew the words came from some place other than her mind. "When the Dark One rules, all falls to ruin in this world and the other. Her Chosen takes the Sceptre, and compassion is forgotten. But another shall arise--a Chosen of Kore, of the Line of Aradia--a child of Light to balance the Dark. And thus shall the Dark One's rule fall, and thus shall compassion take the Sceptre again." 

Beralyn continued to smile, but it was tinged with doubt. "Well, I hope you weren't referring to the Queen's firstborn. That girl's already been sacrificed, just this morn." 

At any other time Estela would have felt sick to her stomach, but she only smiled in return. "The time is coming," she said, and knew the words to be her last. 

Beralyn snapped her fingers; the Maga Domina brought forth an axe, and then Estela's head was bent forward, her hair moved to the side. 

A sharp pain, the beating rush of air, the feathery presence of wings, the warm embrace of darkness. Estela was no more.
  


Heavens
  


Ghia

Jourd'Muerta, 21st Novena, 

4019 of the Third Age

Midwinter Eve




Today was an exceptionally busy day in the hospitalis. She hadn't expected it to be so--the regiments had arrived back in town over a sevenday before, causing chaos with the sudden influx of wounded women. Head Healer Helene had done her job, ruling the hospitalis and her healers with the same steely grip she'd always had, and soon things calmed down again. 

I wonder if I'll ever have my mother's leadership skills, Ghia wondered idly as she dealt with some minor injuries sustained by one child of a group who'd gotten into some mischief in the bowels of the castle. It was lucky they hadn't drowned. The broken arm of their ringleader was already set, with some strict chastising to go with the fresh cast. Truth be told, she felt odd reprimanding children no more than a decade younger than she, but it seemed she was adult enough for them to take it to heart. 

Straightening, she saw it wasn't time for a rest yet--the first regiment's Chief Medical Officer, Jules deTania, was walking through her door looking as if Muerta Herself had laid Her hand upon his shoulder. 

Ghia smoothed her peplos and walked over to the man, professional healer's calm in her voice. 

"We hadn't expected you back so soon, Jules. What can I do for you? Your women are doing fine," she said as an afterthought, thinking he might be here to check on the soldiers of his regiment. 

He shook his head briskly. "Bellica Yarrow's women, actually, and I hear she's been enough of a nuisance to you already." He smiled down at her and Ghia chuckled softly. Bellica Yarrow had been in every day to check on the status of the soldiers wounded in the East Campaign, beginning to look more like a worried hen than a seasoned military officer. It had taken Ghia's threat, to hold Yarrow in the hospitalis herself for exhaustion and stress overload, to get the bellica to ease up. 

"A mite, yes," she responded, looking critically at the older man. "You look half dead, Jules. Have you fallen ill?" Her hand was against his forehead checking for fever before he could protest. 

Gently he removed her hand as Ghia thankfully remarked his cool skin. "No. I came in for something to help me sleep. I haven't got a wink since Nucalif," he said, and then fell silent, looking off into the distance. 

Ghia said nothing. She had no experience with being a soldier, but she'd tended enough to know what state he was in. She led him by the arm to her cabinets at the back where she found some valerian and mugwort tea--better quality than what one could get at an apothecary's shop, and free.

It brought a smile, albeit a tired one, to his face, and he murmured his thanks. 

"Anytime," she said softly, and placed a hand on his arm. "If you need to talk...." She let it hang in the air. He knew healers were counsellors for the mind and spirit as well as the body. 

He nodded once, smiled with a bit more vigour, and left. 

She watched him go, flexing her hand. It tingled, telling her there was more to Jules' lack of sleep than what he let on. Than what I had assumed, she realised. It was beneath his surface thoughts, locked deeply within his psyche. She wouldn't pry. 

He'll tell me of his own accord, or broadcast it loudly at some point, she thought, heading to the gardens to gather what could be gathered in the dead of winter. I can wait until then. Besides, Jules is a friend. I have too much respect for him just to reach into his mind and take what I can. 

She didn't spend long in the garden, for not many plants were winter-blooming. When she came back into the hospitalis, she saw her mother had returned from her errands in the town. 

Ghia greeted Helene with a kiss on each cheek. "How's Aunt Kasandra?" she said, leaping right to the point. She'd not seen her aunt in a while, being kept busy at the hospitalis. 

Helene laughed as she set her packages down, gesturing to some acolytes to deal with them. "You won't like this--she wants you to work tonight." 

Ghia suppressed a groan. Normally she didn't complain about having two trades--she wanted to be a healer, after all, and was good at it. So being her mother's heir, while stressful, was everything she wanted. But healing was not the best-paying work for the hours it sucked out of you, and Kasandra would rather pay the high rate for wenching in the tavern to Ghia than to anyone else. Even if I'm not exactly a wench. 

But working in one of the most popular taverns in Atherton on Midwinter Eve?

"Does she hate me?" she asked out loud. 

Helene laughed again and made her way to her office. Ghia followed, closing the door behind her after they entered the small room. "No. She wants you to make good tips," her mother said, sitting down in the big chair behind her desk. She pulled her ledger to her and opened it up to the day's page. Finding quill and ink, she looked expectantly up at Ghia. 

Hastily Ghia related the events of the hospitalis that had occurred during Helene's absence, and the woman wrote them down quickly in her neat handwriting. There must have been an edge to her voice as she talked about Jules' request, for Helene's eyes regarded her daughter steadily. 

"I didn't pry," Ghia said, a bit petulantly. "I'm not a seven-year-old anymore." Helene's mouth quirked, and Ghia could hear her mother's thought: No, but you sound like one. Ghia glared at her mother and the woman laughed. 

"Ok, so you didn't. But you sensed something." 

It wasn't a question. Ghia nodded anyway. "There's something more than the usual reason a soldier can't sleep, but I don't know what it is." 

Helene waved her hand and salted the ink on the page. "Give it time. You two are friends; he'll tell you eventually." Her look turned shrewd as she closed the book and pushed it away from her. "And don't let on," she said.

Ghia nearly stamped her foot with exasperation. "I know." 

"Right. You're nineteen. You know everything." 

Ghia would have been mad, but her mother's face held such barely contained mirth she found herself laughing. Her laughter set off her mother and the two women were soon in hysterics, doubled over, clutching their sides. 

"But in my case it really applies," Ghia managed to say at last, gasping for breath. 

Helene sighed, expelling the rest of her laughter with a whoosh as she sat upright in her chair. "And you're a special case," she said, and suddenly the mood was serious again. Ghia swallowed the remaining giggles in her throat and nodded. "You know me, mija. I can't bear the thought of losing you. I'm just a nervous hen," she added with a self-deprecating smile. 

Ghia stepped forward and embraced her mother. "Yes, you are, and I love you for it. And you know I'm always careful." She stepped back, sensing the meeting was over, and went to open the door. 

"I know," Helene said. "Take the rest of the day off and then go to the Cauldron by 1800 hours, alright?" 

Ghia stopped at the door and regarded her mother briefly. "Thank you," she said, and then groaned when she saw who was coming through the hospitalis door. "I'll be off as soon as I deal with the bellica," she muttered, and stalked off to meet Yarrow. 

The bellica of the first regiment towered over Ghia, standing two metres high as she did, but the healer did not quail at facing down the older woman or her Major Caelum, both taller and older than Yarrow. She stood with her hands on her hips and glared at the bellica, sparing neither of them her ire. 

"Did you not believe me when I said I'd drug you up on valerian myself last time? Care to test me?" she asked imperiously. 

Yarrow glared back with as much force, but Ghia didn't flinch. The bellica grabbed Caelum by the arm and moved him in front of her like a shield. "It's his fault I'm here," she said sourly. 

Caelum rolled his eyes and grabbed the bellica's other hand, bringing it closer so Ghia could see. It was wrapped loosely with a white cloth, blood seeping around the edges. "Cut herself open doing something stupid," Caelum said, his kind eyes staring down at the healer. 

Ghia smirked. "I'll take a look at it," she said, and reached for the bellica's hand. 

Yarrow yanked her hand away. "It's just a fecking scratch, alright? Leave it." She held her hand close to her chest, daring the two of them to contradict her. 

Caelum did. Ghia let him: physically--and socially--he was the only person able to subdue Yarrow at all. He put his arm around Yarrow's shoulders and started to guide her further into the hospitalis, to an empty chair and table. "Listen, Princess, I don't care if it's 'just a fecking scratch' or whatever you've got into your brain that it is. Your hands are important. Ghia's taking a look at it." He pushed her solidly down into the chair. 

She kicked him the leg, her large military-grade boot making a solid thunk against him. He didn't even flinch. "If you call me Princess one more time, Caelum, I swear to Goddess...." 

Ghia tuned them out as she got the supplies ready: her mortar and pestle to grind the darkshade and some water to make the paste; some linen to wrap the wound; a bowl of fresh water to clean it. She didn't take the sinew; the wound was small enough to not need stitches. When she was done, she grabbed Yarrow's hand with no gentleness and no ceremony. 

Yarrow made a sound of protest and continued to glare at the two of them, although now that her glare was so divided, it was losing some of its heat. Ghia unwrapped the bandage, but she already knew what had happened. As soon as her skin had touched Yarrow's the scene had played in her head: the Shrine in the West Tower, to Queen Zameera, untouched by any save the bellica. The rusted, broken sword that had once belonged to the bellica's mother, a bellica herself before she was queen. The ritual Yarrow did without fail each year on this day, the day of her mother's death. The dust causing such a mighty sneeze that she had hit her head on the altar of the Shrine and fallen to her knees; using her hand to get up, she'd managed to grip the sword and cut herself open. 

Something stupid, indeed. 

"What's this?" the healer said, still letting that imperious tone sink into her voice. "A run-in with a rusty sword?" She raised her eyebrows at Yarrow. 

Yarrow's eyes narrowed. "How did you--"

"I'm a healer," Ghia said, cleaning the bloody cut on the bellica's hand. "I know everything." Yarrow snarled, and Ghia would have laughed if it wouldn't have spoiled the effect. "You know you should be more careful with your hands, as Caelum says. This isn't the first time you've come in here with injuries to them." 

Yarrow gritted her teeth at the sting of the darkshade paste. "I daresay the first time was a bit more serious." 

"Quite," Ghia said, and left it alone. 

The first time, Yarrow had been seventeen years old and just back from her lieutenant's survival course. She'd run into a treecat whose claws had ripped the muscles and tendons from her hand and back, exposing bone to the world. She'd been near death. 

Would have died, had anyone else been on shift that night, Ghia thought without pride. Ghia had been only seven--just an acolyte healer to everyone save her mother. Ghia could read thoughts and could heal with touch in situations most healers would write off as unsalvageable. These abilities were what had caused Helene and Kasandra to guard so carefully the girl they'd found on their doorstep eighteen years before, lest she be branded a witch by the superstitious folk of Athering, and these same abilities granted Ghia an advantage over every other healer in being chosen as a successor to her mother's post. 

Those abilities had saved Yarrow's life and countless others. 

Helene had been furious, of course. Ghia had nearly killed herself in the healing of Yarrow's back. She'd had to regrow muscle and tendon and bone, not just heal it. It was like nothing she'd ever attempted before and she didn't even think she could do it. She'd waked up near a tredicem later with a pounding headache, but it hadn't compared to the happiness she'd felt at knowing she'd saved Yarrow's life--and career. 

Worthy thing I did, she thought, allowing herself a small smile. Yarrow's now the Empress' best bellica. 

"What are you so happy about?" Yarrow asked, as surly as before. Ghia stopped herself from jumping at the intrusion to her thoughts. 

"Nothing," she said, glad she could lie so easily. "I was just thinking that if you send your captains in, I'll have seen each officer of your regiment today." 

"Oh?" Something flickered across Yarrow's face, but Ghia didn't catch it. 

"Mmm," she murmured as she finished the bandaging of Yarrow's hand. "CMO Jules was in earlier. Hadn't been sleeping, he said, so I gave him some tea." Ghia was watching Yarrow's face carefully, but the bellica kept it a blank as she nodded and looked away, and no insight came through Ghia's hand, still touching the older woman. 

She was tempted to pry. Cursed with curiosity, I am. She held the feeling back and let go of Yarrow's hand a bit regretfully. 

Yarrow gave her new bandage a cursory examination and then stood. "Thanks," she said, a bit awkwardly, and glared at Caelum anew, who'd watched the entire spectacle with the same unperturbed look on his face. "Can we go spar now? As I wanted to before?"

"I wouldn't," Ghia chimed in before the major could answer, and was given a fresh glare from Yarrow, hot out of the oven of her ire. "Your hand needs to heal," she said practically. She took her healer's smock off and hung it on a peg on the wall. "But if you two need some time to unwind, drinks are half off down at Circe's Cauldron tonight. Not so good as sparring, but...." She let her invitation hang in the air, though she knew Yarrow would never accept. The woman hadn't celebrated Midwinter in seventeen years; that was common fact. 

Caelum smiled at the healer. "We'll be there," he said, and got smacked by Yarrow. He raised his eyebrows at his superior. "It would be rude to refuse Healer Ghia's offer, Yarrow," he said quietly, but loud enough for Ghia to hear. Yarrow looked up at him and Ghia was almost sure he'd drop dead from the heat in her eyes. Then the bellica's face cleared and she turned to face the healer, all politeness now. 

"As the major says, Healer," she said, but it sounded strained. "We'll be there. Thanks again," she added, and then she grabbed Caelum by the arm and dragged him out of the hospitalis with her. 

Ghia shook her head with a small smile and wondered if Caelum would be alive to see the tavern tonight.
  


Jules




It was quiet in the hallway. 

The only sound that reached his ears was his breathing, heavy as his footfalls against the stone as he ran. His scabbard bounced against his legs with every step he took. His breathing was getting short; he'd been running for a long time. At the end of the hallway he could see a wide, open space. He pushed on. 

Abruptly he broke free of the narrow hall. He stood in a field, no evidence of a hall or any structure made by woman. In front of him she stood, a queen's coronet on her fiery red hair, rising as she was anointed by the priestess. Before he could shout out for her to stop, Yarrow had drawn her sword and cut the priestess down. As the woman fell Jules saw his sister's face. 

He screamed, but no sound came out. He ran towards the bellica--no, queen, who now was surrounded by bodies that had come from the ether, lying prone before her and rapidly decomposing, and before he could stop her the virulence of the poison hit him too. He could feel the terrabane running through his system, liquefying his insides and he stumbled and fell to his knees, last sights on Yarrow's grim smile, a dark power looming behind her. 




~




Jules woke with a gasp that nearly became a shout, his body soaked with sweat. He turned to set his feet on the floor, sitting on the edge of his bed, and placed his head in his hands. His heart was beating rapidly and his breathing was coming short; with difficulty he calmed himself and tried to banish the dream. 

You know it's not true, Old boy, he thought, trying to reassure himself. What you saw in Nucalif doesn't mean she did it. She was set up. Obviously. 

It was the same litany he'd repeated each night, each day, after each nightmare since the end of the East Campaign. Why he continued, he didn't know, as it failed to banish the nightmares. All it does is bring me a terrifying numbness. 

He sighed and raked his hands through his short hair viciously. "Get out of my head," he whispered. Maybe if he said it out loud it would work. 

Looking across the barracks to the water-clock on the wall, he saw it was only a few hours after he'd gone to sleep with the help of the tea Ghia had given him. He sighed, now too awake to go back to sleep. 

Nor do I really want to, he thought as he rose from his rack and grabbed his towel. A brisk shower was in order. 




~




Leaving the showers, head clear and a towel wrapped around his waist, he nearly knocked Healer Ghia over as she headed down the hall, away from the barracks. She made a small exclamation as she fell against the wall. A small blush rose up on her cheeks. 

He suppressed a smile at her discomfort and merely gripped his towel a bit tighter. She'd always been like that--clinically cool in the hospitalis but easily embarrassed in any informal situation. 

With his other hand he touched her shoulder gently. "Is your head alright?" he asked, glancing at where she was rubbing it. 

She nodded, even more embarrassed. "I was just coming to see if the tea had worked," she said, waving a hand in the direction of the barracks. 

He smiled at her concern. "It did. For a while," he amended, and then stopped himself from speaking again. It wasn't something he really wished to talk about. "What are your plans for Midwinter's Eve?" he asked. Anything to avoid discussing his nightmares. 

She wrinkled her nose prettily. "I'm working at the Cauldron." 

He sucked in his breath sharply, making a sympathetic face. "I do not envy you."

She gave a bark of laughter. "Please, Jules--we all know you secretly wish you were a short nineteen-year-old woman," she said, merriment in her eyes as she teased him. 

Jules made a moue of astonishment as he held his hand up by his chest. "My secret is out! However will I live now, so malcontented being my old, tall, male self?" 

She put her hands on her hips and gave him a once-over. "I'd lend you my peplos, but I doubt it would fit." 

"I may surprise you," he said, mock-serious, and she laughed again. "Do you want some company for your trip to the tavern?" 

She shook her head, mirth gone now. "You should sleep. You don't look much better than when I last saw you." 

He knew she was right, as usual when it came to matters of his own health. But he couldn't bear the thought of more nightmares, and left alone and awake he'd be bored out of his skull. He sighed and rubbed his chin. Without having to talk about the nightmares, how could he tell her he'd rather not sleep, ever, again? He realised by the stubble that he'd forgotten to shave. 

Dammit, he thought. Probably look ten years older. Just what I need. 

"Truthfully, Ghia, I'd rather lose myself in a mug of ale tonight and try to pass out that way." He looked at her, hoping she'd catch on to what he didn't say. 

Understanding creased her brow and she nodded. "Better get dressed then; I'm leaving in a few minutes. Meet you at the stables in ten?" 

He smiled in gratefulness and saluted her, making her laugh again, before running back to his rack to change. What better Midwinter gift than a night away from the dreams that plagued him--and how better than to spend that night than in Ghia's company?
  


Helene




The hospitalis had calmed after Ghia had left, as if the girl had taken the busy energy of the day with her. 

Helene wouldn't have been surprised if that were the case. Her adopted daughter had always been...different. And I'm not just referring to her supernatural abilities, she thought, sweeping the herbcraft room. 

Helene and her twin sister Kasandra had found Ghia on their doorstep on New Year's Day, 4001, wrapped in swaddling cloths and no more than a year old. They'd taken her in, for the covenant of their family line required an heir each generation to the secrets they held, and it was beginning to look as if neither would mother a child. Soon it became apparent that the good-natured, bubbly, fiery-haired baby was no ordinary child. At first, Ghia's fledgling powers had frightened her adoptive family, for she could make things float on the air without thinking and frequently read others' thoughts. It was a danger, the sisters knew; so, as soon as Ghia was old enough, they taught her how to harness some of her magek powers, and made her subconsciously block the others through hypnosis. 

That was their family's covenant: they kept safe the secrets of magek from the Second Age. Most of the information in the books they kept no longer made any sense; without context, reading of most ancient mageks was like reading Nighttide hieroglyphics--nearly impossible. But they found enough information to keep their daughter safe. Someday, Ghia would be entrusted with the same books Helene's mother had entrusted to her daughters. 

That is, if she ever calms down a bit. Helene smiled as she thought of her always energetic, always moving daughter. The girl never slowed down, even on her few days off. She nearly bounced with restlessness. Ghia had professed, once or twice, her deep wish to travel the countryside--for adventure! 

Helene smiled ruefully as she put away the broom and went to her next task. She had been much the same, at Ghia's age. Kasandra more so, but I daresay our taste for adventure and travel has been dulled. There was such a thing as too much adventure. 

She found an acolyte healer and grabbed the boy's arm. "Son, have you seen Miranda? I said I'd show her the drying of herbs today." 

The boy was young--couldn't have been more than seven, eight years old--and he looked at Helene fearfully, as if he expected her to yell at him. She smiled kindly down at the child, and he relaxed a minute amount. He pointed a skinny arm at the dormitories. 

"She wasn't feeling well, Ma'am, so she said she went to go lie down." 

Helene's eyebrows creased. "Unfortunate. Do you know what her symptoms were?" 

The boy shook his head, looking more scared now Helene's smile was gone. "No, Ma'am. I didn't think to ask," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. 

Helene forced a smile back on her face and patted his shoulder. "We all make mistakes. Go on to your duties; I'll look in on Miranda." 

The boy scampered off, relief on his face, and Helene made her way into the common room that joined the dormitories to the hospitalis proper. A few healers who were not on shift, or were on break, sat at the table playing cards and talking softly, immersed in the same camaraderie that one might find in a regiment. Helene nodded with a smile to Jera, a woman close to her age, who sat with a girl around Ghia's age named Giselle. The two women had been in Helene's hospitalis for many years. Jera had served under the last head healer, Lucina, with her. Giselle had been there as long as Ghia, and the girls were like sisters. 

Giselle and Jera returned the nod with respect and turned back to their card games. Helene grabbed a candle from a shelf and lit it from one of the torches before heading through the considerably thicker door that led to the dormitories. 

The large rooms were silent and dark, filled with bunk beds that held sleeping healers. Quickly Helene made her way through the rooms, looking for the distinctive Miranda. The girl looked quite a bit like Bellica Anala of the second regiment, though she was almost twenty years younger. Helene doubted they were related, for Miranda did not have Anala's distinctive accent, the Harbourtown accent. Besides, one would surely have mentioned the other, had the two been relatives. Family in Athering was large, extensive and acknowledged. Always. 

When she got to the final room she was sure she would find the girl, but she did not see that dark black hair atop that dark golden, almost olive skin tone--quite rare in Athering, where cold climates and little sun bred pale people. Helene's eyebrows knit together in a deeper frown. She was a careful observer. She hadn't seen Miranda in any of the rooms, yet the boy had said the girl hadn't been feeling well. 

What if the girl had fever, delirium, and was wandering the castle halls in a daze? Quickly Helene made her way back to the common room so she could ask Jera and Giselle, both of whom she trusted more than any other healer save Ghia. 

"Miranda?" Jera's deep voice was scratchy, and her frown matched Helene's. "No, she wasn't sick. Told us her shift was over and she was headed to the kitchens to grab a bite to eat." Her eyes flickered to Giselle for confirmation, and the young brunette nodded. 

"Didn't look sick to me, either," Giselle said, her sweet soprano voice a contrast to Jera's. 

Helene sighed in frustration as she set the candle down and extinguished the flame. "Can either of you tell me what time that was?" Miranda's shift most certainly had not been over; Helene had a full chart worked out in her office. The girl had been on all afternoon until 1900 hours. 

Jera and Giselle conferred with each other before the younger one answered. "That must have been around, oh, 1745, I should think?" 

Helene glanced at the clock. It was just past 1800 now. The girl had been gone for over half an hour. The kitchens were no more than a few minutes away--even if one took the scenic route through the castle hallways. 

"Jera, I hate to cut your break short, but I need to go find the girl. You have the hospitalis." 

Jera gave a small healer's salute and stood, not complaining about being called back to work so soon. She never did. Giselle followed her with the same good work ethic that made the two women indispensable to the running of the hospitalis and the Healers' Guild overall. 

Helene left her domain in the hands of women she trusted and headed to the castle kitchens to see what she could find out. 

Tenea, the head cook, could offer Helene no information. No one in the kitchens had seen the girl, not that evening, nor in the past sevenday. Helene thanked the Harbourtowner--an actual relative of Anala, though they looked nothing alike--who shrugged helplessly.

"If'n I'd be able ta help ye at all, I would, ye ken," the cook said earnestly. 

"I realise. Thank you, Tenea," Helene said with a warm smile. 

Tenea nodded and walked back into her domain, Helene thought, a bit more stiffly than usual, but she could not spare a moment's notice to it. She had to find Miranda. A sinking feeling told her there was more to Miranda's disappearance than just a young girl's feeling the need to rebel and shirk her duties. Helene knew, through some preternatural sense, that Miranda was up to no good. 

Her feet led her to the stables, where she found herself asking the manager, a man trained as a priestess--she could see that by his earrings, and guessed he must be dedicated to Cayusee--if he'd seen a ten-year-old girl who could have been Bellica Anala's sister go by that way. 

The man had a habit of nodding a lot, which he did while she explained, as he thought, and even more so as he answered. 

"Dark hair, yes? About yea high?" he held his hand at a height that reached Helene's elbow. She made a noise in the affirmative. "Oh, yes. girl came by about, oh, half an hour ago. Asked if she could borrow a castle pony. I seem to remember wishing to tell her no, for it's getting to be late and it's a rambunctious night. Don't want her getting hurt, but...." He frowned, bushy eyebrows joining above his nose, his mouth twisting and making his gray beard and moustache dance. "Don't recall why I said yes, exactly. But she took off into town about quarter to 1800, if I recollect aright." 

"I see." Helene said, managing to keep her voice level. Something was not right here, but she couldn't put her finger on it. She thanked the man, who looked somewhat guilty at letting a young child go out on Midwinter Eve, and told him there was no need to worry, for the girl was resourceful and could take care of herself. 

Helene hoped it was true, for she wished to give the child a stern talking-to when next she saw her. Unfortunately, that would not be tonight, as she had more work to do in the hospitalis and could not shirk her duties. 

Whatever Miranda is up to, I hope it does no great damage.
  


Yarrow




She'd snarled at Caelum to leave her alone in her quarters after their visit to the hospitalis, and a good thing for his own health he had. If she couldn't spar and had to show up in town that evening, she'd spend the afternoon sulking, she decided. 

Soon her sulk turned into a doze upon her bed, and soon after that, a full nap. 

She awoke to a banging on her door. Groggily she got up, still in the grips of her dream, and opened the door to stare blearily at her major. He looked down at her, slightly exasperated. 

"If you sleep the night away we'll never make it to the Cauldron." 

"Nghh," she managed to articulate, and left the door open as she went to her bathroom. He went on talking. She ignored him as she placed her hands on the counter and stared at her reflection the mirror. 

Nucalif had aged her. She no longer looked her twenty-nine years--new stress lines around her eyes and mouth made her look more like a woman of forty. New scars, too. The scar on her shoulder from Seigneur Timor during that fateful sword fight in the keep, witnessed by none save herself and Jules, and a scar on her face where a townsperson armed with a rake had gotten in a lucky hit. It had narrowly missed her eye, and now the jagged line ran from her forehead down her cheek to her jawline. 

Looking at the frizzy, flyaway hair that had escaped the tight braid she kept it in, she thought she saw some gray among the deep, dark red. She hoped she'd imagined it. 

Caelum had fallen silent and was staring at her. She glanced at him briefly, asking him what he was looking at without words. 

"You had the dream again," he stated. 

She sighed and started to unbutton her jacket. "What if I did?" she asked, tossing the garment to the floor. 

"Yarrow, when are you going to talk to a priestess about this?" His face was earnest, as it always was, as he came to the door of her washroom and looked at her, his gaze burning a hole in her side. 

She shucked off the rest of her clothing and turned on the taps in her shower. "It's just a crazy dream, Caelum. I'd be wasting her time," she said, and stepped into the shower. 

She heard his sigh of frustration and knew he walked back into her room to sit and wait at her desk or on her bed while she washed the sleepsweat from her body. 

What would she tell the priestess anyway? "Hi, I'm a bellica and I keep on having a dream about a Goddess." Yeah, you and the rest of the population. Who doesn't dream, or at least think, on Them? You're no different. 

The dream never told her anything anyway. It was always the same: she and her sister, as young girls. They stood facing each other, and then she watched a great darkness loom up behind Zardria and swallow her. Yarrow turned her face away from the sight, and saw behind her a Goddess--Kore, she thought, but she couldn't be sure. 

That was it. No more; nothing else to explain it. Kore said nothing, and the darkness that had swallowed Yarrow's twin was shapeless, nameless. 

If Yarrow were to guess what it meant, she'd say it meant the Goddesses laughed at her plight. They have a wicked sense of humour, after all. Must be funny enough to Them that Zardria and I haven't exchanged any words save those of hate for over two decades. That she wishes me dead while I--foolish as I am and always have been--while I still love her with all the sororial piety that I should. Sure. What Goddess wouldn't laugh at such a situation of a mortal?

Her shower over, she was not in a better mood at all. She wrapped a towel around her body and walked back into her room, where, sure enough, Caelum sat on her bed, leaning his tall frame against the wall, eyes closed. One lid flipped open as she walked in and he regarded her in a cyclopean manner as she searched through her closet for another set of dress grays. 

"When was the last time you brushed your hair?" he asked abruptly as she tossed the clothing and fresh underwear on the bed beside him. 

Startled, she stopped to think. "Don't know," she said with a shrug. "Can't say it's been on my mind lately." 

He sighed affectionately and stood up, heading to her washroom. "Yarrow, if you're not going to take care of that obscenely long hair of yours, you should cut it." 

She looked over her shoulder, seeing where the end of her braid hit the backs of her knees. "What's wrong with it?" 

He emerged, holding her little-used hair brush. "It looks unkempt," he said flatly, staring at her as if he couldn't believe she could be so oblivious.

She was, usually, but also she just liked to annoy him. "Fine," she said, rolling her eyes as she grabbed her clothes and started to get dressed. "Find a knife and cut it--around the small of my back." 

"Why don't I just chop it all off?" he muttered, pulling his boot knife out. 

"Because my spouse hasn't died," she said simply, pulling on her shirt. "Quickly now; I want to go get drunk." 

She heard him snort, and then felt his hands gently holding her hair. She heard the knife cut through the strands, and then heard the bottom half of the braid fall to the floor. She hadn't cut her hair in over ten years, and it was as if a piece of her had fallen with the braid. For a brief moment, she felt bereft. Then all thought was pushed out of her head and all she could feel was Caelum's hands as he undid the rest of the braid and gently brushed her hair, working out the kinks and tangles with skill and patience. 

She closed her eyes and savoured it, a small tenderness she allowed only from him. Though she'd never say it out loud.
  


Jules




Though he couldn't spend much time with Ghia, for she was working, he found himself having a good time at the Cauldron nonetheless. The food and drink flowed and tasted like ambrosia and nectar. There was the standard ale, of course, the shandygaff Circe's Cauldron was famous for, and hot spiced rum-apple cider, a seasonal favourite, along with a creamy egg drink called noge that was also traditional around this time. On the food menu was roast boar, turkey, what vegetables could be scrounged at this time--cooked expertly--and a sinful array of baked goods: gingerbread, always a favourite, a cake with fruits and nuts in it that only a few seemed to like (Jules being one of them), and orange-squash pie with clotted cream on top. 

A team of musicians played in the corner of the taproom, by the fireplace, and space had been cleared as a dancing floor. Jules was on his third cup of noge by the time he felt light and airy enough to be led onto the dance floor: first with a young dama whose attentions were quite welcome, and then with a young man Jules would have easily spent more time with. There was either a good selection of dance partners there that night, or he was just extremely lucky, for each dance was better than the last, filled with flirtations and laughter. 

He wouldn't let it get any farther, of course, but it was nice to feel as if he were young again. 

Not that thirty-two's old, he amended, looking at the still-beautiful Kasandra who was now pushing seventy, looking no older than forty-five. It's just not terribly young anymore. He looked wistfully at Ghia, radiant in a green velvet peplos, her red hair pinned back with a gorgeous silver clasp. Her smile never wavered, no matter how full the trays on her hands were, and she treated each patron with the same good cheer. 

Quite the Midwinter Fairy, he decided. Though I doubt even she could grant my Midwinter wishes. His jaw clenched then, and he looked away, stoutly taking another sip of his noge. He didn't want to think about Nucalif. Not tonight. Not ever again. 

A hush fell over the room then as a blast of cold air came in through the open door. Jules looked to see what had caused the sudden silence and nearly dropped his stein. Bellica Yarrow stood, as if a smile had been nailed to her face. Major Caelum beside her. His smile was quite a bit more genuine. 

"Bellica. Major," came Ghia's resonant voice, and Jules instantly knew why Yarrow was here, out, celebrating Midwinter for the first time in almost two decades. He wondered how Ghia had done it. "So glad you could make it." 

The spell cast over the customers was broken, and the chatter and music started up again. As if under a different sort of spell, Jules found himself standing and making his presence known to his superiors. 

"Happy Midwinter, Yarrow, Caelum," he said, waving them over. "There's room at this table if you'd like a seat." 

Yarrow and Caelum exchanged a glance, and it was the major who graciously accepted for the two of them. 

As the officers were seated, an awkward silence fell, for Jules still felt he could not look Yarrow in the face. What had possessed him to ask them over? I must be mad. Or just painfully polite. 

Luckily Caelum broke the silence with banal conversation, asking Jules how his Midwinter Eve had fared so far. 

"Can't complain," Jules said with a smile that was, at least, half real. "Good food and drink, good music, and lovely wenches," he added with a friendly leer at Ghia, who had made her way to their table. 

She snorted. "Not too loud, Jules, or some other patrons might think they can get away with that again." She braced her tray against her hip as she stood, leaning with her hand against the back of his chair. 

He leaned back and looked at her like a dog begging for scraps. "Aw, come on, Ghia. I want to see your aunt beat someone twice her size again!" he said, laughter rippling through his voice. Caelum chuckled as well, for he'd been there for that day and it had been a rather entertaining sight. Yarrow merely smiled, tight and strained. 

Ghia rolled her eyes and asked them for their orders. Unsurprisingly, Caelum ordered food for the two of them, while Yarrow ordered a full tankard of ale for herself. Ghia didn't even raise her eyebrows. Yarrow's penchant for drinking was well known. Jules asked for a refill on his now empty noge stein, and Ghia gathered his other steins from the table. 

Caelum's eyes followed her appreciatively as she left, taking in the mix of red and green where her hair met the peplos, but the look in his eyes was avuncular, not desirous, Jules thought, feeling even worse about his attraction to the healer. Caelum had also watched Ghia grow up. 

"She's quite the Midwinter Fairy, isn't she?" Caelum asked, echoing Jules' earlier thought. 

Yarrow stood abruptly. With a curt "Back in a few," she stalked off towards the privy. 

Jules' heart twisted with the same familiar pain. She was leaving because of him, he knew. He should have been there for his bellica, and instead he had deserted her in her time of need. She must be going as crazy as I, he thought, ashamed. 

Caelum was looking at Jules rather more shrewdly than one would expect from the man, who was not exactly famous for mental acumen. "You two alright?" he asked. Maybe he saw more than he let on, most days. 

Jules nodded, wishing he could lie easily. "We're fine," he said, and wished he had a stein to take a drink from. "Are you two alright?" he asked, somewhat pointedly, and Caelum laughed. 

"We're always fine," he said, but it was a bit too quiet, and Jules knew there was still no progress on that front. 

They fell into a silence neither awkward nor comfortable, as Jules reflected on his muddled emotional state. Things had been fairly simple before Nucalif: serve a bellica he longed for but could never have, for it was plain as night to everyone in Athering that Yarrow and Caelum were, well, destined for each other. Plain to everyone except the two of them, of course. 

It was Caelum, the poorly educated farm boy from Southland, whose literacy skills were still lacking and who had only gotten as far as he had only because of Yarrow's influence on him, who was clearer about how he felt for people than Jules and Yarrow, whose education had lacked nothing in childhood or adolescence. 

I suppose there are different sorts of intelligences, Jules thought, staring at the tall, fair-haired man who sat with him at the table. Caelum had never lacked clarity about how he felt for Yarrow--he'd confessed as much to Jules one drunken night while they played Queen's Ransom, on the march to Nucalif. That night Jules had packed away his hope, for he could see that Yarrow would never feel for him as she did for Caelum. 

Caelum might be just as doomed, however. His ineptitude with words made it impossible for him to talk to Yarrow about it. And she was denser than stone. 

Would Caelum still harbour that purity of feeling if he'd seen what Jules had seen in Nucalif? It had certainly muddied the waters of the medic's emotional sea. 

He gritted his teeth and re-adjusted his seat in his chair, willing the memories away. It did no good to relive the horror. Yarrow had to be innocent, for whatever pathos Yarrow lacked for most things Atherians held closely to their hearts, like patriotism or religion, she maintained a great respect for the law. What he had seen...could surely not have been Yarrow committing one of the most heinous crimes in the nation. 

She had to be innocent. Set up by an agent of Empress Zanny, or Empreena Zardria, probably. His dreams meant nothing. They were just the crazy rants of his subconscious. 

I'm just going mad, I know it. She must be too. 

Before he could gather enough courage to leave the table in search of her, Ghia arrived with their drinks and the information that the food would be a little longer. Jules made himself sit in his seat and was pleasant to the healer but his mind was far away, thinking about treachery and poison.
  


Yarrow




In the privy, Yarrow paced like a caged treecat. She felt like punching something. 

Or retching. 

"Oh, I can't take it anymore," she snarled out loud, only half-directing it at the Goddesses. She leaned over the sink and breathed heavily, then regarded her reflection again. She looked better than she had only half an hour ago--Caelum's brushing of her hair had left her curls lustrous, and he'd put only half of it in a braid, letting the fire of her hair spill over her shoulders. "Absolute shite for battle," she mused, "but not half bad. Maybe I'll get him to do that more often." Then she exploded away from the counter again, pacing as best she could in the tiny room, disgusted with herself for thinking about how she looked at a time like this. 

Eventually she sat down on the lid of the privy bowl and forced herself to breathe. She needed to talk to Jules, she knew. He must be thinking all sorts of things about her. It was a miracle he'd not reported her yet. 

"But I didn't do it," she whispered. "Right?" This time she really did address the Goddesses, but none answered her plea. 

terrabane was the most virulent, the most dangerous, and the most illegal of all poisons in Athering. While the use of some others merely garnered a life sentence in the dungeons, the use of terrabane merited death. Instant. Merciful. Unwavering. Only the stupidest or the most clever of people used it, for it was so dangerous that touching whatever remained of the body afterwards could spread it, killing the person foolish enough to inspect the corpse as well. There was no cure. Instantly upon reaching the bloodstream it liquefied the insides of the victim, and started decomposition of the body almost immediately. 

It had been on her sword when she'd gone to kill Seigneur Timor. 

Never mind that her orders had been to destroy the Timor line, to hunt down every living member of his family, including his young husband and newborn son. Never mind that she'd no idea how the terrabane had gotten onto her sword--the use of poison was so alien to Yarrow's mind, the breaking of a law so against the core of her principles, that she'd never thought to check her weapon. 

I'm just lucky I fought with my dagger through the town and into the Keep, she thought now, rubbing her hands over her face. Or everyone would have seen. 

No. It had been only Jules, her forever loyal, forever argumentative Chief Medical Officer. For some reason, he had followed her up the stairs as she hunted her quarry. He had watched her deadly swordfight with Seigneur Timor--a ballet, to be sure, for the man had been trained in fencing. 

It had been a tough battle. Fairly soon into it, Yarrow was hit with his blade. Angered, she'd repaid him with the same small slice on the arm. 

Then he had died, decomposing before her very eyes. Before the eyes of Jules. 

Now my own CMO won't even look me in the eye, won't speak to me. Over a month now, and we've not talked about it. 

She made a sound of disgust in her throat. "What would you say, Yarrow? Hey, Jules, remember when you saw me commit that heinous act? Did you tell anyone? Could you not? Because I didn't actually do it," she half-whispered to herself, sardonically. She rolled her eyes and stood, needing to pace again. 

He hadn't been sleeping well, Ghia had said. Yarrow could tell that herself. The man looked half dead, with shadows under his eyes and stubble on his face and neck. Nightmares, like, she thought. I know him: he hasn't told anyone. Won't. His loyalty to me outweighs his loyalty to the Sceptre.

I hope. 

What about herself? She didn't know if she'd been set up or was mad. Had the stress of her job finally just pushed her over the edge? She never let her sword out of her sight. No one could have set her up. 

I must be mad then. And I'll have to tell someone, eventually. 

"But not Jules," she whispered, knowing he was not the one she could talk to about this. She only hoped the one she could talk to would listen. 

There was a pounding on the privy door then, making her jump. A loud voice penetrated the thick wood, yelling at her stridently. 

"Hey! You're not the only one who needs to piss!" 

Yarrow unbolted the door and flung it open, directing her glare at the person on the other side. The man stepped back a bit, and Yarrow pushed past him into the room beyond, her glare never wavering. He quickly stepped into the privy and closed the door. 

With a long-suffering sigh, she made her way back to the table she shared with Caelum and Jules, and with a nod to each of them sat down, giving some verbal excuse about not feeling well. 

"Is there anything I can get you?" Jules asked, ever the medic, and Yarrow noticed he was looking her in the face now. 

Hm. Wonder what brought on the change. 

She shook her head. "I'm fine. Thanks," she added, forcing herself to be friendly with the man again. 

Caelum then got up with some excuse she knew he knew wouldn't hold water, and left the two of them alone. Yarrow could have killed him. 

He obviously thought they needed to talk it out. She'd never bring it up and neither would Jules; so it was pointless.

"Can I buy you a drink?" The question was so abrupt, Yarrow nearly jumped. 

"I'll bankrupt you," she said, a small smile on her face. 

"A drink," he corrected, smiling back. "You'll run out of ale fairly soon, at the rate you're going." 

Looking in her tankard she saw he was right. In the time she'd sat down she'd downed two steins already, and the tankard was nearly half empty. 

She growled. "This stuff is not strong enough." 

"That, or you're too used to it," he said with a small shrug. "You should try the noge. It may work better." 

She looked at him finishing his third?--fourth?--stein of the stuff and nearly laughed. "No way you're already feeling something off that," she said. It looked so weak. 

"Hey now," he said, leaning forward on the table. "Don't dismiss the noge. It packs quite a kick." 

Now she did laugh. "Sure. That, or you have nearly no tolerance." 

He raised his eyebrows at her, leaning back in his chair and looking as superior as Jules could. "I'll have you know I could outdrink you with any beverage, Bellica," he said, all seriousness. 

"Oh," she said, snickering. "Really. Let's test that, shall we?" 

They shook on it, and then Ghia, with her always impeccable timing, appeared with the food, asking if they needed any more drinks. Yarrow started a tab and told her to keep the noge coming, for she was going to prove to Jules which of them was more of a woman, once and for all. 

Ghia's face held some affectionate exasperation as she went to fill this next order, and then the Midwinter Yarrow-versus-Jules games truly began.
  


Magea Rosa




The awakening from her dream state had been brutal. 

In 3721 of the Third Age, Atherian Calendar, when she had secluded herself in her tower and banished herself to a half-life--an unconscious state her kind could reach, in which there was no time, or space, but only darkness and dreams--she had set alarms that would penetrate the half-life to wake her. Alarms on a rockshield in the ground in the abandoned gardens under her abandoned tower in the north wing of the castle. Those alarms would tell her if anyone was disturbing the Naratus or his sister, the Magisphere, ancient weapons of Rosa's people, dreaming in their own sleep states deep below the ground, hidden away until the next time they would be called. 

Nearly ten days ago those alarms had been triggered by a furtive-looking blond man in military dress burying a stained kettle. Rosa had reached out with her mental tendrils, through the blare in her mind from the alarms, and discovered something that had knocked her back on her rootfeet. 

terrabane. It was unmistakable. She'd recognise the poison's signature anywhere. She should, for she had been the one who'd developed it, millennia ago, during the Magi-Terran Wars. She doubted any Terran knew that part of history very well; they were so incredibly good at self-deception. 

How did they get hold of the poison? It had not been growing anywhere near their settlements when she'd gone to sleep. I suppose they're more than settlements now, but I'll forever think of them as young and new to this world. It must have migrated down from the far north, where the abandoned cities of her people lay, empty, the Schools collecting dust, winds blowing through the organic, timeless structures. The question was, had it done it by itself or had it been moved by Terran hands? 

The former she could understand, for plants had a level of consciousness--lower than hers, of course, for she was Magi, but related, for she was kash-corasin Magi, a being who was part tree. The flower with the bright orange leaves and the blue petals could have decided one day, in the limited way of non-Magi plants, to simply start migrating its seeds south, down to where the Terrans resided. 

The second option...well, that meant that the Pact had been broken, and a Terran, or many Terrans, had violated the oath they'd made so long ago, and desecrated her people's sacred cities. 

Not that they're unused to breaking oaths, she thought somewhat bitterly. It had been half a lifetime ago, it was true, but still hurt to think on. The Terrans had eliminated what few of her kind had remained. She--and Corinus, she thought, for she'd not felt his death--were all who still lived. 

Either way, there was nothing she could do about it, save turn off those blasted alarms. It had taken almost ten days of standing by her dirty window, soaking up what little of the weak winter sun there was, to replenish her energy enough to shift down to the gardens and reset the alarms, check on the Great Powers resting beneath the rockshield, and retrieve the kettle. 

She still had no idea how long she'd been asleep; with the mental noise from the alarms blaring in her head she'd not been able to do much more than garner the strength needed to get down to the gardens and shut it off. Now it was blissfully quiet in her head, and once she got the kettle back to her tower she got to work reading the minds of the Terrans around her, gathering the information she needed. 

Midwinter Eve, she noticed soon enough, stretching her mental vines beyond the confines of the abandoned wing she inhabited. Quite an occasion, she knew. They put such stock in solstices and equinoxes. Her people's holidays had been something somewhat different, though she barely remembered them now. 

Stretching down into the castle, she noted the soldiers back from another Terran military "victory", the busyness of the cooks in the kitchen, preparing for the next day's feast, the sleepy contentment of those servants already in bed, dreams full of the excitement of the next day, wondering if Goddess of the sun, Kore, would bring them gifts during the night as She brought the sun out of its resting time to make the days longer. Stretching up again, she noticed nobles and courtiers sharing time with their families, letting the children stay up later than usual; she saw the Queen--no, Empress now is it? Interesting--pacing in her room, unhappiness the only mood she seemed to know. Going further up, she noticed a wall around the study in the Spire that she could not penetrate. 

Frowning, she knocked away at it, but it would not budge. It was large and black and smooth, and soon she was knocked back, away from it, with a rush of anger from another being. 

Rosa landed solidly back into her body, shaken. She'd encountered a force like that once before, and she shuddered to think what it meant, that it was back in this time and place. 

Gripped with sudden urgency, she would have marched from her tower walls right that moment and gone to do something, could she have thought of what to do. She brought her patience to the forefront again, the capacity her type was famous for, and made herself stand, and wait, and rest. She was still tired, not at full strength. She should sleep now. The next day, maybe, she would roam the castle and find out more. 

She hoped.
  


Caelum

Jourd'Umbra, 22nd Novena

Midwinter Day




It had been an interesting night, now over, thank heavens. 

Yarrow and Jules were both half-conscious, having each imbibed enough noge to kill a family of large boars. Caelum wasn't really sure who had 'won' the drinking contest, but he was sure they would both feel like losers in the morning. 

The taproom of the tavern was mostly empty now, patrons having gone upstairs to their rooms or outside, to their homes. Quite a mess. Jules and Yarrow, in their drunken wisdom, had done things that were, no doubt, very entertaining to anyone else who had forgotten the meaning of the word 'sobriety'. Things such as dancing on tables, having belching contests, and falling over every time one of them got another brilliant idea, taking down another table or chair or patron with the execution of said idea. 

He was glad each had been able to forget her troubles that night, but wished it hadn't caused such a mess in the Cauldron. He went to apologise to Kasandra for the broken steins and chairs, and offered to pay for them, but she waved her hand. 

"No, Major. Ghia's the one who let them get so rowdy, so it'll just come out of her pay," the woman said, and smiled at the major. 

Ghia's long-suffering sigh as she worked on getting Jules upright so she could lead him to his horse had not gone unnoticed by Caelum. "All the same," he said, taking enough coin out of his purse to pay for the damage and drinks, "I feel responsible." 

Kasandra shrugged. "If you insist." 

Caelum gave a short nod, and the tavern-keeper took the money with no further protest. Caelum went to pick up Yarrow, who lay drooling on the floor, and saw Ghia struggling mightily with Jules. 

"Always heavier than they look, eh?" he said, picking up Yarrow with a grunt. The bellica may have been skinnier than a birch tree, but she'd been in the military for almost twenty years. She was made of nothing but solid muscle and bone. Still, Caelum was stronger, and he placed her on his shoulder, her arms dangling down his back. 

Ghia sighed again and just let Jules slide to the floor this time. "Wish I were strong as you," she said, taking in the apparent ease with which Caelum held Yarrow. "Want to give me a hand with this one?" 

Caelum laughed. "I've got my hands full already. Just leave him on the floor of the tavern if you can't lift him onto his horse." 

"Bad for business." She shook her head. "I'll just find him a room to sleep in; drag him upstairs. I think I can manage that." She had her hands on her hips in a healeresque manner, and glanced up at Caelum with a small smile. "Thanks for taking care of the damages, Major."

He nodded in her direction and turned towards the door. "Anytime, Healer. Happy Midwinter," he added as he went to grab his and Yarrow's cloaks. He knew a dismissal when he heard one. 

"You too," he heard her call, and then he was ducking out the door, built for people much shorter than he. He hefted Yarrow onto her stallion, Pyrrhus, and placed her cloak around her shoulders before putting his own cloak on and mounting his mild-mannered mare. The wind had, thank heavens, died down, leaving the tops of the buildings dusted with a fairy sprinkling of snow, and the clouds were gone, leaving the stars to twinkle in the night sky. 

Truly, it was beautiful. Too bad Yarrow was still unconscious. He grabbed Pyrrhus' reins, clucked to his own horse, and began to lead both horses in a slow walk down Perimeter Road, into the poor section of town, taking the long way to give Yarrow a bit of time to recover. 

He still wondered what had strained her friendship with Jules, and if it had anything to do with Caelum's own betrayal of her trust. Jules had followed her when she'd gone up the stairs to kill Seigneur Timor, he knew, and he'd made damned sure no one else had followed him to bear witness. 

Most days he himself couldn't believe what he'd done, but then he thought of what he would have risked losing by not doing it. He didn't fairly see he'd had a choice. 

Maybe I could have chosen a different poison. 

He'd not made the decision until they were far on their way to Nucalif, past Two-Sides, where there was no shady apothecary to visit, no real selection. He'd only been able to harvest what was in the wild, and the only thing in the wild had been a small, innocuous-looking plant with blue flowers and orange leaves. 

A mistake. Yarrow would never forgive him. But it had saved her life--this he knew as well as he knew the layout of his hometown. 

If Jules had seen...Caelum should take care of that. I should get the man alone--more alone than in a crowded tavern--and talk to him.

And tell him what? Hope you're not thinking of reporting Yarrow, because she's innocent. No doubt Jules knew that, or he would already have gone to the Empress. 

No, it was Yarrow he needed to talk to, to make his apology. But how did one broach the subject? Yarrow, I betrayed your trust and have risked your entire life in order to save it, because I've never been good at thinking things through.

Sure. That would go over well. 

He suppressed a groan and kept his horse on a steady path. All he could do was hope she would bring it up first.
  


Ghia




After saying farewell to Caelum and watching him go out the door, Ghia turned back to her task of dragging the unconscious Jules up the stairs. It wasn't easy. He was a lot heavier than she had imagined. She remembered belatedly that he was auxiliary corps as well as chief medical officer, which meant he had had the same military training as any captain. Not for the first time, she wished her powers included being able to move things with her mind.

She got him across the floor with relative ease, then up the first two steps, where she had to stop to rest. With a grunt, she hauled him up the next two steps; then the next two. At the first landing, she dropped his arms and collapsed, exhausted, reflecting that she should have done more upper-body exercise in her youth instead of focusing on running. 

Wiping her brow, she moved to grab Jules again when something caught her eye. She looked up just in time to see a girl she hadn't noticed before open the door to the tavern and head off, down Perimeter Road towards The Tracks. The girl was young and, from what Ghia glimpsed of her, looked not a little like Miranda. 

Ghia concentrated and reached her mental breeze out, trying to get a whiff of the girl's psychic scent. It confirmed her suspicions. The girl was indeed the acolyte healer her mother had taken on in the hospitalis, despite Ghia's protestations that something had not felt right about the child. 

And now I find her in a tavern where she shouldn't be, for she's far under the drinking age, walking out obviously after Major Caelum and Bellica Yarrow--who are doubtless being watched carefully by the Empress. 

A spy, then. The girl could be no else. Ghia would have to tell her mother when she got back to the hospitalis the next day. Helene might show the necessary outward signs of loyalty to the Sceptre, but her only real loyalty was to her Guild and her hospitalis. She would tolerate no one who reported elsewhere on the activities within her sanctum. The hospitalis was a sanctuary of Althea--it must remain a place of healing, not intrigue. 

Ghia frowned then, as something occurred to her. How long had Miranda been in the tavern that night? Someone should have noticed her--a ten-year-old girl. Especially in Circe's Cauldron! Kasandra was known for running a tight ship: while other taverns might allow youth to drink before they hit the legal age, Kasandra never would. Tyvian! The only reason Ghia was allowed in the tavern at all was because she was Kasandra's niece! 

Some one should have seen her, she thought, still frowning as she looked at the door. I especially--why could I not sense her? Why was my sight clouded? 

"Ghia!" The healer jumped at the sound of her aunt's voice, and saw Kasandra stood at the bottom of the stairs, hands on her hips, glaring at her niece. "Are you going to stand there all night with your head in the clouds, or are you going to get him up the stairs so you can finish cleaning the tavern?" 

Ghia ducked her head in apology, a small blush rising on her checks. "Sorry, Aunt," she said, and bent to drag Jules a bit farther. With effort she got him to the next set of stairs and dragged him up a few before having to stop again. 

Kasandra's mouth twitched, repressing a giggle at the sight of Ghia trying to drag a thirty-something-year-old military officer up a flight of stairs. "Would you like some help?"

Ghia shot her aunt a sardonic look. "That would be nice." Could have offered before reprimanding me....

"Ah, ah," Kasandra said, waggling a finger at her niece. "No snotty thoughts, damisela, or I'll not help you."

Ghia stuck her tongue out. Kasandra stuck hers out in return. The two women laughed, and then Kasandra bent to pick up Jules' legs, and together they half-carried, half-dragged him up the stairs to find an empty room. 

It wasn't until they reached the first floor that Kasandra informed Ghia the only available room was the healer's. 

Ghia stopped herself from groaning. "That's on the fourth floor," she said, whispering so as not to wake any patrons. "Why didn't we just roll him behind the counter in the taproom and be done with it?" It was a rhetorical question, spoken in jest, but Kasandra answered anyway. 

"Because then he'd be underfoot as I cooked the morning meal. Come on. We won't get him any farther standing here and talking," she added, gesturing with her chin down the hall to the next set of stairs. 

It took nearly an hour to get Jules up to the fourth floor and into the small bed in Ghia's room. She made sure he was comfortable, taking off his boots and putting them beside the bed, and stripping off most of his clothing to throw into the wash, before she went to help her aunt finish cleaning up in the taproom. Once the floor was swept and the dishes cleaned and the laundry done and hanging up in the boiler room to dry, Ghia and Kasandra bunked down in the tavern-keeper's bedroom, also on the fourth floor, which had two beds in it instead of one. Absolutely exhausted, Ghia was asleep before she touched the mattress.
  


Miranda




Miranda checked behind her once again. She was sure no one had followed her, but her father had always taught her to be cautious. Her last mistake had cost her his esteem, and warranted his severe punishment. She shuddered at the memory. She'd been more careful since then. 

She was just out of listening range of the bellica and major, but they weren't saying anything. The bellica had waked up a quarter of an hour ago and had promptly fallen off her horse and vomited by the side of the road in a narrow alleyway. Miranda was disgusted. This was the Empress' best bellica? A drunken slob who, after destroying property in a tavern with her drunken friend, went and soiled the streets of Atherton with her filth? Pathetic. 

With a jolt, Miranda realised she had let her mind wander and had missed whatever the bellica had said. Cursing her incompetence, she hurried to get within earshot of the officers. 

"How many things did Jules and I destroy?" the bellica was saying. 

"Not many," the major lied to her. Miranda had to prevent herself from making a disgusted sound. Her father had better manners than this slovenly wreck of a human being--and that was saying something. 

"I'll have to pay Kasandra for the damages," Bellica Yarrow said blurrily. 

The major shook his head in reply. "No," he said. "I took care of it." 

"Ngh," she said, shaking her head. "You're always taking care of me." 

The man laughed softly. "Someone has to." 

The bellica made a 'hmph' sound and the two rode in silence for a while, Miranda scrambling to stay quiet and close. As they moved on the bellica straightened from her hunched position and reached back and started to do her hair in the thick braid she usually wore, but had abandoned tonight for whatever reason. When she was done she sighed and reined in her horse. 

"Caelum," she said, turning in her saddle a bit. The major stopped his own horse and turned to look at her, earnest expectation on his face. Miranda paused in a shadow, holding her breath. This was it--she could sense it. Something big was about to be said. Her mistress would be pleased. "I need to tell you something." 

"You can tell me anything, Yarrow. You know that." He smiled, but it seemed forced even to Miranda's young eye. 

The bellica sighed again. "You're not going to like this. I...I murdered Seigneur Timor, Caelum." 

The major gave her a patient look. "Those were your orders."

"To use poison?" Yarrow shot back. Miranda nearly gasped with delight. This was exactly what her mistress sought! Something to undermine the Great Yarrow's reputation! 

Caelum didn't seem surprised. "You used poison?" he asked, as though it seemed only a matter of course. 

Yarrow let out an explosive breath and punched the horn of her saddle, making her stallion snort and do a dancing sidestep. Automatically she soothed the beast. "I must be mad, because I don't remember doing so. But there was terrabane on my sword." There was a pause; Miranda nearly jumped up and down with glee. "And Jules saw me."

Dear God, this is solid copper! 

That was it. Having gathered all she needed, Miranda turned and fled down the nearest alleyway, heading back to where she'd tied the pony from the castle, just down the street from the tavern. There was no way she would be kept in the hospitalis after a copper piece like this! The empreena would have to re-assign her. 

She was moving up in the world. Her father would be proud. She knew it.
  


Yarrow




She could have cut the tension between them with her sword, if she'd still had it on her. She stared off down Perimeter Road, unable to bear looking Caelum in the face. Pyrrhus danced uncertainly on the cobblestones, and Yarrow could hear the scuttling of rats in the alleyways. The silence between them dragged on until she could take it no more, and looked back at him in exasperation. 

He sat alert in his saddle, looking behind them. A cold stone settled in her gut. 

"What is it?" she said out loud, fearing the worst. 

He hesitated before answering. "I think someone was listening to us. A spy." 

"Well I'm fecked then. Royally, even." She gave her small joke a small, slightly manic laugh. 

"You could run," he said simply. She knew he suggested it as a matter of course, for they both knew she never would. 

"And would you come with me? Be like Jared of myth, defending his bellica even in her madness?" She smiled sardonically at him, and he looked away, his face stricken. Her mouth hardened as her heart twisted. She looked away again. "No. Better: I just march into my sister's study on the morrow and profess my guilt."

She heard him scoff. "And what good would that do?" 

At some point their horses had started moving again, she noticed. She did not stop them. "Why draw out the inevitable? We both know it will come, so why not sooner, instead of later?" 

"Because we both know you won't do that." She had no response. He was right, as usual. He knew her too well. She ground her teeth in frustration.

"It's better than being completely helpless over my own fate," she growled, earning his small laugh. "What do you suggest I do, Caelum? I'll never run, I'll never throw myself upon the parsimonious mercy my sister may grant, and I'll never take my own life. I'm pretty much out of choices here." She raised her eyebrows at him. 

His shrug was infinitesimal. "You could give someone else up in your place."

She almost laughed at his suggestion. "And what poor fool would I send to the gallows?" 

His look was direct, his eyes burning into hers. "Me." 

It caught her completely off guard. She swallowed convulsively in the raw emotion crackling the air. She grasped at her old, Umbra-may-care mood, but her jesting tone fell flat. "What, you'd sacrifice your life for me?" 

His look didn't waver, but a small smile, almost as infinitesimal as his earlier shrug, curved his lips. "I swore as much when I became your major." 

"That's different," she said immediately, and broke her gaze away from his, unable to stand the intensity of it anymore. "And no, I won't. You had nothing to do with this, Caelum." 

They fell into silence again, the matter over and done with. She railed at her helplessness, but there was literally nothing she could do. Except, perhaps, commit myself in madness to the care of the priestesses at the Temple...but I should think the gallows would be preferable to being closeted up with those religious wingnuts. 

When Caelum spoke again it was such a surprise her brain didn't register his words. She asked him to repeat himself, wondering what else there was to say. 

"But I did." 

She looked at him blankly for a moment before the import of his words settled around her like a dense fog. "What?" she asked, ice embracing the blood in her veins. 

"You always give me your sword for the blessing before the battle, remember?" He smiled, belied by tears in his eyes. "I did it then. terrabane grows in abundance outside Nucalif. I would have chosen something milder, but...." he trailed off. 

Yarrow was so far gone into anger, an anger so deep it was cold, that she didn't care if he wept. The breath had been sucked from her chest. Her heart skipped a few beats and then thudded dully in her ears, louder than breath. She couldn't think; couldn't speak. The only reality in that moment was that great and terrible anger that rose up from some hidden, unknown part of her, threatening to engulf everything in its path. 

This was not the fury of battle, no. This was something deeper. Colder. More primal. She could not name it. Could not speak to name it; her tongue was heavy in her mouth and a red haze cropped the edges of her vision, blurring out everything except him. 

Prey.

Before she knew what she was doing she had lunged and knocked him from his horse to the ground below, her dagger already at his throat. He offered no resistance, did not try to throw her off, and it was his passive acceptance that gave her pause, made her hesitate before drawing her blade across his skin to slice the tender jugular. 

Somehow she found her voice back; somehow made her inhuman tongue work again. "What...what were you thinking?" she hissed, a low sound, animal in origin.

He swallowed, his Lucian's Pomegranate bobbing against the blade and pressing it harder to his skin. "I did it to save your life, Yarrow." 

She nearly dropped the blade in shock. "A right fine job you did," she hissed, pressing the knife closer to him instead. 

It must have awakened some spark, some need in him to live, for now he flipped her over, pinning her to the cobblestones, hands above her head. "I know. I messed up. Beyond repair. But my intentions were pure." He looked at her, pleadingly, begging something they both knew she'd never yield. 

Not now. Not anymore. 

She kneed him in the stomach viciously and kicked him off her; getting up, she retrieved her knife and sheathed it at her belt again. "You know what they say about the road to Tyvian, Caelum," she said, her voice ragged. "Guess I'll see you there."

She mounted Pyrrhus and kicked his sides, urging him to a canter, wanting to get away from Caelum as fast as possible. 

She did not look back, did not think back, did not open that door again. 

It was over. All of it. Whatever had existed between them--whatever feelings they had or might have had--no! All gone now. She was empty. Numb. Closed off from him forevermore.

Only after she'd stabled her horse and staggered back to her room by the barracks, only when she looked in the mirror, did she see the tears running down her face. She nearly vomited in self-disgust. 

With grim determination, Yarrow lifted the hidden plank in her floor and brought out her Pyra's Breath. Pouring herself a glass of the whiskey, she proceeded to drink herself into a coma, and hoped against hope to die in her sleep.
  


Ghia




At first, she could not say what had awakened her. 

She lay on her back in the gloom, looking around the room for some clue, listening. All was silent and dark; it was still deep in the nighttime. Her body was not in any pressing need. She was about to turn over and go back to sleep when it came again. 

Almost a whisper, a mental noise from the room next to her. 

Stiffly Ghia got out of bed, slipped on her soft leather shoes and put on her housecoat; shuffling across the room, she left as quietly as possible, careful not to wake her aunt. 

The next room was her room, where Jules slept. She opened the door and saw with eyes adjusted to the dark that he still slept, but fitfully. 

She closed the door and made her way across her room to the bedside. Now she was closer she could mentally hear him more clearly. He was in the midst of a nightmare, close to waking. 

Not wanting him to ruin what little sleep he was finally getting, she placed her hand on his back and worked on sending calming energy through him, trying to soothe the nightmare. She did not try to glance at the contents of the dream, for she had no wish to give her own subconscious any images to use for possible night terrors when she did get back to sleep. 

She knelt by his side, hand on his bare back, for he'd kicked most of the blankets off, trying to calm him by presence and powers. Eventually he settled down, and she could sense his dreams taking a turn for the better. Satisfied, she removed her hand and tucked the covers around him again before crawling into the chair by the head of the bed, still exhausted, to curl up for a little more sleep.

If she dreamed, she did not remember.
  


Empreena Zardria




"So..." the empreena purred, tapping a letter against her mouth as she paced behind her desk, "allow me to get this story completely clear." She cleared her throat delicately and smoothed her peplos before continuing. "Bellica Yarrow, of the first regiment and supposedly our best," and there was slight emphasis on the adjective, "in her effort to kill Seigneur Timor, used terrabane, the most lethal and illegal poison known to Atherians. Furthermore, she claims to not remember her actions, and thinks herself mad. Am I missing anything?" she asked, pausing for effect. 

Miranda, already unable to keep still with her news, fidgeted, silently pleading to be believed. 

Zardria ignored her. Tapping her lips with the letter again, she paced a bit, pretending to find her place in the story. "Oh, yes. The witness. Jules deTania, Chief Medical Officer in the first regiment, witnessed this crime and said nothing of it to his superiors--namely, the empress or myself." Finished, she turned to face the young girl who stood in front of her, still fidgeting. 

"A wild story, to be sure, Miranda," Zardria said. Her contempt stung the air. "Our great Yarrow is too honourable to use such a thing as poison--and even if she did, and had no knowledge of it, she would be so honest as to throw herself on the mercy of the court." Not that she would receive any. 

The heir-apparent placed the letter in a drawer in her desk, locking it with a thought. Its business would have to wait until later. Sniffing delicately, she continued. "How can I be sure that this...story you told me is indeed true and not...fantasy?" In one carefully spoken word, the empreena dismissed the girl for her youth--and stirred up an instantaneous fury. 

The girl lost her temper--and her wits, thought Zardria, if she had any to begin with. 

"It's no more fantasy than your ability as ruler!" Miranda near-shouted at her mistress, forgetting the danger. A second later her mouth dropped open in horror as she realised her mistake. Zardria snarled and grabbed the girl by the wrist, long nails digging into golden-toned skin similar to Zardria's own. She drew Miranda's face close so the girl could not escape the anger in her eyes. 

"And do you think you would do better, you petulant child?" The empreena bit off each word. She had no patience for stupid youngsters. Or stupid elders, for that matter. "I have worked for years--since I was younger than you--to gain what I have. To gain what was rightfully mine, though others should have liked to deny me." She half-turned her head and hissed, baring her teeth as she did so. She could hear the thoughts crossing Miranda's mind--the girl was projecting in her terror--about how feral she was. She turned back to the girl and smiled--not a pleasant sight, Miranda's shudder told her. "My mother, try as she might, was weak of heart--and unwilling to think that anyone except a copy of her exact self could do any better. A strong ruler, perhaps. But arrogant. It is better that she is gone." 

Her fingers tightened on the young spy's wrist, and Miranda whimpered in pain. Zardria glanced and saw she was drawing blood. Good. Make the girl realise it bodes ill to displease me. 

In her pain and terror, Miranda tried making excuses. "Please, mistress, forgive me--I spoke without thinking. The night has been long and I am tired--but I swear to you on the life of my family that I speak the truth." 

Zardria grunted, only slightly mollified. She would not forget this insult. Miranda fidgeted again, and she realised the girl would be of little use to her if her wrist was broken. She loosened her hold but did not let go. Her smile turned sympathetic as she quickly wove her words to inflict the most amount of hurt. "Forgive my anger, my dear, but you understand how hard it is to find good spies nowadays. I merely had to check to make sure you were completely honest. Now, I think, is the time for you to be assigned somewhere else."

Miranda visibly brightened at this prospect. Knowing how much the youngling hated being in the hospitalis, Zardria let her smile grow with genuine pleasure--a pleasure that bespoke ill for the girl. Using her unoccupied hand, she carefully traced a sharpened fingernail down Miranda's cheek--not hard enough to draw blood, but enough to leave a red line where blood rushed to the skin. Comprehension slowly dawned on Miranda's face as the empreena spoke, nearly purring the words in her fun. "I think it time for you to be assigned to the stables. The manager has needed a new stall-mucker for some time now." 

Miranda's scream of rage echoed through Zardria's study and the rest of the Spire. It inspired fear, but not shock, in the servants.
  


Anala




The smells of banquet food drifted from the castle kitchen to Anala's nose, and she inhaled deeply. As was her habit, she was headed to the kitchens to make small talk with the head cook, a person who would not think less of her for her Western accent, which had never seemed to dissipate in all her long years away from Harbourtown. 

Nobles and courtiers found the Western accent uncouth and barbarous, the shortened slang of sailors and harbour folk. They regarded her with a barely veiled contempt, saying nothing to her face, only to gossip about it around the next corner or behind the nearest curtain. Within weeks of her first appearance at court, when she'd become a bellica, all the castle knew, and most laughed. She'd done the only thing she could--she'd stopped speaking in public, except carefully rehearsed sentences. She had her major, Aro, do all public speaking for her, and quickly her reputation had changed from "barbarian Anala" to "taciturn Anala". This suited the bellica of the second regiment just fine. 'Taciturn' suggested level-headedness, and as she was far more rational than foolhardy in battle, better the court see her as the former. 

Her steps quickened as she drew nearer to the kitchen. The smells were mouthwatering. That was the one thing Anala liked about court--the food was splendid. Decidedly different from the fare she'd endured in childhood, save for the meals at her aunt's, but those had been few and far between, ending when she was fifteen. Entering the kitchen, she saw all the cooks abustle, hastily readying tonight's Midwinter Day feast. It was only 1250 hours, about half an hour to noon, but Midwinter Day was one of the biggest feast days of the year at the castle, and anyone who was anyone in Atherton would be present. A lot of mouths to feed. Anala did not envy the head cook on this day, although, at another time, she might. 

Anala stood unobtrusively in the doorway, waiting patiently. She would be noticed in due course. A few minutes passed, and a young cook of about eighteen years looked up and saw the bellica. She nodded at Anala and headed to the back of the kitchen, towards the icebox. The icebox in the castle kitchen was the envy of every tavern and hostel in the city--and of a few of the better charnel houses as well. It stood taller than Yarrow at two and a half metres, was four metres wide and fifteen metres deep. It kept meat edible for most of the year, except in high summer when the cooling technology couldn't compete with the heat of the day. Along with the grain silos in the southwest of the castle grounds, it could store enough food to outlast a siege, providing everyone in the castle rationed reasonably. Which'n they wouldnae, thought Anala uncharitably. She'd seen the eating habits of courtiers. They ate till they were stuffed, drank till they made fools of themselves, and left little for the servants--and that was on a good night. Such gluttony was not permitted in the army, and especially not in Anala's regiment. 

Rousing herself from her thoughts, she saw Tenea, the head cook, walking in her direction. There was a smile on the ample woman's face, and Anala realised that she hadn't been down in the kitchens since before the East Campaign. Hastily she returned the smile, just in time to be brought into a huge embrace from Tenea. 

"Bellica Anala! We ain't seen ye around for a while yet, girl! Reckon'd ya mighta forgotten us humble folk down in da kitchens." 

"Mmmfh," was Anala's dignified response, and a second later the cook's big, strong arms let her go and she was stumbling backwards, gasping for breath. Tenea let out a raucous laugh and patted Anala on the back, which did nothing to help her recover her lost breath. "Ye know, Tenea, if'n ye weren't me aunt, I'd be fit ta kill ye." 

Tenea laughed some more, unperturbed. Anala would never pull through on the threat. The bellica relaxed enough to chuckle a bit with her aunt, realizing that it was, after all, Midwinter Day and one for celebration, not one for being as stern as she usually was. She grinned and gestured for Tenea to lead her to a place where they could chat, namely the rough wooden table in the back of the kitchen, reserved for such a purpose. 

When they were somewhat comfortably seated on the two wooden stools at the table, Tenea started off the long-awaited chat with her niece. "Anala, ye came back on the thirteenth of Novena and ye haven't yet come to see me till now. Have ye forgotten yer family obligations?" 

Anala smiled politely. Getting home had not signalled an end to her work. The first night was spent with a few soldiers in her regiment whom the healers had deemed incapable of surviving the night. Anala sat vigil with them, staying with them until their last minutes, not even letting the healers take a look at her own injuries until each of her soldiers had passed. Then she'd had to inform the families of the deceased. She hadn't slept much. Her work had ended three days ago, and she'd just waked up from her rest at midday on Midwinter Eve. But there'd be no reason to be bothering me aunt with that, she decided. "Ah, but Aunt, I came only now outta respect for ye--I figured ye'd be busy enough with cooking for injured soldiers and the nobles without having me to deal with." 

Tenea gave her a mock-serious glare. "Anala, it'd be the biggest feast day o' the year today. I'd be busy now--just when ye decide to visit. Five days ago woulda been better." Anala shrugged. There was no longer anything she could do about it. 

Tenea had apparently come to the same conclusion, because now she was talking about all Anala had missed in the four months she'd been gone, an equal mix of news from the family in Harbourtown and the castle gossip. Anala listened politely, not caring much for the former, the latter interesting her only mildly. It pleased her aunt to talk about these things with one she could trust; so Anala humoured her. 

Something Tenea said sharpened Anala's interest, and she listened more attentively. 

"Tha' morning after ye arrived, in truth, one o' the Empress' guards came down with 'er morning meal, untouched, and said 'e'd been ordered ta make sure tha one who'd made tha meal ate it 'erself. Young girl, cannae recall 'er name--she'd been new ta the kitchens, ye ken--came forward. She ate the meal; woulda been done wit' it but the guard said the tea, as well. She drank the tea and it dinnae take more than a few seconds--dead, on tha floor, face pale, mouth foaming." Tenea paused and shuddered at the memory; Anala shared the reaction at the vision it conjured up. "The guard looked relieved." Tenea lowered her voice even more. "Like'n his life was hanging on the young cook's compliance, but we haven't seen 'im around for a while, neither. I dinnae ken who tol' her ta poison the empress' meal, but scuttlebutt says it'd be the treecat." 

Anala shivered. Everyone knew who the treecat was--servant's code for Zardria, the empreena everyone feared and silently loathed. Maybe not everyone, she thought, thinking of Yarrow. Anala didn't know where Yarrow stood with her sister. All evidence said that Zardria hated her twin with a passion, but maybe that was a ruse so Yarrow could win people's trust and then sell them out to her sister once they spilled their true feelings. Anala shook her head. If that was true, then Yarrow would have lost half her regiment already. Which she had, but only in battle. 

Besides, Anala had worked with Yarrow on numerous occasions and, while they didn't talk much anymore except to discuss battle plans, Anala had seen nothing but pain in Yarrow's eyes whenever the empreena was mentioned. More likely Yarrow loved Zardria and did not understand why her sister hated her so. Anala felt a pang for Yarrow, but still, she didn't trust the princess-turned-bellica. 

The bellica realised she'd been silent for a long time, Tenea just staring at her. She cleared her throat and hastily thought of something to say. "I'm sorry that ye lost a cook, Tenea, but I'd be a mite more grateful that ye dinnae lose yer own life." 

Tenea waved her hand, as if dismissing the issue. "Nae," she answered. "I let the empress give me a truth serum. I dinnae ken anything about it, so I stayed safe enough." Anala knew her aunt wasn't telling the whole truth, but she didn't press the issue. Tenea had her secrets, just like everyone else. The head cook respected her niece enough not to pry into the bellica's secrets; so Anala would return the courtesy. 

Suddenly remembering the second purpose of her visit to the kitchens, Anala reached into her belt pouch and pulled out a small wrapped gift. At Tenea's quizzical look, she blustered, suddenly embarrassed. "Jus' a small gift, that'd be all. Something for Midwinter, ye ken." A wide smile broke over Tenea's face as she started to undo the string that held the cloth on the gift. Anala held her breath, awaiting her aunt's reaction. She'd searched for this gift before leaving on the East Campaign, hiding it in her room and hoping she'd be alive and able to give it to her aunt when she got home--though, like every good bellica, she had a contingency plan for that possible outcome: Aro would have delivered the gift safely to Tenea, and if not he, then Fanchone, her Chief Medical Officer. A small cry of delight escaped her aunt's lips as she took the wrapping off and saw her gift: a small vial filled with a clear fluid, attached to a chain so she could wear it as a necklace. 

To anyone else, the gift might have seemed strange, but Anala knew her paranoid aunt would appreciate a poison detector. Whenever poisoned food got near the vial, the liquid inside turned red. It was a rare gift, and difficult to find even in apothecary shops, but Anala had persevered, wanting the perfect, most practical gift for her aunt this Midwinter. 

Looks like me perseverance paid off, she thought, as usual. Remembering her other obligations, she got up to go, but not before pulling the other gift from her belt pouch and placing it on the table. Tenea frowned. "Anala, ye've already gotten me the best gift ye could've. What more could I possibly want?" 

Anala shook her head. "It'd be from Ghia in the hospitalis, Aunt. She reckoned that it was a complement to what the empress had given ye." Tenea turned pale and nearly dropped the vial, but caught herself in time. Concerned, Anala grabbed her shoulder. "Aunt? What's the matter?" 

Tenea gave her a shaky smile. "Nothing'd be the matter, child. Let's see what Ghia saw fit to give me, shall we?" She reached out and grabbed the gift, her hands shaking as she pulled off the wrapping. Anala was still concerned, but she respected her aunt's privacy as usual and said nothing. 

The wrapping came away and revealed a jar of some sort of ointment. Confused, Anala came to her aunt's side of the table to read the label. Written in Ghia's neat handwriting was one sentence--a prescription of sorts. 




Healing salve--for your back. 

 Ghia




At once Anala understood. The truth serum would have revealed more than just her aunt's ignorance of the poison. It would have also revealed Tenea's true feelings about the dead Queen's sister--and that would have earned her the death sentence from the capricious and fickle woman who held the Sceptre. Whatever had spared her that hadn't spared her the lashing she'd obviously received. Anala's face tightened in anger. She had never agreed with the Empress' decisions as ruler, and less so Zardria's. Today their malice had hit Anala where she lived. Someone had to stop them. Or die trying, she thought vehemently. 

Looking down at her aunt, who was smiling at Ghia's gift, she realised that it could not be she. She had too much at stake. 

She sighed, realizing her time with her aunt had gone far past the time she could spare. She bent down and kissed Tenea on the cheek. "Bye, Aunt. I'd best be going now." 

Tenea smiled at her. "Thank ye kindly fer stopping by, Dear. Tell me how the feast is, ye ken?" Anala nodded and turned to go, but her aunt grabbed her and held her fast. "And...and tell Ghia I be sending me thanks, alright?" Anala nodded again, slowly, and left. She'd be giving the healer her thanks as well.
  


Jules




Jules awoke to the weak winter sunlight filtering through the curtains, hitting him square on the face. 

He groaned and turned his face away, but regretted the movement immediately as his head pounded and a rush of nausea swept over him. He probably groaned again, but he wasn't sure. 

What had he done last night? He didn't even remember getting back to his rack--he didn't remember anything past the tavern. 

One eye shot open in realisation. He couldn't be in his rack, for there was no window by it. And this mattress was far more comfortable than his lumpy one at the castle. And the pillow, too. Also, it smelled different: his own pillow smelled like, well, him. This one smelled like....

Pungent herbs mixed with the smell of freshly milled soap and a hint of eau du taproom. Ghia.

 He scrambled to sit up and clutched his head, then pressed a hand to his mouth to keep the nausea at bay. Gingerly he swung his legs over the side of the bed and sat on the edge, head in hands, a familiar position. Why was he in Ghia's bed? Where was Ghia?

The bed was empty save for him, but that didn't mean much. What had he done last night? 

Quickly he glanced around the room, and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the healer curled up peacefully on a chair not a metre away, wrapped in a housecoat and snoring softly. He sent a silent prayer of thanks that he'd not spent Midwinter Eve drunkenly debauching his young friend. That would be unlivable. 

If ever I were to debauch her--which would never, ever happen, but still.... If it did. I would want to be fully sober. He allowed himself a small smile at this thought, for it remained fully in the realm of wishful thinking. 

A draft alerted him to the fact that he wore nothing but underclothes, and he frowned. Had Ghia undressed him too? There were his boots, by the foot of the bed. Another chair held his breeches and jerkin, folded neatly. His shirt was nowhere to be seen. 

The sound of movement made him look back to Ghia, who was stirring now. She stretched and yawned, then opened her eyes sleepily, like a cat waking from a nap in a sunbeam. 

"Good Goddess," she said, looking at the sun. "What time is it?" He winced at the volume of her voice, and she laughed softly. "Sorry," she whispered, and got up from the chair. "I'll get you some tea." 

"Thank you," he tried to say, but his voice came out a croak. Before he could correct it she was gone from the room. 

He was left to sit with his pounding headache and an inability to form coherent thought, but not for long. Within minutes Ghia was back, a stoneware mug in her hands. Gratefully he accepted the warm mug from her and took a sip; then grimaced. 

"I'll never get used to that taste." His voice was working a bit better. 

She quirked her mouth in a half smile. "It's supposed to kill your desire to drink, Jules. That's why it tastes so bad."

"Guess I'm a slow learner," he said, smiling back. 

She shook her head with a soft chuckle, then walked to a dresser against the wall. "We've missed the morning meal and almost all of dinner," she said as she pulled some clothing out of the dresser. "Of course, so did most of the patrons." She turned and chucked something at him, which he just barely caught. He looked at the piece of linen clothing in bewilderment. She smirked at his scramble and confusion. "Fresh underclothes, Jules. I washed your shirt last night; you can borrow these for however long." 

"Ghia," he said, putting the clothing to the side so he could finish his tea, "Why do you have men's underclothing?" Granted, it wasn't much different from women's underclothing, but still...a puzzlement. 

She shrugged as she pulled a work-peplos from her closet. "Better person to ask would be Kasandra. I don't know why she has them lying around either." She flashed him another smile and left the room. 

"You didn't really answer my question, Wench," he called after her. 

"I know," came from the hallway, and he laughed. 

Left to his own devices, he finished his tea quickly, for it was working already. His headache was nearly gone, and his stomach had settled down considerably. He walked to the window to see what view Ghia had. He'd never been in her room before. 

One could see most of Atherton from this spot. He'd known the Cauldron was one of the tall buildings in town, but not that it had such a good view. He could see beyond the street called The Tracks, in the poor quarter of town, but everything looked sparkly and clean as the entire city was covered in snow this morning. North, he could see the towering buildings that made up the Temple complex; beyond, the castle loomed up even higher. He could just barely make out the taller buildings of the richer area of town: the Clinic, L'escuela, and a few houses that no doubt belonged to wealthy merchant families. He couldn't see the East or South Gates, but the North and West ones stood out, open to commerce from the city beyond the city walls. 

Impressive. We must be on the fourth floor, he thought as he moved away from the window, then frowned. Had Ghia dragged him up four flights of stairs? Why not just leave me in the taproom? Or kick me outside. And why give me her bed and take the chair? And go to the trouble of washing my shirt and taking off my boots? It's so much work. 

Jules didn't like the thought of anyone inconveniencing herself over him. Especially not a friend like Ghia. Goddess knew she had enough things to take care of without worrying about him. 

As if summoned by his thought she walked back into the room, dressed now and with her hair pulled back into a tight bun, looking almost dark brown instead of red. As she got closer he saw it was still wet, and surmised she was an incredibly quick bather. 

She shrugged, as if to answer what he didn't say out loud. "I prefer my showers cold," she said, and tossed him a few more pieces of cloth: his shirt and a fresh towel. Before he could ask anything she was talking a kilometre a second, giving him directions to the showers so he could bathe himself and telling him when dinner would be finished so he didn't miss any food, all the while never stopping her movements about the room, pulling linens out of cupboards and placing them on top of the dresser before stripping the bed. 

"Ghia," he said, unable to keep up with the bustling girl. "Slow down. How many cups of tea have you had?" 

She gave him an innocent look that was anything but. "Only three. Now, I have to get to work so I can get off in time for my shift at the hospitalis. Are you going to be alright?" She was already halfway to the door, dirty linens in one hand, clean in the other. 

"As soon as you tell me why you bothered to drag me up four flights of stairs when you could have just left me on the taproom floor," he said. She stopped short, back still to him. 

"Bad for business," she said, but he knew it was a truth that lied to cover up another truth. 

"Then you could have kicked me outside and left me to sleep with my horse."

She turned around then, her face incredulous. "You really think the heir to the title of Head Healer would leave someone in a drunken coma out in the cold so he could freeze to death? Are you sure you're okay, Jules?" 

He met her eyes unflinchingly. "Don't dance with me, Healer. We both know there's something you're not telling me--why did you stay the night with me?" 

She glared at him and her mouth hardened into a thin line, but he didn't back down. "Aside from your nightmare, waking me up in the middle of the night from my comfy sleep in the room next, where I had a warm bed, and your staying calm only when I was near you," she said, and he flushed, "there was a spy here last night. I'm pretty sure she followed Yarrow and Caelum. If she had an accomplice, there was no way I was leaving you alone to the wolves." 

Jules felt the air knocked out of him. Sure, he knew there were spies and assassins of the Empress everywhere, but it just hadn't been brought home to him until now that they might show interest in him. 

But of course they would. I'm Yarrow's CMO and it's no secret Empreena Zardria wants her sister destroyed. 

"We need to warn them," he said flatly. 

She nodded once. "Yes. We do. But we're taking our time. Haste will garner further suspicion. See you in the taproom," she added, and was gone. 

By all the fires of Tyvian. Jules felt like punching something in self-disgust. I spend the night getting so drunk I can't take care of myself and Ghia--whose life shouldn't have such cares, so early--has to remind me that all of our lives are at risk. No one was safe from the Secret Police--especially not the officers of the first regiment. 

With a sigh, he picked up his clothing and towel and headed downstairs to the showers. Looked as if Midwinter Eve was to be his last carefree night. Not that it had been particularly carefree, at that.




~




He took his time riding back to the castle, as per Ghia's suggestion. Perhaps it was an order. He held no illusions as to who outranked whom, no matter what wartime protocol might dictate. 

During dinner she'd asked him to take care of some errands for her aunt, and told him she'd go to the castle first and try to get a message to Caelum and Yarrow. 

"I'm working this afternoon anyway, so it won't look strange," she'd whispered to him as she'd served him in the taproom. "If you hurry back, questions will be asked." 

She was right, as usual; so he'd done the shopping Kasandra had required, making his way back through the back paths wending through the middle-class areas of town. 

He found himself on Temple Avenue, when his war-mare, Suki, stopped and whinnied. He chuckled softly. "You're smarter than I give you credit for, girl." The horse tossed her head as if to say "Well, of course!" 

He clicked his teeth and twitched the reins. "Come on, then. Let's go visit Sarai." 

Suki happily obeyed, for the priestesses in the Temple Bestiary were kind to animals, and several dedicated to Cayusee. The mare could be sure of a treat and warm stall. 

Entering the gate of the Temple Complex was like entering another world. Outside the streets of Atherton were covered in snow that had already turned to a muddy slush; the sky was gray, all greenery leached from the world around. The Temple Gardens, while still covered in snow, looked pristine and still alive. Jules had no idea how the Order did it. 

It was quiet, too, beyond the high white walls, unlike the noise of the busy city streets, for even on cold Midwinter Day, Atherton bustled with activity. The driveway that led to the main building and the Bestiary off to the side was cleared of snow and clean as a dirt path could be. Already a young woman was walking out to meet him, a smile on her tranquil face. 

Suki stopped in front of her and Jules dismounted, bowing deeply before the priestess. She nodded in acceptance of his deference. 

"Chief Medical Officer Jules," she said, a light query in her tone. He nodded, unsurprised. He and Sarai both had the look of their mother, and he had visited a few times in the past. The priestesses would know of him, at least. "Is your mount in need of attention?" the priestess continued, and Jules shook his head. Suki snorted. 

"Well, nothing past a warm stall and mayhap a treat or two while I visit my sister, Dama Priestess," he said with the smile he'd heard was charming. 

Her eyes twinkled now as she took the reins from him. "Of course." She waved to the main building. "They'll be better able to direct you in there," she said, and he bowed again. The priestess walked off with Suki, who practically danced with excitement. 

The main building of the Complex, the Temple itself, was tall and imposing, though it looked carved from starlight. The history books Jules had studied in Atton's L'escuela said that it had been built in the First Age, then nearly destroyed at the beginning of the Second Age and rebuilt. The same thing had happened at the end of the Second Age. He wondered if it was the destruction of the temple that heralded the end of an Age, or vice versa. 

This current incarnation of the temple still carried the wonders of Second Age architecture, and so the multiple carvings that adorned its facades did not weigh it down, but lightened it, so it seemed to float on air. It was multicoloured and twinkled, the faces of Goddesses and figures from myth looking down at the medic as he ascended the stairs out front. A sense of awe descended over him, as always when he came to the Temple. 

Had it been the same for Sarai, the first time? He was sure she had to be used to it by now, having resided here for twenty-four years. And she's the strongest of us, he thought with a smile as he entered the warm building. Surely Big Sister is not so cowed as her brothers may be. Though he didn't think Nathaniel had ever actually made it to the Atherton Temple. 

There was a desk in the foyer, behind which an acolyte priestess sat, doing the job of concierge. Jules' steps echoed in the large room as he walked up to the desk and she looked up with a smile and asked how she could be of service. 

"I'm here to visit the Air Priestess Sarai," he said with that same charming smile. 

The woman frowned slightly. "I'll let the High Priestess Sarai know you're here, Monsieur..." She left the sentence hanging, waiting for him to supply his name. Hastily he did, trying to hide his astonishment, and the woman left him in the foyer. 

High Priestess already? He'd been gone only four months and already she'd gone through two more levels of the Order? At this rate she'll be Mother Superior by her fortieth birthday. And quite a formidable one. 

He didn't have to wait long. Soon the concierge was back, with the priestess Kara. 

Jules greeted his sister-in-law with a brotherly embrace. She returned it warmly and made a small sign with her hands, a blessing she did every time he came to visit. 

"Huanyam huanaipriyan, Jules," she said, using the greeting used by all priestesses to laypersons. He had no idea what the words meant and he was hard-pressed to pronounce them correctly. The Temple spoke a strange dialect he'd never mastered; Sarai, on the other hand, spoke the words as if they were her birth tongue. 

He laughed a little. "When are you going to tell me what that means, Kara?" he asked as she led him through the hallways of the Temple. 

"When you become a priestess," she replied, a twinkle in her eyes. "It's been a while since you've come to visit." There was no reproach in the words, but he felt it anyway. 

"The Campaign was long and hard. I've been having trouble adjusting since coming home." And trouble sleeping, save last night. Midwinter Eve may have been the first good night's rest he'd had in well over a month. Curious. 

Kara nodded, but said nothing. It was a flimsy excuse, he knew. He'd been back for over a sevenday. He should have come to visit Sarai right away. Feeling like an inadequate family member, he cast about for something to say, to keep the conversation going. "I hear Sarai is a High Priestess now." 

Kara smiled, a quiet pride on her face. "Yes. She truly has a talent for the skills required of the Order. Always has." 

"Well, I'm sure she wouldn't have made it without the loving support of her husband," Jules said diplomatically. Kara laughed, a pleasantly deep chuckle. 

"And I'm sure I wouldn't have made it to Fire Priestess without the loving support of mine," she said pointedly. "But I doubt I'll climb further. I have not the skill Sarai has. And besides, I'm happy where I am." 

She stopped walking then, and Jules realised they must be at Sarai's quarters. He also realised he was completely lost. The Temple was a maze, as well it should be, being built for defence. Only the priestesses knew their way through the hallways. He'd have to be led out again, as usual. 

Sarai's quarters were different from last time. They were larger, more stately, with an antechamber. He supposed that came with the rank of High Priestess. Sarai stood in the middle of the room, hands clasped demurely at her waist, clothed in a dressing robe and her wet hair unbound instead of in its usual braid. 

"I didn't mean to bother your bath, Sarai," Jules said, chagrined. 

She smiled and shook her head. "I always have time for my little brothers, Jules." 

"I'll leave you two to your visit," Kara said diplomatically, and left the room. 

Jules crossed the room to hug his sister. "I've missed you, Sarai," he said into her hair. She had always been smaller than he, and had always looked younger, which was a source of some amusement between them as the woman was four years his senior. 

"I missed you too, Frere," she said as she wrapped her arms around him and returned the hug. "I feared you might not return from Nucalif." 

He sighed as he released her and looked down at her pixie face, so much like their mother's. Her hair was dark, like his, but there was already a bit of gray at the temples, the one area where her age showed. Her face still looked no older than twenty-five. 

"I fear I did not wish to," he said sadly to her. 

Her eyes creased in sadness as she caressed his face. "Such pain you're in, little brother. What has wounded you so?"

He grabbed her hand with his and shook his head. "It's not something I wish to speak of--and haven't you always been able to know my thoughts, anyway?" 

She laughed softly. "True. Very well, then. Sit. We'll eat, and I'll give you a reading." She was already moving to the table and klinae arranged by the wall. He wanted to protest, for he had no desire to have his future told by a deck of cards, but he knew Sarai wished to help him somehow. Best way she feels she can. 

A tea tray loaded with a pot of the hot drink and a plate of biscuits materialised on the table. He raised his eyebrows at his sister. 

"No magek there," Sarai answered his unspoken question. "A dumbwaiter." She pointed to the wall. "And the fastest hands in Athering." She wiggled her fingers and winked at him. 

He smiled, but didn't believe her. Sarai had never been faster than he. 

In a comfortable silence, as usual between them, he poured the tea while she pulled the cards from a drawer in the table. Maybe she'd anticipated his visit, keeping them there instead of by her ara, which presumably stood in her bedchamber as it had in her previous quarters. Or mayhap this table was easier to use for readings from Aradia's Deck. 

When the tea was poured and each had nibbled a biscuit, she passed the cards to him and told him to shuffle, keeping his mind blank. He tried to obey, but inevitably his worries crept in and took root, sinking deep into his mind's soil. With a sigh he finished shuffling the deck and handed it back to his sister. It was hopeless.

Sarai concentrated; then quickly cut the deck into four piles. She chose a card from each pile and laid them down, eyes closed, and then consolidated the deck again, from where she chose three more cards. With seven cards face up on the table, she moved the deck to the side and opened her eyes. Sarai regarded at the spread, fingers drumming on the table, a crease forming on her forehead as she frowned. 

"Interesting," she said. 

"I refuse to give in to cliché and ask what's interesting, Sis," he said equably. Her laugh sounded forced. 

"I've just never seen a reading like this before. That's all." Her voice was quiet. He could see she was debating over how much to tell him. Meaning, the reading wasn't necessarily good. 

"So. Am I to die in the near future?"

She looked up at him, stricken. "What? No," she said, but she sounded uncertain. "Well, the cards don't say you are." She pointed to the seven cards she'd laid out. They were pretty pictures and gibberish to Jules. He shrugged. "I did a Mirrors spread, so only three cards are supposed to talk about world events; the other four are supposed to focus on your life. But there's too much overlap, and a high percentage of Pantheon cards which is unusual in and of itself." 

Jules felt a cold stone settle into his stomach, but he forced his tone to stay light. "I hate to break this to you, Sis, but events in the world at large could very well have to do with me. I'm Yarrow's CMO, remember?" Like it or not, it's true. I'm as much a target as she.

Sarai sighed. "I know. I don't particularly wish to admit it. Okay then," she said, her voice suddenly lighter. "Let's get on with it." She smiled so brightly at him that he had no option but to let her spell out his fate. 




~




When Jules returned to Suki, she looked at him as if to ask, Did you have a pleasant visit? He shook his head as he walked her to the driveway and mounted her, guiding her to the exit from the Complex.

"Aside from the reading, yes," he answered, and she seemed satisfied with that. "Aside from the reading," he said again, to himself. His worries had multiplied since noon, and right now he just wanted to crawl back into bed and stay there forever.
  


Sarai




Sarai sat in her anteroom, feeling apprehensive. Strong fingers kneaded her back as Kara worked the knots out, but the High Priestess' distress was not physical. 

"What's bothering you?" Kara asked, quick to pick up on her husband's moods. 

Sarai smiled, tired, and placed a hand gratefully on Kara's. The massage stopped as the Fire Priestess moved to sit beside her. "Did the reading distress you?"

"Yes." Sarai nodded. 

Kara stroked her fingers across the back of Sarai's hand. "Tell me about it."

Sarai shook her head. Where to begin? "It is not the possibility of a love relationship for him that worries me--quite the opposite," she responded to Kara's question. "It is the other cards. They predict what we have come to fear...and more so, what I fear: losing another family member to these troubled times." 

She sighed. The cards were hardly ever wrong. But my interpretation could be, her mental voice reminded her. Somehow, her heart doubted it. 

"The cards speak true--darkness has taken the Sceptre--but more so that Jules is central to Kore's banishment of Her dark twin--again.

"And though it sounds as if I am giving myself airs, I believe strongly that Zameera herself is speaking through these cards." At Kara's sharp intake of breath, Sarai stopped. 

"Underworld's Queen in the fifth-card position means only one thing, Sarai. That's not giving yourself airs." Kara's face was earnest. As a Fire Priestess, she specialised in prophecy. Sarai could always count on her husband to give an honest critique of her readings. 

Sarai rubbed her face and stood, starting to pace in frustration. "Assuming I'm correct--the dead Queen is speaking to me--I can't understand what she's saying. At best I can make assumptions based on what I think she would want--and we both know I'm not qualified to make those decisions. Tyvian, I'm not sure anyone is." She stopped, shocked at her cursing. I'm more upset than I realise. 

Kara had stayed silent during her husband's tirade; now she looked at the High Priestess shrewdly. "You should make an offering to Muerta."

Sarai shuddered and looked away. "Barter for an audience with the Mighty Dead?" She didn't need to look at Kara to know the other woman nodded. She didn't need to say anything to let Kara know her one failing as a priestess--how completely creeped out she felt when face to face with Muerta. 

She sighed and looked back at Kara, whose look had become shrewder, if possible. "I suppose I haven't much choice in the matter, have I?" 

Kara rose and joined Sarai, linking her arm around Sarai's waist. "I'm afraid you haven't, Love." 

Sarai sighed and let herself be lead by her ever-wise spouse, down to the second deepest level of the Temple, to seek an audience with the decades-dead Queen.
  


Yarrow




Yarrow awoke with a hangover that could kill a treecat, vastly disappointed that the liquor hadn't done its job. She nearly fell out of bed and staggered to her washroom to relieve herself. On the privy bowl, nausea overcame her in a rush and she pitched forward to retch in the tub of her shower. 

She fell to her back on the cool floor and groaned. "I can see this day is going to be great," she said, her voice a croak. "What is it about Midwinter that always bleeds me dry?" 

With effort, she managed to stand and clean herself and the room a bit. The cold water of the shower shocked her to full wakefulness and cleared her head. As clear as it can be. She leaned outstretched arms against the wall of the shower, the stream of water beating down on her. She closed her eyes and let the cold water cleanse her face, her hair, her body. But not my soul.

Had Caelum come by while she slept? The door was locked, of course, but he would be stupid enough to try talking to her this soon afterwards. For his sake, she hoped he wouldn't. She didn't think she could stop herself from truly killing him the next time he came near. 

"Feck," she said out loud, turning off the water as a thought struck her. Tonight was the Midwinter Banquet. She had to be there, and so did Caelum. At the same table. 

Nor could she disappear into conversation with Anala--her once-friend never spoke in public anymore, and certainly not to Yarrow. The Battle of Voco had changed more than just their ranks. 

She'd be trapped amongst Caelum, Anala, Aro, Anita, and Leala, and the CMOs of the first three regiments. 

I can talk to Jules, I suppose. 

Oh, it was going to be a long night. She could tell. And most likely will end with my death, if the spy has reported to Zardria already. Fitting I should join Mother on this night. 

In only a few hours, it would begin, a quick glance at her clock told her as she stepped back into the bedroom, towels around her waist and hair. Her headache had not cleared with her mind. She needed tea. 

With a string of invective keeping up a running commentary in her head, she got dressed in some civvies and pounded on her boots, not bothering to untie them again before putting them on. She didn't bother to braid her damp hair. It needed time to dry a bit anyway. She strapped on her belt and dagger sheath and left the room, heading to the hospitalis. 

She did smile a bit at the memory of Ghia's threat should Yarrow begin to show up every day. She can keep me drugged up on valerian for as long as she likes at this point. That would certainly be safer for those around me. 

Her smile became a grimace at that thought, her hand unconsciously resting on her dagger hilt. Like a first stone that tumbles down and triggers a rock slide, she could feel herself slowly slipping into madness. 

I hope Zardria does the right thing before I lose my grip completely. Otherwise things could get very, very dark.
  


Ghia




Since arriving at the hospitalis earlier that afternoon, she'd not had a moment's rest, nor any break to investigate the situation with the spy. Miranda had not shown up in the hospitalis again. After talking with Helene, Ghia had determined that Miranda had, in fact, been spying on her and Jules at first. Otherwise why would she follow us to the Cauldron?

The thought was unnerving, but now she was more worried about the bellica and major of the first regiment. Not that she thought they'd be so dumb as to openly discuss anything that could be construed as treason, but these days the difference between what one said and what was heard by those in charge was great. During dinner at the tavern she'd heard from some townsfolk who'd come in that there'd been another raid the night before, only two doors down. A small family that did charity to the poor of Atherton had simply disappeared. Ghia couldn't imagine what they could have done--she'd known them most of her life, the sweetest people one could know. The wife had been a priestess and had settled down with his husband in order to bring the goodness of the Goddesses to the townspeople. 

Now they were gone. Never to be seen again, like as not. More victims of Zanny's Secret Police. Or mayhap the Police now belong to Zardria. Either way, Athering had lost too many good people to the darkness that sat in state at the castle. 

She almost cried with relief when Yarrow walked into the hospitalis again at just half an hour to the appointed time of the banquet, though it was unlikely that anyone would be on time. She hid her gratefulness quite well, however, and kept up her prickly healer's demeanour. 

"Bellica Yarrow, if you insist on continually disobeying my direct order, I shall have to write you up," she said, arms akimbo, a stern look on her face that didn't match the message in her eyes. 

Yarrow looked half mad, her hair unbound and frizzy where it had dried, shadows under her eyes, her cheeks hollow and her frame more gaunt than usual. Something was wrong, Ghia realised belatedly. The bellica looked as if she might attack Ghia right then, but apparently thought better of it. "I need hangover tea," she said. Her voice sounded like a tree branches scratching against a window in a winter gale. 

Ghia seized her opportunity. "Of course. Come into my office." 

The healer felt a frisson of fear run down her spine as she turned her back on the feral-looking Yarrow, but she didn't let it show. She led the way to Helene's office and bid the bellica close the door behind them. 

"I thought you kept tea in the cabinets out there," Yarrow said with a curt movement of her head meant to encompass the whole hospitalis. 

"I do. A spy followed you and Caelum from the tavern last night," Ghia replied, deciding to throw caution to the wind. 

Yarrow's eyes narrowed as she regarded Ghia anew. "I know. How do you?"

"Not hard to figure out when said spy used to be assigned to this very hospitalis and is naught more than ten years old," Ghia said equably, looking through the cabinets in Helene's office that held stronger cures. Finding the one she sought, she turned and gave it to Yarrow. "Here's some stronger tea than the usual fare; I think you may need it. I hope, Bellica, that no great damage was done," she added, hand lingering on the box of tea. 

Yarrow looked from the tea between their hands to Ghia's face, the expression on her face saying she did not know whether to trust Ghia or not. Though the healer's fingertips were on Yarrow's skin she could not see exactly what had happened; the bellica was very good at burying her thoughts deeply. 

The hollow-eyed face frowned. "Thank you, Healer." Ghia removed her hand, knowing the conversation was over. 

"I'll see you at the banquet, Bellica."

Yarrow paused, her hand on the still closed door. "Will you?" she asked, barely a whisper, and then she was gone. 

Ghia swallowed the sudden lump of fear in her throat. What had been exchanged last night? And why did she sense such a terrible, murderous anger in the bellica?
  


Anala




Anala stepped out of her bathroom draped in nothing but a towel. Her dark hair clung wetly to her skull and shoulders, and she was late for the banquet. Not that it mattered. Hardly anyone would arrive on time, especially not nobles or courtiers. Ranking officers were usually the first ones there. 

She sighed and rummaged through her closet. She hated court functions. She went only if required, usually dragged by Aro. But at least I ken the food will be good. Reaching into the back of her closet she found her one court peplos. Formal uniform was required at military banquets, but this banquet had a dual purpose -- it was celebratory of Midwinter as well. As good an excuse as any ta wear this ancient rag, she thought as she tossed it on the bed. I'll not ever have another like it, she mused, fingering the precious Nucalif embroidery. Hastily she dried herself and wrapped her hair in her towel. On cue with her nudity, there was a knock on the door. 

"Who is it?" she called. 

"It's me," Aro's voice responded. "You decent?" 

"Innae moment, ken," she said as she stepped back into the bathroom. A quick rub of deodorant, dash back to bed, peplos over head and pulled down. "Come in!" 

Aro stepped through her door, dressed in his court clothing, which was, honestly, not that different from his formal uniform. Unlike the male courtiers, he wore a shirt and jacket with his dress fustanella. Seeing her hair in a towel, he frowned. "You're not ready." 

She shrugged and in one fluid motion flipped the towel off her head and tied her hair tightly back in its customary club. 

"Now I am," she said, passing Aro as she went out the door. 

He shook his head and followed, closing the door behind them. 




~




The walk to the banquet hall was a long one, giving Anala a chance to collect her thoughts. Her meeting with her aunt had troubled her; as a consequence she'd spent most of her bathing staring into space, until the water turned cold. 

Trouble was, she could see no solution to the problem--no solution she could implement, at any rate. She was tied to her family, small it may be, and therefore limited in what she could do. It was obvious Athering needed a revolution. Her aunt was not the only victim of Zanny's cruelty, not by far. Zardria would be far worse, she knew, when the empreena took the Sceptre next year. 

She would help when the time came. She just didn't know how much she could do, which made her feel helpless--a feeling she loathed. 

"Same arrangement as usual?" Aro's question cut through her musings. 

She nodded. "Always." 

"You'll not improve your accent if you never--"

"--speak," she finished. "I'm not of a mind ta be improving it, Aro." They were at a level of familiarity where she could play out their conversations in her mind before they had them. 

He shrugged. They had argued this many times before. Neither of them had any more investment in it. 

They reached the banquet hall doors, giant heavy things, carved from deathtree, depicting a scene whose history no one knew any more. They'd been there since the Second Age, and how they'd been lifted into the castle and into place was anyone's guess. 

Aro and Anala paused outside the doors. This'd be it, Anala, she thought. Courage. And dinnae go losing yer temper. It wouldnae do. 

She felt a hand on the nape of her neck and looked at Aro quizzically. He moved his hand away hastily. 

"Your hair is still wet," he said by way of an answer. 

She nodded, but as he reached for the door, she noticed his hand was dry. 




~




Anala had been right. She and Aro were among the first to arrive, despite the fact the banquet had been due to begin an hour earlier. She shook her head incredulously and headed to her designated table. She had no desire to mingle. 

Scanning the hall for who was there, she was surprised to note Bellica Yarrow hadn't arrived yet. Strange. Usually she'd be the first here. 

She took her seat on a klina and Aro followed, taking a seat beside her. She gestured, saying he could mingle if he wanted to. He shook his head and stayed next to her. 

This was another of their constant conversations. 

The doors opened and heads turned; on seeing it was Ghia deHelene, most turned back to their business. Anala caught her eye and waved her over. 

Ghia was one of the few people Anala felt comfortable speaking to--somehow Anala knew that Ghia had never thought less of her because of her accent. "I woulda thought ye mother'd be here tonight, Healer," she said as the girl approached them. 

Ghia shrugged. "She hates court, and says I'll have to deal with it when I'm in her place, so better I get used to it now." She rolled her eyes. "How fares your Midwinter, Bellica, Major?" she said, abruptly changing the subject. 

"Uneventful," the two of them answered in unison. "As usual," Aro continued. 

Ghia smiled. "Well, that's a Midwinter I wish for. Count your blessings."

"We do," Anala said. 

Ghia nodded and turned to go. Anala caught her arm, and the healer turned back to them. "Yes?"

Anala dropped her voice. "Me aunt sends her thanks for yer gift," she said. Ghia nodded. "As do I," she continued. She let go of Ghia's arm and sat back. 

"Happy Midwinter, Bellica, Major," Ghia said by way of farewell, before turning to find her table. 

Aro raised his eyebrows at Anala. When she said nothing, he shrugged and dropped it. 

Noticing a servant, Anala signalled the girl over. "Sangria?" Aro asked. She nodded. There was no need for him to ask her anymore, just as she didn't need to ask what his order would be--nonalcoholic shandygaff. It was simply a formality. 

He gave the girl their drink order and they sat back to wait. The banquet wouldn't begin till the empress and empreena arrived. They had a while.
  


Zameera




Within her rooms she paced and fumed. 

It had taken almost too much energy to get her message through to the priestess. Now she waited for what seemed like an eternity for contact to be made between the priestess and Muerta--and for the Queen to be called to talk through the goddess. It had happened, from time to time--the Mighty Dead were allowed to get messages back to the living. No one had ever told her how damned hard it would be. 

She'd spent too many years in the Underworld without doing anything, feeling helpless to watch as her daughter ruined her country. 

Yarrow should have been born first. Zameera had always known that--could see early on that Zardria had inherited too much of Maurice ever to become a good ruler. Had she not been so shortsighted, so foolish, she would have lived long enough to groom her second daughter to challenge Zardria legally when the time came. 

But the little cat killed me before I had a chance. Damn the clarity the afterlife gave her! Clarity and no power. 

Almost no power. She could still make contact with the priestess. She hoped. 

She kept pacing, waiting for Muerta to call her.
  


Jules




As a consequence of visiting Sarai, Jules was late to the banquet. Yet, as usual, he was among the first there. 

Usually his visits with his sister left him feeling light, as if his troubles had been lifted and he'd returned to a time before their mother's death. This visit had left his thoughts and heart heavy. 

It was the reading, centrally--not so much what his sister said as what she didn't say. She'd gone into detail on the second and third cards. While Jules was happy to know his love life would improve (what other way could it go?), and unsurprised to hear the cards speak of his nightmares (soldier back from war: not exactly alchemy to figure that out), he could tell his sister was covering up something: the other five cards. 

He knew a bit about Aradia's Deck, the oracle employed by the priestess of the order. The deck had been around since the First Age, when Aradia of the Stars had bequeathed it to the people of Athering. The seven-card reading was known as the Mirrors reading, and showed what in the world at large would reflect directly on the querent. 

What he didn't know were the interpretations--what the cards meant. Such information belonged to the Mysteries of the Order. That's what worried him. 

All his sister had said of the five remaining cards was that the future Athering feared would come to pass and that he would have to make some choices. Which means what, exactly? he'd asked her. 

She'd frowned and shook her head. The cards are shutting me out, Brother. They won't say. 

This Jules knew to be horse manure. Sarai was trying to protect him from the knowledge, a trait she'd picked up from their mother that infuriated him. 

Trying not to linger on the reading, as he knew it would do no good, he scanned the hall for his table. Tables, he mentally corrected. As CMO of the first regiment, he had a choice of sitting with the Healers or the ranking officers of the first through third regiments. 

Surprisingly enough, Yarrow wasn't at their table, nor Caelum. He felt a tightening in his gut, and hoped her absence was mere tardiness. Anala and Aro were there, early as usual, and Anita and Leala had apparently just arrived. The healers' table held Ghia, Giselle, Jera, and a few healers Jules didn't know by name. 

While he stood deliberating there was a slam as the door to the hall shut again, and soon Jules saw Fanchone sit down with his bellica at the officers' table. 

That settles that, then, Jules thought as he made his way to the healers' table. Anything to avoid the stuffy and arrogant CMO of the second regiment. 

Ghia nodded at his approach and made to rise, but he waved at her, bidding her stay seated. "You hardly need to rise for me, Healer," he said with a smile. 

She ignored him and stood anyway. There was a scraping of klinae on the floor as the other healers followed her lead. "I thought you military types were suckers for protocol, Chief," she said with a saucy grin. 

He shook his head and took his seat, and the healers followed suit a moment later. "I hope someday this will be the other way around," he said with a gruff sigh. 

Ghia inclined her head. "As do we all, Chief." She must have given some sort of signal, for a second later Jera and Giselle were involved in a loud conversation and Ghia was whispering to Jules under the noisy cover. "Yarrow and Caelum are fine, but mayhap not with each other," she said, her lips barely moving, though he heard her loud and clear. "I'm not sure what happened, but I think they had a large row; Yarrow's too angry to speak, and Caelum's moping."

Jules nodded, his gut tightening further. He was sure he knew what that fight was about: Yarrow must have confessed to Caelum. I should have talked to her, he thought with regret. Before he could ask Ghia about the spy, a servant was at his elbow and their conversation lulled while he gave his drink order. They stayed silent until the drink came back. When the servant was far away he dared to speak. Jera and Giselle kept up their cover and he silently blessed the close-knit nature of healers. 

"And of the spy?" he asked, his cup in front of his lips.

Ghia shrugged. "Not in the hospitalis anymore; I daresay she's reported to her mistress already. I couldn't find her anywhere, though I plan on making a more thorough search later."

"Don't make too large a priority of it, Ghia. What's done is done." And Goddesses forbid the Empress' eye should focus on you, he didn't say. 

Her eyebrows knit together as her face hardened. "The girl was in my hospitalis. I plan on dealing with her."

Jules sighed and said nothing, knowing he couldn't convince the stubborn girl otherwise. He'd just have to keep an eye on her himself. 

They fell into a short silence, before Ghia asked him in a normal voice, though a bit too brightly, how his day had fared. 

"Fairly uneventful," he lied easily and could see in her eyes that she knew it. "And yours, Healer?" he asked her before she could press him. 

"Oh, boring as usual -- just more herbcraft. Harvest, dry, grind, store, repeat." She gave a small huff of laughter. 

He joined in her mirthless façade. "You should have enough novice healers that can do that grunt work and leave you free." 

She gave him an arch stare. "With Muerta's Tears? Would you trust such a tricky procedure to a babe just out of swaddling cloth?" 

"Ah, no," he said hastily while he mentally smiled at Ghia's description of her novices. Most were close to her age and yet her behaviour could place her as their mother. "How is the Lieutenant?" he added, sobering. 

"Slowly improving. It's good he was under your care, Jules, and that you got home when you did. A few more days, or Fanchone's...work," and she did not try to cover her disdain, "would have lost James his eyesight forever." 

"You flatter me. It's Christopher who is so handy with the herbs," he said, deflecting the praise to his second-in-command. "And none of the Medicorps can match the Healers' Guild in skill," he added, complimenting her and her colleagues.

She smiled without humour. "Make sure you tell him that, then. He hasn't stopped swearing at us since he was out of pain enough to speak coherently. Most cantankerous bastard I've ever had the misfortune of treating."

Jules snorted. "That's James. When he's injured, at least."

"Like bellica, like lieutenant..." she said lightly, and Jules nearly spat out his drink. With effort he swallowed, but immediately started choking as the wine went down roughly. He coughed, trying to get air back into his body, and felt a pounding on his back. 

"Thanks," he rasped when he could breathe again. 

Ghia looked at him with concern that didn't properly cover her mirth. "Your face is purple." 

"Maybe you could give me mouth-to-mouth," he leered at her. 

She laughed and gave him a swat on the arm. "Lech." 

He smiled to hide his disappointment, and signalled to a nearby servant to fill his goblet again. As the red liquid spilled from the pitcher into his cup, something occurred to him. Once the servant had walked away again he voiced his concern. 

"Ghia, if you were in the hospitalis all day how did you know about--"

He was cut off as the doors slammed shut and a collective gasp went up around the room. Jules directed his eyes to what everyone else was staring at, and he, too, gasped. 

Standing at the entrance to the hall was the long-dead Queen Zameera.




~




Jules had seen the Queen only once when she'd been alive--a former bellica herself, she had made regular inspections of the troops under her care. With the rest of the new privas he'd stood at attention while the steely-eyed woman had inspected his barracks, walking beside the then-First Bellica Gray, now the Eorl of Harbourtown. 

That brief glance had imprinted her strongly in his mind, and he recognised her as she stood in the hall now, gazing at the people who had gathered for the banquet. Her dark hair was tied tightly back, as it had been during her inspections and most of her rule, and she stood in her oftworn peplos, a piece of black silk with some simple, yet regal, embroidery on it. One of Nucalif's finest, back in its heyday. 

The hall had fallen absolutely silent. That silence stretched on as courtiers regarded Zameera and she regarded them. Before anything could be said or done, the doors at the other end of the hall that led to the kitchen (and to the historic Elevator to the Empress' quarters) flew open and Zanny and Zardria strode in. The two women stopped short at the sight of their sister and mother, faces registering a gamut of emotions from shock to disappointment, which did not surprise Jules, though the relief he saw on Zanny's face did. It was gone in half a second; so he convinced himself he'd imagined it. 

The three women stared at one another, a triangular showdown, while the hall watched, tensed to see who would break first. Against all mental bets being placed, Zameera gave a twisted half smile and bowed slightly before the Empress and Empreena. 

"I was not aware I looked so like my mother," she said in a gravelly voice, and the spell was instantly broken: everyone could hear it was Yarrow, not a ghost of seventeen years past. "It is, after all, only her peplos."

A small sigh was released from the collective breath everyone had been holding. Jules watched Zanny fight desperately for composure while her niece looked on in hatred towards the bellica. 

"Yes, well, take your seat, Bellica. You're dangerously close to being late," the Empress said, an almost-threat, before turning to mount the stairs to her own table on its dais. 

Zardria fairly snarled at her sister before following the Zanny. 

"Happy Midwinter, Sister, Aunt," Yarrow said, moving to her own table without stopping to witness the other women freeze momentarily, caught out in their discourtesy to their family member. 

And score one point for Yarrow, Jules thought rather sardonically. But what will it cost her?

"Too much," Ghia whispered, and Jules frowned at her. She looked startled at his attention. "She laid it on too thick with them. It could cost her," she added hastily, as if she had said something obvious. Jules relaxed. It was silly to think anyone but Sarai could know his thoughts. 

With a sigh, he sat back as the table was loaded with large serving plates of the first course. This banquet would go on half the night. He could tell. 

And where in Tyvian was Caelum?
  


Empreena Zardria




Zardria was having trouble containing the surge of loathing that had flooded through her at the apparent sight of her deceased mother. As she took her seat she could feel her body tensing, preparing to spring. Bloodlust filled her mind and she could almost taste Yarrow's throat between her teeth. 

With great effort she suppressed her animal desires, letting her human side rule. Not tonight, she thought. Death is instant; torture can last a lifetime. Toy with her. 

As the heir-apparent lazily let her eyes drink in all activity in the hall, she noticed an officer was missing from the table to which he was assigned. "Bellica Yarrow," she said, her voice ringing out and causing a hush to fall on the hall. "Where is your major? The banquet has begun--he is late."

Yarrow's face flickered, but with what, Zardria didn't catch. 

"I know not, Your Highness."

Zardria frowned, an expression the court had learned to fear. She could feel the mental recoil as she spoke. "You know not?" she said, incredulity filling her voice. "But do you two not go everywhere together?"

A muscle in Yarrow's face twitched as she set down her wineglass. Zardria could see her jaw clench. The empreena fought back a smile. Come on, Yarrow, rise to the bait, insult me back--you know you want to. 

But the bellica said nothing. She ignored the empreena. 

Zardria felt the urge to kill rush up again. The blood rang in her ears, her vision grew cloudy, and a voice in her head whispered, Kill. Rend. Tear. Feed. 

Again she pushed it down. That proved harder than before. Not allowing herself to speculate on the strength of her other side, she responded to Yarrow's insult. 

"Has my voice suddenly left me, or is my First Bellica deaf? Answer the question, Yarrow." 

Yarrow's head snapped up, and she looked Zardria in the eye, unflinchingly. A small part of Zardria's mind was grudgingly impressed, but the empreena ignored it. 

"With all due respect, Your Highness, I've answered your question--I do not know where Major Caelum is. As to your second question, I believe the answer is obvious." And the bellica turned back to her food, passing some condiment or another to Third Bellica Anita. 

A part of the empreena's mind wondered when the food had arrived while the rest of her seethed. 

When did Yarrow become so good at insults? When she was born, a voice inside answered her. The bellica's very appearance was an insult to Zardria, as if the Goddesses were saying one heir wasn't enough: "We need a failsafe in case this one's a dud." 

I'm not a dud, she thought. I will be remembered and feared throughout history. And Yarrow won't be needed. I will see to that.
  


Caelum




An hour and a half late for the banquet, Caelum was still drying his hair. 

He'd spent the morning away from the castle, whether from cowardice or pain he didn't know. He'd found a place to hide out and sleep--a brothel, where they'd never look for him. They who? he wondered. The spy had run off after Yarrow's confession, but before his own. That put Yarrow in danger. 

He stopped drying his hair, amazed at his own stupidity. His head had been so clouded with guilt he'd forgotten that only Yarrow knew about it. She'd never betray a comrade, no matter how much she hated him. 

It was also crueler to let him live with his mistake. 

Mistakes, he corrected. First the terrabane itself, then the hiding out when Yarrow needed him the most. 

But she won't even listen to me. How can I protect her if she won't hear me? 

Do you need her to listen before you use your sword, you big dolt? That was his conscience, providing the obvious answer. 

Cursing himself, he finished getting ready and hurried out the door in the blink of an eye. 

He left his sword behind.
  


Magea Rosa




The layout of the castle hadn't changed since the start of her sleep. Each hallway was as she remembered it. Some paintings and statues had moved, but she cared not for Terran vanity. Completely unnoticed, thanks to her skill of blending, she walked past small groups of servants, people whose fear of the Empreena was like the stench of bark-rot to Rosa's sensitive psychic nose. To the uninitiated, blending might seem like invisibility, but the Magi knew that was impossible. It was simply the old trick of changing one's appearance to match the surroundings. Camouflage was the closest Atheē word, if Rosa remembered correctly, though the Magi practice was slightly different from how the Terrans thought of it. 

It was a day full of excitement, this Midwinter. Servants bustled to and fro, anxiety pervading their thoughts. She knew there would be a banquet that night, unless things had changed drastically, though she doubted it. Terrans were creatures of habit. Reading a few servants' surface thoughts, she confirmed her opinion: the banquet was even being held in the same hall she'd frequented in her days at their Court. Perfect. This was her chance to gather information. Maybe I can discover what year it is, she thought as she began her walk down to the hall. 




~




The large deathtree doors were the same as the day she'd lifted them into the castle, if slightly more polished from millennia of use. She doubted anyone knew the meaning of the carvings on them: they symbolised the friendship between Magi and Terrans, embarking on a new era of discovery together. 

The irony made her gag. 

Realising she could not open the doors and walk in while blending, as it would create quite a stir, she prepared to shift. But doubt attacked her: could she keep the blend up while shifting? She didn't know. It had been a while, and she was a bit rusty. It was a risk. 

Footsteps pounded down the corridor, and she looked up just in time to get out of the way of a Terran in formal military dress, who stopped in front of the door to smooth his hair and catch his breath. 

It was hole-digger.

Perfect. He can let me in. 

Putting him in a position of servitude, even if unknown to him, was her way of gaining reparations for the headache he'd caused her with the damned alarms. 

As he opened the doors and entered the hall, she remembered that she hadn't yet figured out why he'd used the terrabane. Before she could, she was distracted by something...someone broadcasting. Looking for the source of the mental buzz, she saw a young Terran girl sitting at a table next to an older man in military uniform. She was talking to him half-verbally, using mental projection for the other half of her conversation.

Foolishly too, thought Rosa, though truthfully she was surprised and pleased to find a Terran with such powers. The man himself had no psychic powers, though he was receptive to them, and did not know that he was being projected to, although Rosa could see he did sense something...strange about his young friend. Interesting. 

All at once the mental buzz broke off and the girl looked up and across the room, right at Rosa. 

Had the treebeing a heart, it would have leapt into her throat. As she did not, she settled for a moment of stark panic before realising the girl's powers were not strong enough to see past her blend. Just in case she was wrong, though, she slowly backed into a corner of the hall where she would be doubly hidden by shadows, and settled in to observe.
  


Ghia




It began as a tickling at the back of her conscious; then spread as a numbing buzz over her whole head. She broke off mid-sentence, confused, and her eyes were drawn inexorably to focus on a spot just past Caelum's point of entry to the hall. It struck her like the blunt end of a sword: familiarity, family, belonging. She wanted to shake her head, to dismiss her musings, but her eyes seemed rooted to the spot, paralysed. All the while she felt a singing in her blood, a quickening of her pulse, as if she had come across something so real she could barely stand the sensation of home. 

"Ghia?" Jules' voice, barely a whisper, cut through her thoughts. 

All at once it broke; she was back to normal. Normalcy filled her with an incredible longing. For that brief, shining moment she had felt completed, as if she'd found a piece of herself she hadn't known was missing until she stumbled upon it, only to drop it again and feel its loss all the more sharply. 

Not immediately able to cover the despair that crossed her face, she gave Jules a wan smile and squeezed his hand reassuringly. "I'm fine," she half whispered, half sent, as she'd been doing all evening. He didn't look convinced but, when she didn't say anything more, he shrugged and returned the hand squeeze. 




~




The banquet was lengthy, with many courses, as usual. Ghia sampled each course but did not stuff herself. She noticed Jules and most of the other officers, former and current, exercised similar restraint. The courtiers followed no such restrictions on their appetite. They gorged heartily until they could eat no more, and then waited a bit before starting again. She was surprised there wasn't a lineup to the privies. 

Looking over to the table reserved for the first three regiments, she noticed Anala as usual was enjoying the quality, if not the quantity, of the food with relish. Ghia had deduced that despite her relationship to the head cook, Anala didn't get quality food often and appreciated it when it was available. The healer admired her restraint. 

Anita and Leala also ate with restraint, heads close together in the quiet conversation of whatever it was lovers talk about over dinner. The most aloof of all the bellica-major or bellica-majora pairs, the two women seemed to have no passion except for each other, and theatrics; they were known patrons of the playhouse in Atherton. Ghia shrugged. At least one well known couple have figured out that they are an item.

Shifting her gaze to Yarrow and Caelum, her earlier gleanings were confirmed. The bellica and major sat silently, not looking at each other, not even acknowledging the other's presence. Well, she amended, where Yarrow was a stone, Caelum looked like a wounded dog, stealing glances at his mistress, hoping to be let back inside from the cold. What had happened? She wished she could read Yarrow as easily as she could the average Atherian.

Suddenly a white-hot, searing pain tore through her mind and was gone in an instant, replaced by a terrible clarity. She felt as if she could see through all the people around her, into their souls and deepest mind. The thought made her sick, overwhelming her, and a wave of nausea hit her as she flailed in a sea of emotions and thoughts. Where are my boundaries? She struggled to remain upright and conscious. 

A hand grabbed her elbow and from very far away and extremely close at the same time she heard Jules ask if she was all right. Barely able to concentrate, she tried to nod a yes. The motion made her sicker, and she clamped a hand over her mouth to keep from throwing up. She had to get out of there. 

She shakily got to her feet, stumbling over her klina, and dizzily ran for the doors, the room a blur. Dimly she was aware of people staring at her in bemusement and only a bit of concern. She could hear Jules following her and explaining, "Ate too much. Needs some air." 

With all her remaining strength she opened the heavy doors and ran down the hallway, looking for a plant. 

Finding one, she collapsed to her knees and retched into the dirt, watching the Midwinter supper on the upswing. Lovely. She tried to sit back but her body informed her she was not done. She retched violently until there was nothing left in her ravaged system. 

She came to be aware of hands holding her hair back, and a voice murmuring soothingly. Jules, she thought, his concern palpable as a weight on her back. How embarrassing! 

She sat back, and Jules' hands left her head. He squatted in front of her. They stared at each other. "You want to stop lying to me about being okay and tell me what's up?" he said in his best Chief Medical Officer voice. 

She shrugged. "I decided my tree-friend here should enjoy the feast as well." He frowned at her, unamused. She sighed. "I don't know, Jules. I'm just as surprised as the rest of the court." 

He nodded slowly, lips pursed. "Are you pregnant?" he asked abruptly. 

She had to hold back a laugh, afraid the motion would make her sick again. "No. I believe there is a prerequisite, which I lack." She was pleased to note the blush on his face. Turnabout is fair play. 

Intent on his job, however, he continued. "What have you had to eat today?" 

Ghia thought back. Not much, she thought of replying with, but decided to cooperate. "An egg and toast for breakfast."

"What kind of jam?" Jules said, cutting her off. 

"Sheepberry," she said after a moment. "And the banquet food." 

"That's it?" The look on his face lacked description. 

"That's normal for me. Well, except the banquet," she added after a moment's thought. 

Jules shook his head, sighed. "I'm surprised you're not thinner, with that kind of diet." 

Ghia shrugged. She didn't have time to eat. Or much desire, for that matter. She'd rather work through her dinner break. 

He stood, stretched, and glanced back at the hall. "Maybe it was the courtiers' eating habits that made you sick," he suggested in a low voice. 

Ghia smiled weakly. You don't know how close you are, she thought. "Undoubtedly," was what she said aloud. 

Jules gave a small chuckle, and as usual Ghia found the sound pleasing, deep and comforting. She enjoyed laughing with him. There are so few laughs to be found nowadays. Everyone had to take what there was. They spent a moment in that comfort, that cozy silence only friends can have, before Jules broke it with a sigh, and said "They'll come looking for us in a minute." 

"Hoping to catch us in a tryst," she completed for him, and immediately reined her thoughts in. With my boundaries gone, it's going to be hard to keep out of people's business. 

"After the performance you just gave? Not likely." She stuck her tongue out at him. He grinned, and then reached a hand down to help her up. Gratefully, she took it, and immediately heard him: If she's accepting help outright, she must be sick. Ghia let go of his hand as if it burned her and got to her feet quickly, if unsteadily. Another wave of nausea hit but she fought it and won. She stood straight and looked Jules in the eye. Recovering from the rejection of his help, he masked his all too obvious hurt. Tried to mask. She cast about for an explanation but there was none; so she settled for a smile. "You go on ahead, Jules. I need to catch my breath." 

He nodded reluctantly and turned to go. Ghia could hear him again: Then what have you been doing? If you don't want my company.... 

She shut her eyes and blocked him out, trying to find a point of reference. She felt as if she were floating, finding pathways in the sky through the thoughts and feelings of others. 

What's happening to me?

You are awake to your own strength and free from restrictions, a voice-not-her-own answered her. 

Her eyes flew open in shock. The corridor was empty but she could sense a figure in front of her. The feeling of home was back. 

"Who are you?" she asked aloud. To her own ears her voice sounded harsh and rough. 

A friend, the voice said, again in her head. It was soothing and soft and reminded Ghia of sunlight through trees, warm wet earth, grass in the wind, and the Healer's Garden, with the pungent smell of herbs permeating the air. I take it you want your boundaries back? it asked. Ghia was sure the voice was a she, deep as the dark earth. 

Yes, please, Ghia said, catching on. The voice would prefer her to send as well. She sensed the voice was nodding mentally, and then it felt as if a weight had been placed in her mind. The clarity was gone, replace by a muffled sensation, and she no longer felt sick. That is temporary, the voice said. Come see me in the North Tower within six days time. I'll train you. 

Ghia must have looked doubtful. The voice went on: unless you would rather float alone when the block wears off and be unable to control what you hear?

Ghia felt a surge of cleansing anger. You're the one who removed my boundaries in the first place!

Yes, because they would have done you more harm than good in the long run, and because I seek a student--I have for years. You have been the only Terran I've found with such powers. 

Ghia frowned, her anger replaced with confusion. Terran?

There is much you must learn, the voice responded. Come to the North Tower?

Tempting, Ghia had to admit. She would love to increase her control over her powers. She felt so comfortable with this being, whoever or whatever she was. Yet Ghia's good sense told her that if an invisible creature with mind powers that rival your own invites you into a Tower that's been closed off for centuries, you don't go without asking some questions first. 

What are you?

Ghia felt the mental shrug of the creature. A very old being.

Try as she might, Ghia couldn't find anything with that answer to make her wary. She just felt like it was right, that her heart was urging her to go, to get the training. She sighed. Against her heart, her logic invariably lost. I'll come, she agreed. But only if you let me see your face.

There was a hesitation. Ghia raised her eyebrows expectantly. 

Can we compromise on the eyes? The voice said, hope tingeing her tone. 

Ghia considered a moment, and then agreed. 

Immediately beautiful eyes appeared before her, floating where they would be on a woman with Yarrow's height. They contained the colours of the earth and wisdom of the ages, and changed constantly -- from the yellow of summer flowers to the brown of good soil, to the green of grass and the purple of foxglove, flickering with a hundred emotions at once. Ghia was taken in by them -- she felt she could drink from them forever. 

"Ghia!" the sound of her name from across the hall turned her head sharply away. Jules stood at the doorway, an expectant look on his face. 

She turned back to the eyes to say goodbye, but they were gone. Hurriedly she joined Jules at the doorway, knowing she'd have no answer for what she'd been doing. The doors were closed; no one at the banquet could see or hear them. "The banquet's almost over, you know," Jules said. "Just announcements and the dessert course left, and then back to our beds to dream of bellies not so full." Ghia smiled at him and reached for the door handle, but he put a hand on her shoulder and stopped her. 

Thank Althea, she thought when she heard nothing from him. 

"Ghia," he began, then stopped, searching for words. She put a hand on his and said nothing, letting him find what he needed to say. Frustrated, he ran his other hand through his hair and started again. "Look, just because you've got everyone else fooled doesn't mean you've pulled the linen over my eyes. You can talk to me--we've been friends for how long?" His look was stern, and she felt guilty that she hid so much from him. But it's necessary. 

She sighed; looked away. "I know. I'm sorry I don't talk to you more, but most days I don't know what to say."

He sighed in return and then suddenly, surprisingly, wrapped her in a hug. She thought of protesting but she could feel how much he needed that contact. Slowly, her arms came up and wrapped around him as she realised she needed that contact too, that sometimes it was too much to be so alone. They stood like that for a minute or two, before coming to a mutual silent agreement that they had to get back before people started to talk.
  


Anala




Not that the interesting activity in the hall had not gone unnoticed by Bellica Anala, or that she had no concern for Ghia's wellbeing--she simply chose to pay first attention to her food. There was naught she could do at the moment. Besides, Jules was with Ghia. Her childhood had taught her the importance of enjoying her food quickly, and despite the years between her and the threat of her food being taken away, she still was the first finished with her meal at any gathering. 

By the time the Healer Ghia had returned to the hall and sat down, pale and shaky, they were on the second-to-last course. It was time for announcements, if there were any. Anala hoped her regiment would be granted leave. They were weary from the Campaign, and even if they'd never complain to her, she could see they needed rest--it had been several years since their last real vacation. The same went for her, yet she had fared better than Yarrow. The First Bellica hadn't had a vacation since well before the Battle of Voco. 

Sensing the attention of the hall shifting to the main table, she put down her utensils and glass, and set her face in the Empress' direction. 

In reality, she looked anywhere but Zanny's face. Her anger burned close to the surface whenever she looked at Tenea's tormentor. 

The Empress got to her feet unsteadily. Drunk, already! She clinked a fork on her glass for attention. All conversation immediately ceased. 

"It's my very great pleasure," she said, and her voice was clear, belying the amount of wine she'd imbibed, "to announce, as a Midwinter gift and much-deserved reward for our loyal troops, one month's leave for the first, second, and third regiments, in honour of their bravery and victory on the East Campaign." 

There was a smattering of applause throughout the hall. Anala was sure her face showed the same relief apparent on Aro's and Caelum's faces. Anita and Leala smiled at each other briefly before turning back to their food. Yarrow's face was as blank as it had been since her entrance but Anala saw something flicker in the other bellica's eyes. Disbelief?

There was an expectant pause before the Empress continued, as an afterthought, "As well, all Healers who have been tending the wounded from said campaign will be granted leave as soon as their charges are released."

That's unfair, Anala thought. She knew how hard the healers worked, especially Ghia and Helene, but, stealing a glance at the Healers' table, she saw Ghia and the others didn't look disappointed; so she dropped it. 

The Empress then sat down and turned back to her meal, a signal to the rest of the hall they were free to do so as well. 

"A break'll be good," Aro said to her, turning to his food. 

Anala smiled and nodded, doing the same. 

Now came the dilemma of finding a vacation spot as far away from Harbourtown as Nucalif, her original choice, had been.
  


Ghia

Jourd'Aradia, 23rd Novena




The next day, Ghia said her farewells to her friends in the regiments as they left for leave vacation--the consensus, unspoken, was to leave before the Empress changed her mind. 

Most of the goodbyes were formal, despite her closeness with some of the people. Suckers for protocol, the lot of them, she thought with a smile. Curiosity got the best of her and she'd asked each person where she would go. That Yarrow chose Harbourtown was no surprise, nor Caelum's choice of Southland. Sentiment and family, respectively, called to them. Interestingly, they were going alone to each place, and apparently had no plans of rejoining. This was not surprising to the healer as, despite the block, she could still feel Yarrow's anger and Caelum's melancholy. She hoped a month apart would give them time to work out the quarrel and move towards reconciliation. 

Anita and Leala were going to Two-Sides, which was expected as well, despite the small danger in store for bellica and majora of the third regiment. The east end of Two-Sides was technically part of Nucalif, though Anita had assured her they'd done no damage to the city on the East Campaign. 

"What would be the point in destroying one half of a city? They got the message clear enough; we don't expect any trouble," she'd said with a smile. Leala had nodded, embraced Ghia quickly, and then the two of them took off, in high spirits. 

She watched them go, waving, and then turned to Anala and Aro, who showed all evidence of leaving together. "Where are you two headed?" she asked as she drew near. 

"Not sure," replied Anala as Aro said "Aeril." 

Bellica and major exchanged glances that spoke a thousand words, and Aro kept his peace and let Anala continue. Raising her eyebrows at this silent argument, Ghia turned to Anala attentively. 

"Have na been on leave fer years, and my choice vacation spot is no more." Anala said in a low voice. Ghia nodded. She knew whereof the bellica spoke. 

"Have you not family in Harbourtown, though?" 

Anala's face closed down. Even with her powers somewhat muted, Ghia could sense years of pent-up anguish in the bellica. She felt stupid. What a blunder! Some psychic you are, Ghia! 

Anala continued with false heartiness. "It'd be a big family, ye ken, and a small house. There'd be no reason to be burdening them with a coupla tall officers, we who'd barely fit through the door!" She tried to laugh convincingly, but Ghia saw the strain in her eyes. 

Reaching out, she took Anala's hand in her own. "I understand," she said simply. The bellica looked at her with such gratitude that for a moment Ghia had trouble breathing. She smiled hastily and grabbed at formality again. "Farewell, Bellica Anala, Major Aro. I hope you journey well." Anala nodded as Aro put his arm around her, saying something about needing to leave while it was still light.

He nodded at the healer, smiling down at her from his not-so-impressive-as-Caelum's height. "Farewell, Ghia. And thank you." 

Ghia nodded, understanding when Aro spoke for Anala. She sensed he spoke for both of them, this time. 

They swung their packs over their shoulders, headed down towards the stables. Ghia noted the closeness with which they walked, and how comfortable they seemed with each other, and felt a pang of envy. Would she ever feel so close, so at home, with anyone?

"Don't I get a goodbye?" said a deep voice behind her, and Ghia turned to see Jules. 

She smiled. "I don't know. Have you earned one?"

He put his hand to his chest as if an arrow had pierced it and staggered melodramatically. "Have I earned it? How you scorn my affection, damisela!" He fell to one knee and held a hand out to her, and against her own volition Ghia giggled. She reached out a hand to help him up and he leapt to his feet, granting her a dazzling smile. "My faith in your goodness is restored, m'lady," he said, and dipped a quick curtsy. 

"Though your eyesight obviously fails you, for if it did not, you would see I am no lady." 

"That's a matter of perspective." His eyes were unusually intense. 

Ghia felt the heat rising in her cheeks and spoke quickly. "So where are you headed this month, Jules?"

He shrugged. "Despite the ice, snow, and treacherous passes," and here he grinned, "I am headed into cold, mountainous Atton, to see my father and brother. Nathaniel's last letter tells me I have a new nephew. Mind you, that last letter was quite a while ago, so I suspect the boy's grown a bit. Probably already crawling around the house and getting into all sorts of trouble. I'm sure they'll welcome me as a babysitter, at least," and his smile grew. "Forgive me, I'm rambling."

"I don't mind. Your family sounds...nice." Brilliant, Ghia, education of the ages at your fingertips and the best adjective you can think of is "nice"? She wished fervently for the earth to swallow her up. 

But Jules smiled and agreed with her. "They are. I am overly blessed. And where are you going, once you are released from your healer's duties?" 

"When is one ever released from healer's duties?" He nodded assent. "But to answer your question, I'm staying here in Atherton."

"You're not traveling?"

"I have nowhere to go, no one to go with and no money to hire an escort. So it is here I stay." 

A moment passed; Ghia could almost see Jules' thought process in motion. "You know," he said, "I could wait for you to be let off and we could go to Atton together. I'm sure my family wouldn't mind." 

Ghia was taken aback. She couldn't read him as she once could and hadn't had an inkling of what he was going to say. But why should I be surprised? Jules is just the sort to make such a generous offer. I guess I just didn't think such an offer would be directed at me. 

She would've liked to accept but knew she could not, as much as for her own reasons as to afford Jules more time with his family. 

She shook her head. "No. I appreciate it, but you need time alone with your family. I have time enough to travel this lifetime." 

Jules frowned. "But how can I make sure you're taking care of yourself?" 

"I'm a healer, Jules." 

"That's what I'm worried about." 

Ghia made a frustrated noise in her throat. "Compromise? You go today and enjoy your vacation and I promise I will eat and sleep and generally be healthy in your absence." 

"Promise, huh?" 

Ghia put her hand in the air and said solemnly, "Healer's Honour." 

Jules snorted. "As if I could trust that. But I'll take your word as it stands. You better not be this thin when I come back." 

Ghia rolled her eyes. "I did survive the four months of your last absence, Jules, without your divine dietary dogma, so I think I'll be fine for a month." 

"Impertinent wench." 

"You wouldn't like me any other way," she said impishly.

"True." He gave a wry grin, then drew her into a hug--gently, not so suddenly as last night. Ghia returned the embrace. I could get used to this.

His next words were muffled in her hair, but she heard them and their undertones clearly in her mind, and knew part of the block was wearing away. "Even if you have that damnable healer's nature of not caring whether you live or die, remember, I do care." She heard the unspoken words that followed, words she never thought she'd hear, and ignored those quickly. She couldn't deal with those emotions right now. 

She nodded in response to what he had said aloud, and they pulled away from the embrace. "Are you riding alone, or going with the mail caravan?" she asked. 

"The latter." 

"Sun's high in the sky, Jules. Better go or you'll miss your escort." 

A whinny from outside signaled that Suki had noticed this as well. 

"That horse is as willful as you, girl," he said, looking out the door. "How'd she get out of the stables?" 

"Go, Jules, and I'll bring up your comparing me to a horse when you get back." 

He smiled down at her, and, before running out the door, leaned down and gave her a kiss on the cheek. "Farewell, Healer."

"Si vales, valeo!" she called after him.

If you fare well, so do I. Ghia turned to go back to the hospitalis. She wasn't free yet.
  


Jourd'Selene, 26th Novena




Three days had passed and Ghia still had not gone to the North Tower. Her job was a legitimate enough excuse to delay her going, but the truth of the matter was that she was scared. Terrified is a better word, she thought as she sat down to give her aching feet a rest. She'd been on them all day, since she and Helene had given the younger healers the day off, tending to the wounded themselves with Jera and Giselle. There wasn't much left to do. Crisis and urgency had passed, giving way to tedium. 

She leaned back and closed her eyes. Her head ached and she hadn't been sleeping well. Well, at least I'm eating, she thought, remembering her promise to Jules. More of the block had worn off and without her boundaries she was continually assaulted by the thought patterns of the myriad minds surrounding her. She knew she had to go to the North Tower and receive training, as the voice bade her, but the anger at having her boundaries removed in the first place rankled. Still, there was a sense of home with the being and her curiosity was burning as to why. Maybe the mystery of my parentage waits to be solved, if only I would get up the courage to go. Yet she was reluctant to go, to meet the inevitable, irrevocable change. 

Maybe that wouldn't be a bad thing. All her life, she hadn't fit in with the people around her and though she thought she faked it pretty well, she never felt comfortable around them. She knew that if her powers were discovered, she could be ostracised by the superstitious Atherians--or worse, killed. Witch burnings were not uncommon in Athering's tumultuous history. She knew she'd been abandoned by her real parents, whoever they were, because of these powers. She didn't know her parents, and so could not hate them, but she resented them for leaving her for dead on the streets of Atherton when she was but a year old. She was still ambivalent as to whether she wanted to know them. She had a pseudo-family who loved her. Why find relatives who didn't? 

Because you need to know, a voice inside said. You need vindication. 

That was true. She wanted to know she was different, or special, because of these powers, and not just another freak with even more freakish abilities. 

She drifted on clouds of thought semiconsciously as a doze took her, and she fell into a short sleep. 




~




She awoke suddenly a few hours later. The clock on the wall told her the sun would be setting soon. She remembered hazy dreams: a woman with dark hair and hazel eyes, laughing, and a man with hair and eyes like her own--curly orange and green. Both tall, towering above her, and moving inexorably away. She'd cried out, reached small chubby hands to them, but they didn't hear and drifted into mist, and she was left alone in the dark, shivering. 

She shook the dream from her head, and got up in search of her foster mother. 

She found Helene tending Lieutenant James, who was nearly ready to be released and angrier than ever that he was missing a single day of his vacation. 

"I could be in Mudflat now, wenching and too drunk to see straight, and you keep me here!" he was ranting as Ghia walked up. Her lips quirked in a small grin: it was no surprise James would want to spend his vacation in Mudflat, Athering's City of Sin. 

"You can't see straight while sober. I suggest you take your medicine and rest, so you may get to Mudflat in one piece," Helene responded, as she spooned the man some potion and applied tincture to his eyes. He took it sulkily. "That's a good boy. Now sleep." He glared at her, but made no move to get up. She turned away from him.

"Ghia," she said at the sight of her daughter. "I saw you sleeping and thought it best to let you. I know how little rest you get." 

"Gracias, madre. I was coming to ask what else can be done." 

Helene shook her head. "We're done for the day, mija. Go home. Eat. Sleep." 

Ghia smiled tiredly. "Thought I did that already."

"A siesta is not the same as a full night's rest. Now vamoose." 

Ghia kissed her mother on the cheek and embraced her briefly before leaving the hospitalis. 

No, there was no need to find her birth parents. 
  


Jourd'Muerta, 28th Novena




Two more days passed before she went to the North Tower. The block had stayed steady till then and she'd almost convinced herself she didn't need to go. 

Then, while making the rounds in the hospitalis, a piercing pain had seized her mind and she'd fallen to her knees, clutching her head in agony. 

Two acolytes and Jera had rushed to her aid and helped her to a chair, where she'd sat, rocking back and forth, making no sound despite the rippling waves of pain that gripped her. 

When it had passed, the terrible, frightening clarity was back and she knew the block had worn off completely. She cursed her own stubbornness and fear, excusing herself for the day. She needed training--right now. 




~




The way to the Tower was dusty with disuse and neglect. The Tower had been closed off for almost three hundred years. Not for the first time, Ghia wondered what she was getting herself into. 

The hallway was littered with portraits of ancient Queens Ghia had never heard of: Sagea the Visionary, Anala the Strong (which Ghia found fitting for the present Anala), Zardria the Divine--that one made her laugh out loud. The Queens wore a strange style of dress, and the portraits were in surprisingly good condition for their age. The placards dated them as far back as the First Age. Fleetingly, Ghia wondered what manner of material kept them so well preserved. 

She came to the entrance to the first floor of the North Tower, the staircase to the left leading up to other rooms. She suddenly realised she had no idea what floor she sought and would have to search the rooms until she found what she was looking for. Which is what, Ghia? She'd seen only eyes and heard the voice. She had no idea what this being looked like. I guess I'll just have to trust that she'll recognise me.

Hesitantly, she placed her hand on the door's handle but did not turn it. She stood, feeling that this was one of those moments in which an entire world changed, that no matter what happened after this, her life would be different. 

Taking a deep breath, she turned the handle and went inside. 




~




She stood in an empty room. Except that tree, she noted, wondering why there was a tree in the middle of an empty room. I wonder if this is the source of the voice? she thought flippantly, but dismissed the thought. Trees couldn't talk aloud, let alone mentally. Looking at the rest of the room, she saw no one and nothing, and was about to leave to search the next floor when she belatedly realised that the voice was probably invisible again. 

"Hello?" she said to the empty room.

The tree turned and looked at her. 

Ghia wanted to faint but she was more sensible than that; so she settled for saying "That's interesting," before falling to sit with a thunk on the floor. 

The tree walked up to her. She could see it was not a tree at all but a woman with brown skin--no, that's bark--arms like branches, fingers like limbs, and green, leafy hair. Before she could decide what was strangest, the feeling of home came back and she could have wept with the joy of it. She almost wanted to ask Are you my mother? Suddenly self-conscious, she didn't. Her sensible mind was just using silliness to deal with the illogical situation. 

No, I am not, said a voice in her head, the same voice from the night of the banquet. The tree-woman looked perplexed. Ghia remembered she was dealing with another being with powers like hers.

She held back a fit of hysterical giggles and managed to look the being in the eye as she stood up slowly. The tree-person was taller than any human she'd ever seen, even Yarrow or Caelum, but exceptionally short for any tree. The eyes were the same--ever-changing, earthy, still flickering with scores of emotions. This time Ghia could read a few: confusion, resignation, and, just barely, hope. 

She forced the mental voice cowering in the back of her mind to form a sentence. 

Forgive my reaction. I've never seen a tree do that.

I am not a tree, said the being without offence, but, Ghia sensed, with a hint of pride. I am a Magi.

A what-eye?

A Magi. Third race to inhabit this continent, possessor of "freakish" magekal powers, ancient, long-lived, and I am the last of my kind. You know. Same old Saga. 

Ghia frowned. Something tickled her memory, something from her early education in the history of magek. One of her books had mentioned a Magea Rosa--one of the fabled Magi. Was this being...? 

I am she, Rosa answered, and Ghia blinked. 

But I didn't even project....

You did not need to. You are an open book to me; all Terrans are.

That doesn't seem ethical, she started to say before her mind snagged on the strange word again, like a thread on a nail. What does that mean?

Terran? It refers to a member of your species; what you called yourselves when you first arrived here. But here I am teaching history when you need to be trained. How rude of me. Step further into the room, and close the door--it wouldn't do for other castle denizens to see you talking to a tree. 

Ghia was about to say, I thought you were a Magi, but realised the Magea had a sense of humour and smiled as she closed the door, following Rosa further into the room. 

So...do all Magi look like trees? She couldn't help but ask, as she took a seat in front of Rosa, who, sitting, was still very tall. 

No. Only those of us bound to the Earth--the Corasin--and of those, only the ones bound to trees. I am bound to the Kash tree, and so am rather short for my race. 

Ghia nodded, in a daze. 

This doesn't seem real to you, does it? the Magea asked. 

No. 

The Magea nodded in understanding. There is not much I could do or say that would prove how real this is. I trust you'll come to accept it in time. I do have a small question for you, however. 

Ask away. 

What is today's date? 

Ghia thought this a strange question but answered without hesitation. Jourd'Muerta, the 28th of Novena, 4019 of the Third Age. 

There was a pause, then: I see. 

May I ask you a question? 

Only one? 

For now. How old are you?

The Magea smiled, completely transforming her face. As if there were seasons to her expressions, her face changed from winter to summer. 

I am sure I've lost count of the years, was what she said, but Ghia saw through the lie. 

Somehow I doubt that.

You're sharp. Good. Let us just say I was middle-aged when your kind arrived here. 

Which was when, exactly?

That's two questions. 

And now has become then. But I'll leave it alone. About the training?

Rosa's face turned serious. Yes, we should get down to that. 

What do you expect from me?

Concentration. Focus. Effort. The will to use your powers for good. 

Ghia frowned. And just what is the extent of my powers?

The Magea laughed mentally and it sounded like a wind through the forest, rustling the leaves and grass. We shall have to test you...and see.
  


The Divide




When the world was young and people new to it, twins played in the forest. 

They ran and laughed, jumping over logs and through the brush, revelling in the innocence that defined them. 

They came to a clearing. 

Sunlight danced off the grass in this clearing. The fire-headed twin stepped forward, entranced. 

"Kore," called her sister with the wheat-colored tresses, "come back. There's a cave we can explore!" 

Kore did not hear her sister. She kept walking, until she stood under the full force of the sun. She felt a lazy ecstasy cover her entire self as her skin drank up the light. She reached for her twin. 

"The light is beautiful, Umbra," she called. "Join me!"

Umbra looked fearfully up at the light. It did not seem welcoming to her, but she went everywhere with her twin. They were one. 

She took a few steps into the clearing, intent on joining Kore. The sunlight was hot. Too hot. 

"It burns!" she cried, as blisters appeared on her arms. She jumped back into the welcoming safety of the shady forest. "Kore, come back, let's play again." 

But Kore was already half gone. Her face was turned to the sun, enraptured. She did not hear her twin. Horrified, Umbra watched as Kore floated up into the sky, beyond sight, beyond reach. 

Her twin was lost. 

She ran back, back towards the cave, where she hid until all daylight had faded from the earth. In the pitch black she emerged, a new sort of creature. Her pupils fully dilated to let in all light made her eyes black, to any who could see. Black membranous wings sprouted from her back, and claws and fangs dotted her hands and mouth.

She could not remember the day; could not remember the light. She did not know what life was outside the darkness. Into this well she spun, forgetting all human form, until she lost herself completely. 

She flew off, looking for other beings as mad as she.
  


Earth
  


Jules

Jourd'Umbra, 18th Decima




A month of leave passed all too swiftly, Jules reflected as he said his farewells to his family. At least I got to see them again, he thought. His father had aged considerably since Jules' last visit; with all likelihood the man wouldn't live through next winter. 

But he's not that old, Jules had protested to Nathaniel one night as the brothers sat by the fire. 

Da took mom's death hard. He's been getting weaker each year.

Jules heard the unspoken accusation: if you came home more often, you'da noticed. 

He was stung, but there'd been nothing to say. They'd sat, staring at the fire, until late in the night, when Nathaniel retired to his bedroom and Jules curled up on his bed in the common room. 

When Tania had died, her wife Eric had sold the family house and moved in with his younger son and daughter-in-law. It was a small house, and quarters were cramped, but Alanea and Nathaniel bore it with good grace, for they knew it wouldn't last forever. 

Nothing is forever, thought Jules, and suddenly wished he wasn't in the military so he could spend more time with his father before Muerta's appointment with Eric. 

The wish was futile, and he'd turned over and gone to sleep. 

Now, riding back to Atherton with the mail caravan, he wished it again, and more passionately. He was absolutely blessed with his family -- I just want a chance to enjoy what's left of it.

His thoughts were interrupted by Suki's snort. He looked in the direction she was yanking the reins and saw two distant figures, riders, coming upon them. The rest of the caravan hadn't noticed. 

"Hold!" he called, and the caravan slowly ground to a stop. The lead rider looked back at him, questioningly, and Jules indicated the riders. 

The members of the caravan took up defensive positions quickly, readying themselves for a fight. Jules swallowed and put his hand on his sword, ready to draw and fight if need be. He had hoped not to run into trouble this trip, but Athering had lost peace and safety in the past decade, and bandits on the roads were commonplace. Wishful thinking. 

The riders were closer, and Jules felt a spark of recognition as their features became more distinguishable. 

The lead rider called out a challenge and the approaching figures slowed their horses to a walk. There was a silent conference between them and the more broad-shouldered one answered: "Bellica Anala and Major Aro of the second regiment, looking for safety in numbers!" 

Jules let out a bark of relieved laughter and assured the dubious leader -- Pazil was his name -- that these people were his friends. For lack of a better word, he added mentally as he rode out a bit to greet the bellica and major. 

"Ho, officers," he called as Suki let out a welcoming whinny. "What brings you to join the Atton caravan?" 

Anala and Aro, both looking as if they could use a night's rest and a bath, exchanged careful glances. Aro answered, again. "Roads are dangerous. We decided our luck had held out long enough and to play the last leg of our journey safe." 

Jules nodded in understanding and led them back to the caravan, where Pazil was waiting impatiently. "Begging your pardons, Dama, monsieurs, but we have quite a bit of land to cover before we break for camp, so I'd like to get moving again." 

The officers silently moved into place with the other riders. "Proceed," Aro said.

Pazil cracked the whip and they were off.
  


Anala




There was no one occupying the main wagon's sleeping area, so with consent from Pazil, Anala crawled in and lay down to take a nap. 

The month of leave had exhausted her, and she was sure Aro was tired as well. She wasn't sure what had possessed him to agree to come along -- she hadn't known his devotion to his bellica would stretch so far. 

They'd packed nothing but civvies and headed for Aeril first. They had agreed to travel incognito, adopting aliases so as not to attract attention, and brought their own meagre supply of gold and silver along -- charging to a military account wouldn't work for Selina deMaya and Evan deKama, a humble pair of travellers. 

Aeril was dilapidated and colder than usual -- since the death of Lady Nia Ylfen and subsequent ascension of her court-educated daughter, Danika, things had fallen into disrepair. 

Danika had spent her education in Atherton, as was the custom with heirs to township posts in the country. Any good that may have been in the girl was pushed out, and now she spent all the town's money on her own pleasures and luxury, ignoring the needs of her subjects in the grand tradition Zanny had established. 

Aeril was the perfect place to find a spark of rebellion. 

They'd booked a room in an inn and spent their three days among the townspeople, gathering the general attitude of the populace. 

Gathering information. 

Anala didn't yet know for whom, or when, but since her visit with her aunt she'd privately vowed to help as much as she dared when the time came, as she knew it must. History showed that all tyrannies fell. Anala wanted to make sure history remained true. 

She wasn't sure how Aro felt about such treasonous doings, and when she asked him he had simply replied, "You're my bellica. I swore to follow you, and I remain true to that vow." She had left it at that, glad to have an ally. 

It seemed there would be more allies for rebellion in Aeril. Most of the people she'd talked to, while cautious with their words, were obviously mired in malcontent. Only one person had been less than cautious--a girl who felt she had nothing left to lose. 

Molly deRosie was eighteen, and one of the bitterest people Anala had ever met. She was the daughter of the innkeeper, and had served up their third night's supper with a thunk and a smile that never reached her eyes. 

"Eat well, Dama, monsieur," she'd bitten out, and turned to go. 

"I'm of a mind ta think we will, if'n ye cooked it yesself, child," Anala had replied. She'd found her accent to be of a benefit to her here. No one would expect someone from court to speak so. 

Molly turned and looked upon Anala with unmatched malice. "Is that supposed to be a joke?"

"Which part?" Anala tried to get a rise out of the girl. She had sensed a great unrest in Molly and in that, great potential. 

"Think you truly that a child with such a disability as this," she gestured to her unbending leg, "could be so useful? Waste not your mocking on me, Dama. I'll not be fooled." 

"I'd not be mocking ye." Anala had looked the girl directly in the eye. "I've a right to call ye child. Ye're a full ten years me junior, and ye'd be a minor. And such a disability would liken to impair yer fightin', not yer cookin, I reckon." 

She'd struck a nerve. Molly had clamped her jaw shut and Anala could hear her teeth grinding. "Call me if you need anything," the girl said, through her teeth, and limped off.

"Dangerous, Selina," Aro said softly when the girl was out of earshot. 

"No more than whatever else we'd be doing here, Evan." Her reply was just as quiet. "She's of a mind to come back," she'd added as they turned to their food. 

The hours wore on and the tavern emptied, Anala and Aro continuing to sit in their corner, barely touching their drinks, for all that his was non-alcoholic and she had a strong head for wine, when they heard the unmistakable thunk-step, thunk-step that signalled Molly's approach. 

The girl sat down unceremoniously on the bench across from them, mug of ale in hand. She noted Anala looking at it and gave her a silent challenge, daring her to call out her underage drinking. Anala had met her eyes but said nothing. 

"So," the girl said in a low voice, "What do you want with an old cripple like me?" Her tone held no humour, nor her smile. 

"What would give ye the idea that we'd be wanting ye, child?" 

Molly glared. "Now I'm sure you're mocking me. I'm not so blind as the rest of the townspeople. I see right through you." 

"And what is it ye see?"

Molly was thrown off balance but took it in stride, answering with only a moment's pause. "You're not so poor as you pretend to be, nor so humble. You walk too proudly. You spend as if you have no worries to your next batch of coin. I'd even go so far to say," she dropped her voice even lower, "that you're spies from the empress' court. In which case, she's slipping, because you're the worst spies I've ever encountered." 

Anala had raised her eyebrows slightly. She and Aro would have to be more careful from now on. An angry tension pulsed in Aro's thigh against her own, and she'd placed a hand on his. His eyes met hers. Peace, her face had counselled him. He calmed down. 

Molly watched the exchange with interest. Ignoring it, Anala had pointed out, "If'n ye're so knowledgeable as to the nature of spies, then ye ken we'd not be any, or ye wouldna said what ye just did." 

Molly shrugged. "I suppose that if it was all a careful ruse to trick me into revealing something, it worked, and I'll be watched carefully by that supplicating bitch-pup we call Lady of this city -- and for this statement, I'll be killed. So, let us talk openly." 

"Ye'd be quite reckless with yer life for one sa young as yer years." 

Molly took a swig of her ale and shrugged again. "Life's not worth much if you can't work to pull in a decent living. I'll be stuck in this tavern till I die, so there's no difference as to if it's today or when I'm old and barren as the southern desert." She paused. "I applied to join the military." 

When she didn't speak again, Anala had asked, "Why?" 

"Adventure, travel, a chance to die doing something worthwhile. That was before things got so bad -- only five years ago." 

Anala had sensed a block had been loosened, that Molly was saying what she'd not been able to for years. "They wouldn't take me, though," she continued. "My leg -- it'd never get better, they said, and they couldn't waste their time training one so unfit -- not even as a medic." 

"Have ye some healing ability then?" 

"To be sure...at one time. I'd apprenticed to a healer when I was quite young, but she left town a year after Duchess Danika's ascension." She laid a nasty emphasis on the honorific. "Went to Nucalif, probably hoping things would be better there. I never got a chance to join her. She's most likely dead now." 

Anala had flinched inwardly, reminded that the price of obeying orders was a heavy tax on one's soul. 

Molly talked on, oblivious to the reactions to her story. "So it was up to me to be town healer, meager as my training was." She laughed bitterly. "By some cruel twist of fate, had she not left I would not have needed her services two years hence, and so would not be so deformed. The Goddesses make cruel jests on us indeed...." She trailed off and stared into her mug of ale, as if looking for an explanation to the workings of the universe in its depths. Anala hadn't known what to say. 

After a time Molly seemed to collect herself and turned her attention back to the bellica and major. "So the question still stands -- what would you want with an old cripple such as myself?" 

"Information and support," Anala had said simply, glad to be able to reply. 

Molly gave a half-smile. "Of what sort? You should know from our conversation I'll not help the empress, lead though it may to my death."

Anala had returned the smile. "I'd be pleased to know we'd be of a like mind." 

"Then," Molly said, allowing the smile to spread to the other side of her face, "let us speak of our business and tarry no more." 

Working in a tavern made her privy to all sorts of information, and Molly told them everything they wanted to know: Duchess Danika's habits of ruling, a list of people discontented enough to fight back, how the town would react to a coup. More than half the town would support a rebellion, she figured, and almost all of those people willing and able to fight. Of the other half of the town, she didn't think many would openly work against the rebellion and those who did would be dispatched with easily. 

A few hours passed before Molly asked a few questions of her own. 

"Who are you, really?" 

A valid question, Anala had thought. Why had Molly not asked it earlier? Knowing she couldn't answer with the truth, no matter how much she liked and wanted to trust Molly as much as the girl had trusted them, she had deliberated, not knowing what to say. 

Sensing her discomfort, Aro took the liberty of a diplomatic reply. "Residents of Atherton and frequenters of Court, though we are far from courtiers." 

Molly stared, first at Aro; then Anala, working it out. Then her eyes widened in recognition. 

Oh, feck. Found out.

Molly laughed, low and guttural. "Of course. I don't know why I didn't recognise you before, Ma'am. And I shall continue as if I haven't. You remain Selina deMaya and Evan deKama to me, come torture or death." She raised her left palm, her right hand over her wrist. "I swear by Her who waits in the Last Hall." 

"And I'd hold ye to it, lest death be too kind to those who'd be forsworn," Anala had said a bit harshly, though relieved. An oath on the name of Bellona was not taken lightly. 

Molly smiled, unperturbed, and asked her next question as if nothing of import had transpired. "When do you plan to revolt?"

"We plan nothing," Aro said, deciding to handle this one as well. "We act as allies with whoever leads us to freedom." 

Anala had looked at him with surprise. She'd never heard such passion in his voice. 

Molly's eyebrows shot up past her bangs. "You're taking an awfully big risk for a rebellion that's not yet been planned. But I respect your bravery, and I'll ask you no more questions. It nears the midnight hour; we'd best quit our meeting before suspicions are raised. Stay you another night?" 

Anala had shaken her head. "We'd be needing to head to Two-Sides in the morning, but we'd be grateful for yer hospitality, and we'll be keeping in touch, I reckon." 

Molly nodded. Her slight look of disappointment had not gone unnoticed by Anala. She'd felt her heart twist for this girl to whom she felt so akin in so short a time but allowed herself to be led by Aro to their shared room. There had been nothing they could do about it; there was more work to do yet and Two-Sides was a long ride away. 

Now Anala turned over and tried to quiet her mind enough to sleep. Thoughts of Molly had stayed with her the rest of the journey, and probably would for a while yet, but there was no use wasting her sleeping time thinking of the girl. She willed her thoughts to turn to her usual pre-sleep jumble, and slowly drifted off to the rocking of the wagon.
  


Jules




It had been midday when Anala and Aro had joined them. Jules noted by the movement of the sun that about two hours had passed since then. 

He rode beside Aro in somewhat companionable silence. Anala had disappeared into the wagon about an hour earlier for a nap after nearly falling off her horse with exhaustion. Aro had caught her and forced her to rest up. Jules found it amusing that Aro could command someone like Anala without a fight. I guess years of familiarity grant certain benefits.

Presently, Jules himself felt the strain of the road. He wasn't tired by any means but they'd been riding since dawn at a rather slow pace and the lack of activity made his muscles twitch. The mail caravans rode slowly, but they rode hard, since they had to cover as much ground as possible during the few winter daylight hours. Only in summer was it safe enough to ride through the night. 

Still, there were no complaints from the people about Athering's communication system. Jules had heard that Suncoast didn't even have the same level of literacy, let alone a public means of sending letters efficiently. He didn't know how true that rumour was, as Ambassadors from Athering's neighbour nations had been few and far between in court of recent years and trade had been stifled. The Embassies of Nighttide and Suncoast might as well have been abandoned buildings for all the life they showed. Jules wouldn't be surprised if the next war erupted with either nation -- or even with the Jasmine Isles, coveted for their strategic location and warm climate. The Jasmine Isles, unofficially dubbed the Pirate Isles, had won independence from their vassalhood with Suncoast a few centuries back, and now were ruled by an economic cooperative, if Jules remembered aright from his childhood history lessons. They were also a haven for fugitives and exiles from the other three nations, while they remained a neutral country in cases of wars, trade embargoes, and the like. They did little fair trade themselves, preferring their own pirate navy to raid towns and merchant ships instead. Jules supposed this industry was driven by an old grudge against their former ruling nation, which had treated them none too kindly. Or so the history books said. 

He turned his thoughts back to the present when he heard his name spoken. Aro was trying to make conversation. Surprised, Jules responded with a polite "Yes?" 

"It would be terribly rude of me to ride absorbed in my own thoughts and not ask how your vacation went, so at the risk of overstepping the bounds of acquaintances...." 

Jules smiled and laughed. "Not at all, Aro. And I would that we could be friends, if you're agreeable to the idea." 

Jules was gratified to note that Aro smiled in return. This was the most they'd spoken since basic training. "Seems as though the higher we get in rank, the fewer friends we have, doesn't it?" 

Jules nodded ruefully. "Some days I'd give anything to be a priva again: camaraderie, good pay, and the simplicity of just obeying orders." 

"Ah, to turn back time...it seems I have a constant headache now from the thinking I must do as second-in-command. I envy our bellicas not a bit." 

"Well-spoken, Friend," Jules agreed. Aro easily accepted the term. "Shall I talk of my visit with my family, or would it bore you?" 

"I wouldn't be much of a friend if it did," 

Grinning, Jules related the past month of family bonding: his nephew was now walking, and a right handful; Alanea and Nathan continued to try to persuade Jules that it was time to find a wife or husband and settle down; his father's memory was wandering to the point he'd called for Tania, not remembering she'd passed years before.

"I'm sorry," Aro said awkwardly. Jules shook his head. 

"It happens to all of us. I'm just grateful he'll spend the rest of his life with family who love and take care of him." Unlike me, he added to himself, bitterly. 

There was a silence in which Jules brooded a bit and Aro shifted uncomfortably on his saddle, until the medic shook himself out of it. "I apologise. I haven't had much time to adjust. What about your leave? I heard there was some indecision as to where you would go." 

"There was, at that, but Anala and I finally decided on Aeril," said Aro, relieved to be past the awkwardness. 

Jules waited, but Aro remained silent. Respecting the major's privacy, Jules didn't ask. 

A few minutes later something occurred to him. 

"Aro, if you spent your month in Aeril, how came you by the Eastwood Trail? Would it not have been faster to ride directly to Atherton?" 

Aro had the look of a mouse in a corner, facing a hungry cat, as he struggled to reply. 

"Well, we didn't spend the whole month in Aeril...." 

"But you came not to Atton," Jules said. 

"No. We went and stayed in the wayfarer cabin by the Lake for a bit." Jules sensed Aro wished to leave it at that, but he couldn't believe that Anala, reputed for her rationality, would want to go camping in the winter, even if Thaw was already upon them. 

"Why?" 

Aro sighed, looking caught. "Because Anala needed to be away from people for a while, and it's safer by the Lake than anywhere else in the woods. Warmer, too." 

That was true enough. The Lake was fed by hot springs far to the north, and so retained a pleasant temperature year-round. 

He shrugged. There was something else Aro wasn't saying, but Jules respected his comrade too much to pry. "I can empathise. So long as you got a decent rest, then." Aro nodded, relieved. 

Jules noticed the caravan was slowing to a stop. Spotting the sun in the sky, he saw they had about an hour of daylight left. Where had the afternoon gone? 

"We're stopping to make camp?" Aro half-asked, half-stated, back to his usual stoic composure. 

Jules nodded as Pazil led them to the side of the road, where a campsite was maintained specifically for the caravan's weekly trips. Grateful for the chance to stretch, he dismounted Suki and walked her to where the other horses were tethered. Aro did the same with his horse. 

The caravan's crew quickly got to work setting up camp and building a fire. Jules stood to the side, remembering from the trip up that they neither required nor wanted help. Aro, looking as much a spare wheel as Jules felt, excused himself to go wake Anala. 

Jules nodded and attended to the needs of his horse, who nuzzled him affectionately. "At least I have you, girl," he said, and she nickered softly in response.
  


Anala




Anala woke with a start and rolled onto her back, listening for a cause of her arousal. The wagon had stopped moving; the rocking no longer lulled her to sleep. 

For as long as she could remember, the gentle rocking movement of a ship or wagon had always been relaxing. She did not know why. Her first extended ocean voyage had been to the Battle of Voco in 4015, as far as she could remember. She'd asked her parents about it, but as on so many other topics, they'd remained silent. 

She heard a step outside the small room she occupied, and a soft knock on the door. Recognising Aro's knock, she merely waited. A moment later, he slid back the door and entered, crouching to avoid bumping his head on the ceiling. 

"You're awake," he said with mild surprise. She smiled at him. 

"Just now, ye ken. I reckon we've stopped to make camp?" 

He nodded. She sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bunk. "Did ye get no rest?" She noted that he looked as tired as when they'd first joined the caravan. 

He shook his head and sat beside her. "I spent the afternoon bonding with Jules, actually." 

Anala looked at him sharply. Had he mentioned the details of their trip? How far could they trust anyone in the first regiment? Seeing her face, he gave a brisk shake of his head. "I told him nothing of import. Just said we tired of city living in Aeril and so went camping by the lake." 

Anala nodded, mollified. That was both true and safe enough for Jules to know. 

Aro looked at her sidelong. He could tell her thoughts. "I know it's foolish, but I want to feel we can trust Jules." Anala desperately wanted to agree but, with their lives hanging in the balance, she wanted no errors in judgment. 

"I'll leave it to you to decide, Anala. I can't always follow my foolish feelings." He smiled, reached a hand up to cup her cheek gently, and let his lips meet hers in a tender kiss. "Even if they yield such rewards as this," he finished. Then Anala was wrapped up in his arms as he kissed her passionately. She yielded to the sensations of his exploratory hands on her back, to their entrained breathing, to the scent of him which remained sweet to her even after a few days on the road. Her senses overwhelmed her and she twined her arms around his neck to keep her balance. 

Their bodies were pressed together, heat and urgency rising in both of them. Aro's mouth moved to her neck and then slowly and gently down to the tiny hollow at the base, where he lingered for a moment. His hands moved to her front and his skilled fingers caressed her through her shirt, the texture of the fabric adding pleasure as it rubbed against her skin. Anala closed her eyes and bit her lip, not knowing if she could take much more before yielding completely. 

Loud footsteps up the wagon ladder signalled the end of their privacy. In one smooth movement Aro was on his feet and helping her to rise. She straightened her hair and shirt and stepped out of the cabin into the wagon's main area, where she came face to face with Jules. 

"Oh!" he said, smiling. "You're up. I trust you slept well?" She sensed various meanings behind his words: more than a medic's concern, there was a desire for friendship in his tone. Anala nodded and smiled back at him, keeping Aro's suggestion about trusting Jules close at heart. It was too early to decide but she sensed honesty and knew it was worth considering. "Well camp's been made; so whenever you're ready to join us...." 

"Out of curiosity, what are the camp sleeping arrangements?" Behind her, Aro stepped out of the sleeping cabin. 

"They've pitched a few two-woman tents at the edge of the shelter, or you can throw your sleep sack down by the fire. Your choice," the medic said as he exited the wagon. 

Aro shrugged and looked down at Anala lovingly. "Shall we, Sweet?"

Anala, her hand in his, smiled beatifically up at him. Making sure no one could see them, she kissed him briefly and sweetly before squeezing his hand and leaving the wagon.
  


Aro




There were three tents set up at the edge of the shelter, where it would be colder and unprotected from possible rain, and space for several sleeping sacks close to the warmth of the blaze. The protection of the shelter's high roof kept the ground mercifully dry. 

Aro went to their horses and relieved them of their equipment before giving each horse a quick rubdown and some feed and water. He noticed Jules' mare was missing from the group, and looked around to see Suki reclining peacefully some distance from the fire, Jules' sleeping sack laid out beside her. 

That was one way to keep warm on a winter's night. But I prefer my own personal method, he thought, spotting Anala. 

After their somewhat longer stay in Two-Sides, Anala had grown weary of cities and wanted to disappear. Aro had agreed wholeheartedly. They decided to venture to the Lake and the cabin there, heading west before entering Eastwood and traveling close to the Blood Mountains, where the trees grew thinner. It was safer from treecats. They didn't rest much and so made good time to the Lake, and found time enough to sleep once there.




~




The cabin was dusty, but in good repair, much to Aro and Anala's delight. Well past sunset, the last thing they wanted to do after the long day's ride was fix up an old, unused cabin.

A stable around the side held feed for horses. Aro rubbed down their mounts while Anala took their packs inside to set up their sleeping sacks and get a fire going. A minute later she exited the cabin. "There'd be only the one bed, Aro." 

Aro shrugged. "I'll sleep on the floor." 

Anala shook her head and Aro could see exactly where the conversation was going. He ended the argument before it began. "I know you think a bellica is bound to take care of her troops, especially her second, even if it means compromising her own care, but the flip side is that the major makes sure the bellica doesn't over-extend herself. Either you take the bed or we share but you're not sleeping on the floor." He gave her a stern glare. 

She rolled her eyes and disappeared back into the cabin. 

Aro shook his head and concentrated on finishing his task in the darkness outside before rejoining Anala inside. A fire was roaring and both sleeping sacks were set up on the bed. Aro smiled inwardly. They'd had the same argument in both Aeril and Two-sides, and he'd won both of those as well. Anala's stubbornness endeared her to him all the more, no matter how vexing it could be. 

She was going through their food pack. Their supplies looked really low. He stretched and sighed. "Looks like tomorrow is reserved for hunting," Anala agreed silently. She was already in her sleeping clothes, he noticed, and swaying on her feet. "Alright, Sleepy deSleepera, time for bed." He gestured to the bunk. She gave him a look he couldn't decipher (but figured it meant she thought him crazy) and crawled into her sleep-sack willingly. 

He changed his clothing quickly and crawled in next to her. She was already dozing, but started awake and sat up. "The fire, it needs ta be damped --"

"Relax. I'll stay up and watch it. Sleep." He gently pushed her back down, and soon she was snoring softly. 

He took the opportunity to lean his head in his hand and watch her sleep in the dim light of the fire. Their nights in the inns had been too dark for him to do so. He was tired, but still had enough energy to stay awake a while yet, and so spent his time analysing and memorising every curve and angle of her face, the way tendrils of her night-black hair curled lightly around her temples, the play of the firelight on her skin giving her that golden, ethereal glow. 

He smiled and almost reached a hand out to brush a stray strand of hair behind her ear, and then stopped himself. 

Look. Don't touch. For years he had reminded himself of this key rule. For years he had stayed Taciturn Anala's major, Stoic Aro. 

He loved his bellica with a passion far deeper than runs a major's devotion to his commanding officer. Years of familiarity had bred affection and understanding between the two of them and, for Aro, a love deeper than the Zameera Sea. Did Anala feel the same way? He doubted it -- she'd never shown any sign of more than friendly affection. Then again, neither had he, by keeping a careful guard on his behaviour. At least, she felt that way about no one else, he consoled himself, even if she didn't feel it for him. When the time came for him to win her affection, there would be no competition. 

He lay there, contented and relaxed, watching his love sleep peacefully, until the fire had dwindled down to where he could safely drift off to sleep. He did so gratefully. He was sure to dream of Anala. 




~




Aro woke well rested from the middle of a pleasant dream. He couldn't remember any details but it left him feeling relaxed and happy. Stretching, he rolled onto his back, pleased to see the cabin hadn't burned down while they'd slept. 

Anala was gone. Gray morning light trickled in through the cabin's one window. Already the days were getting warmer, minutely so. This winter was holding onto the nation more tightly than the last few had. 

Aro was loathe to leave the warm and surprisingly comfortable bed, but nature called; so he wriggled out of his sleep sack and stood. He was a bit wobbly but regained his balance with the ease of years of military training. Still sore and exhausted, he went outside with a clenched walk. 

Upon his return from the brief forest foray he felt more awake and aware of his surroundings. The day had dawned bright but cloudy and it was definitely warmer than the previous day, either because of the upcoming spring or because they were by the Lake.

The cabin itself stood within the borders of the Hidden Forest. Aro would have to venture a bit southwest for hunting. It wouldn't be too dangerous, as the north of Eastwood had fewer treecats than the south. The Hidden Forest had none, since the trees there were not strong enough to hold the animals' massive weight, and there dwelt very little in the way of prey. 

Despite the Forest's exemption from treecats, not many people ventured further into the forest than to visit the cabin or Lake. Time seemed to shift in those woods, and one could never really see the sun. It was, for lack of a better term, creepy. 

There were few edible land animals in west-Eastwood, Aro knew, although theoretically treecats were edible if you managed to kill one, but he didn't feel like dying today. There was, however, an abundance of edible and nutritious plants, some hardy enough to survive the winter, in the only place within a day's ride. 

As he stepped through the bracken around the cabin, he spotted Anala, fresh from her bath, at the very moment the sun broke through the cloud cover directly behind her and gave her a halo, sparkling off her wet hair. Aro stopped, his breath caught in his throat. How is it possible she gets more beautiful each and every day? He'd seen Anala in the midst of battle, blood streaking her dirty face and caked in her hair, dripping with sweat, and he'd always found every inch of her glowing with an unquenchable fire. He'd been her major for years but he'd never seen her lose that spark and didn't believe she could. 

The sun moved behind a cloud and his breath came back. As Anala turned in his direction, he schooled his face into its usual politely attentive mask. 

"Enjoy your bath?"

She nodded vigorously. Even when it was just the two of them, she didn't speak much, he noticed. Does she think I'd reject her as well?

Probably. From what he knew of Anala's shrouded past, she'd had little love her whole life. He sighed inwardly, putting his thoughts aside. He was hungry, and was sure she was too. 

"I'm going hunting. You want to come?"

A brisk shake of the head was her answer; so Aro gathered up his gear, mounted his horse, and was off. 




~




Aro spent most of the day hunting. The rewards were well worth the effort and risk. 

Reaching Eastwood by noon, he'd first found a few groups of pollo, a small flightless bird whose meat was full of protein and whose unfertilised eggs provided a good breakfast; then a den of jackahare, and several copses of witchthorn and some wild tubers, turnips, and carrots. Mindful of the life cycle of the forest, he took from the animals the sick or infirm, and thinned the vegetables, leaving room for the small ones to grow. He'd still ended up with a fair catch. After his light snacking, there was enough to feed them for two days if they were frugal. 

They would be. Anala ate sparsely no matter the menu, even with her aunt's cooking, and, despite his size, Aro needed little food to keep him going. By their standards, they would eat well tonight. 

As well, the jackahares he'd caught would yield more than just food: he could dry and tan the hides, with or without the fur, either for himself or trade. The possibilities of jackahare hide were endless or so he'd heard. He certainly had never yet found an end. 

He bounded up the steps, kills and harvest in hand, and entered the cabin, ducking the low-hanging doorframe. 

Anala sat at the table, staring into the middle distance. Her hand rode her knife hilt, the tip of the blade resting in the wood of the table. Aro set down his booty on the table slowly. Anala didn't move or notice. Coming around to her side, he noticed she'd carved a word into the table. 

VENGEANCE.

Aro inhaled sharply. Why hadn't he noticed the depth of Anala's disturbance? She'd been acting strange since Midwinter. Because I didn't want to. I needed her to be my strong bellica, imperturbable. That need was put aside now as he squatted beside her so they were at eye level. 

He rested his hand over hers, making her put down the knife. Slowly her head turned to look at him, her hazel eyes slightly glazed. He took a deep breath. Time to be her support -- isn't that my job description? "What happened at Midwinter, Anala?" 

She shrugged slightly. "Saw me aunt." 

She was evading. As usual. "Why has that upset you so much?" 

She looked away, and tried to get up, but he held her hand fast. "Anala," he said, putting a commanding tone in his voice, "I know you think the whole world's against you, but try to remember that if it is I'm not part of that world! Tell me -- what's going on?" 

Slowly, haltingly, she related all that had happened and the decision she'd made to avenge her aunt. 

Now the conversation between the bellica and Ghia on Midwinter Day made much more sense, as did Anala's behaviour of the past month. Why her aunt meant so much to her when the rest of her family didn't, he didn't ask. She'd tell him in due time. 

"So this decision to revolt is a personal vendetta against the Empress?"

She nodded and looked at him as if she expected him to break his vows to her and drop it, right there. 

"That's a silly thought, Anala. You said it yourself -- death's too good a punishment for the forsworn."

"But ye'd be followin' me into treasonous doings, Aro, and all for personal gain." 

"How is vowing to attempt to change the course of Athering's history and bring freedom from oppression to her people for personal gain?" 

"We'd only be bringing the opportunity for freedom," Anala countered, and Aro was glad to note she was looking more like herself. "What if Yarrow'd be no different?" 

This was new. They'd not yet decided, or even discussed, whom they'd rather see with the Sceptre than Zardria or Zanny. "You've decided on Yarrow, then?" 

A shrug. "She'd be the only choice, Aro." 

That was true. The people wouldn't accept anyone else. The courtiers would, but they hardly qualified as people -- they'd accept anyone who allowed them to avoid actually working. 

"Yet you don't sound happy about that." 

Anala sighed expressively. "I'd nae trust her. And I nae want ta be wrong, ye ken. What'n if we only succeed in putting another tyrant in power?" 

"I suppose it's a risk we have to take." 

"I'd still nae trust her." 

"Neither do I. In fact," and he moved his other hand to rest on her shoulder, "the only person in this world I do trust is in this room." 

She turned to look at him. "Why would ye trust me, Aro? Ye know nothing about me." 

"Because I love you." 

He hadn't meant to say it. Not now, not like this. There it was, hanging between them, tangible. This was the moment that would create or destroy all they had and would--could--have. His heart lay bare to her. Would she draw her sword to cut or to protect? 

A long pause dragged out between them, until finally Anala spoke. "Why?" 

Aro wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. "Love has no reason, Anala."

She gave him her quintessential You're-a-dreamer look: eyebrows raised, mouth quirked slightly. "Not in my experience," she said softly. 

Aro didn't know what pain existed in Anala's past, didn't want to pry -- but he did want to help her heal it, to show her what love could be. Abruptly he grabbed her and kissed her, gently at first, then with more pressure as she responded. They rose together till they were standing face to face, and he wrapped his arms around her. 

Her signature scent of salt air and lavender, mingled with the smell of forest, drifted into his nostrils and he inhaled deeply. Slowly, caressingly, his hand moved to her front. 

Immediately Anala stiffened and broke the kiss off. She reeled and grabbed the table for balance as Aro grabbed her elbow to keep her from falling. She looked down, avoiding his eyes, a flush creeping over her face. 

Aro didn't know what he'd done wrong. He started to apologise, to put his heart on a shelf, to say they could forget the whole thing. Anala shook her head wildly. "No, Aro, it'd not be anything ye did or dinnae do. And I'd not be of a mind to drop it." She stopped, seemingly unable to continue. He reached a hand out and caressed her cheek, and she didn't pull away from him. A good sign. 

"You don't have to tell me anything, Anala. And we don't have to continue, if you'd rather not..." 

"I tol' ye I no want ta drop it. Just...go slow, ye ken?"

He smiled and raised his hands above his hands. "My hands will stay up here until you say otherwise." 

She smiled back at him, gratefully, and grabbed his wrists, pulling his hands down and pressing them to the small of her back. "Here'd be fine." 

"Your wish is my command, My Lady," he said, and before she could correct the honorific he pulled her close and kissed her again, and then neither of them wanted to speak. 

A strange sound interrupted their peace, and it took Aro a moment to realise it was his stomach growling. Reluctantly they broke apart. "Supper," he said, and Anala nodded in agreement. 




~




They spent less than a tredicem at the Lake, but it was more of a vacation than either of them had had in a while, and neither one took it for granted. 

By the end of it Aro had several furred jackahare hides to take home, and Anala had lost the shadows under her eyes. Being of the military, she'd been unable to laze about completely, needing physical activity to keep her sane. Aro had made her restrict it to a run around the Lake each morning, but she'd managed to convince him she needed to do daily calisthenics as well. 

He hunted every two days or so, and discovered a winterpear tree his third time out, so they added fresh fruit to their diet as well. Otherwise their days were spent relaxing, talking, and sometimes sparring to keep their skills and swords from getting rusty. This Aro doubted would happen, sparring or no, but it was good practice nonetheless. 

When they talked, they talked of the revolution they planned, and, less often, the question of them. Despite the eagerness she showed while kissing him, Anala was full of misgivings about their relationship. 

"What exactly troubles you, Love?" he'd asked her one night as they lay beside each other, talking before sleep. 

She sighed. "Everyone leaves," she said simply. 

He held her tightly against him. "I'd never leave you, Anala," he said, looking into her eyes. "You are my sun and moons and stars." His voice was hoarse, and there was a heavy pause with the weight of his words. 

Anala found her voice and spoke. "I'd not be saying ye'd be of a mind to be leaving." 

It was a valid enough fear and one he shared. In their line of work, they faced death constantly. Neither knew when their skill would be outdistanced or their luck run out.

He sighed and tucked her head under his chin. "Even if that did happen," he said, surreptitiously knocking the frame of the bed with his knuckles, "even if Muerta did come too soon for me, I still wouldn't leave you." 

"Ye'd be haunting me, then?" she sounded amused. 

He laughed softly. "Of course. Who else will make sure you take care of yourself?" 

"Ghosts'd be ethereal, Aro. How would ye make sure a anything?" 

"I have a very strong spirit, love. I'd find a way." He kissed the top of her head affectionately. 

She snuggled closer to him, kissing the hollow at the base of his neck. Aro felt a wide smile take his face. Despite the subject of their conversation, which would doubtless come up again, despite the dangers their lives, activities, and relationship posed, despite the fact their vacation was coming to an end, he'd never been happier in his life. 

Anala's breathing had changed into the slow rhythm of sleep, and Aro closed his eyes to join her. 
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They left before dawn the next day. It was a day's ride through the forest, even after they got onto the Eastwood Trail, so they camped at the forest's edge that night. They decided to strike out for the Atton Road, a route a bit safer than the wildlands between forest and city. 

"And if we meet up with other riders, or a mail caravan?" he asked over their small fire. 

Anala shrugged. "It'd be a mite safer."

"I meant...what about us?" 

There was a pause before she answered. It wasn't a question he'd wanted to address, but it had to be discussed. 

"We'd best ta keep it a secret, fer now." He heard what she didn't say: I don't want Zanny to have any leverage over either of us. Now he knew how she felt about him. 

He nodded, and they both stared into the fire. He wished they were back in the cabin or that they could've stayed longer. Time was what Anala needed to be able to finally open up to him. He'd gone slowly, at her request, and they'd gone a bit farther. His hands were permitted a few more places than her back, and it seemed she was getting used to the feeling of loving touch, something he doubted she'd ever had before. 

Was she equally unsure about him? Was that the reason for going slow? When he'd moved a bit too fast, she'd come unglued, pushing him away and putting as much distance as possible between them in the tiny cabin. 

"What?" he'd asked, perplexed. 

"I tol' ye ta go slow, Aro," she said a bit testily. 

"I was." 

"Slower, ken." 

Try as he might, he couldn't keep a hint of bitterness out of his voice. "Anala, don't feel you have to reciprocate my feelings if you really don't. I said we could stop." 

She looked angry enough to throw something at him, but remained her calm self. "Are ye really so egocentric as to be thinking this has anything to do with ye? I'd've never done this before, Aro," she said and stopped. There were tears in her eyes. 

Instantly Aro was filled with remorse. He'd had no idea Anala was a virgin. Even if she'd never been in love before, charnel houses were abundant enough in the city and unisex establishments. Usually a woman of Anala's age would be more experienced. Whoops. 

He opened his arms in entreaty. "Anala, I'm sorry. I assumed, and..." 

She nodded and walked back over to him, letting him wrap her in his arms. "This'd not be a battle, Aro. Ye nae have to win me," she said, and he knew he was forgiven. 

He'd slowed down quite a bit after that, and things had gone smoothly between them. 

Now that they were re-entering civilisation, he would no longer have the time nor leisure to take down her shields. 

It was frustrating. 

As if reading his thoughts, she grabbed his hand and kissed him suddenly, as bold as she'd been yet. He returned the kiss avidly, twining his fingers with hers and wrapping his other arm around her. 

When the kiss ended she looked into his eyes. She was wearing her "searching" face and Aro knew enough to let her find out how to say what needed to be said. 

"Aro...no one wouldna think twice about a bellica and major sleepin' side by side, ken." 

"Nor would they think twice about a night spent at the pub," he continued for her, "or about us alone, together, anywhere else." 

She nodded, and they kissed again, Aro letting his lips explore more than just her mouth. 

Anala was right. Forbidden passion would be worth it, for a time. 




~




They'd ridden out the next morning and met the caravan at noon, and already were making camp again. Aro was bothered that just two days of riding could tire Anala out so easily. Was she sick? If she was, he wouldn't be able to do much about it till they returned to the city, where he could ask Ghia to take a look at her. For now, he had to ensure she got her rest. 

He passed their sleep sacks to her and she set them up close enough to feel the warmth of the fire but far enough away to lie more in shadows than light. The horses rubbed down, he went to join those sitting by the fire, settling himself between Anala and Jules, who nodded in greeting. 

"I see you've found a pretty girl to sleep next to," Aro said to the medic, gesturing to Suki. 

Jules gave a half-smile. "Be lucky we're friends, or I wouldn't allow such jokes." He looked back at his horse, who rested peacefully and patiently behind him. "She's a good horse, and a good friend. I'm quite blessed with her." 

"How did you come by such a fine companion?" the major asked. Medics, even chief medics, usually didn't have their own horses. 

"Family inheritance, of a sort. Suki's the filly of my mother's war-mare." 

"Lucky break, that." Jules nodded in return and a companionable silence fell over the three of them as they sat looking at the fire. 

After a while Anala indicated she was going to sleep, with a look that meant he should too. He nodded, telling her he would join her soon, and after watching her go he turned his attention back to the flames. 

Jules spoke so softly that Aro almost didn't hear the medic. "Looks as if you've found a fine companion as well, Aro." 

The major looked sharply at Jules and the medic returned his gaze levelly. There was a tense pause as Aro debated if he could trust Jules or not. Finally he let out a sigh and turned back to the fire. "Are we so obvious?" he asked resignedly. If so, they might have to stop altogether -- something he didn't want to think about. 

Jules shook his head. "No. I've become accustomed to watching such things and knowing when a major's devotion to his bellica becomes something else." Jules' tone had changed, and Aro sensed the medic was no longer referring to him and Anala, but to another bellica-major team. He could guess which one. 

"Well, I suppose we have no choice but to trust you with our secret," Aro said quietly. "Though I could get uptight about your comparing Anala to a horse." 

Jules chuckled. "You'd not be the first." At Aro's quizzical look, he explained, "Ghia. She and Suki are very alike sometimes, personality-wise. And you may have to trust Ghia with your secret as well." 

"Why? Will you tell her?" 

"No, but if I've noticed, you can be sure she will, too. She's very intuitive. And trustworthy," he said as an afterthought. 

"You trust Ghia?" 

"In today's world, I'd say she's the only one I do trust," Aro sensed the truth behind the words. He felt a surge of empathy for the medic. 

"Then I suppose I can trust her, too." Jules looked relieved. "Good night, Medic." Aro stood up to turn in. To join Anala. 

Their friendship was still uneasy but it was beginning to look as if Jules would make a good ally.
  


Ghia

Jourd'Juno, 20th Decima




Ghia splashed her face with cold water and revelled in the sensation of tiny droplets caressing her skin, wiping her clean. Turning over a new leaf, she thought and almost laughed. 

Since her training had begun, she'd developed a new sensibility to, and appreciation of, the smaller things. Her sense of smell had heightened: she could smell spring on the air with not just her nose but her mind. Her awareness of her "auric field", a term new to the healer, had risen, meaning she could no longer be surprised from behind. That was a useful skill to gain. 

The auric field, Rosa had taught her, was a circle of energy surrounding her body which controlled her own personal energy signature. If its powers were harnessed correctly, her powers would have a steady base. The entire universe is made of energy. The auric field is what connects your energy to the rest of the universe, and protects you from it as well. Think of the bottom of the field as roots connecting you to Cora's -- Althea's, pardon me -- energy, the energy of the earth. The top is like branches, reaching out to Ryll -- or Kore -- and the energy They provide. The sides are like a shield, like rocks, and they protect you from the energy of other people. You choose what energy comes in and what goes out, and you choose what your energy looks like to others. To those sensitive to energy patterns, it is seen as your energy signature. To everyone else, it seems your mood, if it is noticed at all. 

She had learned much in the past few tredicems, particularly, that the secrets to controlling her powers lay not in boundaries and blocks but in being aware of everything at all times while learning to focus her attention on bits and pieces of information. Her ethics had changed -- disintegrated, almost. She still refused to root in someone else's mind, but what now disclosed itself so readily to her to her was so much more, that she had no need to root for answers in the first place. Her curiosity had lessened. 

Her healing powers had improved, too. Control of her auric field had taught her to draw upon the energy of the earth for healing, leaving her personal energy stores intact, so that now, while healing another, she could keep herself from total exhaustion, self-damage, or, in the extreme, death. Her mother would appreciate that, even if she could not tell Helene of her training. I'm grateful I was granted leave; so my absences were not noticed. 

Beyond the training, she and Rosa talked, as much as time permitted. The magea was a great conversationalist, for a being who could not speak aloud in any manner Ghia could have understood, and she had a wonderful sense of humour. Rosa credited her years spent among Terrans with that development. 
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I find your species to be quite amusing, she said with a smile. 

I suppose that's a compliment, Ghia replied, deciding not to take offense. What was the point?

It is. My species had too many tragedies to be very amusing, I thought. Or maybe, because of my own closeness to said tragedies, I can find no humour in them. 

What tragedies? 

It does not bear speaking of, child. They have long ended, many thousands of years ago. The only remaining tragedy for me is my continued existence, and I have decided to make peace with it, and the race who brought it about. 

Terrans, Ghia said. It wasn't a question, but Rosa nodded in response. I'm sorry. 

Why? You have not wronged me nor my people. 

But my kind has. I feel sick, thinking about the wrongs we wreak on ourselves, one another, our world, and those different from us.

Do not trouble yourself with the doings of your ancestors overmuch, my child. And you may have less to feel guilty about than other Terrans. 

Ghia frowned. What do you mean?

Rosa sighed and Ghia knew the magea felt she'd said too much. 

Your powers, Ghia. Have you never wondered where they came from? 

Fleetingly. My foster-family taught me the secrets of magek, so I figured I just was naturally adept at the hidden powers of all humans. 

Rosa shook her head. No, Ghia. Your powers are not Terran, and therefore you need not be governed by Terran codes of conduct in your use of them. 

A chill crept down her spine. She was Terran, so how did she end up with non-Terran powers?

I do not know, the magea answered. Again, Ghia realised she'd projected her fear. 

So...if my powers are not Terran, what are they?

Rosa hesitated before answering, signalling that Ghia would only hear part of the truth, if any at all. I cannot answer that at present. It must be further investigated. Now, where were we? she added, ending the conversation. Dutifully, Ghia turned her attention back to the lesson, leaving her questions for later. 
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That had been over a tredicem ago, and Ghia still had not had her questions answered. The magea had her reasons, Ghia supposed, but it frustrated the healer nonetheless. Hadn't she gone to be trained for answers in the first place? It was irksome to be so denied when she felt herself so close to solving the mystery of her origins. 

Be careful what you wish for, child, said Rosa's voice in her head. The answers may not be as you would want them.

Were you listening to my private thoughts, Magea? 

They were not private and I was merely contacting you to let you know your friend the Medic will be here before the day is out. 

Jules? He's coming home? How did you... she started to ask but trailed off as she sensed Rosa was already gone. 

"I hate it when she does that," she said aloud. 

Her thoughts quickly shifted to Jules' return, surprised to note feelings of excitement. She had certainly not lacked for company during the month of leave, for spending each day with Rosa had staved off any loneliness. Looking within herself, she saw the depth of her feeling for Jules and quickly backtracked, frightened by such strong emotions. She was too young to get caught up in such thoughts. And too busy. 

Sighing, she set an early-warning ward just beyond the city limits and tried to find something, anything, to occupy her time until his return. 
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She'd set herself to the arduous task of cleaning the tavern from top to bottom, much to Kasandra's delight, and the ward notified her just as she'd finished. 

With surprise she noted Anala and Aro also traveled with the mail caravan. Was leave over already? 

She checked the calendar in the taproom and saw that leave was officially over the next day. There would be a huge influx of people the rest of today and possibly tomorrow. 

Fun. She put her cleaning supplies away and quickly readied to greet Jules. Before her training, she would have showered the sweat and dirt off, but, with her new knowledge of the hidden energies that governed the world, she was able to think herself clean. It wasn't so simple as all that but it was the simplest term Ghia had come up with to describe the process. 

"Mail caravan's here," she said to her aunt as way of farewell, flying down the stairs. 

"You're certainly dressed up for retrieving the mail, Ghia dear," Kasandra said, eyeing the peplos Ghia had flung on. 

Ghia had little money for nice clothing and so instead had taught herself to sew. All her clothing was handmade and therefore sturdier than anything she might have bought. The clothing at Market was well made but not made well enough for Ghia. She believed clothing was made for wearing and so wore it into the ground. Most peploi were made for formal occasions. It was unusual for Atherian women to wear aught but breeches and shirts in their daily lives. Ghia didn't care what was usual--she cared about what was comfortable. 

This peplos had not been worn as much and was made of softer fabric than the others, done in a forest-green colour that contrasted nicely with her hair. It had half-length, knotted open sleeves and a low-draping front. Instead of a belt she wore a thicker piece of fabric, almost an underbust bodice--another unusual fashion but one that fit her curves perfectly. She thought she looked stunning in it. That she held any opinion about how she looked said something, because Ghia hardly ever gave a second thought to her appearance. 

"I'm greeting high-ranking military officials," she said loftily. "It's only fitting that I put a little effort into my appearance."

"When he's going to be covered in the dirt and stink of the road?" Kasandra gave her a knowing smile. 

Ghia felt the blush threatening to rise but firmly held it in check. 

"As you obviously know why I'm dressed up, Aunt, I don't need to say anything else. May I go?" 

Kasandra nodded, for once ignoring the girl's cheek. To be in love during wartime is hard enough -- why should I begrudge the girl her happiness? 

The thought drifted into Ghia's mind and she immediately shifted focus, keeping her aunt's thoughts outside the safe-limits zone she'd established in her mind. She wasn't so practised as Rosa at keeping others' stray thoughts at bay. She'd not had thousands of years to become adept. 

"Gracias, Tia." She kissed Kasandra on the cheek before leaving the tavern. 

Atherton seemed fuller than a few days ago; Ghia had to push through crowds to get to the North Gate. Wish I had a horse. I think I have almost enough put away. Maybe I'll see what bargains are to be had. Be a nice birthday gift to myself. As her thoughts ran to breeds of horses, which one would be most beneficial to her lifestyle, she realised she knew nothing about horses. I'll have to ask someone. Jules?

As if the thought was a call to the medic, she spotted him, riding beside Anala and Aro, as she rounded a corner and faced the North Gate. They were headed to the castle. Ghia ran to intercept them. 

Jules! She called mentally, so only he could hear her. His head snapped up and he saw her waving furiously. He smiled widely and waved back. 

Reaching their horses, she dropped into a curtsy. "Medic Jules, Bellica Anala, Major Aro, I trust you journeyed well?" 

Her words were cut off -- Jules had jumped down from Suki and wrapped Ghia in a hug. His essence, psychic and otherwise, washed over her and, amid the jumbled emotions, thoughts, and scents she caught, she noted with a bit of triumph that her aunt was wrong -- he wasn't covered with the stink of the road. He smelled like Jules -- a good smell. 

Then she wondered why she was thinking that at all. She pushed aside her emotions and blocked out his. We're friends, she told her heart sternly, but she knew it would ignore her. As usual. 

Jules had released her and was looking at her oddly. "Ghia," he said in a low voice so Anala and Aro wouldn't hear, "do you realise your eyes are bright gold?" 

Merde. On her first day of training Rosa had done something to awaken Ghia's powers fully. That had turned her eyes bright gold, much to their mutual surprise. She'd asked the magea what it meant, but Rosa had evaded the question, saying she didn't know. This Ghia knew to be a lie, deducing that her new eye colour had to do with her apparently non-Terran powers. 

As she couldn't very well go around Atherton with such a strange eye colour, one so obviously not her original, the first skill Ghia had been taught was a simple glamoury. If she projected an image of hazel-green eyes, anyone not trained in magek--which included everyone in Athering--wouldn't see through it. 

In her excitement to greet Jules, she'd dropped the glamoury. Foolish and a bit frustrated, she quickly brought it back up and knew she'd succeeded when she saw Jules blink in confusion. 

She smiled engagingly. "Come now, Jules. You must be seeing things." 

He might have protested, had Anala and Aro not joined them at that moment. 

"Good afternoon, Healer Ghia. How did your vacation fare?" Aro was saying. 

"Relaxing, and blissfully uneventful." Her lie was accepted by Anala and Aro, but Jules apparently intended to seek her out later to talk to her. Ah, well. I should have known I wouldn't be able to fool him. 

"And yours, Bellica, Major? Did you decide on Aeril, or someplace else?" It was all formality, these words, this way of speaking. Ghia could figure out exactly where they'd been and what they'd done with a feather-touch of her mind. She didn't, only because, despite what Rosa had said of her freedom from Terran ethics, she would feel guilty if she did. Habits held for almost two decades were hard to break. 

There was another of those frequent silent exchanges between the two officers, but this time Ghia sensed something else, something deeper in the glance. Suddenly it became apparent to her: Anala and Aro had done what Yarrow and Caelum should have done years before. Pushing aside her guilt and looking just a bit deeper, she saw Aro's long-held love for Anala and wondered why she'd not noticed it before. Because he's good at hiding it, her inner voice answered, and because they are outshone by the other bellica-major pair, where love is coming from both sides and broadcasting more brightly than the sun.

Right, she answered the inner voice she'd always considered separate from herself. Wrenching herself back into the present, she nodded understandingly at their answer, about escaping cities for the wilderness. 

"Isn't that cabin right by Lover's Lake?" Aro nodded reluctantly. The duo's fear of being discovered hung between them, and Ghia decided to let them keep their fragile secret. "I've heard the hot springs north of there hold special therapeutic properties. I'd love to go and investigate -- professionally speaking, of course." 

She caught their inward sighs of relief and almost laughed to herself. As if they have anything to fear from me. But the healer knew no one trusted anyone else these days. 

She said her farewells to Anala and Aro as they walked their horses to the castle stables. Jules lingered, his hand on her elbow. 

"Are you going to tell me the truth, Ghia?" She glanced up at the slightly angry tone in his voice. His jaw was clenched but otherwise he looked fine, belying his roiling inner emotions. 

She tried to inflect her voice with just the right amount of superiority, "This is hardly the time or place, Jules." 

"Then when is?" 

"Never, if you're going to act like that." How dare he presume he can know all my secrets!

Instantly he softened. Ghia heard a mental apology. Before he could say it out loud, she spoke. She couldn't handle another awkward Jules moment, not right now. "I work at the tavern tomorrow night. Business should be slow." 

He nodded. "I'll see you then." He would have bent down to hug her but she was out of his grasp and through the crowd before he knew his own intent. 

When did things become so complicated?
  


Aro




Aro hadn't come by the castle library in a while and, from the looks of it, neither had anyone else. The Librarian had died a few years before, leaving no successor, and now there were fewer clerks than proportionate to normal upkeep. 

The library was huge, taking up all of the East Tower and spanning several floors, each one crammed to the rafters with books, maps and all manner of educational and historical resources. Aro had loved it at first sight for its wealth of information and now loved it anew as a secluded spot where he and Anala could disappear. 

They'd found the third floor unoccupied and sat sequestered in a far corner, away from the stairwells. 

"She knows, Aro," Anala said. She looked worried. 

"How can you tell?" 

"It'd just be a feeling I'd have. And I'd know her a mite better than ye do." 

"Even if she does know, is that so bad?" 

She gave him a look that made him wish he were a tortuga, able to shrink back into his shell. "I mean, Jules trusts her...." 

"And 'ave we even decided we're of a mind to trust 'im?" 

"I have, Anala." I do trust him. That was quick! "Do you trust my judgment?" 

"As me major or me lover?" Anala asked. 

"Both." I hope.

Anala sighed. "Yes, dammit. I'd just still be a mite..."

"...Paranoid?" he finished, managing to get a bit of a smile from her. A tired smile. Her eyes were duller than they had been. I still need to ask Ghia to take a look at her.

She was tired enough to suggest she wanted a nap. Aro bit back his concern, since she hated his fussing, and gave her one passionate kiss before they returned to the more populated areas of the castle.
  


Zardria

Jourd'Althea, 21st Decima







The shades were drawn in the top room of the Spire. Originally, there had been no shades, just a huge pane of glass stretching around the circular room, from where Athering's current Queen could survey the entire nation; could be the first to see encroaching enemies. 

Zardria had let her aunt have the more luxurious Queen's living quarters and had stayed in her heir-apparent's rooms, just two floors down, but this room she'd claimed for herself. Her aunt had no need of it, anyway, as this was the traditional Queen's thinking room, where Athering's leader would make all the great decisions that affected the world around her. Zanny was a puppet, a figure-head: she made no such decisions. 

Well, she makes a few, said Zardria's human side, in control now that Hecate was full once again. The Empreena had barely survived the Midwinter Banquet, and had secluded herself afterwards, before, during, and after the four days when Hecate was dark. She'd not had much to do: her agent in the kitchens had apparently met an unfortunate accident in her service and so Zardria had not had the means to use her Muerta's Tears as planned. It was regrettable -- she'd have to train a new kitchen agent and it was getting harder to find good help these days. 

Making a mental note to find someone new for the job, she thought of Miranda, her drifter. The girl was still in the stables and none too happy about it. Zardria didn't care -- she was getting scores of information, whether or not Miranda chose to reveal it. No, the girl should stay where she was -- this business could wait. Her opportunity to kill Caelum and frame Yarrow for it had left with the banquet. She'd have to find another way to put Yarrow out of the picture. 

As long as Yarrow was compos mentis and alive, no one would accept Zardria's rule. Much as she hated the truth of it, she knew her sister had to go or the threat of rebellion would always be present. A pity. Even Zardria could admit she'd be losing her best bellica, and perhaps her first regiment. At least there was Anala, who was almost as good as Yarrow. Better, in some respects. I just wish she'd talk from time to time. The silence is unnerving. 

The Empreena sighed. So many people, so many problems. Ruling would be tougher. Mayhap easier once Zanny is gone. When was the soonest she could arrange for her aunt to meet Muerta? The Birthright Ceremony was one month away. Can I survive her insufferable stupidity that long?

Her eyes fell to the letter on her desk. It was the third in her recent correspondence with Lord Exsil Vis of Mt. Voco. She'd received his thoughtful reminder of her end of their bargain at Midwinter, and had sent a biting response. 

My hands are tied until you swear Mt. Voco's fealty to Athering, as you well know. Time is running out; so I suggest you get on it. Let me know if you require an escort.

Now she'd received his reply: I require no escort. You must send a messenger -- alone, to show good faith -- with the treaty, signed by you, and I will cooperate. I have no desire to set foot unprotected in a land that despises me so....

Not only would he not cooperate, he dared to insult the skill of her military forces! Zardria's blood boiled in futility. The Battle of Voco had shown that while Athering's forces trumped those of the island in quantity, Mt. Voco outstripped them with quality. The Battle had been Athering's greatest military defeat in centuries. 

So, now came the problem of finding a messenger. A bellica, preferably, or a majora. But my best bellica is not loyal to me...and if this is a trap I'd prefer not to send Yarrow. I want the pleasure of destroying her myself. As well, if Yarrow were killed with her current reputation, she'd be upheld in death as the people's martyr. That wouldn't do. She'd become an even bigger figure for their liberation. No, Yarrow must be destroyed utterly. 

Besides, sending someone so emotional might just conflagrate things again. Yarrow undoubtedly harboured years of pent-up hate towards Lord Exsil Vis, not only for killing their mother, but also for that nasty card he'd played in the Battle. Zardria was rather angry about that as well. 

Isidora Baker. She'd met the woman a few times, during the years when she was not so unilaterally hated. Los anos de aurum. Isidora had a way about her that made you feel she knew your every hope, desire, fear, and judged you not one pence for them. The feeling of being completely naked and accepted simultaneously extended to everyone, including Zardria. She and Isidora had never been friends, and for years Zardria had thought she'd hated the woman. She'd not discovered the truth about her feelings until recently, and had cursed her blindness. It had cost Isidora her life.

Had she sent an escort with the Queen Lynne, it might have not been boarded, and Isidora not captured. Had she acted when the news came, there might have been a chance to rescue Isidora before Lord Exsil Vis readied his people for the upcoming battle. Had she done any of those things, and more, Isidora might yet live. 

But I might still hate her. In Isidora's death, Zardria had seen it was not Isidora she hated but the circumstances which kept them apart. Isidora had already been promised to Caelum when Zardria had met her. That surge of loathing she'd felt had not been for Isidora but for being too late to claim her. Her hate was desire with its back turned. 

Somehow she'd never felt the pain. She'd waited for the tears to come, but her face had remained dry these many years. Whether it was she, Zardria, who failed in human feeling or whether her other side, she could not assess. She'd been two creatures so long, she'd forgotten what it was to be fully human...and had never known how it felt to be a woman. 

She shook her head to clear it of the mist of memories. Isidora was gone, dead a long while now. While she could hold a grudge against Lord Exsil Vis if she so wished, it wasn't practical. She still had business with him that pre-dated Isidora. She couldn't let her emotions rule her in this area. 

Locking her mind to the task ahead, she pulled a piece of paper to her and began to pen a first draft of the peace treaty. It would have to be worded very carefully. If nothing else, Lord Exsil Vis was highly intelligent, and would undoubtedly find any loophole, no matter how small, and exploit it. Zardria was sure she outstripped him but caution was called for nonetheless. She didn't want to be trapped. 

As the previous Queen had been. 

It was common knowledge that Lord Exsil Vis, her mother's ex-Consort, had killed her. What wasn't known was that death had occurred at Zardria's bidding. Her mother had trusted too easily and too much -- that was her problem. Even after the first attempt on her life, she'd been willing to believe the man could change and so had agreed to meet with him to negotiate peace between their nations. Her lack of foresight had cost the nation her life. 

Who brings only two bellicas as an escort? An arrogant fool. Ostensibly to show good will, Zameera had gone to meet Lord Exsil Vis with little protection, knowing if he really wanted peace he would not attack her and trusting that if it was a trap, three bellicas, her escort and herself, would be more than enough protection. 

Too bad she'd brought along Bellica Eradola as one of them. 

That woman had been in Zardria's employ. It was a good move on the empreena's part. She'd eliminated both Bellica Catriona and the queen in one stroke, and came out blameless. 

Bellica Eradola had come willingly to Zardria's side, bitter over a past that had given her an undesirable name and a forgotten place in the army -- the tenth regiment, the Auxiliary. Zardria had suggested, through the Chamber of Councillors to her mother, that the officers of the Auxiliary corps in the tenth through thirteenth regiments be made the Queen's bodyguard as a permanent job. 

That practice had quickly ended. 

Though I intend to bring it back, with a bellica smarter, more skilled, and more trustworthy.

Eradola had been a stupid woman. Led on by delusions of grandeur, she'd believed Zardria's promises of reward for her part. The first regiment, even. Imagine that! 

Her only reward had been a swift trial and merciful death. After her fake escape and her heralding of the kidnapping, she'd thought her part was done. After Zameera's death, however, an exile from Voco, a "Vocan courtier," came forward as an eyewitness to the crime. Eradola had been tried as a traitor and hung. She'd forgotten how far Zardria's claws reached. 

I suppose it really was a bad luck name, Zardria thought now as she worded in a non-inheritance clause. She didn't want Lord Exsil Vis' children, if he had any, getting any land except the island-fiefdom that family had held for centuries. When Lord Exsil Vis married into an Athering family, which he soon would, it would cause a stir among the courtiers. This would shut them up, and keep her nation safe. 

Zardria herself could not have children. She'd given up that aspect of womanhood when she'd become something more than human. She supposed, if she were the type to have regrets about anything, it would be this. But that bargain, together with the one with Exsil Vis, had given her all she wanted. She could not afford to live in a world of "what if". 

She did not think she was fit for pregnancy, anyway. A waste of seven months, in her opinion. She could adopt a baby daughter from a commoner family more than happy enough to give up their child for riches, and a pregnancy story could easily enough be fabricated. Seven months away from Athering would be a nice vacation. 

It was all well and good. Infertility forestalled the necessity of consummating the marriage between Consort and Empress, which failed to interest her, anyway. Her relationship with Lord Exsil Vis was purely business, and he more than likely had his own choices for his bedroom. As did she.

Putting the finishing touches on the first draft, she then revised it several times before settling on a final version. Satisfied, she sprinkled sand over the wet ink and called for her attendant. 

"Find the Bellica Anala and bring her to me. I have a task for her." 

The girl nodded and left silently. 

Zardria sat back and smiled. Just because it was too dangerous to send Yarrow didn't mean she couldn't cause a little pain.
  


Jules




Ghia's prediction of the tavern's business level had proved correct -- hardly a patron stirred as Jules entered. 

He didn't see the healer and settled down at the counter patiently. He didn't have to wait long; a few minutes later Ghia entered through the kitchen doors. She served the other patrons first, giving Jules the barest of glances. 

She was dressed in simple homespun, her hair back and her face paler than earlier that day. She looked near to dropping from exhaustion, but he was relieved to notice her eyes were back to normal. 

He knew what he'd seen. Ghia's eyes had been bright gold and he wanted to know why. Superstitious commoners said gold eyes were the sign of Umbra, Goddess of Lunacy and Witchery, ruler of Tyvian, dark twin of Kore. Jules knew better. 

He wanted to know why Ghia had the eyes of a Magi. 

A tap on his shoulder made him look up immediately but Ghia was already at the stairway, going up. He frowned. How'd she do that? He almost expected her to turn and answer. When she didn't, he shrugged and followed her. 

He was going to get to the bottom of this. Even if she kills me.
  


Ghia




Ghia sighed as she pushed open the door to her room. She was tired. Training that afternoon had been beyond trying. She and Rosa had moved out of the basics into advanced magek techniques, and Ghia was using mental muscles she'd not known she had. Now here comes an argument with Jules.

It was inevitable. If their friendship -- or more, her inner voice said before she slapped it -- survived, it would be all the stronger. Still, she didn't want it to happen. 

Jules would want to know the truth -- as is his right as my closest friend -- and she would not, could not reveal it. Not yet. She wanted to be able to tell someone she cared for about her powers, but it was too dangerous. I have to wait, she told herself. But waiting might cost me my ability to tell as well as the right person to tell.

Jules pushed through the door and looked at Ghia lying sprawled on the bed. 

"You've been working yourself too hard again," he stated, adjusting his fustanella to sit down. 

She didn't say anything. Why argue the truth? A sort of truth. She no longer knew what was truth or fiction, real or fantasy--just hoped she survived long enough to be able to distinguish between them. 

The silence stretched. Jules was waiting for her to say something. Ghia could not bring herself to speak or care. Both cost too much energy. 

"Are you okay?" he asked. 

Ghia couldn't stand the concern in his voice. She would have preferred his anger to this. I can take care of myself. "Of course I am." 

A gusty sigh heralded his response. "I can never tell with you, Ghia. You never tell me anything." 

"That's not true." 

"It feels true. Don't you think you owe me a little trust?" 

"I owe you nothing, Jules." 

He exploded out of his chair and Ghia thought, even hoped, he might leave. Instead, he began to pace angrily. "I hardly think that's true," he said tightly. 

She sat up and faced him. "Why?" 

"Do you value my friendship so little?" 

He was standing in front of her, towering, his face tight with anger and his words more like snarls. 

A shiver ran down her spine -- not of fear; it would take more than a miffed Jules to frighten Ghia -- but of excitement. He was positively dashing like this -- as if all rules of manhood had been stripped, leaving the beast that was at the core of every human. 

It took every ounce of strength she had to resist kissing him where he stood. 

Too bad this fight needs to happen. That might end it.

"No, Jules, but I don't see what the value I place on our friendship has to do with telling you all my secrets." 

"How about just one?" 

"Isn't it enough that I trust you with my life?"

"It's the same thing, Ghia." 

"Not when telling you may endanger me." And you, she thought very privately. 

He sat down beside her and grabbed her hand. "Ghia," he said, and she couldn't tear herself away from his eyes, which she'd never noticed as so green before, "you are the only person I trust. I would never betray you." Another thought floated to the surface of his mind and into her view. Tired as she was, she let it come. 

Yarrow...Nucalif...terrabane...Jules had seen it all. 

A small gasp escaped her lips and she felt herself falling backwards as she began to faint. Rosa! She called, as Jules reached out to steady her. 

Before she fell all the way, a fibrous mental tendril caught her and lent her the magea's strength. A surge of coras, earth-power, flooded her body, clearing her mind and grounding her. 

Bring him to me, said Rosa's cool mental voice, and then she was gone. 

Steadied, Ghia took a deep breath and looked Jules in the eye. "You want to know my secrets?" He nodded. "Come with me, then," she said. She got up and left before he could protest. 




~




Their flight to the castle went unnoticed. Jules seemed concerned about being seen, but Ghia ignored him. Her glamoury protected them. And if anyone did see us, they would just assume us lovers trying to find a private area. She hoped. 

Rosa's contact had renewed her energy and she trotted with vigour. Jules had trouble keeping up. 

She wondered why Rosa wanted to see Jules, but trusted her teacher's judgment. It would make her life easier, at any rate. 

The north wing of the castle was empty. Ghia relaxed her glamoury. She could draw on her inner reservoir of strength but didn't know how deep it went. If she had to use her own personal power at all, she preferred to use what she called her "daily power" -- what was available to her without tapping her reservoir. When she concentrated, she could draw upon the power of Althea, or Cora, but that still wasn't automatic and she was too tired to think about it right now. 

Just before the entrance to the first floor of the tower, Jules dug in his heels and ground to a halt. 

"Ghia, this tower is closed off." 

She turned and regarded him blankly until he started fidgeting. 

"Have you changed your mind?"

"No, but...." 

"Then stop asking questions." She turned back and opened the door, dragging Jules in behind her. 




~




The room was empty. 

This didn't concern Ghia. Jules looked confused. 

She wanted to sit, but somehow felt that Jules and Rosa would remain standing. Sighing, she stood in one place, shifting from foot to foot. 

A lengthy silence passed, in which Jules looked more uncomfortable by the minute and Ghia felt she might collapse where she stood. 

"Ghia," Jules said at last, unable to take another second, "there's nothing here. I don't see what..." 

"Shh...." her outstretched hand silenced him. "Try to use your medic's patience." 

Jules' retort about obvious differences between the hospitalis and the field died in his thoughts as Rosa's voice entered both their minds. 

Bickering will do you no good, children.

Jules' jaw fell open in shock even as he inwardly bristled at the diminutive. Ghia had to bite back a laugh. 

"Who...what...how...." He was unable to form a sentence. 

Rosa prefers we mindspeak, Jules, Ghia sent to him. His head snapped in her direction and he opened his mouth to ask something but slammed it shut almost immediately. 

How? She picked up from his public mind. 

Just like that, said Rosa's voice. 

Who are you?

A friend. Slowly the blend faded, revealing her shape standing at the window. 

You're a tree, said Jules, as if he expected to wake up at any moment. 

A long-suffering sigh floated from the magea's mind as she turned to face them. Ghia, will you please explain?

Quickly the healer gave Jules a summary of all the events leading from her incident at the banquet. His eyes widened briefly before he saw how much of Ghia's behaviour made sense with this explanation. 

I called you here because I have questions for you, Rosa said before Jules could ask. Though I am sure you would prefer your questions answered first. As we have little time, I would like for us to be quick, so please proceed. 

Jules didn't miss a beat. I have only one. Why does Ghia have the eyes of a Magi?

A terrible silence followed. Ghia felt as if she'd been slapped. This was what Rosa had been hiding from her? How could she hide something so important? 

I wasn't sure, child.

Ghia felt a protest bubbling up but Rosa cut her off. 

I speak truth. It's never been done before. I did not even think it was possible. 

For what to be possible? said Jules, and Ghia suddenly saw the depth of her teacher's distress, as if she was projecting unintentionally. 

Another silence followed, Jules looking at the two women with questions in his eyes; Rosa at a loss for words; Ghia sinking into understanding and resignation. 

I'm part Magi, Jules. It makes so much sense. It's why I've never fit in, will never fit in. I'll always be an outcast --

When she'd started crying she didn't know, and was aware of falling only as Jules caught her. 

Not to me, he thought fiercely, and she felt like sobbing. 

Rosa stood back from them, awkwardly. Ghia didn't know if she was angry with her teacher or forgave her. I'm too tired for this....

You need to rest, child. 

Of course she does -- she may be part Magi but she's still human, Jules shot at the magea. 

Rosa looked about to argue, but thought better of it. 

Regardless, she cannot rest now. It is of importance that we speak tonight. 

Can't it wait till tomorrow?

No. The world is changing, Medic, and every day is a step closer to what may come. 

I still think Ghia should rest first....

I'm fine, Jules. She's right. We can't waste time. 

Jules looked from magea to healer helplessly before acquiescing. 

Instantaneously Rosa came back to her agenda. 

Ghia is part Magi. I said nothing because I don't have more of an answer than that. I know not how or why it happened; it is certainly the first instance I've seen of a successful interbreeding experiment. 

It doesn't mean I'm the only one, though, said Ghia hopefully. 

No, child, it does not, but I do not know where to even begin in finding your relatives, nor do I have the time to devote to the search. Not now, she added, cutting Ghia off before her thought was formed. 

What questions do you have for me? asked Jules a tad nervously. 

About the terrabane, mostly. 

Jules gave a sharp intake of breath and narrowed his eyes. How....

I caught it from your mind, Jules, and Rosa got it from me, said Ghia before she lapsed into silence again. 

What precisely did you see? asked Rosa. 

Jules related the story and his musings, catching on that there was no point in keeping anything from the magea. Yet she had some basic questions for him.

Could you please explain the relationships between these people and yourself? 

Yarrow is bellica of the first regiment and sister to Empreena Zardria. I'm her Chief Medical Officer. Anala and Aro are bellica and major of the second regiment; Anita and Leala of the third. Caelum is Yarrow's major. 

Ghia noticed that Jules did not mention any feelings between people, much less any of his feelings for Yarrow. Maybe he is sparing me and himself the hurt. I should tell him I know, at some point.

Looking at Rosa, she barely caught the magea's near-imperceptible head shake. She would have questioned this strange display but the magea was speaking to Jules again. 

Caelum is the tall fair-haired man who was late to the banquet?

Jules nodded, and Rosa lapsed into a thoughtful silence. 

Suddenly aware of still being held by Jules, Ghia wondered why he hadn't shifted position. He must be uncomfortable, she thought, and moved herself so he could sit without parts of him going numb. He resettled as well but didn't let go of her. She smiled inwardly. 

When Rosa spoke again Ghia started and realised she'd been dozing. I must be tired.

You have done the right thing, Medic Jules, the magea was saying, in not turning in Yarrow. She is not guilty. 

Then who is? 

Caelum. Ghia felt Jules breathe in deeply in disbelief. Rosa continued, But he had his reasons, I feel, and would not want to hurt Yarrow intentionally.

But he has, said Jules. If that spy heard anything, Yarrow is in deep trouble. 

Yarrow did confess to Caelum, and the spy has reported it to Zardria. And Yarrow does know it was Caelum who did it and has not forgiven him. 

How do you know all these things? asked Jules after a pause. 

I watch. I listen. I observe. I formulate hypotheses. I do not know why Zardria has not acted; she is harder to watch than other Terrans. 

Why? 

Too many questions, Medic. I have told you what you need to know to ease your mind; now Ghia must rest. 

Abashed, Jules nodded and stood before helping Ghia up. 

Will we speak more? he asked Rosa before they turned to go. 

Undoubtedly, was her reply. 

They had reached the door when she called after them. Ghia!

Yes, Rosa?

Bring Yarrow, if you can, when next you come. She'll be home early tomorrow morning. 

Ghia nodded, too tired to ask how, exactly, she should accomplish that, before she and Jules left.
  


Jules




Jules had his arm around Ghia all the way back to the tavern. She wouldn't admit she needed help walking. 

All the information his brain had absorbed in the past hour was being processed, settling into his inner system, integrating itself into his current world view. 

It all made sense, to his surprise. But why should I be surprised? Ghia's behaviour was so much more than a healer's know-it-all attitude. At least he now knew that no thoughts were safe around her. 

Except maybe now. 

Ghia was so tired, she gave no indication of knowing what he was thinking. She stumbled a bit and quickly, he caught her. 

"Thanks," she said, too tired even to smile. Whether she said it aloud or merely sent, he didn't know. 

The walk between the tavern and castle must have been longer than it felt. Somehow he got Ghia through the tavern door and, with a brief explanation to her aunt, he picked her up in his arms and carried her up the stairs. She didn't protest. She was so feather-light in his arms he couldn't believe she was as filled out as she looked -- it looks as if she kept her promise about eating, but why is she so light to carry? Her head rested on his shoulder. He was pretty sure she was asleep already. 

With only a little difficulty he opened the door to her room and set her gently down on the bed. She didn't seem to be aware of any of it. He pulled her shoes off and tucked her in before turning to go but her arm caught his. He turned back to her. 

"Please don't go, Jules," she half-said, half-whispered. 

"I was just going to find another room. I won't leave the tavern." 

She shook her head feebly. "No. Stay here, please." 

Her eyes were closed, but Jules knew she could still see him with her mind. He nodded and pulled the chair over to the bed, where he settled in for an uncomfortable rest. At least I know it's worth it.
  


Aro




"You've been sent WHERE?" 

Aro's voice reverberated through Anala's room. She glared at him as she continued packing. "Keep yer voice down, Aro." 

"I can't believe that -- that -- that -- cur of a treecat would send you there!" he continued in an angry hiss. "Of all the missions...why didn't she choose a bellica from a lower regiment?" 

"Ta cause me a mite of pain, Aro." 

"If she wanted to cause pain, she could have sent Yarrow." 

"Ye know very well that would be a mite politically unwise." 

Aro had nothing to say to that and settled for making an irritated sound in his throat. A few minutes of heavy silence passed, Aro fuming and pacing while Anala packed. When he'd calmed down a bit, he spoke again. 

"When do we leave?"

"We dinnae. I'd be departing a daybreak." 

He stared at her incredulously. "She's sending you alone?" 

"She reckoned me battle skill'd be more than needed in case of an...incident." 

"Incident?" 

"Her words, ye ken." 

"It's a deathtrap." 

"Might well be." She shrugged and shut her bag. 

"You can't go, Anala." 

"I must, Aro." 

Instantly she was wrapped up in his arms in an embrace so tight she could barely breathe. "No. I won't let you," he said into her hair. 

"Would ye take on an Empire, Aro?" 

"Yes," he said vehemently. He couldn't let this happen, couldn't go on without hearing her speak his name with her accent that made it sound like 'ara', rather than a misspelled weapon. He couldn't go on without her smile, without seeing how clear her eyes were when she looked at him. Not like this.

Not with her unwell. Despite his heroic words, he knew he could not prevent her from going. One woman cannot fight the world. He'd let his soul go to Umbra if he let her go without first being looked over medically. 

"Come on," he said, pulling away from their lengthy hug. "We'll have one last night at the tavern before you go." 




~




Ghia had slept for only three hours when Anala and Aro arrived at the Cauldron. 

"She's resting, Major," Kasandra told the officers. 

Aro sighed. "It's a matter of importance," he said urgently. 

Kasandra looked from him to Anala, who'd not heard his last statement, and nodded reluctantly before disappearing upstairs. 

Aro felt a brief tinge of regret for waking the healer as Ghia descended the stairs, for she looked little better than Muerta. An angry-looking Jules followed her. 

"You should be resting, Ghia," he was saying. 

"I'm needed," was her response, so soft Aro almost didn't hear. 

Jules turned his glare to the officers. "Aro, is this really necessary?" 

"Yes," the major replied, drawing Anala next to him. Anala looked about to protest, but did not speak, as usual. "I think Anala's unwell." 

"Since when?" Ghia's hoarse voice cut off whatever the bellica had opened her mouth to say. 

"Since the seventeenth, roughly." 

Ghia nodded and took a step forward; then stopped. She evidently listened to an inner dialogue and then turned to a back room, gesturing for them to follow. 

It was the privy. Very clean, even if it's smaller than a flint-and-tinder box, Aro thought as he squeezed in with the rest of them. 

"Best I could do," Ghia croaked, unable even to smile. She beckoned Anala forward, closed her eyes for a moment, and unerringly placed one hand on Anala's forehead, the other over the bellica's heart.
  


Ghia




Ghia dropped into Anala, the essence of the woman, with a splash, and almost sank below, crushed by the tumultuous sea of personality she found within. Using a bit of her wasted strength, she bobbed to the surface and looked for what she needed. 

It was dark and murky, and the healer had trouble concentrating. She fell into a memory, long-buried, brought to the surface recently. It felt fresh in Anala's mind. 




~




Rain. Gray skies. A mountain looming up in front. 

She'd been out in the inclement weather for hours. Her uniform and her hair were plastered to her skin. She was soaked through and could only silently thank the Goddess for no-rust mail. 

The beach was long and stretched, black sand dull and glimmering simultaneously. Their boats waited in the harbour, as they had for tredicems. They still had not gained any ground. The troops that were alive were exhausted and wanted to go home. 

Truth be told, so did she. 

"Anala!" A voice called out from down the beach. Red hair stood out above the uniform as the lithe figure of Yarrow jogged up to her. 

She turned and saluted her superior. Yarrow was just as soaked, which made Anala feel better, oddly enough. 

"Love the weather," Yarrow said flippantly. "Maybe next time we can ask Lord Exsil Vis for sunshine; this is hardly the way to treat guests." She smiled at Anala, a gesture the bellica gratefully returned. 

"What'd da news be?" Anala asked. 

Yarrow's face turned serious. "Reconnaissance found a way in. West of Clifton are caves and lava tubes. They're used as an escape from the palace." 

Anala raised her eyebrows. Secret entrances meant infiltration and infiltration possibly meant victory. "Who'd be going then?"

Yarrow's eyes gleamed. "We are." 




~




Frantically Ghia backpedaled out of Anala's memory. It was interesting, to be sure, to see history as it happened. She didn't have the energy. 

Quickly she sifted through the crowded mind, which was rife with turmoil. Searching, she found the bodymind connection and looked for the source of Anala's apparent illness. 

She had no idea what was happening in the room, but she hoped her gasp hadn't been out loud. Rosa, she called as she double-checked her findings. I don't think I'm the only one.

The magea's presence was there instantly. Ghia suspected she'd been hovering the whole time. She looked at Anala quickly and quietly. 

I think you're right. 

Anala's part Magi? 

So it would seem, said Rosa, sounding weary. She's leaving tomorrow for Mt. Voco. Give her a glamoury in case her eyes turn, and an energy store. It'll keep her safe until she returns. 

Ghia nodded mentally; as Rosa left, she completed her assigned tasks as well as her own treatment. 

Withdrawing from Anala, she fell backwards and was barely aware of Jules' arms encircling her. 

"You're okay. Just fatigue. I'll check you again when you're back from Mt. Voco." It took the rest of her energy to say that before she dropped into darkness.
  


Jules




There was an uneasy silence in the tiny room. 

Ghia was unconscious, Jules awkwardly holding her. She was light, sure, but her slippered feet kept on sliding on the wood floor, forcing him to adjust his grasp constantly. 

Anala looked better; her eyes had regained their brightness. 

Aro was stunned. "How...." he began; then shook his head. 

Jules grunted as he readjusted the sleeping girl in his arms. "Ghia must have trusted you to reveal that much -- or she was too tired to hide it." 

"What, exactly, did she reveal?" Aro asked. 

"She'd be a Wind Seeker, Aro," Anala said. Unlike the major's face, her voice held no fear. 

Jules shook his head vehemently. "No. Not a Wind Seeker." 

"Then what?" Aro looked as if a rug had been pulled swiftly from under him. 

There was a pause -- can I reveal this much? Jules didn't want to endanger Ghia. 

Your silence does more harm. 

The medic managed to not show his surprise, but Rosa's voice had scared the starlights out of him. 

"She's part Magi." 

Another silence followed. Aro's face registered incomprehension. 

"Is that a good thing to be?" he asked. 

Jules wanted to laugh hysterically. He managed to choke out a strangled "Yes," before being reduced to giggles. 

Aro looked at him worriedly. Anala still had a peaceful look on her face. 

As he recovered from his fit of mirth, Jules managed to explain a bit. 

"So you see it must be kept a secret?" he finished, mirth replaced by seriousness. 

Aro and Anala nodded in unison, which Jules found very funny as well, for some reason. I'm tired. He looked at Ghia with some dismay. But I still have to carry her upstairs.

As if she'd heard his thoughts, Anala wordlessly stepped forward and hoisted Ghia with no apparent effort. She was out the door before either man could protest. 

Sighs escaped major and medic in unison. 

"Stubborn woman," muttered Aro as Jules expressed the same sentiment about the healer. They exchanged glances and both laughed.. 

"I think I need to sleep," said Jules, bursting with giggles. 

"I think so too, Medic." 

The stress on his title did not go unnoticed but Jules chose to ignore it. "Good night then, Major," he said as he left the small room, leaving Aro alone in the privy. He snorted at that thought; then, tired of fighting hysteria, gave in to laughter completely as he climbed the stairs.
  


Molly




Ridiculously, childishly, Molly had waited impatiently for every mail caravan from Atherton, hoping for word from "Selina". 

She'd kept her vow, although the excitement of meeting her idol had been almost too much for the seventeen-year-old. Bellica Anala had been the reason she'd wanted to join the military. Since childhood, she'd been entertained with tales of the Empress' best bellicas. Yarrow'd done little to impress her: a princess-turned-bellica was a boring story, told too many times. Anala, by contrast, had humble origins, in Harbourtown. While the rest of the bellica's past was shrouded with a thick cloak of mystery, the knowledge of her rising from the bottom to the top had enchanted young Molly and given the girl hope. 

That hope had been dashed when the recruiters had refused her crippled body for service. They'd not said it, but to them she was unfit for any service a woman or man in Athering could perform. It'd been clear in their eyes. 

She'd given up healing. Her town needed her abilities, meager as they were, but through her bitterness she could not bring herself to care. Besides, she was sure another healer would come along eventually. 

I wasn't sure, to be fair. I hoped, so I would not have to take up that mantle again.

That hope had been answered, and within a year of rejection by the military, a new healer had come to town, Lorrie of Two-Sides. Upon her arrival the woman had made a professional visit to Molly and had committed the mistake of offering to fix the ex-healer's leg. Molly had screamed at her to get out, and they'd not spoken since. 

It was just as well. Molly had cut off her life. Her main contact with the outside world was through her work in the tavern, or her brother, Luis. 

It was true she had been adopted by the tavern owners, a childless family at the time. Apparently the arrival of Molly had galvanised a previously recalcitrant fertility, and in 4003 Luis had been born. 

Molly loved her brother. Luis was the one who had taught her to play and who had broken down her seriousness. She had protected him when they were kids. When her accident had happened, Luis had not left her bedside until she could walk again. 

Luis was the only person with whom she could relax and be herself, and she was the only person he trusted with his secrets. 

No wonder her blood boiled now. 

Among her many vices and habits of ill-repute, Duchess Danika had a penchant for young men. It was rumoured that her harem had boys as young as nine years of age, drugged up on ailina, an expensive import from the Jasmine Isles, so they'd be ready to service her at any time of the day or night. She selected them from the townspeople and, once they were too old or broken to attend to her needs anymore, they were thrown into the streets, too abused to be any good as workers. The number of beggars on Aeril's streets had risen exponentially since Duchess Danika's...ascension. 

Periodically she made rounds of the town, hunting new playthings. Today Molly had needed something from the Market and Luis had volunteered to go in her stead so that she could wait for the mail. Luis was sixteen, healthy and quite good-looking. He'd not escaped Duchess Danika's gaze. 

He'd been permitted to go home to deliver his market goods, but not without an escort that waited just outside. Luis would not try to escape, Molly knew. That would endanger his family, something he'd never do. 

"You can't go," Molly said, the futility of her words sinking into her shoulders like claws. 

"I must." He was putting away the goods as slowly as possible, to afford time for a goodbye. 

"How do you expect to survive?" Thunk-step, thunk-step as she limped over to grab his arm. "You've seen her used toys. You've seen what happens...." She broke off, a lump in her throat, salt stinging her eyes. 

Luis looked at her with the same sadness. His words did not match his expression. "The results of years under her, Mo," he said, using her childhood nickname. She had to bite back more tears. "I'll survive. I don't expect to be there that long." 

She caught the meaning of his words. How did he expect her to stage a rescue, as crippled as she was? They both knew no rescue would be possible without a rebellion, which Molly could not pull off by herself. 

"You'll have help," he said, their familiarity letting him answer questions she didn't say. "Selene told me so." 

"You've been talking to the moon again, I see." 

"I am a man of faith, Sister." 

"You're a boy of faith. And it's wasted. No Goddess worth believing in would allow the cruelties of this world to persist." She could not resist the tears now, and wanted to hit herself in anger when she felt the wet trails they left down her face. Luis shook his head and embraced her, letting her silent sobs soak his shirt. 

"Dear sister...think you life will not get better?" 

"It never has." 

"Was my coming so unimportant, then?"

A pause. "That's not what I meant and you know it. But we're trapped in this world, caught under the pressure of injustice until it crushes us to dust." 

"No, no, dear one," he responded, stroking her hair soothingly. "The Goddesses speak to all of us. We've just forgotten how to listen. The time has come for us to remember, and I know things will get better." 

She pulled away from him. "How do you know?"

He smiled, but there was no joy in it. "Because if I do not, I can not continue. I will believe in our survival because I can believe nothing else." He glanced to the door. A shadow crossed his face. "My time is over. We will see each other again, Love." He bent slightly to brush his lips to hers, and then was gone from her arms before she could hold him fast. 

She watched his retreating back until the late day sun swallowed his figure up. Then, not caring who saw or thought what, she flung herself on the ground and sobbed, wishing all of herself to be cloven in two along with her heart. 




~




When she'd lost consciousness and how she'd ended up in her room she did not know. She could only guess her parents had managed it.. 

It was late, past midnight. She could see no stars from her window, for the street lanterns of Aeril obscured the wonders of the night sky from view. 

She felt emptied, her soul spilled out and washed away with the rain of her tears. Luis was gone. That was her only reality right now. Luis was gone, and without him she no longer wished to live. 

He was as good as dead in Duchess Danika's clutches. Molly knew this, he knew this, anyone with two eyes and half a brain in Aeril knew this. No one escaped the Seraglio intact. No one. 

Yet he'd seemed so optimistic. What did he know that she didn't? What had she missed? She tore through her brain, searching for an answer and finding none. In despair, she turned over and closed her eyes. She was tired of thinking. She wanted to sleep and not wake up. 




~




With a sharp intake of breath she was awake. Predawn light rested on the eastern horizon. She'd dreamt of Luis. 

"What?" she pleaded of him. "What have I missed?"

He shook his head, almost laughing, and turned away from her. She cried out and ran after him, but he was gone, going into the arms of....

"Damien," she whispered aloud. Of course. 

Part of Luis' reason for going to market had been a meeting with Damien, away from his family's eyes. There were a few secluded alleys in Aeril's ghetto. They stole time in those alleys. 

Damien must have been at market when Luis had been chosen. She guessed he would have offered to go in Luis' place, pleading Luis' family obligation. Danika would then have taken them both. Two young boys for the price of one. 

They were all free to the Lady. If she had to pay for them, Aeril would be rich and she broke by now. How unfortunate it is just the opposite.

She relaxed into her pillows and stared at the dawn for a while. Now that she'd figured it out, she felt a bit better. Not much, but enough for her to breathe -- to live -- again. 

Luis would be expecting her rescue. She should begin planning. Did she dare risk a letter to Selina? 

A yawn took her by surprise, and suddenly she felt very weary. Planning can wait. Unrested minds make fatal mistakes. 

She turned again, wriggled for comfort and closed her eyes. She dreamed no more that night.
  


Yarrow

Jourd'Selene, 22nd Decima




Yarrow was glad leave was over. She'd spent a restful and quiet month alone in Harbourtown. After a tredicem she'd become bored; another six days later, she was crazy with inactivity. To keep her mind and body in shape she took to running up and down the length of the shoreline every day at dawn. It was too cold to swim. Trust Zanny to give us leave in the coldest season of the year.

When she'd wearied of walking down memory lane, eating, sleeping, or being gawked at by townspeople, she'd gone to secluded areas to think. Countless hours of her vacation had been spent in an isolated cove, sitting on a rock and staring at the waves. 

That had been her purpose. She had come to Harbourtown hoping her mother's spirit would give her some guidance. Not that she literally believed Zameera lived in the sea, or the town -- she was simply more clearly reminded of her mother there and so could listen to what she knew was really her own judgment. It was the only judgment she relied on, in the end. 

Those hours in the cove had yielded some decisions, and by the time she rode into Atherton at dawn on the twenty-second of Decima, she felt considerably better about her circumstances. Which was not saying much, but at least now she felt less helpless, able to do something -- and that did wonders for Yarrow's stability. And peace of mind, as much as she could attain that.

Surveying her surroundings in the dawn light, she was surprised to see her comrade Anala riding out of the West Gate, in the direction of Harbourtown. Alone. 

She tugged on the reins and urged Pyrrhus towards the other bellica. "Anala, what ho? Leave's over -- it's too late to visit your family!" She tried to make her voice jocular, but Anala visibly flinched at her words. 

The second bellica had stopped her horse, however, and now Yarrow was close enough to touch her. She did so, grabbing Anala's arm gently. "What gives, friend? Where are you off to?" It was the first time in years she'd used the honorific for her comrade. 

"I'd be on an assignment to our neighbour nation," Anala said after a pause. 

Yarrow froze in shock, keeping careful eye contact with Anala. A thousand questions ran through her head and she wanted to yell them. She barely kept her voice calm. 

"Who sent you?"

Anala's face said it all. Yarrow swore viciously, her lips curling back in a snarl. Anala raised her eyebrows but said nothing. 

"Why?" she said through clenched teeth. What business could her sister possibly have with their mother's murderer, that she would send her second-best bellica alone? 

Anala shook her head. "I cannae tell ye that, Yarrow. I risked enough telling Aro, ye ken." Yarrow frowned, about to ask more, to get the classified information from Anala, when she belatedly caught the meaning of the other bellica's words. 

She nodded. Anala returned the gesture. 

Releasing her grip on Anala's arm, Yarrow sat back in her saddle and said her farewell. "Travel safely, friend. May Bellona protect you from harm." 

"I thank ye kindly, and I'd be seeing ye in little less than a month, friend." 

Yarrow restrained the urge to hug Anala, whose eyes glistened with unshed tears. This could be goodbye forever -- but bellicas didn't talk of such things. They accepted them. That was their job. 

Yarrow blinked furiously as Anala rode off. She did not turn to watch her friend go. 




~




Upon her entry of the castle, Yarrow's fingers encircled the arm of the nearest servant. The girl squeaked as the bellica drew her close until they were face to face. 

"Major Aro -- where is he?" 

"I know not, My Lady." The girl was visibly frightened, but Yarrow did not care right now. 

"Find him. Tell him Bellica Yarrow seeks him and wishes to speak to him post haste." She released the girl and stood back up. All too eager to be away, the youngling picked up her dropped linens and scampered off. 

Yarrow felt a small twinge of remorse as she watched the retreating figure, but smothered the feeling ruthlessly. It was no time to be soft -- not until she learned what was going on. And perhaps not even then.




~




It was over two hours before Aro arrived at her quarters. She'd long since unpacked her bags, bathed, and rested. 

"Come!" she yelled at the knock on the door, not pausing in her furious pacing. 

The tall major stepped inside and stood at attention. "Ma'am?" 

"At ease, Aro. Close the door." When he'd done so, she continued. "Why was Anala sent to Mt. Voco?"

Surprise registered on his face briefly. "I take it your paths crossed this morning?" Yarrow nodded. "She doesn't know the details herself, Bellica. She told me what she knows -- it has to do with a peace treaty between our nations." 

"Peace treaty! Between Zardria and Exsil Vis, you mean." 

He nodded carefully. Yarrow's anger was palpable, a thick tension in the room. 

"Why alone?" 

Aro's face stayed neutral, but Yarrow caught the brief flash of pain in his eyes, and remembered his battle skill was rivalled only by his devotion to Anala. 

"The Empreena's reason was to show good faith. She also assumed any trouble could be handled by Anala alone." 

"It's a deathtrap."

"I said as much myself." 

They fell silent. Until this moment, Yarrow had not realised how much she cared for Anala. There was not more trust than was needed for their relative career positions, but that was usual these days. Yarrow just had assumed that care and trust went hand in hand. It seemed that they didn't. 

She sank down onto her bed slowly. Head in hands, she felt tears sting her eyes and willed them away. If it killed her, she would not cry in front of Aro. She breathed in sharply and looked up. Aro had not moved from his position. 

"Do you want a drink?" she asked plaintively. 

"You keep alcohol in here?" 

"Reserved for such occasions." She got down on the floor and felt for the loose panel of wood. Pulling it up, she was pleased to note her store of Pyra's Breath was untouched. 

"You do know it is not yet noon, right?" Aro said as she poured a glass for him. 

She took a swig from the bottle. "Good thing I'm not working today." 

He nodded in assent and raised his glass in the air. "To Anala's safe return."

She repeated the toast, and they drank, Aro downing his glass in one. Yarrow had two more swigs, and put the bottle away half-full. 

Handing her the glass, Aro looked down at where she sat on the floor, a bemused expression on his face. "I did not realise you cared so for Anala." 

Flashes of memory stole across Yarrow's mind -- the beach, the rain, the caves, the fight. Voco had changed things. That was a regret. But things can change again. I hope they do.

Realising Aro was waiting for an answer, she forced a wan smile on her face. "Neither did I," she said. 

Satisfied, he nodded and headed for the door. 

Belatedly she realised she'd forgotten to ask how their leave had fared. "Aro," she called, but he was already gone.
  


Ghia




Ghia awoke to late afternoon sunlight filtering in through her window. She had not moved from the position in which she'd fallen asleep. She found she could not move now. Every muscle wanted to quit on her -- rather, she wished they would quit, to stop the aching. 

A strange noise from beside her bed made her flick her eyes upwards. Jules reclined in the chair, head tilted back and mouth open. He was snoring. 

She smiled, or tried to. Her facial muscles hurt, too. The sentiment remains. A warm feeling spread over her, though not reaching her muscles, and suffused her whole being with an emotion she lacked words for. Suffice it to say Jules' steadfast loyalty, in staying through the night and otherwise, made her feel good. 

As if alerted by her being conscious again, he awoke, looking around and taking in his surroundings, confusion on his features. His eyes locked with hers and remembrance occurred. He smiled. 

"Good morning, Princess." 

"It's afternoon," she croaked, "and I'm not royalty." 

He shrugged. "If the boot fits...." 

"It doesn't." With a struggle and more than an ounce of pain, she raised herself upon her arms. Stubborn pride made her do it even if her ligaments wouldn't. "Anala and Aro?" 

"Gone, as of last night. I assume Anala's on her way?" It was a question directed at her, she realised slowly. She closed her eyes and reached. Yes, Anala was on the road to Harbourtown. She rode quickly, and Ghia reached into her mind a bit to sense her emotions. 

"Yes, and she's not happy about it." 

Jules snorted. "I should think not. Do you know why she was sent?" 

"Didn't Aro tell you?" 

"I stopped asking when I learnt she was sent alone." 

She nodded in understanding. Lovers old and new were loathe to separate. Aro's pain was great. 

Briefly Ghia explained Anala's assignment to Jules. His lips curled back into a snarl. 

"Zardria's made a misstep. Anala is well-loved. If she's harmed as a direct result of the Empreena's orders...." 

"What makes you think anyone will know? Anala was sworn to secrecy as to her mission. The fact that Aro knows is a breach of that oath; our knowing will sentence her to death. If we tell others, making it well known among the citizens of Athering, it will mean our heads as well. Our hands are tied."

Jules made a noise of frustration in his throat. "What about your Magi powers? Can you use those to help her in some way?"

She sat up and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. "I already have, Jules. I can do no more -- she's not trained to link up with me. I can only trust that what I left her with will work if she needs it." 

"Will she even know?" He got up and stretched. "I mean, she's human. She can't consciously use what you gave her, whatever it was. Right?" 

Ghia bit her lip and remained silent. Should I tell him? We're not even sure. 

She half-expected Rosa to answer her private thought. When there was silence in her head, she went with her intuition -- or my Magi self. Which is which, I don't know anymore.

"Anala's part Magi as well, Jules." 

He turned slowly, fists resting on his hipbones. A silence passed as he regarded her. "Are you sure?" 

"No," she said. 

Genuine surprise registered on his face. "Ghia? Unsure? Perish the thought." She glared at him. "I'm sorry," he said quickly. "What makes you think she is?"

Ghia pursed her lips. This was tricky. She didn't know how to explain what she'd seen, or felt, exactly. She just knew, or thought, that was the case. The same feeling of home was there, but muted, somehow. Like it had been pressed down by something else. 

She shrugged helplessly. "I don't know how to explain it. I just..." 

"It's alright." He held up a hand. "I understand. It's hard to express. Maybe someday you can show me," he added, hope in his voice. 

She smiled, and her face cooperated with only little pain. "Maybe someday," she said noncommittally, and Jules returned her smile. A comfortable silence enveloped them as they sat and stood looking at each other, smiling stupidly. Jules walked over to where she sat on the bed and suddenly she felt embarrassed. She quickly looked away, blushing, and heard his near-inaudible sigh on a psychic and aural level. 

"Jules?" her voice sounded small and childish to her own ears. She cringed and tried again: "What happened at Voco?" Ugh. Better, barely. 

Jules grew more silent, if possible. A pause stretched as he thought of what to say. "I don't know," he said.

She gave him her "I don't believe you" expression. 

He sighed and dropped down on the bed beside her. "I don't, really. I was a low-ranking medic in Mena's first regiment. I spent all my time in the hospitalis tents." 

"So you have no idea as to what happened with Yarrow and Anala?

He shrugged. "I know it was they who infiltrated Clifton and cornered Lord Exsil Vis. I don't know what happened after that, except that we might have won had Mena not died." He went silent. Ghia wanted to leave him to his sadness, but she had one more question. 

"Did Anala and Yarrow seem different after the battle?" 

"Oh, much different. Before Voco they'd almost been friends, and a lot less serious. After...well, it's rarer to see either one smile. I had no idea they cared so for Mena," he said as an afterthought. 

"Didn't Yarrow try to avenge her?" 

"That's how the story goes. But it doesn't seem like Yarrow, truth be told. Or any bellica who realises the dangers of her job...." he trailed off. 

They sat in silence, mulling over an event neither had witnessed. 

Ghia had no idea how much time had passed when her stomach growled, informing her it was time for an early supper. She tried to get up but her muscles still hurt too much. She cursed mentally and tried again. Jules got up himself before helping her up. She stumbled a bit but he held her fast. 

She was pressed against his chest, one of his arms encircling her waist, the other still holding her hand. Their eyes met, and Ghia felt as if a lightning bolt had hit her. The look in Jules' eyes was so intense with some raw, unidentified emotion that all she could do was stare at him, lips parted, eyes wide open, breath stopped. The longest second in history passed and then his head bent towards hers. 

Before anything could happen, Ghia ducked her head and pulled away. The moment broke. Thank Cora. Blushing furiously, she stood staring at the floor until her composure was regained. This was difficult, as Jules still held her hand in his, but eventually she managed the feat. 

Jules cleared his throat. "My Lady," he said, curtsying a little before her and gesturing for her to precede him. There was no mockery in his tone nor his eyes. 

"I'll forgive you that one, on account of my being hungry," she said imperiously. She swept past him, heart beating frantically in her chest. 

He shook his head, laughed, and followed her out.
  


Caelum




Caelum would have been a rich man could he have made a career out of tardiness. As the sun set on the last day of their leave, he rode through South Gate, stinking from the journey out of the Southern Desert. 

Southland and its surrounding lands were usually the warmest area of Athering, even in the midst of winter. Its inhabitants sported a tan year-round, fashioned into Caelum's skin now as well. His hair had regained its original lightness, and a month spent helping his uncle keep house and farm had kept his muscles strong and well-defined. 

Which was not to say he had enjoyed himself. He'd cultivated the mask-wearing abilities of courtiers and diplomats in this month, under tutelage from his Uncle Pieter, and so was the image of the Major Returning from a Pleasing Visit with Family. But he had spent this month, like the one before, in self-torment and despair. 




~




Spending hours at the charred remains of his family house, at the graves in the back of the property, he wished for his parents' warm presence or for the impertinent advice of his younger foster-sister. She was always smarter than I, he reflected, staring at her grave-marker. Stella would have known what to do, how to gain forgiveness for his heinous crime. That is, if she forgave him herself. It'd been so many years, he could barely remember his family. But he'd never forget what had befallen them. 

He kept the property, now in his name, in its present state, as a reminder. A reminder to himself, to his hometown, and, as if it would be heeded by them, a reminder to the rulers of Southland and Athering proper to remain ever-vigilant. 

The bandits who had scoured Southland while he was away, living the glamorous life of a soldier, had come from the Desert. All official maps of Athering and the surrounding nations said the Southern Desert was uninhabitable, but the truth was it was populated by Gypsies just outside city limits and bandits further to the south. There was little difference between the two groups, except that Gypsies had not turned to crime to survive. Not to raiding. They'd still cheat you of your coin were you not wary of their ways. Gypsies were in large part harmless, dependent on the clemency of the desert and some trade with Southlanders. If the bandits shared their spoils with the Gypsies it mattered not -- since no one went after the bandits anyway, so what was the point in attacking anyone else? No one could go after the bandits. They took resources and prisoners and burned towns to the ground to prevent retaliation. 

Not that there would be any. The South Guard had been pulled, and then erased from the military, to serve the self-styled Empress' needs better, leaving Southland utterly defenseless. All able-bodied fighters in a given town spent their time rebuilding it after each raid, by which point...there wasn't any. Even if one, two or a group of people managed to go after the bandits, it would be a suicide run, for, having survived the trip through the desert to the bandit settlement, they'd be grossly outnumbered. 

No, there was no point in retaliation. 

Caelum blamed Zanny for his parents' and sister's deaths. His mother, bedridden with Delta Fever, had been unable to use her military training to defend her family. His father, a farmer, had been slain protecting the women he loved. Terra had feebly taken up the sword, but the bandit's blade had pierced her heart aught she had a chance to defend herself and Stella. His sister...Stella had been seven years old. 

Caelum shuddered, and pushed those thoughts aside. He did not want to envision his sweet sister's fate. 

He no longer hated the bandits so fiercely as he had for years, though he would never lower himself to civility with them. All his hate was now directed at Zanny and her niece. Together the two of them had brought misery and ruin upon the nation. His family had been sitting ducks. That was the doing of Empress and Empreena, not some starving desert-dwelling nomad. 

He wondered what in Bellona's name he'd been doing with his useless self these past years, wallowing in his pain. He could have been planning or encouraging someone smarter than himself to do the right thing. Yarrow should have been the one with the Sceptre, not those Sisters of Umbra. 

He could have helped her get there. He had had opportunities.. Before Midwinter, before drunken and sober confessions, before he ruined everything. Now Yarrow would no longer listen to him, any more than she would Lord Exsil Vis. 

Caelum cursed his stupidity, a familiar habit. Either he would have to smarten up, or.... No alternative came to him. It was time to claim the intelligence that supposedly ran in his family. 

He went to his mother's brother, once a courtier himself, and asked for help. 

"There's not much I can teach you in two and a half tredicems, boy. What is it you want to learn?"

Caelum raised his arms. He did not know where to begin. All his thoughts were turned to one thing: revenge. 

"I want to make them pay." 

Pieter looked at him askance. "The bandits? They're but starving outcasts, victims of situation. It's not there you should direct your anger -- "

"Not the bandits. Zanny and Zardria. They're the true murderers of my family." And Yarrow's happiness. And Isidora. And anything decent in this world. 

Pieter gave Caelum one long, searching look before nodding his assent. "So, then," he began. "We'll start with politics." 




~




Caelum spent the rest of his leave absorbing all he could from his uncle. By the end of the month, he felt more ready than ever to face the battle ahead. 

So it was, on the twenty-second of Decima, 4019 of the Third Age, that he rode into Athering proper and did not even show his surprise at being met by four members of Zardria's secret police. 

Not a moment more than was normal passed before Caelum inclined his head respectfully in greeting. "Officers. To what do I owe the honour?"

The police exchanged glances. The leader, a Constable, spoke. "Empreena Zardria requires your presence straight away. Come with us," she added, with a look that suggested he'd do well to obey. She and her second turned, the other two waiting for Caelum to fall in before taking up the rear. 

With an imperceptible shrug of his shoulders he eased Gloaming into a walk and followed them to the castle. 




~




He was made to wait on the first floor of the Spire for a good half hour before being told the Empreena would see him. There were no chairs to sit on, and the strict austerity of the room began to hurt his eyes. He forced himself to a state of calm, letting his uncle's lessons come back to him, informing his actions and outward appearance. It gave him the strength to withstand whatever Zardria would hit him with. When finally ordered to attend on her, he had affected such a good mood, her servant could not hide his surprise. 

It was another ten flights of stairs to the Empreena's suite, though the Elevator could have been employed had she ordered it. 

The Elevator was no more than an oversized dumbwaiter. Manually operated, it was historically used to ferry incapacitated or older rulers to their quarters. Nowadays, it bowed to Zanny's laziness and wish for convenience. It provided for instant gratification of her whims granted, for she had servants at the controls at all times so that she might be brought whatsoever she wished. At the beginning or end of a night of drunken revelry at a banquet or ball, the Elevator was there to ferry her to or from her apartments. No doubt it would soon need strengthening and repair from over-use. 

As he rounded the top of the final flight of stairs, he was out of breath, but he schooled his respiration so as to appear at ease. 

He stood at the entrance of Zardria's anteroom. It was empty, although opulently furnished. Her attendant gestured for him to wait where he was, before disappearing through the door that led to the rest of her chambers. 

Strange to receive him here in this rather intimate setting. Not traditional at all. I wonder why she chose her private chambers?

He was not allowed to muse on this puzzlement long. Beckoned forward by the attendant, he ambled easily through the door. The next room was as opulently decorated as the former, which was not surprising. Caelum looked around for the elusive attendant in vain. He did not see Zardria and started when she spoke. 

"Major Caelum. Do you not know it's rude to keep a lady waiting?" 

He turned. She was lounging on a klina, sipping wine, and attired in.... Hastily he respectfully averted his eyes and kept his mind blank. If Zardria were trying to seduce him, she would not gain that pleasure. 

"My apologies, Highness," he said with a deep bow. "I had just arrived from leave in Southland." 

"Came you straight here?" 

"Yes, Domina." 

Her brows knit together ever so slightly and she set her glass down. "Hm. Well, it is not pleasantries that I called you here for. Be seated, Major. I have questions for you." 

Caelum sat as far as he dared from Zardria; not only to keep a safe distance but to stay upwind as well. Since coming indoors, he'd noticed his high need for a bath. If he had any hope of keeping the upper hand in this meeting, it would be best to keep his stench out of Zardria's olfactory range. 

If the Empreena had noticed the distance he put between them, she did not indicate but continued blithely on. "My inquiries concern your direct superior and my sister." He heard barely veiled hatred in the word. "What think you on Yarrow's health?" 

"Whilst sparring, she seemed lithe and robust as ever, Highness." 

"It was not her physical health I was inquiring after, but her mental." 

Caelum paused slightly, cogitating frantically to come up with a safe response. "No indications of ill mental health have shown themselves to me, Highness. Not more than the normal stresses of being a bellica," he added. 

There was a pause. Zardria pursed her lips slightly; Caelum kept outwardly cool but his emotions roiled. At length, the Empreena spoke. "That is of interest to me. For, you see, I have intelligence that would suggest otherwise. I believe, to use Yarrow's own words, she feels she is going insane, to the point of not remembering her own heinous crime.... Does any of this seem familiar to you, Major Caelum?" 

Caelum felt too hot all of a sudden. He resisted the urge to adjust his collar as he thought of a lie that would not compromise his situation. "Familiar is not my word of choice. It feels strange. Yarrow never said anything to me, and I have not witnessed anything untoward." 

Zardria's brow arched delicately, if such a word could be applied to her. "I find it peculiar you should say so, Major. For my intelligence also reveals you were the one she told. I take it Midwinter was an uneasy night for both of you," she added, and where that sentence should have held concern, it held only malice. 

Caelum was trapped. He'd taken a gamble, lying, but he could not think of what else to do. He'd not spent enough time learning from his uncle. He still made stupid mistakes. "As you obviously have not brought me here without reason, Highness, I beg of you to speak plainly, so that I may know what deal you wish to make." 

She smiled, reminding him of a wild animal. "It pleases me that you are not quite so unintelligent as you have previously been perceived to be. I take it, then, you know what the punishment is for the use of terrabane?" 

He nodded. 

"Again, you prove your quickness. You are obviously aware that my hands are tied. Athering law is absolute. If it becomes known that Yarrow used the poison...well, I can do nothing to prevent punitive measures from being employed. The Chamber would have my head! This troubles me, for I no more wish Yarrow's death than you do...." 

Caelum wanted to slap the lying smile off her face. He kept his emotions tightly in check, trying to maintain the careful blank in his mind. "What do you suggest, Highness?" he said coolly. 

"Well, this is where you come in, Caelum. With your cooperation, I may be persuaded to...overstep the safe boundaries of my rule, and make sure Yarrow's guilt stays...out of sight." 

His answer was instantaneous, but he took the appearance of mulling it over before consenting. "What would you have me do?" 

The Empreena smiled again, and sat up. "All I need from you, Caelum, is a promise." Abruptly her tone changed. "You do know what happens in a month and a half?" 

Nodding slowly as a feeling of dread overtook him, he answered: "Your Birthright Ceremony." 

She gave him a look that made him feel like a child receiving the condescending praise of a self-righteous adult. "So then you must be able to guess what promise I want from you." 

He said nothing. Part of him hoped that if he didn't say it, he'd wake up again. 

Zardria burst up out of her lounging place, and stretched, pacing the length of the room. Presently, she returned, not sitting again on her klina but resting on the arm of his chair, leaning on the back of it and letting her fingers fall onto the nape of his neck. He suppressed a shudder. 

"Agree to be my Consort, Caelum," she whispered, letting her fingers explore the back of his neck, "and I can guarantee you Yarrow's safety." 

Her breath was hot on his neck, but he felt a chill inside. 

"And if I don't agree?" he said, casually. 

She shrugged and withdrew her hand. "If you can't persuade me to protect her...well, it will be a regret, but new bellicas are trained up everyday. We'll just have to make do." She got up again, with the air of having settled the matter. Before she reached her klina he spoke. 

"As of the Birthright Ceremony, I will be your Consort, providing you keep your promise." She turned to look at him, and smiled that feral smile again. "As of the Birthright Ceremony, and not a second before, will I fulfill my duties. So long as Yarrow is kept safe, I will concede." 

He spoke with finality, and she nodded, looking satisfied. "I'm so glad we could come to an arrangement, Major Caelum. You are free to go...and bathe, as I'm sure you desire. After your long journey." 

He kept his smile light as he stood and curtsied. "My eternal thanks, Your Highness." Then, still slightly bent over, he exited the room, walking backwards. It was not until he was down, down, down the flights of stairs and back into his own quarters that he let the tears run down his face.
  


Lyra Timor

Jourd'Umbra, 25th Decima

Kore's Mass 







Lyra paced anxiously in her room, rocking her newborn son, willing him a calm she herself did not feel. 

She had not felt calm since the siege broke and her home had been destroyed, the people she loved all killed. 

All but two. 

She thanked whatever Goddess was responsible for sparing her life, the life of her son, and her attendant, Desdemona, while she cursed the bad luck that had taken her beloved Saul from her. 

So many dead. All for the spurned affections of the Empress! It was excessive. Heartbreak was suffered by people every day without turning them homicidal. What gave Zanny the right to kill a man simply because he did not wish to share her bed? What had happened to the sacred laws of Desirelle, the rules of consent?

She felt a wetness on her face and hastily she wiped her tears away. As if called by her lady's sadness, Desdemona entered the room and took Basi from her arms. Lyra looked at her with gratitude. 

Desdemona was an older woman, though her face still held youth. Her dark curls reached her shoulders, and the golden tone of her skin was unlike any Lyra had seen before. She did not know Desdemona's past; the woman had appeared in Nucalif a few years before, a former resident healer of Aeril. She had applied for a job within the Keep, and Lyra had taken an instant liking to her. She hired her as an attendant. It remained the best choice she'd ever made. 

It was Desdemona who had sensed the fall of the Keep and their immediate danger. Somehow the woman's preternatural senses had alerted her before the danger had even occurred, and It was Because of her, Lyra and her son were safe. 

Saul would have been, too, had he not been so foolish. She'd begged her love to escape with them to the beach and the lesser dangers of the North Sea, but he had refused. 

They're here for me. If I stay I can give you a chance to escape. 

Escape is not worth it if I cannot have you by my side. 

He'd smiled sadly, and kissed her one last time. 

She'd known he was dead when she stood on the beach, facing Bellica Yarrow. Saul's blood still dripped off the blade. Spotting a sword in the hands of a fallen soldier, she'd picked up the weapon. It was heavy, and with Basi in her other arm she could only hold it up so high. 

She stood in defiance of the one sent to take her life away. 

Bellica Yarrow had merely smiled, shrugged, and walked away. 

Not daring to believe what had just happened, she quickly ran to the end of the dock, where Desdemona had readied the boat. Quickly they made their escape, taking turns rowing north. 

They'd arrived within the boundaries of Nighttide a few days later. The Sisterhood of Night, ruling priestesshood of the archipelago, had granted them asylum. The Divinitary herself, Syrana, had even invited them to stay within her apartments, a large building on the highest point of the islands, rocky crags jutting out of the ocean like teeth or bones. 

Lyra was given to understand from the other priestesses that such an invitation was never given; there were other places for refugees, on lower islands. Whatever Syrana's reason for offering the Lady Timor such luxury, Lyra was grateful. It was still but a small comfort in face of the destruction of her life.

Nighttide was not home, however, and every day Lyra missed Nucalif more. She supposed it was likely no longer its own province, no doubt annexed by Athering by now. Her face hardened in anger. Historically, Nucalif was her family's seat of power. She'd been born in the Keep, spent her childhood running underfoot there and in the town proper. Her first skinned knee, first broken bone, first formal peplos, first blood, first love...all had happened in her hometown. Nucalif was as much a part of her as she was a part of it. 

To think of it in the hands of Athering's current ruler...Lyra's blood seethed. 

She wanted revenge. To avenge not only the death of her love, of dear sweet Saul, but to avenge her people. Her town. Her home. 

"As long as I stay here, I remain powerless," she whispered to herself, looking out the window at the storm-tossed sea. 

"My Lady?" 

Lyra had almost forgotten Desdemona was there, so lost was she in her emotions. She turned and looked at her infant son of the Timor line in Desdemona's arms. Half of her soul screamed for return to the continent to take back what was rightfully hers, or die trying. The other half urged her to stay, to keep Basi safe, and wait for a more peaceful time in Athering -- under a new Empress, one willing to repair the havoc wrought by the current one. 

That would happen only if Bellica Yarrow called challenge on her sister. The warrior didn't seem the patriotic type. But perhaps there is some soul lurking beneath her brutal exterior, Lyra thought. She did let us go. 

"What do you think about Bellica Yarrow?" she asked Desdemona abruptly. 

Desdemona hesitated before answering, looking at the baby she rocked in her arms. "I think there is more to her than any of us realise," she said at length. 

Lyra nodded, saying nothing more. She didn't need to. Desdemona had given her the answer she already knew. 

Yarrow was the key. The key to restoring order in Athering -- but she would need help. 

The question was, what in Tyvian could Lyra do about it?
  


Anala

Jourd'Juno, 27th Decima




Nightfall on the fifth day since departure found Anala at Harbourtown, weary and still mired in ill thoughts. She booked a room at The Worn Blessing, sent her horse to the stables, and found her room to be dry, warm, and small. Not that space mattered to her. She was just glad not to be obliged to stay with her family. 

Truth be told, ken, I should be makin' peace with them. If I'm not ta return...

She left her thought unfinished. She had to believe that at the end of this mission she'd return to Aro's arms, safe and whole. She had to believe it or she'd lose the courage to go on. 

A ship awaited her, but wouldn't expect her presence for two more days. She could spend tomorrow attending to her own affairs. 

Tonight, however...tonight she planned on getting splendidly drunk. 
  


Jourd'Althea, 28th Decima




She didn't, in truth. Not splendidly. She imbibed enough ale not only to feel even more miserable than she thought possible the whole night through, but also to awake with a splitting headache the next morn. There was nothing splendid about it. 

Regardless, she woke early and got out of bed posthaste. It was still dark outside. That was a blessing for her light-sensitive eyes. 

She tiptoed down the stairs to the dining room of the inn, but found such caution unnecessary. The innkeeper was already up, making breakfast for early risers. She refused his offer of a hot meal politely, saying she preferred her meal a bit later in the morning. 

"Some demitasse, then?" he asked.

Surprised, Anala nodded eagerly. Demitasse was grown in lands far to the south, such a rare import to Athering that commoners inland of Harbourtown knew almost nothing about it, if they knew of its existence at all. The beans of the demitasse plant were roasted and ground, then added to hot water to make a deliciously sweet and caffeinated drink. Most residents of Harbourtown held a small addiction for it -- and small it was kept, for demitasse came in only once every few months, sometimes a whole year passing between shipments, and it was all gone very quickly. 

Anala herself hadn't had demitasse in years. She smiled gratefully when the steaming cup was set down in front of her. 

"I keep a small store of it, ye ken. Save it for more special occasions," the innkeeper explained. 

Anala ducked her head modestly. "Well, then, I'd be thankin' ye for yer kindness in sharing a mite with me." 

He shrugged. "Twere the least I could be doing, for the returning Hero o' Harbourtown, Bellica."

Anala closed her eyes and sighed inwardly. She hated this. 

He hadn't notice her discomfort, and pressed on. "Why have ye no visited in all these years, Anala? Surely ye'd been given leave once or twice. Why'd ye no come home?" 

She opened her eyes to find his staring back at her. Recognition clicked. 

"Sebastien?" 

"Aye, Anala. None other." 

There was a tense pause. Anala shifted uncomfortably on her stool; Sebastien moved back slightly and wiped down the bar distractedly. 

"Sebastien," Anala said after a while. "I'd..." 

"There'd be no need for explanations, Anala," he said softly. "Ye'd obviously gone yer own way, and I mine." He smiled bitterly. "Besides. Things'd never have been the same after that summer." 

Anala felt the bile rising in the back of her throat. Painful memories swept up from under the years, threatening to overwhelm her. 

Hastily she excused herself and ran to the privy. Leaning over, she retched until her stomach was empty and her throat was raw. Fare thee well, demitasse. She fell down beside the toilet, tears running down her face from the pain of puking on a near empty stomach. 

Why? Of all the taverns in this Goddess-forsaken town, why did she have to choose Sebastien's?

I no should've kept it from him, she realised. He'da been heart-broken all these years, I reckon. It had been nothing he'd done, but since that summer she'd wanted nothing to do with men, or women, or love. How could she share something with Sebastien if she couldn't share it with herself? Come to think of it, how could she share it with Aro?

She doubted they would understand. It was so long ago -- shouldn't she have gotten over it by now? Especially as the culprit was dead? 

She closed her eyes and tried not to think about it. Inevitably, the memories surged up and flooded her senses, all but drowning her in their vividness. Fighting desperately for control, she floundered in the tide of it, clutching for purchase. She knew violent reactions would come, if the past was provoked -- but I no did expect it ta be. 

Her brother's face swam in her field of vision and she almost retched again. 

Control. I need ta get control.

She steadied her breathing and did a basic meditation, one Yarrow had taught her years ago. "It helps me centre my thoughts amid chaos and confusion," she'd said. Anala had used it once or twice but had not found meditation to be to her liking. It was too relaxing. 

Well, Anala, now would be a good time ta relax!

She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. The earth was a pulsating ball of ebbing and flowing energy beneath her. She breathed in and felt a tendril of energy enter at the base of her spine and go up, up, up through her body and out the top of her head. She was a tree, rooted in the earth, and on each breath she took in earth energy through her roots and Kore's sunlight through her branches, and they met at the centre, her core, stabilising her. 

She held that visualisation, and the earth transformed. It was Aro. His spirit stretched out beneath her roots; he was soil and nutrients and her steady ground. She turned her attention upwards, and the sun became a hazy apparition -- Athering, but not Athering. The idea of Athering, Athering as she was sure it had once been before these dark times, Athering floating and shining behind the clouds. 

A sharp rap on the door brought her suddenly out of her meditation. She teetered on the edge of control for a moment, then reined herself sharply in and stood up. She was calm, she was fine, she was a tree -- 

"Ye'd not be the only one who'd be needin' ta piss, ye know!" came a shrill voice from the other side of the door, after another sharp knock. 

"Just a moment, ken!" she shouted as reply. Hastily she pulled the lever on the basin; the bottom flipped her leavings down to the waste system below and looked good as new. If it didn't smell good, there wasn't much to be done about that. 

She splashed water on her face and hands and rinsed out her mouth and left -- feeling better physically, if not emotionally. The woman outside gave her a nasty look as she swept inside. Anala returned it with one that said, "I could take ye down any day with me eyes closed and one arm behind me back, so dinnae be pushing it," and stalked out of the tavern. 

She had peace to make with certain people, and she'd best be starting now.




~




I reckon that coulda gone a mite bit better, thought Anala as she left her parents' house naught an hour later. 

What she could have done to make it so, she didn't know. But it could have gone a better way than her parents screaming at her while her little sister looked on from the staircase. She'd always loved Mara the most. The girl had been but a toddler when Anala'd left for the army. Mara had tottered after her that day, shouting, "Bye bye, 'Nala!" as the caravan pulled away. Anala had turned to make a hand sign -- their own way of speaking, developed between them before Mara could talk -- that said, We will see each other again. 

Today, as she was backing out the door to the sounds of her parents' screams of hate, she looked up and met Mara's eyes. They asked her, Is this it, then? 

Anala turned and said goodbye to her parents -- maybe forever -- and then made one last sign to Mara. 

Never forget me.

She had tried, and that was all the Goddesses could ask for. She hoped it was enough to restore her honour, and secure a place at Bellona's side. 

Her thoughts remained so mired in the muck as she made her way through the streets of Harbourtown, she did not even notice she was being followed. 
  





Jourd'Selene, 29th Decima




It was her last night. She'd spent the day wandering the streets, stopping in at familiar places from her childhood, seeing old faces again. Some welcomed her presence, others seemed indifferent, even bitter, and some did not even remember her childself and were just happy to have such a hero of the army gracing their city. 

Each encounter left Anala nervous for the next. By the end of the day, she didn't want to go through any more. 

One she'd been avoiding all day. Avoidin' fer longer than that, reckon. Since....

Her thoughts cut off as she stepped into the bakery. 

It was exactly as she remembered it. Demosthenes Baker, in the back, creating the goods for sale; Sappho behind the counter, taking people's orders; Isidora, waiting on tables -- but her hair was a different colour, and she was taller. Anala narrowed her eyes, about to say "Isidora, what happened ta ye blond hair?" when memory more recent slapped her in the face, and she realised it was Isidora's sister Laurel she looked upon. It has ta be. Isidora'd be dead. 

She wanted to turn around and walk out, run away from the past, but she'd been spotted. 

"Anala!" Sappho's voice carried across the room, and all went still. Anala suppressed the blush that threatened to creep up her neck. A long moment passed as people stared at her, and Anala fought the urge to bolt as Sappho quickly made her way across the room to the bellica. 

"Well, be coming over here, child. Did ye think ye'd no be welcome?" Sappho brushed her hands on her apron and embraced Anala warmly. 

"I'd had a thought or two o' that ken," said Anala, returning the embrace. 

"Don't be being silly now, Bellica. Sit yeself down and have a mite o tea. I'll be with ye in a second."

Anala cautiously made her way to a corner table and sat down. Business as usual resumed but people continued to steal glances at her. No one was brave enough to come over to her, for which she was grateful.

Laurel breezed among the tables, taking orders and all but ignoring Anala. Once or twice her eyes flashed the bellica's way. Each time, Anala didn't like what she saw in them. 

By the time Sappho had dealt with the remaining customers, shooed them out, and put up the CLOSED sign, Anala was regretting her visit. 

But it's duty, an like it or no, I must be dealing wi' it.

Sappho approached the table and frowned. "Did Laurel no bring ye tea?" 

"Ah, no. She'd a been busy with customers, I reckon." Anala didn't feel like asking why the girl had eyed her with such hate. 

Sappho nodded and turned away slightly. "Dem!" she shouted to the back. "Could ye be kind enough ta get me an' the bellica here a mite o' tea?" A muffled affirmative came from the back. Satisfied, Sappho took a seat across from Anala. 

She had aged considerably since Anala had seen her last, though not without grace. There were a few lines of grey in her dark hair, and wrinkles surrounded her mouth and eyes. Age served only to enhance her beauty. 

Smiling, she spoke. "Ye no have had call ta visit in a long while, Anala. What be the occasion today?" 

"Ye'd be right ta the point, as always, Sappho." Anala grinned, but it didn't reach her eyes. Demosthenes then arrived with the tea, and Anala used this as an excuse for a moment's silence, concentrating on adding honey. 

Sappho did the same and then spoke again. "I take it it'd no be leave ye were on, guessing Aro'd be with ye, too. But if it 'twere official business, what'd be a bellica doing no with her major?" 

"Aye, the second question I'da asked much meself, ye ken. But classified information no be what I came here to talk about, I reckon," Anala replied. 

Sappho was quick as ever, for she sat up and briskly changed the subject. "Business's been fine, and the kid's been growing up very fast." Her eyes slid over Anala's face and the bellica nodded politely, intent on escaping into the mundane. Sappho talked at length about family life and Harbourtown gossip, occasionally asking if this or that tidbit of information from Atherton was true, to which queries, more often than not, Anala gave a noncommittal reply: "I'd no have any knowledge of that, ye ken." So they continued, in the normal life vein of conversation until it was very dark outside. 

A long pause ensued. Anala still felt no courage to speak but knew she must -- I've no heart ta take it to me grave.

She launched right into it, unlike her style, but finding no other way. "I came to apologise, ye ken, for Isidora's death." 

Sappho was shaking her head before Anala had finished. "There'd be no need, child. 'Twas not yer fault she'da been captured." 

"Nae, but it remains me fault she'd been killed." 

There were two sharp intakes of breath. Glancing to her right, Anala saw Laurel watching them intently. Something clicked in the bellica's brain, and the truth shone through. She'd been blaming me all these years, I reckon, an' is rejoicin' ta hear me confessin'. 

It was if she could see into Laurel's thoughts, as if every shard of malice the girl had held especially for Anala were gleaming in the sunlight, hidden and yet obvious. Laurel was not a girl anymore but a young woman, one who had loved and lost a young soldier sent off to war -- and that was Anala's fault too. 

Anala shook her head to clear it and turned her attention back to Sappho. There was nothing she could say to Laurel, nothing to make the girl understand that Adem, Anala's brother and the object of Laurel's misplaced affection, had died through his own stupidity--and deserved it. 

Nae. All I ken do now is repent the death I'd been responsible for, an' hope agains' hope the Bakers will forgive me.

A long silence had passed. Anala took a deep breath and plunged back into her story. 

"I'd a had no control over Isidora being captured. Ta this day I'd no be in the knowing of the cause. But 'twas a moment...in tha last moments of the Battle. Mena an' Yarrow been really headstrong and they'da been me superiors at that. 'Twas my choice ta make but I let them silence me. I'm sorry, Sappho. Lord Exsil Vis offered us Isidora's life in exchange fer me own.

"And we dinnae take it." 

Anala rose, wanting to leave as soon as possible. "I thank ye kindly fer the tea, and fer listening ta my apology." Then she left, the bell on the door ringing through shocked silence. 

What good was it to say that Isidora had begged Anala not to give herself up to Exsil Vis? What good to say she'd bucked against authority, saying she'd gladly die for Caelum's fiancé and her childhood best friend? 

Nae, no good a'tall. Just rationalisations to make her feel better. They didn't do the job, at that. 

Nothing would ever make her feel better again. 
  


Jourd'Bellona, 30th Decima




Spume foamed up at the prow of the ship, spraying onto the deck as they bounced over valleys in the sea, hitting each swell and wave. 

Anala stood on the upper deck, hands braced on the railing as she stared out to sea. A grey-green-blue surrounded them. Behind, to the east, Harbourtown was but a speck in the past. To the west, Mt. Voco had yet to loom before them. Soon there would be naught but featureless sea. 

She fought the urge to go below decks to sleep. She'd had a full night's rest; there was no reason for her to be tired. The rocking motion of the ship made her feel oh so relaxed, and oh, so peaceful....

With a start, she roused herself. It would do no good to doze here and fall overboard. Though it may be better than what awaits me, she thought gloomily. 

With a small sigh, she took to pacing. The ship's crew shot her curious glances but she paid them no mind. None but the captain knew their destination, though the sailors would guess by the next day, if not by tonight's meal. The captain himself, a man named Lombardy Meriweather, knew something of Anala's mission, though likely no details--merely to escort her to Voco and wait for her return. He was under strict orders to pull anchor and leave Auport if she had not returned from Clifton in a tredicem. Thirteen days. Thirteen days, and then he'd set sail without a backward look. 

That revelation had shocked Anala, but only for a second before she realised it was a silly thing to be shocked over. Zardria had no love of her -- a perfectly mutual feeling. Truth be told, were their positions reversed, Anala would no doubt pay the empreena the same courtesy. Less, a'that. No, she should be saving her feeling of surprise for really shocking things -- such as meeting talking trees, or a treecat dancing. 

Oh, wait -- hadn't she seen the second one already, at the Midsummer Ball? She'd even felt a twinge of pity for the courtiers that day--the male ones, at least, for Zardria forced no women to dance with her. 

It had been obvious, too, that Zardria knew very well what kind of reactions she was causing, no matter what the sycophants said to her face -- and before long she had retired the night, storming out of the ballroom in a fit of pique. To hide the laugh threatening to burst from her, the bellica had turned to speak to Aro as her eyes brushed briefly over the crowd. 

Anala frowned now, seeing something in the memory she'd not noticed in that moment. Her eyes had caught Yarrow's face, which bore a mixture of pity, resignation, and a heart-wrenching sadness. No humour rested within that bellica's look, and Anala had almost felt ashamed. 

Almost. What was between Yarrow and her sister was their business. 

She thought of Yarrow on the road, when they'd said their farewells. The curses that had sprung from the redhead's mouth when she'd learned where her sister had sent Anala had been colourful, insulting, and completely sincere. Anala had heard enough genuine swearing in her life to tell which curses lacked conviction. And the look in the bellica's eyes when they'd said goodbye.... Yarrow cared for Anala, of that she was sure. She realised she cared for Yarrow, too. They just didn't trust each other. 

Maybe tha' can change, she thought, her eyes scanning the horizon as she paced. If she got back to Athering--when I get back, she affirmed silently. When she got back to Athering, she'd talk to Yarrow. About what, she had no clue, but she was going to take a step towards friendship again, though the Goddesses damned her for it. 

They'da damned me a'ready, I reckon.

Suddenly weary, she stopped pacing and put her arms on the railing. After a second her head followed them, resting for a moment, and she lost herself in the rhythm of the ship. 

"Eh, now," came a deep, hearty voice from her side. She started from her doze. "Dinnae want ye fallin' overboard on us. How would I explain tha' to Her Highness?" 

The huge form of Captain Lombardy Meriweather stood beside her, one hand on the railing, the other hooked in his belt. His long beard was tucked into the belt as well, and pouches, a spyglass, a compass, a cutlass and odd accoutrements hung from the wide strip of leather. An utility belt, if Anala had ever seen one. 

She regarded him, debating an answer. His face seemed serious, but there was a twinkle in his eyes, and she'd not failed to note the certain emphasis he'd placed on "Her Highness". 

She gave an easy smile and answered lightly. "Did she no' tell ye? I'd be part mermaid." She leaned on the railing, looking overboard at the deep blue below them and pointed to a silver shimmer under the water. "See? There'd be me family, come to take me away!" 

Lombardy humoured her, glancing at the school of fish, and nodded gravely. "I see child, though neither Eorl Gray nor the empreena's letter said aught of yer dual heritage." The twinkle in his eyes faded, and he added, "Though I wonder if ye'd desert yer duties so easily?" His tone stayed light, but Anala heard the question underneath. 

She responded in all seriousness, laughter gone from her face. "I took a vow ta' defend Queen and Country, Captain, and I'd not make light of such an oath." 

He was intelligent; she knew he'd understood what she meant. It was foolish, she knew, but death loomed on the west horizon for her -- and she honestly didn't care enough to lie. She'd always been too damned honest for her own good. 

To her surprise, a wide smile broke across his face as he laughed and threw an arm around her shoulder. "Well, girl, tha's fine but we'd no rum on board," he said in a booming voice, and Anala was utterly confused. The sailors, however, burst into laughter, and she guessed it was an inside jest among the crew. She could speculate no further, however, for Lombardy was whispering under the cover of the laughs. "I too, took an oath to m'Lady Zameera," and he gestured to the expanse of grey-green-blue before them. 

Anala knew he referred to the late queen, and not the sea she'd been named after. She smiled and whispered back. "Ye have a friend in me, Captain." 

He smiled and released her from the grasp of his ursine arm. "Call me Merry, child. And I'll leave ye to yer thoughts, fer ye've looked like a storm cloud's been following ye for a while now." He turned to go. 

"Nae," said Anala quickly. "Stay, if ye can, and talk ta me. I'd be falling asleep, and I'd no wish ta be falling inta a winter-chilled sea, mermaid or no." 

This brought a chuckle to his lips and a touch of concern to his face. "Did ye no sleep well, then?" he said, placing his hands on the railing. 

"Ah, no, I'd slept fine," she said, and paused, suddenly embarrassed. It seemed such a silly thing. He was looking at her strangely, however; so she sighed and dove in. Teach me ta open me big mouth. "Tha rocking of a ship or, ta a lesser extent, a wagon, makes me sleepy. Has for the longest time." She laughed a bit as memory struck her. "Why, back in 4015 I slept all the way ta battle and all the way back! Me comrades no could make heads nor tails of it," she said, quiet now as she remembered that time so long ago. Will I never shake the sorrow?

Lomba--no, Merry--looked thoughtful a moment but his face cleared and he chuckled. "I'll do me best ta keep ye awake, Bellica, at least during the daylight hours. Did ye do much sailing as a babe?" 

She shook her head. "Nae. Me parents cannae swim." 

Surprise crossed his craggy features. "Harbourtowners who cannae swim? Or did yer family come from another town?" The question was casual, but Anala sensed some deceit here, as if he already knew all the answers but did not want to arouse suspicion by not being curious. It was like talking to Ghia. 

She shook the feeling off impatiently. Merry was a sea captain who'd never met her before. He couldn't possibly know about her life, save the details every Harbourtowner knew. "Me mum did," she said candidly by way of answer. "Me father grew up in town but he'd been afraid of the water all his life. When she came ta town an' they settled down, she no had time to learn something so useless as swimming." She heard the sarcasm lacing her tone. "They jus' concentrated on raising a family and doing their business. Did no' require sea-going, anyway." 

He nodded, accepting the truth though his face still held traces of incredulity. I dinnae blame him, she thought. What self-respecting Harbourtowner does no' know how ta swim?

A thought occurred to him. "Ye'd be a Tanner, then," he said matter-of-factly, and Anala saw no need to argue with the truth or even ask him how he knew. Most of his Harbourtown generation knew about the couple who didn't swim. Wasn't that why she'd become so good at the skill as a child? To show the town that the last name Tanner did not mean she had no self-respect, to erase a stigma that came from her parents? Tha' reason, among others.

Merry was nodding, half to himself. "I'd heard they'd sent a couple kids off ta the military. Shoulda figured it out earlier, I suppose, but I've had things on me mind," he smiled down at her. She returned the expression wanly, dreading where the conversation would go next. "Did ye no have a sibling in the army, too? What was his name...cannae remember. How's he doing?" His nature was genial; a friendly inquiry into the well-being of her family. 

No. one. knows, she reminded herself sternly. No one save Tenea. 

Forcing herself to be civil, she bit back the anger and nausea that suffused her. "He's dead," she said a little more stiffly than she'd intended. She hoped he'd drop it but he took the stiffness in her voice for sorrow, not anger. 

"Ach, I'm sorry, child," he began, but she cut him off, forcing a smile onto the tightened muscles of her face. 

"Dinnae be. It'd be years past now." 

Unsatisfied Merry sighed and relented. Anala breathed in gratefully, forcing herself to relax, and changed the subject quickly. "Tell me: yer name'd be Lombardy but ye call yerself Merry. Why?" She'd guessed already, but she needed to stay awake and not talk about her family. This seemed easier than dunking herself in the cold waters below the ship. 

"Ah, well," he said, smiling widely. "As ye no doubt know, me family'd be famous throughout Harbourtown history fer being tha best seafaring folk around, most especially as captains, on account of the perpetually good weather on any of our sea voyages." His eyes twinkled again at her and she smiled. The Meriweathers were indeed well-known for their sunny nautical history as seafarers, whether merchant or mercenary. It was rumoured they were descended from Sea Sorceresses who had ruled the area in the Second Age, which did not hurt their current business, for all the people feared magek. When faced with the very real possibility of a bad storm dashing you upon rocks versus a millennia-old legend that cast shadows on your potential captain's heritage, the practical route of avoiding bad weather usually prevailed. The Meriweathers were able to charge exorbitant prices and not get run out of town or burned at the stake -- a pretty good living for a family that had started out as the most dreaded pirates this side of the continent. Oh, Anala knew her history very well, at least that of her hometown, but she did not stop him, liking to hear his story in his own words. 

"When I was on me first boat, I was naught more than a cabin-boy, and known only as Lombardy to the crew. I was no treated too kindly; none of us were, for it was an un-Guilded ship and dinnae follow Guild rules, but I remained cheerful nonetheless. It was an adventure to me, a young boy, bored with the tedium of town, and me constant smile and jesting soon earned me the nickname 'Merry'. I laughed a'that, for it'd be a greater jest than any I coulda told, and done by them all unknowingly. Tha name stuck, even when I became Captain -- ye'll hear a Captain Merry or e'en jus' Merry from me crew -- and tha's how I came ta be called Merry. Me friends were shocked when I finally tol them the truth of it!" He laughed uproariously at his own jest, and Anala lent a polite chuckle, though she doubted he heard it. "It's been easy enough a keep up, now, and I've never wanted fer another nickname -- or even me real one." His story finished, he turned back to looking out to sea, first giving her a kind, avuncular smile. 

Anala smiled and joined him in watching the waves but her placid attitude belied the roil of thoughts in her mind. She had no doubt of the truth of his story, but was mulling over what he didn't say. 

There were un-Guilded ships, of both merchant and mercenary persuasion, but no Meriweather would serve aboard one, unless she was disgraced with her family. Then she'd have no choice -- the Guilds wouldn't touch an estranged Meriweather with a depth pole. Everyone knew that once a Meriweather was disowned, her magek left her. There were stories of Guilds taking on disgraced Meriweathers but they always regretted the choice. 

Looking up at the man from under her lashes, she saw his scarred face and decided it hadn't been a merchant ship he'd served on. No, Merry had been on an un-Guilded mercenary ship, to judge by the rough look of him, and -- she decided, sweeping an eye over the men on board -- so had his crew. Yet she was the only female on board. 

Curious. Un-Guilded merc ships were more likely to hold all-female crews, un-fettered as they were with the Guild equal employment laws. It was a vicious job, and women alone at sea for extended periods of time, with no laws to govern their behaviour...not many men wanted to subject themselves to that. With un-Guilded ships, it was rare to see a man on board, though if it happened, it did so on a merchant ship. Merch ships attracted a different sort from what merc ships did. While the two classes worked together by arrangement from time to time, there had been an on-going class war between them for most of their long history. 

Whatever the reason for the strange gender arrangement of Merry's crew, they were Guilded now, and she was gladder to be part of a merc ship then a merch. She didn't want to be the only capable one in a fight. 

If it came to that. 

It suddenly occurred to her that, if they were Guilded, they should have some female crewmembers. It was possible that when the ship made the switch, Merry'd pulled some strings, since expecting the crew to adjust flawlessly to Guilded life from un-Guilded was a rather tall order. Or mayhap when they were un-Guilded they sailed too often under the banners of other nations, those with cultures alien to Athering's way of life, like Voco. From what she had heard and witnessed, women were treated none too kindly on the island. 

It certainly explained the stares and whistles she'd received upon boarding. Merry had apparently given his men a tallking-to, however, for the unwanted attention had ceased. Anala was grateful. She had no wish to kill one of his crew if the man couldn't tell the difference between rejection and playing hard to get. 

With her, it should be easy to tell, as she never played hard to get, but there had been...mistakes before. She didn't understand the precept with playing that game -- she knew some people did so, but it didn't make sense to her. It was so dishonest. 

When Aro had kissed her, she'd been genuinely surprised, and had responded avidly because it felt right. She'd not thought about love for years, except to make disparaging mental assessments about those who threw it away or abused it. The fact that her major loved her and had loved her for some time, apparently, was...strange, for lack of a better term. She didn't precisely know what to do with the information, and was glad that something seemed right about them, and that she wanted to be with him, because she didn't want to see him hurt. She didn't know if she loved him or not. She didn't think she could. 

She had been sure that you got only one chance at love, and that was it -- and tha one chance was Sebastien. She could not have foreseen the event that tore them apart -- tore her apart -- any more than she foreseaw Aro's feelings for her or hers for him. She felt wonderful in his arms but remained guarded and wary, waiting for the other boot to drop. Even if she was capable of love, could she afford it? On her salary? Treason didn't pay well. 

Successful rebellion could. This was why she must live. 

But if I dinnae....

Her heart clenched. Something of her work must be left behind; some instructions; some help for Aro. 

She had no possessions to bequeath save a little clothing and her sword, the latter of which would always be with her and as for the former, she couldn't see Aro wearing her best peplos. I could give tha' to Ghia, she thought resignedly even as the thought of Aro wearing something aught than a pair of pants or a fustanella made her grin. No, she had no legacy for him, other than something to help him carry on without her. She would leave him help. 

"Merry," she said softly, voice breaking through the noisy silence the sounds of the ship and sea provided. 

He looked down at her. "Aye, child?" 

She cleared her throat nervously. Why was she nervous? It was just business. Part of her bellica's benefits package--a will that none would care to contest. "I was wondering if ye'd some writing materials on board, and the time ta do some captain's business. I'd... there's business...." she stopped, at a loss for words. 

Merry nodded, understanding instantly. "Aye, child," he said gently. Strangely, she found she didn't mind the diminutive endearment. The word child from anyone else would send her into a fury. Well, he does have twice yer years, Anala. Maybe more. "They'd be in me office," he continued, "as well as me seal." He turned to go below decks, motioning for her to follow him. 

Anala swallowed the sudden lump in her throat, sighed, and followed him into the darkness of the ship, her back straight and her resolve strong. It was now or never. 
  


Jourd'Umbra, 32nd Decima




The crossing to Mt. Voco took a total of four days in good weather. 

The stowaway was discovered in the dark morning hours of the third, just after midnight. 

Anala had spent her first afternoon and evening finalising her will, witnessed by Merry, and writing a series of letters to be delivered and read only upon her death. After that lengthy and depressing business, she'd joined the crew for the evening meal, sitting next to the captain and laughing at all their bawdy and ribald stories and jests. 

The next day she slept a long, long time, much to her disgust, and then got up and paced the deck, occasionally stopping to talk to Merry, who quickly became like the uncle she'd never had. She was grateful for his friendship and kindness. He had a rough exterior but a heart of gold. 

She learned of his niece and heir, a young girl around Mara's age named Morgan. "She's right quick, a sweet if feisty girl. I normally have her on as part of me crew, though this voyage'd be a mite too dangerous," he'd told her. "She was right furious at staying home. She'll be madder when she hears I 'ad Bellica Anala on board and she no got ta meet her!" he said, and let out a whoop of laughter. 

Anala laughed as well. "I'd be pleased ta meet her, after me mission is complete." She had resolved to not think of the alternative to coming back safely. Her will was done. It bore no more thought. "Though I'll admit surprise," she added, and Merry raised his bushy eyebrows. "That ye'd allow a young girl on board," she finished, gesturing at his crew. 

"Ah, that," he said, and chuckled. "Ye'd be a quick one, child, no mistaking. Me crew is loyal ta me ta a fault, but they'd been un-Guilded fer so long, and away from Athering's...influence. So while no woman would normally come aboard as crew, those women normally ain't me family. And me crew knows how I feel about me family." A dark look crossed his face, transforming him, and Anala suppressed a shudder. She wouldn't want to tempt Merry's wrath. "'Sides," he continued in a lighter tone, clouds leaving his features, "Morgan's one o' the crew now! The boys love her. She'd be our regular cabin girl, and everybody's darlin'." He smiled at that, obviously pleased that he didn't need to force the acceptance of his heir. "Her mother worries a mite, but there's no need. Morgan's safer here than at home," and his face darkened again, but briefly. 

Anala did not ask but filed the information away for future speculation. Instead, she commented on the current cabin boy. "I'd thought he looked...out of place," was the best way to put it. 

Merry nodded, his eyes drifting to the boy for a moment. "Aye, that'd be Ros. I hired him on a whim, getting a tip he was lookin' for a shipside job. He's no experience but is a fast learner and eager ta please. I figured working with a Meriweather'd be good fer his resumé," he said as an afterthought, and Anala guessed he felt the same way about his celebrity as she did hers. 

She glanced at Ros again, then looked away. There was something about him that bothered her, but she couldn't put her finger on it. She shrugged and chalked it up to his being new and not quite fitting into the rhythm of the ship. 

She'd retired soon after the evening meal, sated with good food and lulled by the rocking ship. Her journey already half over, she tried to suppress her growing unease. 

She woke in the dead of night and lay in the sleepnet for a moment, wondering why. With a sharp pain, her bladder reminded her and she jump-fell out of the hammock, not wishing to fall asleep again only to awake hours later, relieved but damp. 

She allowed her eyes to adjust to the dark and made it slowly out of her cabin, down into the hold, to the privy, or the head as the sailors called it. She stumbled only a few times and exited the tiny water closet feeling much better. 

On her way back to bed, she heard a commotion above deck and was awake enough to be curious. 

"A spy! A spy! Cap'n Merry, I found a spy!" a crewman was saying loudly, though not loud enough to wake the entire ship. 

"Now, now, Jerry, calm down. Ye're too damn excitable," said Merry. Anala came on deck and saw three figures by the helm: Merry, his hands on the spoked wheel that steered the ship, and Jerry, who was holding a small figure by the arm. The figure was trying to get away, but Jerry held fast. Anala moved closer, wanting to help and curious simultaneously. The figured struggled some more, then cried out in a high, young voice "Let me go! I'm no' a damned spy!" This gave Anala pause; the voice was familiar. It sounded like....

Jerry gave the girl a shake. "Tha's just what a spy would say, innit?" he said. 

"If I were a spy I wouldna hide out in the hold but be part o' the crew! Now let me go, ye cretinous, ignoble, spurious cat-herder!" 

"Cat-herder! Why, ye little..." Jerry spluttered in anger, obviously feeling his job was more vital to society than herding felines. He raised his other arm to strike the girl across the face, then cried out in pain a second later as Anala's hand closed on his wrist in a bone-crushing grip. She twisted his arm behind his back in one fluid motion and forced him to his knees. She had her belt-knife at his throat a second later. 

"Touch me sister and I'll see fit ta do much, much worse, Jerry," she said in a soft, deadly voice. She applied just enough pressure with her knife to make her point; his Lucian's Pomegranate bobbed as he swallowed nervously. "Now let 'er go." 

Instantly Jerry let Mara go and she stepped as far away as possible, rubbing her arm. "Jerk," she said defiantly, but subsided when Anala glared at her. 

The bellica then released the deckhand, who rubbed at his wrist and throat, whimpering. He almost looked fit to give Anala a piece of his mind, but thought better of it when she sheathed her knife very deliberately. He sketched a sloppy salute to Merry and scampered down into the hold. Anala felt no remorse. She'd not done any permanent damage. And he was fixing to hit Mara. 

Which she wanted to do herself, admittedly. Mara looked terrified, however; so the bellica settled for grabbing the girl and shaking her. Her sister squeaked in fear but Anala didn't hear her. 

"Mara, what in tha name of Bellona and Juno and all tha's holy were ye thinking? Were ye thinking? What good could possibly come of ye stowing away on a boat full of rough mercenaries wit' no time fer a young girl who're taking me on a classified mission?" In her anger her voice had risen, and tears were in her sister's eyes. With effort she controlled herself, letting go of the younger girl. "Mara, what...." she trailed off, at a loss for words. Sighing, she walked to the railing and leaned over, wishing, not for the first time, that she was anywhere but there. Maybe Suncoast, where they kept their women locked up like possessions. Or one of the moons. That would be nice and safe. Forgotten World--she'd even settle for the castle in Athering. At least Aro would be there. 

"It'd not be safe, Kiddo," she said, her voice quiet. "Now I hafta worry about ye, whether ye're safe or not, instead of concentrating on the mission. Dammit, Mara," she cursed again, but her heart wasn't in it. She turned to face her sister. Mara's head was bowed and her shoulders shook silently. At the helm Merry stood placidly, seemingly unperturbed by the events unfolding around him. Did the man never sleep? Anala admired and appreciated his calm steadiness. Mara couldn't handle yet another person yelling at her. For all the girl's defiance and fire, she was a tender flower, and shy, spending all her spare time at the Library. She'd been reading too much again, to judge by the insults she'd flung at Jerry. An educated and quick-as-lightning girl. Anala could hardly wait for Aro to meet her -- he'd love her. 

Anala's heart clenched again. She put aside her thoughts of her lover and major. Mara was silent, sobs subsiding. Anala sighed. "Why?" The girl was smart! Why would she do something so stupid?

Mara gulped for air, rubbing her face on the edge of her sleeve and sniffling. "Because," she said, her voice miserable. "Ye can't go alone! And I dinnae care what Mum and Dad say, ye deserve a family. And ye have me, cause I love ye, Anala, and dinnae want ye to go ta the end without yer sister. And...and..." The girl paused, seeing the lack of convincing material in her argument to stay. "...and I could help ye! I've been reading about pirates and the high seas and military tactics and such; I'm sure I could help ye out!" She said this last part with such enthusiasm Anala almost laughed. 

Instead, she sighed and knelt before her sibling, taking Mara's shoulders in her hands. "I'd be very happy to hear ye say ye care for me so, Mara, and I want ye ta know I love ye very much. Ye're a very smart girl and I'd be proud ta call ye me sister," she said, gently wiping the tears away. Mara smiled at her sister, beaming in the light of Anala's affection. "But," said the bellica, a little more sternly, making Mara's face fall, "Ye cannae help me. I know ye're very smart and ye read a lot, but books dinnae help any in the things I do. Especially not where I'm going. Besides," she said as she saw the protest on Mara's lips, "it'd be far, far too dangerous fer ye, child, and I willnae be able to do anything right if I'm ta be worrying about ye all the time. I'll be worrying about ye as is, but at least ye'll be safer on board with Merry here than ye would with me where I'm going. Do I make meself clear?" Mara nodded vigorously, and Anala sighed resignedly. "And I'm afraid we cannae take ye home. It'll anger the crew, and I dare not waste any more time on this mission." She rose and brushed off her knees, turning to Merry, who had observed all the goings-on with nary a protest. He looked at her expectantly. "Merry, can me sister stay on board if'n she's ta do exactly as ye say, obeying yer every order?" she asked, adding emphasis for Mara's sake. 

Merry smiled widely. "A course! It'll be just as if I had me niece Morgan on board!" 

Mara's nose wrinkled. "Ye're Morgan Meriweather's uncle?" she asked, sadness forgotten with this new information. 

"Aye, child, do ye know her?" 

Mara hesitated. "Nae," she shook her head. "I've...seen her around, is all. She talks about ye a lot. I've heard," she added, looking sheepish. 

Merry's smile widened, if such a thing was possible. "Does she now? I'll have ta ask that young scamp jus what it is she'd be saying about me," he said good-naturedly, and laughed. "Ye'll be perfectly fine aboard my vessel, Mara, so long as ye mind yer sister and dinnae cause her grief. If ye like, I'll teach ye about knots tomorrow."

Mara nodded happily and sketched a quick bow. "Aye, sir, I'd love that -- I was readin' about them on one of those pirate books, but the book dinnae say anything else about them. I'd be a mite curious." 

Good on Merry for guessing the girl's need ta learn everything under tha sun, thought Anala, and she reminded herself to thank him at length later on that day. After sleep. She was so weary. 

She nodded to Merry. "Thank ye sir. I trust yer men will understand the situation?" 

Merry nodded, his face serious, voice light. "I'm sure they do already, Bellica, from what ye did ta Jerry!" He grinned. "But I'll speak ta them all the same."

Anala felt immensely relieved. "Thank ye," she said again, then grabbed Mara and led the girl to their now shared room. "Come on, ye rapscallion. Bedtime." 

In the morning she'd sort things out further. Right now all she wanted was sleep.
  


Jourd'Aradia, 33rd Decima




The next day dawned bright and sunny with a fair breeze, showing the truth of Merry's family legacy. Anala got out of the hammock, careful not to wake her sleeping sister. Despite the rocking of the boat, she'd not slept well after returning to her bed: she was too tense with wariness. She could not sleep with her sword and scabbard belted on but it made her nervous to sleep with just her belt knife. Funny, how before she'd not even thought of her own safety with these roughneck ex-pirates. 

For that was what they were. Guilded merc ships were pirate ships with the right to plunder, and a wider array of skills than pirates. "Mercenary" was just a nicer way of putting it. As well, mercs were beholden to none except the highest bidder, while true pirates abided by some obscure code that no one truly understood, and pillaged without discretion. Pirates had no clients, and no one to answer to except Mare Herself. Ach, well, change a Goddess for one with the most coin and there'd be no difference, not really, thought Anala. 

The bellica sighed. She wanted more sleep! But she had Mara to think of now. 

Damn the girl's loyalty! Her stowing away had been foolish and dangerous and presented Anala with a host of new problems, not least of which was keeping the girl safe. What would their parents do? They loved Mara -- once they found she was missing, they'd tear Harbourtown apart looking for her, and the fact of Anala's presence in town a day or so prior and her immediate departure could leak out. This could blow the cover of the mission, which would hardly please Empreena Zardria. 

Shite. What if Anala did not return? What of Mara then? She trusted Merry to keep her sister as safe as possible -- but he could not be all places at all times, and Mara was of an age to get into mischief. The girl was too damned trusting. 

If -- no, when. When they got back, Anala would be ripped apart and devoured by their parents, no matter what Mara said in her big sister's defense, for not bringing their parents' youngest back as soon as the stowaway had been discovered. Tyvian! They'd find a way to blame her for Mara's disappearance in the first place and kill the bellica for that. A mite ironic, if I survived Mt. Voco a second time ta be killed by me parents in a fit of pique, she thought with a ghost of a smile. 

All of those problems loomed on the horizon as surely as Voco soon would, and she felt her concentration ebbing. She'd not even addressed her heart yet. She had said her goodbye to Mara, and had walked out of her old home expecting never to see her sister again. Then she'd done her business and made peace -- moved on. Mara's reappearance in Anala's life was reopening the bellica's grief for herself. She felt ridiculous, revisiting the pain. 

With a start she realised she'd been standing in her cabin, frozen by her thoughts. She shook her head briskly, and stole a glance at Mara. The girl was curled up in the hammock, sleeping peacefully in the rocking of the ship. All she was wearing was a fustanella and linen shirt; she had no shoes. Anala sighed again. The first thing she had to do was get Mara some better clothing. Shoes could wait; the girl wouldn't be leaving the ship until they got back to Harbourtown anyway. Anala didn't want the girl walking around in such impractical clothing. Impractical and...masculine. The girl was nearly sixteen years old and more of a tomboy than Ghia -- yet where Ghia was headstrong and tough, as a woman should be, Mara seemed to take on more boyish traits from her style of dress. She was shy, timid, and more concerned with her books. 

Well, tha's what she has me for, thought Anala, heading down the hallway from her cabin. Big sisters have a duty, I reckon. 

She rapped her knuckles on the door in front of her and waited. A moment later Ros opened the door and looked at her perplexedly. 

"Ros -- do ye have a pair o pants that I could be borrowin'?" 

He looked even more confused, but nodded. "Aye, Bellica." He frowned and looked her over. She was easily twice his height, and filled out in ways that he wasn't. "Though why would ye be needin them, if I may ask?" 

Anala growled softly and ran her hand through her hair, undoing it from its club. "Ye may ask, though I willnae answer. Ask Merry--he'll tell ye in a bit anyway. May I borrow the clothes or no'? Ye'll get em back tomorrow." 

The boy shrugged and disappeared into his room. Anala waited patiently and he reappeared moments later, clutching a bundle of clothing. "Here," he said nonchalantly, confusion in his eyes. 

She took the bundle. "I thank ye kindly. Ye've done a great service ta me today." She strode down the hall, heading for her room with Mara's new wardrobe clutched tightly in her hands. 




~




Anala stood on deck, staring at the waves. The sun, though weak in winter, beat down on her head, making her hair shine blue-black. 

Merry sat by the main mast, Mara beside him, lengths of rope spread between them. True to his promise, he'd been teaching Mara everything he knew of knots for several hours. Anala smiled to see them so: Mara was alive with learning, positively glowing with enthusiasm. Merry had a huge smile on his face, putting into Anala's mind the image of a very happy bear. It was such a wonderful picture, the bellica felt her worries disappear for a moment. 

Mara seemed to be adjusting to ship life well. The girl was nothing if not adaptable. Merry had announced her presence and a warning to the crew when they broke fast that morning; there had been an interested look and murmur at the "young boy" in their midst, which had quickly subsided at Merry's promise of a good keelhauling to anyone who so much as looked at Mara the wrong way -- and that was after he let Anala have at the culprit. Some crewmen glanced at Jerry, confirming that the man had spread tales of his treatment at Anala's hands when he'd mistreated her sister. Anala wondered how much he'd embellished the stories to make himself come out on top in them; she almost hoped the answer was "a lot" so that she could cut him down to size -- again -- when the time came. 

Despite Merry's assurances, Anala found she could not keep her eyes off Mara for more than a minute or two at a time. I'll be a right case on Voco if I dinnae let meself trust the captain.

Seeing no cure for it, she walked over to join Merry and the girl by the mast. 

"Anala! Lookit what I've learned!" Mara held up a tangle of rope eagerly. 

Anala peered at it, not being able to make out what it was supposed to be, and smiled at her sibling. "Tha's very nice, Mara. What is it?" 

Mara giggled. "It's a Carrick Bend. It took me a while, but I can finally tie it properly. Right, Uncle Merry?" 

Anala blinked at the honorific. Tha' was quick.

Merry's smile got wider and he ruffled Mara's hair affectionately. "Tha's right, Mara. Ye'd be as quick as me own niece." 

Anala could not help but notice Mara's face fall a little at mention of Morgan Meriweather. She resolved to ask Mara about it later, for she was sure there was a problem between the two girls, and that her sister had lied when she'd denied knowing Morgan. Anala could read Mara as easily as the girl could read a heavy tome from the Library. 

"Anala -- tie knots with me. I'll show ye how ta do it!" There was such eager hope on Mara's face Anala could not but agree. Besides, the best way to test one's knowledge of a subject was to teach it, and knots would be important for Mara to know inside and out. That was just a feeling that tugged in her gut. 

They passed the time happily tying and retying and untying knots, bonding as sisters should but as they'd never had the chance before. Merry disappeared at some point, realising the two women needed some time alone. 

Anala didn't know how long they'd sat there, playing with rope, but by the time the shouts of Land ho! reached her ears she was confident enough with knots to be able to tie and untie all but the most complicated with her eyes closed, and she made sure Mara could as well. At the announcement of land sighted her stomach jumped and she dropped the knot she was working on. Her eyes connected with Mara's and she could see the other's realisation that their time together was coming to an end. 

The bellica smiled, putting a brave face on for her sister. "C'mon," she said, rising and reaching a hand down to Mara. "Let's go see what there'd be ta be seen, eh?" Together they walked to the prow of the ship, where they stood beside Merry, staring at the smudge of land that was becoming rapidly larger on the horizon. 

"Through the Valley I walk, ever the Lady at me side, though I'd be not afraid, knowing I come to rest forever in Her embrace, home, home, home at last," came Merry's voice, quieter than usual. Surprised, Anala looked up at him. She'd not expected to hear that particular prayer, though she supposed it fit. Most of the Paixemortiennes' prayers did, when one was at sea. 

Merry caught her glance and gave her a grim smile, mouth half-quirked. "Surprised? Aye, I read from tha Book from time ta time," he said. "Brings me comfort." He went silent, staring at the land ahead. What shadows haunted Merry, Anala wondered, that he would follow Paixemor? It was a fringe religion of Athering, with most of its followers in its birthplace of Harbourtown, though she supposed there were a few more across the nation. 

Paixemortiennes were monotheistic, believing in the one true Goddess, the Lady Ocean, or Mare to the rest of Athering, who had sent Her only daughter Muerta to ease humankind's suffering, and to absolve them of their sins in the eternal embrace of death. It was a view of the Goddess of Death rather different from that held by the rest of Athering. Paixemor also had a Book, a collection of prayers, stories, moral parables and some accurate history, that its followers had been reading and printing for at least several centuries. 

Despite its small following, Paixemor was a very old religion, almost as old as the teachings of the Aradian Order which the rest of Athering more or less followed. 

Anala shrugged. Merry being a Paixemortienne didn't change anything. After all, their small numbers offered no threat to the loosely theocratic power in Athering. Even if they did, she couldn't bring herself to care. Divine right of Queens, me arse. If the Goddesses did have a hand in the royal ascension, then Yarrow'd be Queen, not tha' bloody treecat. 

Merry stood silent, on guard. Anala placed a hand on his arm and squeezed gently, letting him know he need not worry about judgment from her. Doubtless he worried about it enough already. 

After a time Merry followed his crew back to their jobs, leaving Anala and Mara to watch the now large mass of volcanic rock before them. 

"Ye've never seen tha place afore, have ye?" Anala asked her sister, keeping her tone light. 

Mara shook her head, eyes never leaving the island. "Nae. I've read its history, though, ancient and recent...." She trailed off, and Anala heard what she didn't say: I've read of the Battle of Voco. Was it really like the book version? 

Anala bit her lip and turned to look at the mountain, looming black and ominous. She did not want to speak of the battle. She did not want to think of the losses. 

Isidora. 

She swallowed a sigh and pushed the memories away. How in Bellona's name was she going to keep her temper in check when faced with Isidora's killer? How on Althea's green earth was she to ignore the past and focus on the mission? 

Grudgingly she acknowledged Zardria's cunning. Of course, the empreena expected these feelings would arise in Anala. That was why she was sent. 

Ruthlessly she pushed her thoughts away and vowed to keep the mission -- and only the mission -- in her mind's eye. Let that be her focus. She would not give Zardria the satisfaction of making her squirm. 

"'Nala?" She started at Mara's use of her childhood nickname. 

"Aye?" 

Mara hesitated, biting her lower lip. "Are ye...are ye scared?" she said in a rush, desperation and her own fear clear on her face. Anala saw her sister's hope, that if Anala admitted her fear, she wouldn't have to go. That was the real test -- admission of emotions. 

The bellica felt her heart break in the face of her sister's innocence. She hoped Mara would discover the truth of life gently, for she wanted no pain for the tender girl. 

"Aye," she said honestly. "I'd be terrified." 

"Then tell the empress. Maybe she'll send someone else!" Mara's eager words tumbled on one another. 

Anala sighed. Looked as if she would be the one to crush her sister's innocence. "It doesnae work that way, child. In books, maybe. But no' in real life." She said it as gently as possible, but Mara looked crestfallen, beaten into a reality she'd never wanted to face. Anala cast about for something to say to lighten the mood, maybe even make the girl laugh. Anything but this sorrowful silence. "I'll be fine, Mara," she said with more confidence then she felt, and was rewarded by hope in Mara's eyes. "Have I no survived our parents in anger?" She let her eyes twinkle and Mara let out a hesitant giggle. Good.

The bellica put her arm around her sister's shoulders and they watched the land speed up to meet them. Now Anala could make out a few details: the white of the lighthouse in Auport; glitters of light from the mica in the houses in the towns of Perch and Precarious; the Eternal Flame of Tellangia; and a large sparkle from the palace at Clifton. 

Her stomach clenched. She well remembered that palace, that black hole of pain and suffering. Had it changed much, she wondered, or was Isidora's blood still on the black floors, pooling and glistening in the lights of the torches? 

She shook her head violently. She would not do this. Not now; not later. 

"'Nala?" hesitantly spoken, like a decision after a long period of deliberation. 

"Aye, child?" Her stomach roiled: what loop would Mara throw her for now? 

"Ye said...afore ye said our parents. Well...they're not." 

The deck seemed drop out from beneath Anala, but she stayed calm and collected as her reputation dictated. "What do ye mean, kiddo?" 

Mara sighed, as if regretting her decision to speak. "I heard Mum and Dad arguing the other night. They said...Mum said they no' should have taken ye in, no matter what Tenea said. They said it was tha worst decision they'd made; that ye did no' deserve the family ye'd gotten." She looked up at Anala in misery before plunging on. "But they'd be wrong, Anala. They dinnae deserve ye! ...I don't deserve ye!" She said the last a whisper, and burrowed her head into her sister's chest, sobbing. 

Automatically Anala's arms went around Mara, stroking her hair, and she made soothing noises in her throat.

Her world tilted. She was sure there was no ground and no sky, just a terrible exultation-rejection-sorrow-anger-relief-clarity pulsing through her. 

Taken her in, Mara had said. 

Foster-parents, then. The pang of loss was small and momentary before it was pushed aside by a wave of relief. No parents could hate their child that much, she was sure. Suddenly the past twenty-eight years became clear as the sea on a summer's day, and she felt confusion and pain lift from her heart. 

Who were her parents then?

No matter what Tenea said. 

Was her aunt her mother, who'd convinced the Tanners to raise Anala alongside their own son (and, later, daughter)? Who was her father then? Would not Tenea have told her? Thinking on it, she dismissed the notion outright. She didn't even look like Tenea! Or the rest of her family, for that matter. 

No, it was unlikely she was Tenea's child. But her aunt had convinced her foster-parents to take her in, meaning Tenea knew who her real parents were. 

Or I'd a been left on a doorstep wi' naught but a note, she thought, and immediately dismissed that idea too. It felt wrong. 

Resolved to corner and grill Tenea upon her return to Athering, she came back to the present and the crying girl in her arms. Mara's sobs had lessened, though she still shook. 

"Shh, shh," said Anala, stroking Mara's hair and back. "Mara, dear, calm yerself. I'd not be upset, so ye no' should be either." 

Sniffing, Mara drew back and wiped her eyes, looking up at Anala. Her nose was as red as a cherry and her eyes looked puffy. "Ye're not?" 

Kneeling to wipe Mara's face of tears, Anala shook her head. "Nae. And yer parents were right." Anala took the girl's shoulders in her hands and looked the girl in the eye. "I dinnae deserve a sister like ye," she said solemnly, and instantly regretted it, for fresh tears sprang to Mara's eyes. 

"Hey, now," said Anala, increasingly awkward with all the emotion in the air, "no more tears, kiddo. Let's go finish up yer knot lesson, a'right?" She got up and took Mara's hand, heading to the mast and the pile of ropes they'd left there. Mara nodded, dried her eyes on her sleeve, and followed her big sister willingly. 

Anala sighed inwardly and offered a silent prayer to Mare, that the day would hold no more surprises for her. I dinnae think I can take another.




~




The tension in the air was thick when they dropped anchor in Auport's harbour, flying a blue and green flag to signify they were on a diplomatic mission and, therefore, enjoyed amnesty from the cold war between their nations. 

Whether the Vocans would respect the flag remained to be seen. 

The crew was skittish. They'd not been to Mt. Voco for years, as long as the cold war had continued. Anala didn't blame them. She herself was nervous. 

Soon a small rowboat left port and made its way to where their ship waited. It held a party of six men, all armed with swords and...some other thing Anala couldn't identify. Surely it was a weapon. Curving at one end to create a short handle made of polished wood, it attached to a long metal cylinder. Anala stared at the weapon in the man's belt until her eyes watered, but she could not make heads nor tails of it. 

The boat pulled alongside of them and the man in front, obviously the leader, stood to address them. 

"These waters are closed off to Athering. What business have you here?" He spoke as if he had better things to do than to deal with a bunch of uncouth barbarians from the nation across the sea. Anala saw the men bristle, fingers twitching over their cutlasses. She stepped forward, forestalling Merry's response with an upraised hand, and spoke as civilly as possible to the Vocan man. 

"Bellica Anala of Athering's second regiment on a diplomatic mission to Lord Exsil Vis of Mt. Voco. I'd be having a message for 'is Lordship." 

The man smirked at her, and though she could guess what he found fit to laugh at, Anala felt angry all the same. 

He gave her a deep mocking bow and addressed her directly. "Ah, Bellica Anala, was it? Welcome to Mt. Voco. Unfortunately I cannot let a host of Atherians into our fair land, diplomatic mission or no, so if you'll just give me that message I'll be sure to bring it to my lord...." 

"Ah, no, sir, I'd be afraid I cannae do that, fer ye see I'd a been told ta deliver it into 'is hands personally, Monsieur...." She paused for his name. When he did not provide it, she pressed on testily. "I'd no' be leaving until 'is Lordship gets tha message and gives me a response in turn, so if'n ye'd be so kind as ta let me go ashore I'd be much obliged." She stared the man down. She was not going to tuck tail and run from this rude man. Whatever awaited her in the clutches of Lord Exsil Vis would be nowhere near so bad as her reception in Athering should she return empty-handed. 

The man returned her glare and they remained locked in a battle of wills, neither giving any ground. Anala's eyes burned and she was about to give in when a large swell hit the rowboat. The man stumbled to regain his footing and their eye contact broke. She'd won. 

He looked up angrily, flipping the queue of his hair back over his shoulder, and glared at her, daring her to gloat. She kept her face carefully neutral. 

"Very well," he snapped out, not pleased. "You and three of your men may come ashore. Three only, mind you -- any more and your lives are forfeit. An escort to conduct you to Clifton will be waiting at the edge of town. Do try to make haste," he added superciliously, raking her with a disapproving glance. 

Anala inclined her head graciously. Now the man glared, upset that she'd not risen to the bait. He barked out some commands to his men. The boat started back towards shore and he took his seat in a huff. 

Anala sighed once she was sure the man was out of earshot. There was no honour in her victory, but she felt triumphant all the same. The sooner I get tha' treaty signed an' get out a here the better, she thought. Voco was corrupting her already. 

Merry was shouting orders, and with a start Anala realised he'd been asking for volunteers for her escort ashore. She protested. 

"Merry, I dinnae need an escort. I'd be appreciating the thought, but -- "

"Not a word more, child!" He cut her off. A sweep of his huge arm took in three men standing at attention, some of those who'd been friendlier with her and to whom she felt kindly. "Now, Dagon, Trent, an' Merrik here will guard ye as if ye were their own sister. Good men in a fight." The men sketched sailor's salutes at her, eagerness lighting their eyes. 

She shook her head vehemently. "I cannae accept the offer, Merry. This'd be my mission an' mine alone." 

"Aye, an' in order ta see ye complete it I'd be sending me men wi' ye." Merry said this in a tone that brooked no argument -- to one under his command. Anala suffered no such disadvantage and returned his stare evenly, unwilling to be worn down. 

"If there'd be a trap -- which I do expect -- then yer men'd be no good ta me -- no offense," she added with a glance to the three. "Vocans outnumber us here and tha only chance I'd have o' escape would be if me whole regiment were here! And I dinnae think we would at that. I willnae endanger yer men, Merry," she said, in a bellica's command tone. 

One of the men -- Dagon, she thought he was -- cleared his throat. Both Merry and Anala rounded their glares on him. "Wi' all due respect, Bellica, we'd a volunteered fer the honour o' escorting ye. We'd a wish ta be o' service ta ye."

Anala narrowed her eyes and moved to stand in front of the man. They were of a height, but Anala'd been a bellica for years -- she could make herself taller than any one of a lower rank. Even Aro, who towered nigh a foot above her--she could make him cower in fear. 

"Oh, really?" she asked, her voice low. 

"Aye, Bellica," Dagon didn't flinch, but Anala could see him perspiring. 

"Tell me, soldier, as I'd be oh-so-curious. Just what did ye expect ta do when we'd be surrounded by a score o' Vocans, mayhap more, armed wit' no' a damn thing 'sides our sword and cutlasses, just the four o' us, and they'd got reinforcements at the ready an' what ever in Tyvian those strange weapons on their belts'd be. Tell bawdy jests till they die o' embarrassment?" 

She was in it now, the space she entered when lecturing her troops. She was not the kindest of bellicas, not by a long shot, but her soldiers stuck to her like deathtree sap, and would not let an insult to her go by without incident. Bellona knew they'd been involved in most bar fights in Atherton in the past decade. Anala didn't understand it. She called them maggots, scum of the earth, sorry excuses for Atherians, treecat dung. She insulted them until some cried and she was just plain mean, for Bellona's sake! But it worked. Her regiment was loyal to her to Tyvian and beyond. So Aro said. 

It was working again. Despite his fear, the man's eyes shone with that same admiration and loyalty. She glanced at Trent and Merrik and saw the same look in their eyes. Briefly she wondered if all she ever attracted were masochists, but suppressed the thought for future speculation, as Dagon was speaking. 

"Nae, Bellica. Me an' the boys here -- we'd be the assurance of yer safety -- no' our own." 

A moment passed before the meaning of his words hit Anala, like a slap of salt water in the face. "Ridiculous," she said, unable to believe it. "Ye hardly know me; ye cannae know what ye'd be offering." 

"Aye, Bellica, we hardly know ye, but we'd be quite sure o' what it is we offer. See, we'd been sailing wi' Merry fer nigh on thirty years an' -- " He broke off, looking nervously at the captain, and Anala saw that Merry was levelling a hard glare at the man. Curious, she thought as she turned back to Dagon and raised her eyebrows, prompting him to continue. " An' we'd all be proud of our very own Harbourtown Hero, is all. We'd been there, at Voco -- we'd heard the stories o' the battle from who'd seen it. We know what ye'd offered." 

It was obviously not what he'd been going to say at first, but it effectively distracted her. How many of her regiment had seen what happened there in the palace? Enough, it seemed, if news had reached a guilded merc ship that had merely served as transport for the army. Was that the source of their devotion, then? The source of Aro's? 

She expelled a rush of air, not wanting to think on things long past, and tired of arguing the point any longer. She'd wasted time enough already. 

"Fine. Get yerselves ready. And remember -- ye'd be under my command now. Ye follow my orders. Clear?" 

As one, the men dropped to their knees and made the sign of fealty. In one voice they swore allegiance to her. It was not the Oath Aro and her regiment had sworn, but it moved her all the same -- perhaps more, spontaneous and unexpected as it was. 

She turned to Merry, whose eyes were glistening -- with pride in his boys, she guessed. She bowed to him. "I'll bring yer boys back safely, Merry." 

He shook his head, his long beard, no longer held by his belt, flying from side to side. "Nae. They'd be yer boys now, Bellica." 

The men rose and nodded assent, then hurried off to make ready the landing craft. Anala sighed again. Wha' have I gotten them into?

Turning, she saw her last bit of business waiting tearfully at the entrance to below decks. In three strides, Anala stood in front of the girl; she knelt and wrapped her sister in a tight hug. Leaning back, she gave her a kiss on the forehead. "Now," she said, wiping a tear off Mara's cheek as she rose, "I'll not be saying farewell, fer I'd be back in a few days, ye ken?" 

Mara nodded and wrapped her arms around Anala in one last hug. Reluctantly Anala pried the girl's arms from her waist, ruffled her hair, and walked away. 

She did not look at her sister's face as the boat lowered into the water, did not glance at Merry again, did not look at all that was Athering to her in this strange place. She kept her eyes focused on Voco, ever on the future. 




~




They arrived at the exit from Auport over an hour later, earning a glare from the dour man who'd addressed them in the harbour. 

Anala did not care. She'd had business in town; it wasn't her fault the merchants here were so damn stubborn. 

The first order of business had been to acquire some horses. She'd left her own mare in Harbourtown, as much as because the horse suffered seasickness as because it was a fine animal, too good to sacrifice to this mission. Besides, now she had an escort: three old tars who needed mounts as well. So they'd gone to the horse market.

It had been slim pickings. Whether there were few good mounts to be had on Voco or if they'd hidden all the better choices from the Atherians, Anala did not know. After much searching, haggling and bickering, she managed to get four sturdy mounts with fairly good gaits. Not ideal for flight, but she hoped it would not come to that. 

When she'd pulled out some gold to pay, the merchant had balked. 

"What, are you trying to bankrupt me?" he'd asked angrily. 

Anala stared at him, unsure of what to do. "Would ye rather I'd pay ye in copper?" she asked a touch sarcastically. 

The man's eyes widened and he dropped his voice, looking around to make sure no other merchants had heard. "Do you have any?" 

Anala had to bite back a laugh. The man wanted pence? How rare was copper on Voco? she wondered. She did not dare a glance to her escort, for she knew she'd lose her composure if she did. "Aye," she said in all seriousness. "I'd have a bit. Small amount, ye ken." She reached into her purse and pulled out a few pence. The merchant nearly leapt at it, unable to keep his excitement hidden. Anala pulled out one more piece and placed the money into his hands. 

He grabbed it greedily and put it away, thanking her over and over again for her generosity. She inclined her head and said magnanimously, "It'd be a trifle," before turning away with her escort and purchases. 

They managed to hold in their laughter until they were out of the merchant's earshot. 

Her second errand should have gone more easily, now that she knew what to expect. 

She'd found the clothier without issue. The boys waited outside while she searched for what she needed. In short order she found three pairs of sturdy pants, two shirts of the same tough material, and some underthings, all in her sister's size. She would have been in and out within minutes, but for the merchant hearing her accent. 

"Oh, no, we don't serve your kind in here," she'd said, and made to shoo Anala away as if she were some irritating summer insect. 

"My kind?" Anala asked with deceptive mildness. 

The woman sneered. "Atherians," she said as if the word tasted bad. "Most especially Harbourtowners -- parasites preying on honest folk like myself." 

Anala raised her eyebrows. "I suppose if tha' twere true I'd a just walked out wi' the clothes, now wouldn' I?" 

The woman flushed but held her ground. "You're still parasites. If it weren't for Athering, well, then...." 

"Then what?" Anala asked her when she didn't finish. The woman blustered. "I can see ye no have an answer fer me, and I'd no have time ta be listening ta yer nonsense. Here'd be me copper fer the clothes." She dropped a pile of pence on the counter and the woman stopped short, staring at the wealth in front of her in shocked silence. Anala grabbed some paper and twine and wrapped her purchases herself while the woman hastily gathered up the copper and hoarded it. "Have yerself a nice day," said Anala as she left, but doubted the woman heard her in her paroxysms of greed.

After that it was only a matter of getting the package to Jerome, who waited in the rowboat just off shore, with instructions to give the clothing to Mara, and then get to the exit of town. 

"You took your sweet time arriving," the man whose name she did not know sneered. 

She shrugged. His thoughts were something she could care less for and she doubted he posed any threat to her. Not much o' one, anyway, she thought, eyes straying to the strange weapon on his belt. 

His eyes narrowed as he saw the direction of hers. He patted his belt and smiled, but it was not a friendly gesture. "Admiring my piece, are you? They're reserved for Lord Exsil Vis' elite guard. More efficient than a crossbow for they're not so clumsy and do more damage than those bolts. I suppose you have no equal in Athering?" His tone said he thought he'd won some victory over her. 

She shrugged. "Ah, well, in Athering we'd prefer weapons as take some skill ta wield, ye ken." It had been a bluff, for she knew nothing about the weapon he held, but his expression told her she'd guessed right and struck a nerve. 

"I'll have you know I could take you down in any combat, any time, any where -- say the word, and we will duel," he hissed at her, desperate to regain face in front of his men. 

She smiled disarmingly at him and was glad to see his confusion. "It'd be tempting, no doubt, but I'd hate ta kill ye afore we reach 'is Lordship's palace. Be awful embarrassin', ye see, what with me on a diplomatic mission an' all...." 

This was too much for Merrik, who guffawed loudly. It set off Trent, and both collapsed into paroxysms of glee, Dagon the only one keeping his composure and looking at his companions with a hint of disdain. 

The man of the dour countenance huffed, sputtered incoherently, and rode on ahead, tossing his head like an angry horse. 

When the boys had recovered from their mirth, Trent turned to her and spoke: "Aye, Mi Lady, I'd a known it'd be the right thing ta follow ye. A woman o' worth, ye can cut wi' words as well as steel!" He and Merrik burst into chuckles again. 

Anala allowed herself a small smile at her victory, but resolved not to push her luck. Death-trap or no, she wished to make an effort to come out alive. 

A moment or two later Trent's voice broke out in a bawdy sailor's song, with Dagon and Merrik joining in on the choruses. The man looked back at them, glowering, but Anala just gave him a friendly smile and he turned away again, confused. 

She kept her smile on as they continued their slow climb up the winding road, ever onwards to Clifton, the song of her sailor escort booming off the cliff walls around them. 

Despite it all...she was having a bit of fun. But only a bit.




~




Tellangia came upon them suddenly. Too soon for Anala, for it meant they were half-way there. 

They stopped to water and feed their horses, and her escort disappeared into the tavern -- to use the privy, ostensibly, but Anala knew better. She found a privy somewhere else to use, and then returned to check on the horses. 

Frowny-face came upon her there; he'd stopped speaking with a sneer about an hour ago, obviously deciding it was effort wasted on her, as she only smiled or bantered with him. 

"Bellica," he said neutrally. 

Better than disrespect. "Aye?" she responded equably, patting her horse. 

"I'm afraid your men can go no further. They are to stay here in Tellangia, while you ride on to Clifton." 

She narrowed her eyes at him. "Ye said I'd be allowed an escort. Are ye going back on yer word?"

"I said you could take three men ashore with you," he reminded her. "I did not say how far they may go." 

Thinking back, she realised this was true and nodded an apology for her hasty words. Then she frowned, thinking. "Why did ye no mention it afore?"

He paled, his face pinched, but his tone was civil. "I did not know till now. A courier for His Lordship has been waiting for us here. He told me of the, ah, recent developments."

Anala stopped her sigh. There was naught she could do but she dreaded telling the boys the news. It was vexing, to be sure, but she'd just have to be on her guard -- even more than she had been. Any more and I'll shape-shift into a shield. 

"A'right. I thank ye fer telling me," she said with another disarming smile, then nodded farewell and walked into the tavern. 

He gave her retreating back a long, long look before returning to his men. 




~




Needless to say, the boys were less than pleased. They bucked at it and railed at the unfairness, causing such a scene the tavernkeeper kicked them out. They then found a target for their anger in the dour-faced man, and started hurling a string of invective and insults at him, threatening him, trying to bully him into letting them come. 

Before the man could respond Anala, suddenly filled with an awesome anger, grabbed Trent, the most vocal of the three, by the ear, twisting until he cried out, and slapped him across the face. 

That got their attention. 

"Ye sorry lot o' maggots! Need I remind ye we'd be on a diplomatic mission here? Oh, a fine job ye're doing representin' Athering, ye slovenly lot o' no-goods. What am I ta tell Merry when we get back? That ye threw a fit like a bunch o' ten year old boys?" She glared at them. They all gained a sudden interest in their feet and what exactly they could do to the ground by scuffing at it. "Now," she continued, no longer yelling, voice a deadly calm that did nothing to reassure them. "Ye're going ta book a room here, at the inn -- the one ye dinnae get kicked out a -- and ye're going ta wait fer my return. Clear?" 

The men exchanged glances, and Merrik spoke up. "But, Bellica -- "

"An' tha's an order, soldiers," she said, cutting him off. "Clear?" 

They nodded and mumbled something that may have been "Aye, Bellica," looking miserable and for all the world like boys being sent to their room without supper. 

Feeling a twinge in her heart, for she knew they were only acting out of fear for her, she called out to Trent. He raised his head hopefully. "Catch," she said, tossing her coin purse at him. "Should be some copper left -- book the room an' buy yerselves a round on me." 

The men smiled widely and bobbed quick bows. "Aye, Bellica," they said with vigour, running off to the inn. 

"Spend it wisely, ye ken!" she shouted after them, but they were already gone. 

She turned to her Vocan escort to find the not-so-dour man staring at her, a strange but not unfriendly look on his face. 

"Aye?" she said, eyebrows raised. He shook his head and looked away, as if breaking from a spell. 

They mounted then, and left, heading up to Clifton again. 

"So," Anala said genially, pulling abreast of him, "Do ye have a name, or should I just continue ta refer ta ye as Frowny-Face?"
  


Lares




It was incredibly rude, he knew. And he should keep up the pretence of dislike. He knew this as well. 

But when she smiled like that -- he knew she meant naught but a jest of it, and he found his traitorous lips curving into a smile as well as he answered her. 

"Is that what you call me?" He laughed a bit. "Well, I suppose I deserve it. I'm Lares. Lares Stout-Heart." 

What am I doing? This is ridiculous -- Exsil Vis will not be pleased. 

The Lord Exsil Vis, not the Lady, though he aimed to please her as well -- and with more passion. Life had become difficult, as so many things that pleased Hope displeased Maurice, and vice versa. Playing double-agent for a married couple was a living Tyvian. 

In his case, he would have preferred the fires of the afterlife of the wicked, for the one to whom he was truly loyal was the one without real power, and so he lived a lie every second of every day. If they were in Athering, it would be different, since women ruled there without question. They were in Voco, however, where whoever survived to adulthood inherited -- and that survivor was Maurice Exsil Vis. 

More the pity. He was a right bastard. Lares did not know why Hope stayed with him. God knew she'd had plenty of opportunity to leave, and yet at every turn she chose her prison here. He didn't even stay in her bed, for Vulcanus' sake! Surely she could not...love him? 

Lares pushed the unwelcome thought away. God knew he was better than his lady's husband, although this was not saying much, as most men were. Were Hope to choose Lares...she would never have to wear powder to cover the bruises, and her bed would never be cold again. All she would have to do was say the word, and they would leave. Seek amnesty from the Empress of Athering. Or maybe go to Suncoast, or Nighttide -- anywhere but here. 

She never would say the word. It was silly to think on what could not be. She had chosen her torment, just as he'd chosen his. She would stay with Maurice, and Lares would serve and love her in silence, ever playing her husband's puppet. There was no other way. 

"Lares?" a voice cut into his musings, and he saw the bellica staring at him in -- concern? Surely not; she hardly knew him and couldn't possibly like him. No one did. He was Lord Exsil Vis' dandy -- a silly courtier, more concerned with vanity than thoughts of substance, with an arrogant attitude and a short temper. No longer the intelligent, even-tempered and humble Lares Stout-Heart, a farm boy from land outside Terranamos. That boy had died a long time ago. 

"Lares," she said again, a little firmer. 

"Sorry, what?" 

"Are ye well? Ye'd've been staring inta the distance fer a while now," she said. He could have sworn her tone was gentle but that was impossible. No one was gentle with him, no one save Hope. Even that was rare these days. 

"Oh, yes. Just got...distracted, thinking of things that are neither here nor there." He gave what he hoped was a game smile. His facial muscles protested such an unwonted exercise and he was sure he looked like a scarecrow, face caught in a terrible rictus. 

She nodded, accepting it, and looked back at the road. "Aye," she said. "I'd a know what ye mean," and she went quiet, going inward to view her own life's torments. 

Anala Tanner. He knew all about her, of course, serving Hope Exsil Vis as he did. His lady was obsessed with the bellica and collected every tidbit of the woman's life as was possible. She'd known Anala had been coming to Voco, when even Maurice had not, and she had arranged things so that Lares, rather than anyone loyal to Maurice, would be the one to meet her. He didn't know how, but assumed Hope had an impressive spy network, for it was the only explanation. He had stopped wondering about it. 

He continued to wonder why. 

Why did his lady harbour such a fascination for a prominent military leader of an enemy nation, let alone one who was responsible for the deaths of many Vocans? It was not that Hope was a misplaced Atherian, hungering after a hero of her homeland -- far from it: she was a Vocan, born and raised. 

So why did she care so much about Bellica Anala? It made no sense. They looked slightly similar, but he hardly thought vanity was the source of his lady's interest. Every time he asked, she evaded the question. 

As she evaded so many questions. 

He had no right to know, really, and she'd already shared much with him. But he wanted to know everything he could about her -- where exactly she'd been born, who her parents had been, how old she was. She couldn't be as young as she looked, for she'd had a daughter, over ten years past now. Yet she did not look a day over twenty-three. 

He obsessed over her even as she did over Anala. He burned to know her on every level, in every way, to lose himself in her and her life until he did not know where she began and he ended. To submit to her completely, to show her what it was to be loved and cherished by a spouse -- if only she'd let him. 

That would never happen. So he waited out his punishment, in silence, suffering gladly for his lady. 

He would never leave her. Could never leave her. To be near her...it was enough. It had to be enough.
  


Anala




Much to her surprise, Anala found herself liking Lares Stout-Heart, formerly known as Frowny-Face. She smiled at her private joke. Once one got past the dour-ness that was so obviously an act, one found an intelligent, quick-witted, and honest man -- though she doubted he'd ever admit the last. 

In their conversation she'd learned a great deal of Lares' childhood (but not much of his current life, which was fair), the life of a farm-boy from Terranamos. 

This had come as a bit of a shock. Most farm boys who made it up the ranks turned out like...well, like Caelum, who was not exactly a stellar example of subtlety and courtly manners. Neither had Lares been at their first meeting, but as they talked Anala had figured out what was an act, and what was real. For the most part, at any rate. 

Why he'd chosen to show her, she had no clue. 

She didn't dwell on it. He had his reasons, which she might never know, and besides, another question was pecking at her brain. 

"Terranamos?" she asked. She only knew of five towns on Mt. Voco. "That'd be a town?" 

Lares froze for a second, then said, smooth as silk, "A small one. Not even worth the moniker, really. It keeps the farmers from having to travel too far for basic needs." 

Anala knew he was lying -- though how she knew she didn't know -- but accepted it. Obviously he'd remembered just who she was and where she came from and did not want to reveal any more details of Voco than he already had. After all, Anala was to them an agent of the Empress. 

Fair was fair. She'd given him nothing in details of Athering. For all that they were making friendly conversation, they were still enemies. 

It didn't really matter. No one knew she was not really an agent of the Empress but rather of the sovereign ruler of Athering. Zanny was anything but that. The bellica wouldn't share any information gathered with the treecat or her aunt. She'd wait for the real Queen. 

Whether that came to pass or not, the future was full of possibilities. No one could know what it held. 

Presently they came upon the outskirts of the capital city, and Anala saw a subtle change come over Lares. Gone was the cheerful and friendly companion of the last few kilometers, replaced instead by the same dour-faced man she'd seen in the harbour. 

"We'll arrive at the palace in a few moments' time," he said, all conviviality gone from his voice. A' least it'd be neutral an' no' condescending.

She glanced around the city casually, careful not to betray her curiosity. It had changed greatly since she'd seen it last. Granted, she'd last glimpsed Clifton in the dead of night, in retreat with the remains of the Athering regiments, so she'd not gotten an optimal impression. Still, she could see the slums were larger, and the surroundings looked bleaker. Everything was bleak on this Goddess-forsaken island, to be sure, but the people used to make an attempt at colour and life. 

Not now. People resembled like walking skeletons, no identifiable emotion in their eyes, skinny in starvation. There were no more colourful flags adorning doorways and streets, no merrily burning torches, no good smells, no children laughing and playing. 

She'd guessed right in Auport. Voco'd fallen on hard times. 

It wasn't her concern. She pushed her musings firmly from her mind and let a mask settle onto her features. It was her bellica's mask: cool, calm, collected, even though she might just have dismembered a Nucalif townsman as he feebly raised his pitchfork in defense of the keep. 

Well, that memory wouldn't help. She blanked her mind, pushing the grizzled old face and screams of pain from her thoughts. Cool. Calm. Collected. 

Out of the corner of her eye she sensed Lares watching her. She returned his gaze and their eyes met, for a moment. It was enough. Recognition and understanding clicked. 

Everyone wore masks. It was necessity. It was a matter of life or death. That was how things were. 

She turned her face forward again, and they rode on towards the palace black and looming above them. 

Briefly she wondered what Lares hid beneath his layers of masks. Then her thoughts were taken up by the meeting ahead, and she steeled her will as her horse trotted on the cobblestones of Clifton, clop clop clop towards destiny. 




~




Lord Exsil Vis' hospitality surprised Anala. Upon her arrival at the palace he'd not been receiving visitors, and had a servant bid her freshen up and rest in her rooms. She had half-expected a pile of straw in the stables, or, more likely, a servant's closet, but instead had been conducted to a richly appointed, if unused, wing of the palace. 

Her rooms were fit for any visitor of importance, and it was clear they had been prepared just for her. Everything was clean and sparkling, but the linens and upholstery had that musty smell that came only with years of disuse. 

She didn't mind. A little dust never killed anyone, and these apartments were by far the richest she'd ever occupied. As she stood in open-mouthed wonder, the servant spoke in soft tones. 

"If the Lady should wish to bathe, the washing room is there." Her gesture took in a door to the right. "His Excellency will see you at supper, an hour following sundown." Then she was gone, disappearing into the hall before Anala could thank her. 

The bellica kicked off her boots and sank her toes into the plush carpet. Goddess above, that felt good. She couldn't wait to see what the bath was like. But first....

She tossed her bag on the bed and unpacked her clothing. She hung everything, save a simple black peplos, in the giant wardrobe. The peplos she put on a hanger to hang in the bathroom while she bathed -- the steam would smooth out the wrinkles in the fabric. 

On seeing the bath, she allowed herself a small gasp. It was wide and deep, easily big enough for three adults. Gold taps lined one side, and there was a strange dial in one corner. It was certainly luxurious. But which tap'd be fer water? she wondered. Logic dictated she start at an end and work her way down, so she grabbed the one on the far left and turned. Nothing. She moved to the next one, and nothing came of that, too. Steadily she worked her way down until she reached the middle left. A stream of hot water gushed out, steam rising from it. Curiously she tried the middle right tap. Cold water gurgled forth. 

Leaving the hot water on and letting the cold run just enough so her bath wouldn't cook her like a jackahare, she investigated the rest of the room. 

There were three sinks, with only one tap each, and a large vanity. The mirror was stained with age, but she could see her self in it with no unsightly imperfections, so it served its purpose well enough. 

By the sinks were bars of freshly milled soap, a toothbrush, cleaning powder, and a strange grey stone pock-marked with holes and craters. The vanity held an assortment of perfumes and make-up. 

She'd have no great use for the last, but the soap would be nice, and her teeth needed a cleaning. She picked up the grey stone, surprised to find it so light. It felt rough against her skin, and small pieces flaked off. She couldn't imagine what it was for. Decoration? 

Resolving to ask Lord Exsil Vis about it when she thanked him for the room, she grabbed her toothbrush, sprinkled some powder on it, and wet it. She had just begun to brush when she spat it out, taste of rotten eggs on her tongue. 

Was the cleaning powder bad? She gave it a cursory sniff but, no, it smelled like cleaning powder. A greater sniff told her that the whole room smelled like rotten eggs. It was the water. 

Sulfur. Drawback of volcanic living. 

There was nothing to be done, and she'd only be here a few days, so she finished brushing her teeth, spitting viciously at the end. Stripping, she grabbed some soap, turned off the taps, and stepped into the half-full bath, where she luxuriated for a long time -- doing her best to ignore the stench of the water. 




~




A servant came to collect her shortly before supper to show her to the dining room. This was fortunate, for the palace was a very large place and she knew she'd get lost if left to her own devices. She made an effort to memorise the route they took -- she wanted to know where in Tyvian to go if escape became necessary. 

What was prompting Lord Exsil Vis' hospitality towards her? Whatever it was, she was grateful. She was bathed and clean and even smelled better -- the perfume had come in handy, after all. Sulfur-baths were not the best way to wash away the stink of the road. 

She looked and felt quite presentable, which would be an advantage for her meeting. Unfortunately she did not have her sword with her -- she'd buckled it on, only to be informed by the servant that there were to be no weapons at the supper table. It was a custom implemented by the Lady Exsil Vis, it seemed, and none dare disobey it, not even Lord Exsil Vis himself. 

Exasperated, Anala had conceded. She still had her boot knife, after all. It was curious -- she'd never heard of a Lady Exsil Vis. What woman would want to marry the man of that infamous name? Perhaps she hadn't wanted to. That fit better with Lord Exsil Vis' character. 

Or mayhap the Lady'd be his mother. That was possible, too. 

Whoever she was, she sounded formidable. Anala hoped she'd get a chance to meet the woman. 

Soon they came upon two massive doors, carved out of a dark red wood. They were exquisite and put Anala in mind of the doors to the hall in Atherton. She could not decipher what the carvings depicted, either, but they were obviously ancient. Much older than the ones in Atherton, she guessed. They were heavy, too, for the servant strained to open them, but for all that they opened quietly and smoothly. Not for the first time, she wondered at the engineering genius of Athering's founders. 

The doors opened to reveal a huge room with a high, high ceiling, shrouded in the blackness of the stone with which the castle was built. Long peaked windows adorned the three walls, with panes of glass in multicoloured hues. It looked almost like stained glass of the sort Southland used to be famous for, but there was a wilder, more organic look to the splashes and swirls of colour. Not that Anala had seen enough stained glass to know the difference, but these panes just seemed less touched by human hands. 

A long table sat the middle of the room, made of that same dark red wood as the doors. Gold candelabra sat on each end, surrounded by dishes of what constituted a feast for Mt. Voco. Anala did not think much of it. At each end of the table was a high-backed chair, covered in black and dark red velvet, rich though somewhat threadbare. A third chair sat the middle of the table. 

Two chairs were unoccupied. The third chair contained him. 

Seeing her, he rose and bowed deeply before her. Though she tried, she could detect no mockery in his stance. She nodded in return, letting her eyes drink in as many details as possible. 

He was as tall as she remembered, a full foot and more above her. His hair showed tinges of gray through the brown; that was different. He had definitely aged, a thought that gave Anala a feeling of satisfaction. He'd not lost his trim figure, however, and his posture was as straight as ever. A quick once-over showed no obvious weapons and Anala was glad to see the Lady's rule was true. The servant had not deceived her. 

He smiled, then, his teeth white against his dark skin, and she saw glee dance in his gray eyes. Glee at what? Goddess, how those eyes reminded her of...of Zardria. 

A chill took her as she saw exactly how similar they looked. No wonder I'd be hatin' each wit' equal passion. But, no, they were not totally alike -- there, Zardria had not his cheekbones, which were high, like Anala's, and Zardria's skin was much lighter than his. Zardria was darker than most people in Athering but nowhere near the hue of Lord Exsil Vis. He looked like an Islander, for Juno's sake, and what little was known of them wasn't exactly flattering. Except that demitasse came from their lands -- their one redeeming feature. 

He spoke then, and Anala dropped her musings and observations, turning her mind and energy to being civil with this man she so loathed. 

"Bellica Anala!" he said, almost junially. "Welcome to my humble abode. I had wondered whom the Empreena would send as a messenger. I thought she may send Yarrow, for all she's the best bellica...." 

The jab did not go unnoticed by Anala, but she refused to rise to the bait. "Aye, it'd been a consideration, Yer Lordship. But in tha' end I'da been picked, fer me regiment'd have naught ta do a present." She smiled pleasantly at him. "Asides, I'd no get seasick so easily." She said it in jest, but it was true -- while she'd slept all the way between Athering and Voco, Yarrow had puked. 

Lord Exsil Vis laughed, a sound of genuine amusement, and gestured to the middle chair with one arm. "Please, Bellica Anala, be seated, and we shall start with our repast. But first," he added as she considered the best route to the other side of the table, "I believe you have something for me?" 

She'd known she'd have to get close to him, of course, but had foolishly hoped it wouldn't come to that -- maybe she could give the message tube to a servant. She nodded slowly, looking around for said servant; finding none, she grabbed the message tube from where it hung on her belt. Unhooking it, she took a few steps towards him and bowed, holding the tube out and letting its length stretch the rest of the distance. 

His fingers closed over it and he took it from her hands; she straightened and smoothed her peplos. There was no way around it, now -- she'd have to go by his seat to get to hers, lest she seem rude. Damn.

"Ah, yes," he said, lightly caressing the tube. "I thank you, Anala. This is a very important message and you have carried it well." 

Anala, surprised at the compliment, blinked and inclined her head. "I'd just be doing me duty, Yer Lordship," she said modestly. 

"And you do it admirably," he said, brisk now. He set the message tube down by his chair and continued: "We'll not discuss business at the table; I find it spoils the appetite. Please, sit." He moved to escort her to her seat. 

She nodded and let him do so, angling her body so her back was never turned to him. 

He pulled her chair out from the table with a little bow and flourish; it slid noiselessly on the black stone floor. She nodded again, in gratitude, and took her seat, and Lord Exsil Vis pushed it back in for her, the epitome of good manners and decorum. What was his game? 

As he seated himself, she took stock of the food in front of her: mostly fish and fowl, with a smattering of vegetables and greens. 

"I apologise for the lack of vegetables," came his cultured voice from the head of the table. "I'm sure you're used to an abundance of edible plant life, living in Athering as you do, but we lack any palatable to us." 

Anala frowned as she spooned a helping of root-like vegetables onto her plate. "I was under tha impression volcanic soil'd be fertile." 

Lord Exsil Vis smiled, and it put into Anala's mind the image of a cat who had just found dinner. "Oh, it is. But as I said -- palatable. Most of the plant life here is dangerous to the human body, and our farmers have not had new seeds of plants from other places in quite some time now. Oh, we trade with the southern lands," he added, answering her unspoken question, "but many of the seeds we get from them don't survive well in our considerably colder climate. It's been a tough road, trying to get other plants to grow here, and we were doing admirably for a while -- one farm even had tropical fruit growing on it. But one can not live on fruit alone, and without any seeds from Athering...well. We must make do with what we can get from the south." 

"I take it the lands ta the south'd be volcanic as well?" The more she did it, the easier it became to play the court game. But only a bit. This was what Eorl Gray had been doing all these years? Suddenly Anala's own job seemed easier. 

"Yes, the southern islands are all active volcanoes, and there are a few on the mainland as well. It's been dubbed the Cluster of Fire by at least one historian. Despite the dangers of living with active volcanoes, they have a rather high quality of life down there, and I have tried to implement some systems here, for the good of Voco. But I've encountered some problems." 

Anala paused in her chewing. Despite the scarcity of food, it was cooked quite well. Not so good as Tenea's cooking, but then, nothing was. "Because o' tha climate difference, ye mean." 

"That, and the resistance of my people." His smile turned rueful. "They refuse to adopt the ways of, ah, savages." 

Anala choked back a comment on his people's blindness to the ways of their lord, when her eyes caught a barely suppressed movement in the corner of the room. Lares was standing at attention there. Had he been there this whole time? He was Lord Exsil Vis' man. It made sense. 

The silence stretched and Anala searched for something neutral to say. "Tis unfortunate tha yer people can be so shortsighted," she said. Not a complete failure of skirting the rude and inappropriate. 

"Quite," was all he said, his lips twitching in mirth. Anala tried not to shudder. The last time those lips had twitched with suppressed glee, Isidora's screams had rent the air. 

Her mind cast about for another question to ask, for despite her discomfort, she was quite curious of the lands to the south. "Ye speak as if ye've visited the southern lands quite a bit, Yer Lordship," she said, letting her statement of the obvious stand as a question. 

Lord Exsil Vis cleared his throat and took a drink of his wine. "Ah. Yes. I visited there with my mother quite a bit in my youth, for she had a passion for the islands." And some Islanders, she heard him think, though whether she read it from his body language or with some strange sixth sense, she couldn't tell. That explained his dark skin. What a scandal that would have been! Lady Exsil Vis, having an affair with an Islander! No wonder the Vocans were so resistant to adopting the ways of the south. "I spent many winters there, and soon learned the ways of the people. They are different from us, yes, but I would not call them savage. More...in touch with the natural world, I would say. And they brew the most delicious drinks," he added as an afterthought, a nostalgic smile touching his features. 

Glad the conversation was swinging around to something she could comment on, Anala jumped in. "Demitasse, ye mean?" 

His smile widened and he let out a small chuckle. "Demitasse is but the least of it, my dear, and the only one we know of here in the north, for it is the only drink safely shippable. They have an abundance of tropical fruit there, and they can brew the most delicious fruit drinks out of mangoes, bananas, tangerines -- like nothing you've ever tasted. They also make some fairly strong alcoholic drinks out of fruit, and there is one that grows there that ferments right on the vine. It is said the animals eat the fruit and get drunk off it, and indeed, I've seen it happen. And then there are the drinks of their religious ceremonies, which their priests brew, and may only be tasted by the initiated." He stopped then, and went back to his food, leaving Anala hanging. 

"Initiated? Have ye tasted those drinks, then?" she couldn't help but ask. She mentally kicked herself for sounding too eager. Damn me curiosity. 

His smile faded a bit, gaining a bitter twist to it. "Only once. And it was enough for me to decide to stick to the religion of my home island." His voice had a note of finality in it, and Anala realised that was all she was going to get out of him regarding the Islands. It had been quite a bit of information, and some of her curiosity was sated, even if she did hunger for more. 

I'd just have ta make some plans ta visit tha south meself, then, she resolved, though she knew it was unlikely to happen. She was almost thirty years old and she'd not been anywhere except Nucalif and Mt. Voco. All those trips had been work-related. She would visit the South only if Zardria declared war on them -- while that might secure demitasse for Athering's exclusive use, it was something Anala didn't want to see happen. 

Another silence stretched, the silence of two people eating. Anala put all her concentration into her food, for despite the good taste her stomach roiled with tension. As much as the treatment was good, why were they honouring her so? Technically she was an enemy to them. Not that she was complaining about her fine rooms and dinner, but they did make her nervous. There had to be a catch somewhere. 

More than once she found her gaze straying to the third chair at the table, which remained empty. She was sure it was someone's regular seat, for the chair was far from dusty and looked well-used. Where was its occupant? And who? The mysterious Lady Exsil Vis? 

She finished her mouthful of food and took a small swig of wine. When she'd swallowed she cleared her throat hesitantly; Lord Exsil Vis looked up expectantly. 

"Begging pardon, Yer Lordship, but that third chair -- are we waiting for someone?" 

A light came into Lord Exsil Vis' eyes that frightened her, and Anala regretted asking. "Ah, yes," he replied, silky smoothness defining his voice. "My lady wife has been...delayed in arriving tonight. She bade me send her apologies, but I'm afraid my manners forgot me." Anala did her best to return his smile, but she felt that a rictus of fear had taken her face instead, thought she could not have said what made her so scared. "Lares!" he shouted suddenly, and Anala jumped in her chair. 

Silent as a cat, Lares appeared at his lord's side and bowed deeply. "Yes, My Lord?" he said, and Anala saw the dour-faced dandy she now knew so well. 

"Find the Lady Hope and tell her supper gets colder the more time she spends primping," Lord Exsil Vis said, anger riding his voice. 

Lares bowed deeply again. "Yes, my lord," he said, and retreated, as silently as he appeared. 

"Woman's addicted to her vanity," Lord Exsil Vis muttered, picking at his food in a pique. Anala swallowed, trying to keep calm. In an abrupt change of mood he continued, "I shouldn't complain, though. She's a good woman, and a good mother." 

Anala nearly choked. "Ye have children?" she said, trying to keep incredulity out of her voice. 

Lord Exsil Vis smiled indulgently. "Oh, yes, at least two -- daughters both, though the eldest I've not seen in some time." 

"Oh?" she said, feigning interest. What Goddess would let a man like this father children? "Why not?" 

"I told you Hope was a good mother -- as good a parent as I am a bad one, I daresay. When my daughter was still a babe Hope engineered it for her sister and the child to escape to Athering, where I could not reach them. She had no such chance with Miranda, however, and so I have had opportunity to dote on her as much as I would have the first. I would appreciate, however, a chance to apologise to my other daughter for not being a better father to her...and it looked like God has granted me that chance." He was staring at her intently. 

Anala's blood froze in her veins. 

She swallowed nervously, her throat as dry as the Southern Desert. Hesitantly she met his gaze. "What do ye mean?" she asked, regretting it instantly, for she feared the answer intensely. 

"Have you not wondered, Anala, who your real parents are?" he asked, overly casual. 

She cleared her throat and broke the eye contact. How could he know of her adoption? She'd known for only a day now! He would know if what he's suggestin'd be true, Anala, a small voice inside her pointed out but she slapped it ruthlessly. Somehow she managed to speak in a steady voice. "I figured they would've come forward afore now, if they lived or cared." 

At this he laughed, a low rolling sound that made all the small hairs on Anala's skin stand on end. She grabbed her wine glass, wishing it was full. "Oh, my dear, live we do, and care -- well, your mother hasn't shut up about you in twenty-eight years. But able to take you back? That was another matter, and God knows I tried. Besides, you seemed happy enough," he said, leaning back in his chair. 

Anala managed to put aside her instant denial of what he was claiming (how could he claim that -- does he mock me?) to let the anger at his last statement flow. 

"Happy?" she rasped out, turning her bellica-glare on him. "Oh, sure -- I s'pose a childhood where I had ta fight tooth and nail ta survive les' me foster-siblings take it in their minds ta drown me, could be considered happy ta ye, Lord Exsil Vis -- after all, only those tha' live get succession here, ain' that right? And I s'pose, too," she said savagely, gesturing with her hand at the table, "ye would consider never havin' enough ta eat, fer yer foster-parents thought ye no had earned tha right ta live, fun-filled, would ye no? And even maybe, maybe considerin' the kinda man ye'd be," she was standing now, screaming at him, her voice echoing in the room, "ye'd see me screams o pain from me foster-brother havin his way wit' me as screams o joy, sure. I mean, what thirteen-year-old wouldnae want that? Certainly tis better than what ye could've given me. Tell me, ye who claim ta be me father, though I dinnae see how even ye could be so cruel as ta suggest it, tell me," she slammed her hands down on the table, shattering the glass she held and driving the shards into her skin, "if ye'd kept me here, would ye have waited til I was older ta kill me best friend, or would ye have done her in in front o me seven-year-old eyes?" 

She stood there, leaning on the table, blood dripping down her hand, breathing heavily, glaring at this man, this demon, claiming such horror. Against her will tears pooled in her eyes, but whether they were from fear or anger or pain she couldn't tell. 

He smiled. Smiled and chuckled at her, at the litany of pain she'd laid in front of him. Her mouth dropped open, aghast. The sheer and utter gall of this man!

"Oh, Anala, you are just like your mother, I tell you. She'll be so happy!" 

Anala screamed in frustration and pulled at her hair. "Well, if'n I am I'd be sure ye wouldnae know, for what ye're saying'd be impossible! Some day I will find me real parents, and they willnae have you in the pairing!" She gestured wildly with her arms and heard a resounding smash and tinkle as her plate met the floor with the force of her anger. 

Lord Exsil Vis stared calmly at her where she stood, chest heaving, hair a mess, blood dripping from her face now as well, and she felt like laughing maniacally. 

A voice from behind her, cool and womanly, cut through the silence in the room and the madness in Anala's head. 

"I'm sorry, Darling, but he speaks truth. You are our daughter, our first born. And I've missed you very, very much." The voice broke with the thickness of tears unshed, a sound Anala knew too well. The bellica turned slowly, willing herself to wake up from this nightmare, and came face to face with...a mirror. Why had someone wheeled a mirror in here? Why was it speaking to her? But no, she was wearing black, not the purple this image wore, and her hair was straighter than the curls this woman boasted. The woman was the same height, with the same colour hair and eyes and facial structure and the same golden tint to her skin. Anala could not deny that they were related. 

But not me mother. She'd be too young. 

For the woman -- Lady Exsil Vis, this must be -- did not look much older than Anala. She'd have to be well over forty years to have given birth to the bellica. 

"Ye cannae be," Anala said, a whisper she desperately wanted to be true. 

The woman shook her head sadly. "I'm sorry, Sweetheart. I am." 

Anala shook her head viciously, and almost convinced herself it wasn't true -- she was dreaming, she had to be, there was no way this reality could exist, she'd wake up safe and warm in Aro's arms -- oh, Aro! how would he feel about this? He must never know, and would never know, except if she related this to him as her crazy dream to -- because it was just a crazy dream and tomorrow she'd find it had never happened, that she was just Bellica Anala Tanner, child of loveless parents from Harbourtown, and life would go back to normal -- but then the woman opened her mouth and began to sing, and Anala's life crashed down around her ears. 




Now I lay me down to sleep,

flame-sprites watching over me my Lord,

now I lay me down to sleep,

flame-sprites watching over me....




It was enough. Anala opened her mouth in a wordless cry that could have been "No!" or could have been "Momma!" as the memories flooded her mind. Being rocked to sleep, playing with her mother's hair, her mother looking just like this woman, now. She hadn't aged a day. It wasn't possible. 

It had happened. Was happening. 

She took a step forward, then another, reaching out her arm as the woman reached out to her. Then the floor rushed up to meet her in a crushing wave of inky darkness, and she drifted away, ignoring the cries of her name.
  


Ghia

Jourd'Juno, 34th Decima




Ghia woke with a gasp, clutching her blanket to her chest. For a moment she panicked, forgetting where she was. Her eyes adjusted to the gloom and she saw she was in the healer's quarters in the castle, where she'd been bunking for eight nights. 

Normally she would have stayed at the tavern, but when she'd waked from her three-day nap, just in time to celebrate Kore's Mass, she'd had a strong feeling that staying at the castle would be a prudent decision. A good thing, too, for another epidemic of swiftshock fever had broken out in Atherton seven days prior, and this time Helene had fallen ill with it. No surprise, for the woman was not very young anymore, and worked too hard, besides. Ghia was now acting Head Healer, while her mother was kept in quarantine. She wanted to use her healing powers to cure Helene but the woman had blistered Ghia's ears forbidding it before she fell into a coma, saying Ghia needed to concentrate on the rest of the sick -- as well as keep the hospitalis running smoothly. 

She could not argue, for she could not tell her mother about her new training and Magea Rosa. It vexed her, but deep down she knew Helene was right. 

And when she had attempted to do something for her mother, somehow that meddler Jules had known, and stopped Ghia dead. 

"Are you crazy? Atherton needs you right now, more than your mother does, more than they need her. You may be part Magi, Ghia, but you're not a deity," he'd scolded her, concern and anger making his voice harsh. 

It had stung, but she refused to let him upset her. Instead she just assigned him to Helene's care on top of his other duties. She outranked him now, especially as Yarrow had relinquished command of her medicorps for the duration of the fever. Much to her chagrin he had agreed happily, not even a little upset at the extra work. Could she do nothing to vex him? 

One thing, she remembered now, swinging her legs out of bed. Jules hated it when she didn't take care of herself, and she'd only been asleep for a few hours now, after a three-day run without rest. 

It wasn't as if she could get back to sleep, now -- not with a nightmare like that. She wished she could remember the details. All she could remember was west; so it must be about Anala. All the times she'd tried to touch the bellica's mind, to assure herself of the woman's safety, she'd hit a wall, right around Voco. She couldn't get around it. As soon as Anala had sailed past that border she might as well have fallen off the face of the earth, for all Ghia could reach her. 

She sighed. There was nothing she could do about it, but she resolved to talk to Rosa when she got a break. She'd not had a chance to see the Magea in the eleven days since Anala's departure, let alone bring Yarrow to meet the tree-being. She should, soon. Time was running out, although time before what, she couldn't say. In their brief mental contact, Rosa had assured Ghia it could wait out the fever's course through the city. 

Slowly, she got out of bed, bracing herself against exhaustion. Despite the little sleep she'd had, she was wide awake. She grounded and centred, replenishing her stores, and went on rounds. 

All hospitalis beds were full, with some spares filled up as well. Not all patients were castle staff: Ghia had ordered people from the city taken in because she had the room and ability to do so. The empreena had not been pleased, but as far as Ghia was concerned, Zardria could sod off. The treecat might rule the country, but the hospitalis was Ghia's territory, and her word was law. Anyone who disagreed could take it up with her. The Head-Healer-apparent doubted anyone would dare. It was dangerous to cross a healer on her own territory, be you peasant or empress. 

Ghia stopped in the middle of her rounds, surprised at herself. All this power must be getting to me -- I've never felt so...defensive of this place. She shook her head and continued checking patients. Maybe she'd like being Head Healer after all. So long as I could travel, she thought. I doubt mother's had any sort of trip since she took the job all those decades ago. 

Her rounds finished quickly, for all the patients had been under expert care for days. They were stable, and would either pull through or pass quietly, now that the worst part was over. Out of the highest-risk patients, Ghia had been forced to make the children the priority for treatment. It was a hard decision, for naturally she'd not wanted anyone to die, but the hard truth was that the birth rate had been down the past few years, and, at the rate people were dying, it was more important to save the younger people than the older. A general outcry had arisen when Ghia had assigned special care to Helene, who was almost considered elderly at this point, and not for the other older patients, some of whom had now passed. Ghia had silenced it by saying Helene's knowledge was keeping them all alive -- she still needed the Head Healer's expertise. 

This was not true. Ghia did not need any more training in healing from her mother, but she could not unassign those healers watching over Helene. Regardless of whether her training was finished, she still needed her mother. 

She had a feeling that all too soon Atherton would need Helene, too. So she worked on keeping the woman alive while she treated Athering's bright future -- all the young people in her care. At best, the orphanages would have new additions; at worst the population would suffer a massive blow. 

At a loss for something to do, but too awake to go back to sleep, Ghia checked her stores of swiftshock powder. They were running low, and while she doubted the hospitalis would need more in the near future, grinding up more would be something useful to do. Her mind set, she headed to the garden. 

Whether the fever was named for the plant that cured it, or vice versa, no one was sure. Mayhap the two names came about simultaneously, for the plant was known to shock those who did not gather it properly, and the fever was characterised by a swift shock to the nervous system, rendering some patients catatonic. Those who survived. 

Or mayhap the plant causes the fever, she thought as she entered the Forbidden Section of the garden. Certainly convenient, to have cure and cause in one little plant. 

She shuddered a little at the thought, glad she knew how to harvest it. Granted, she was immune to the fever, as were the other healers, for since Helene had taken ill, Ghia had snapped shields around them all. Why had she not thought of it before her mother got sick? Helene had always seemed so Goddess-like to Ghia -- she thought her mother was immortal and infallible. 

The more fool I am, she thought savagely as she knelt in front of the copse of swiftshock. Its deep purple-and-silver flowers were open to the moonlight, with fuzzy black stamens moving in the cool breeze. 

Perfect. The plant's defenses were up, meaning the powder would be that much more potent. Gently she blew on the stamen, making sure the heat of her breath reached the inside of the flower. The stamen wiggled, and then the purple-silver petals closed up, creating a bud which then rolled down the stem until the entire plant was rolled into a purple-silver-black spiral in the dirt. Satisfied, she grabbed her copper sickle and cut the plant's stem at the base and placed it in her basket before turning to the next, where she repeated the whole process. 

It was a simple task, but tedious and long, and by the time Ghia was finished her throat was dry and she was a bit dizzy. She grounded and centred quickly, and moistened her throat with the dew in the air. Dizziness gone, she went inside and got to work drying the plants.

This proved a bit trickier. Their dehumidifier was old and finicky, needing to be coaxed through its job. She lit the coals in the bottom tray and set the swiftshock flowers in trays far above, setting it to medium speed. Then she watched the wooden trays move slowly on their tracks, far above the coals, letting the hot air suck the moisture out of the petals. Occasionally a tray would stick, and Ghia would have to reach in to get it moving again, careful not to let the sweat on her forehead drip onto the flowers. By the time her crop was through the machine and dry, Ghia's face was red, she was soaked through and her fingers were fairly burned. 

The hardest part was done, and she gratefully went to powder the flowers and put them into one-dose packets. She stood for hours, methodically measuring and chopping and grinding and packing, until finally she finished the last flower. Bemusedly she looked up and saw dawn's light in the garden. 

Suddenly she was very tired. She packed up her supplies and placed the new packets in the stores cabinet, behind the old ones. Then she crawled back into her cot in the sleeping room, waiting for sleep to take her away. 




~




She'd not been out for three minutes before there was someone shaking her shoulder urgently, asking her to wake up. Ghia opened one eye and stared at the young acolyte who was so determined to ruin her sleep. 

"Please, Head Healer, there's a messenger for you," the girl said, fear in her eyes. 

Ghia snarled and got out of bed. "It better be an Althea-damned emergency, girl, or you'll find yourself on bedpan duty indefinitely," she growled. 

The girl said nothing; only led Ghia to the hospitalis anteroom, where a young man waited, anxious and pale. 

At the sight of groggy grumpy Ghia he flung himself to his knees before her and took her hand, kissing it gratefully. 

"Oh, Healer Helene," he began, but Ghia cut him off testily. 

"Quit grovelling and get up. Get us some chairs, girl!" she shouted at her wake-up call. "And get me some damned tea!" she added at the girl's retreating back. She turned to the young man. "I'm listening. And it's Ghia, not Helene." 

The man got to his feet, looking perplexed. "I asked for the Head Healer," he started uncertainly. 

"You've found her. Helene is with the fever; I'm her heir." She managed to keep her voice from betraying her worry, but it pained her. Head Healer. She was now, ready or not. "Now," she continued, accepting tea and chairs from her walking alarm clock, "What can I help you with?" And you better hope it was worth disturbing my sleep over, her look told him. 

He swallowed nervously and took his seat, looking like some small, terrified animal. Ghia managed not to roll her eyes. 

"Well," he began again, clearing his throat, "I come from the clinic, and we're having a bit of a crisis." 

Ghia frowned. "The clinic is fine. I was there myself yesterday. Things have been busy but the emergency has passed." 

He was protesting before she was done speaking. "Not the main clinic. There's another one in the slums. The main clinic has been sending its surplus patients to us, and we can't handle it! Three of our healers have died in the past six days, and now our head healer has fallen ill. I'm his heir; I was the only one well enough to come plead for aid. We're getting more patients all the time!" His words tumbled out, tripping over one another to land in a heap at Ghia's stunned feet. 

"There's a clinic in the slums?" she asked slowly. 

He nodded. "Between the Tracks and Perimeter Road. It's central to that quarter of the city." 

"And the main clinic knew about it." He nodded again. "And no one told me about it." He nodded again, slowly. "And the main clinic has offered you no help." 

"Refused, actually," he mumbled, and a red haze settled over Ghia's sight. 

"Refused you help," she whispered, her voice deadly as nightshade. He nodded again, eyes searching the room for an exit. "And three healers have died," she said, and he nodded one last time, fear gluing him to the spot. 

Instantly Ghia fell into action. She burst out of her chair and flew into the hospitalis, tea cup smashing on the floor. She rushed to the healers' barracks and grabbed the alarm bell's rope by the entrance and pulled it till it waked every healer within earshot, and some other castle denizens as well. They came stumbling out, rubbing blearily at their eyes, trying to stand at attention. 

"Emergency!" shouted Ghia unnecessarily. The word did get their attention. She started pointing randomly and giving out orders. "Ajax! Get a transport ready from the stables, something for over a hundred healers plus supplies -- and don't let them question you." The boy scampered away. "Giselle! Go and grab all the healers from the medicorps, second and third regiments, plus Chief Medical Officers -- I want them at the stables in five minutes, not a second later. Yeia! Grab all the bedding and supplies we can spare -- there's fresh swiftshock powder; I need all of it packed up." They were all wide awake now. The ones she hadn't sent off stood at attention, waiting for further instructions. She lowered her voice to a normal speaking level and continued her orders. "I'll be taking the medicorps of the Second and Third regiments to the clinic in the slums --" She saw surprise on many faces that there was such a clinic, which eased her mind of any suspicion that her team had hidden anything from her. "Anyone who's had enough rest. If you feel you're rested enough to come along, please volunteer -- we have a medical emergency and help will be appreciated. Otherwise, stay here -- I'm leaving Chief Medical Officer Jules in charge; Jera is his second. You are to obey him without question. If I hear of any counts of insolence...." She let her healer's glare take in everyone. "I shouldn't have to finish that sentence. Dismissed. If you're coming, get your stuff together and move out -- chop chop, come on! Jules, I need a word," she added, beckoning the stunned man over. 

"Ghia, are you out of your mind?" he hissed at her when they were out of earshot of the rest of the healers, grabbing her elbow in his hand. 

"What, to give aid to the city in time of need? Why, yes, I must be crazy," she retorted fiercely, lacing her tone with vicious sarcasm. How dare he question her! He might be in charge while she was gone but she still outranked him, by Althea. 

"Damn it, Ghia, that's not what I meant and you know it!" He ran a hand through his hair in irritation, and it stuck up at odd angles. She suppressed a snort of laughter. "Let someone else go. I know how much rest you've had these past few days. You need your sleep." 

Goddess! Impossible Jules strikes again! "And whom would you suggest I send, Chief Medical Officer Jules?" 

"Me," he said, spreading his arms in a "that's obvious" gesture. 

Ghia scoffed. "With how much rest you've had? I don't think so, Jules," she said, with an air of finishing the matter. 

"Regardless, I've slept more than you. You'll kill yourself on this run, Ghia!" His voice was ragged and he had shadows under his eyes. Ghia looked at him, giving him a frank assessment. No. No, I won't, but you might. 

"You forget my back-ups," was all she said, and he deflated, realising he couldn't argue with her Magi-powers. Satisfied, Ghia nodded briskly and went on. "I need you to make more doses of swiftshock powder. Do you know how to harvest it?" He rolled his eyes at her. "Don't get snotty. I don't want you getting shocked, you impossible man. I need as many packets made as there are flowers, and I need more planted." She was almost ready to leave; she'd been packing while she spoke. "Oh, and train up some more people in the harvesting and planting. Jera can help you there," she added, closing her bag and slinging it over her shoulder. She raised her hand in farewell and turned to leave, but he held her fast. 

"Ghia. Take care of yourself, okay?" he said, with all the concern of a friend. 

She gave him a lighthearted smile she didn't feel. "Don't I always?" 

He snorted. "No. And take Suki -- she'll take care of you," he added. 

"Fine, Jules," she said, hoping to shut him up so she could go. "And you take care of my hospitalis, you hear?" 

He smiled. "I will." She nodded and moved to go, but Jules still had her hand. Slowly she raised her hand to his lips and pressed them against her skin, gently. Their eyes met and they stood, staring at each other intensely, neither able to break the contact. Ghia's throat was dry and her heart flipflopped in her chest; shivers ran up her arm and down her spine. 

Oh, no. Have my shields failed me?

Hastily she broke the eye contact and did a quick scan of her body. No, all in working order. Just some fatigue, but that was to be expected. 

Jules released her hand and it fell to her side. They stood, silent and a little awkward. 

She cleared her throat. "Jules? Get some sleep while I'm gone. That's an order," she added sternly, turning to leave. 

He curtsied low, but the movement didn't hide his smile. "Yes, Ma'am." 

She rolled her eyes and headed to the doors of the hospitalis. "Healers, move out!" she shouted, last call for volunteers. 

The healer from the slums still stood in the anteroom, shock on his pale face. 

"You," she said, pointing at him, "Come on. We're leaving; you're leading. I don't know where your clinic is," she said, and maneuvered him to the door and out, heading to the stables. 




~




She saw with pleasure that her orders had been carried out. Healers were getting into transports--large carriages reserved for emergencies, with huge dray horses to pull them--in an orderly fashion, and full carriages waited patiently for directions. 

She ordered a castle horse for the healer from the slums -- Gaston, his name was -- and Suki for her to be saddled up and made ready. The groom gave her a look that said "You're not Jules," and Ghia snarled at him: "Would you like to find Jules to ask his permission and delay us in time of crisis?" He shook his head fearfully and hurried to do her bidding. She knew he would ask Jules later, anyway -- let him feel stupid then. 

Taking another look at the healers assembled, she saw there were fewer than there should be. Frowning, she grabbed Giselle's arm. "There's a regiment missing. Where's Fanchone and his medics?" 

"I gave him your orders, but he said he could not go without the leave of his superior officer." The woman looked at her steadily, no fear in her eyes, and Ghia was once again grateful for Giselle's steady-mindedness. 

She frowned. "Why would Major Aro not give them leave?" It made no sense. 

Giselle shrugged. "I know not. All Chief Medical Officer Fanchone said was that his major was indisposed, and unable to give leave. He sends his apologies, but he dare not go without permission." The expression on her face showed exactly how she felt about Fanchone's stance on obedience versus civic duty. Ghia agreed whole-heartedly, but she had no time to bemoan Fanchone's spinelessness. 

"Gah. I need those medics -- I'll go talk to Major Aro myself!" She glanced at the assembled group, waiting to leave. The horses danced impatiently. "Head to the clinic -- Gaston will lead you," she told her friend. "I'll get the second regiment medicorps and catch you up." Giselle nodded briskly and headed to do her job; Ghia tossed her bag onto a carriage top and then sped off through the castle. 

Damn Fanchone anyway -- he and Aro were useless without Anala!




~




Ghia stared at the scene before her eyes in disbelief. "Crisis" was the understatement of the year. What she saw before her in the clinic was better described as the end of the world. 

Chaos. Wreckage. Disorder. Debris. There was little telling who was a healer and who was a patient, save the small blue karykai on the healers' lapels. Every bed was occupied, some by more than one person. The rest of the sick crowded in corners or lay on the floor. The floor itself was less than clean, being covered in human excretions. Where was the janitorial staff? The few healers who remained to make the rounds were deathly pale, coughing and sneezing into their sleeves and puking into the corners. 

Still people crowded the entrance. Still more patients moved in. Half of Atherton had to be here and there were still more coming. 

An overwhelming hopelessness descended on Ghia. She felt like crying. How on Althea's green earth was she to do anything here? The situation was past critical. It was past catastrophic. It was past the point of no return. 

She wanted to run back to the castle and climb into her mother's bed and bury herself under the blankets, hiding from the world. But I can't do that.

She looked at Gaston, who registered no surprise at the scene before him, only resignation and a brief trace of hope. 

Suddenly Ghia felt the anger flood back. The main clinic knew about this. They knew and they had said nothing, done nothing except help escalate the situation. What in Tyvian was wrong with them? 

She'd deal with them later. Now she had to fix things here. She held onto that anger and let it fill her with energy. There'd be no sleep for her for a while. 

She whirled to face her team and began barking out orders and snapping up shields around them all. She would fix things here. She had to. 

She was the only one who could.
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Ghia sighed and sank down into a chair gratefully. 

Five days. She'd been at the clinic for nearly five days. Only now were things starting to calm down. 

The floors were clean and clear of bodies. Those in non-critical condition had been sent home with a few doses of medication each; the highly critical ones she could save were here at the clinic. The ones who wouldn't live--again, that impossible choice forced on her--she'd sent to her aunt's tavern, where they could die in peace. The tavern had been closed down for the duration, devoting itself to hospice work. Any others had been sent to the castle for Jules to deal with. 

They'd lost another two healers. The clinic was down to Gaston, two lower-ranking ones, and the head healer, still bedridden with the fever. None of Ghia's team had come down sick, but many had collapsed from exhaustion. She'd started sending tired healers to sleep, taking on more shifts herself, until she was on every shift for five days straight. It was a good thing there was a tea supplier just down the road, only too happy to provide caffeine for the clinic -- she supposed it had to do with the fact that she'd saved his six-year-old daughter's life. An unlimited supply of tea was much appreciated. 

So, caffeine-driven and sleep-deprived, Ghia had not stopped since she'd arrived. She'd not even sat down until now. The other healers and medics had looked at her with an awe they'd not shown even Helene. Fanchone himself, whose entire corps was on janitorial duty, could not begrudge her a certain admiration. 

Ghia snorted in disgust. Fanchone -- he could have asked Major Aro for leave and gotten it, or just come along of his own accord, but instead he'd left the dirty work to Ghia. 

She'd stormed down to the barracks to talk some sense into him, but he'd not been persuaded. 

"It's as I told Giselle -- I follow orders from Aro and Anala, and without their leave, my hands are tied," he'd said, though Ghia didn't believe his contrite tone for a second. 

"Well," she spat at him, grabbing his arm and maneuvering him into the hallway, "let's see what we can do about untying those hands of yours, shall we?" 

She stormed down the hall, dragging the protesting Fanchone to Aro's door. She pounded on the wood fiercely. "Aro! I need to speak to you!" 

Silence. Then, a soft mumble, unintelligible. 

She pounded again, harder. "Aro! Open up this door immediately!" 

Silence, again. Then, slowly, the sound of something dragging, then a click of a latch being released. The door swung slowly inward, revealing....

Nothing. It was totally dark inside. Ghia let her eyes adjust and could make out fuzzy lumps -- bed lump, clothing lump, and Major lump, on the floor and reeking of brandy. 

"Oh, Goddess," Ghia muttered, moving into the room to get some lights on. No go. She couldn't find a flint and tinder anywhere and using her powers in front of Fanchone seemed a bad idea. Besides, she wasn't even sure she could generate flame. 

In exasperation she reached down and grabbed what she hoped was Aro's hair and pulled up. He cried in pain and the smell of brandy intensified, wafting over Ghia's nose. 

"What...why..." he started, but she cut him off. 

"Sweet Juno, Aro, knock it off! I need your leave for Fanchone. There's a crisis in the city." 

He stared at her blankly. "Crisis? Wha?" 

She growled in frustration and gave him a shake. "Aro! Wake. Up. I need you to give Fanchone leave. Now. Not later." 

He tried to shake his head, but Ghia still gripped his hair. He settled for belching instead. "Why should I listen to you?" he slurred, trying to focus his eyes on her face. 

Oh, that did it. She used her other hand and grabbed his collar, pulling him close until he couldn't avoid her gaze. She glared into his eyes with the anger of a thousand mothers. "Because if you don't," she said, in a cold, angry whisper, "I will tell Anala exactly how you have behaved in her absence. And she won't like what I have to say...one. Little. Bit. Do I make myself clear?" She shook him, once, and his eyes cleared of the boozy haze they possessed for a moment. 

"Fanchone, you have leave indefinitely," he said, still slurring. 

Satisfied, Ghia dropped him to the floor. "I really hope you're sober by the time I return, Aro," she said, grabbing Fanchone and heading out. "For your sake," she added, closing the door behind her. 

She'd then had to deal with Fanchone's protestations of how she'd mistreated his commanding officer and how leave granted while under the influence wasn't leave, not really, until she'd stopped him with a well-placed threat. 

"Fine, Fanchone, if you're such a cowardly lout that you won't help the city in time of need, then stay here!" He'd stopped gesticulating, pleased she was seeing things his way. She glared then and he shrank away. "But don't think you won't get a formal write-up from me, because you will -- and not only Anala will see it, but Empress and Empreena too. And we both know what that can lead to," she said menacingly, letting the words court martial go unspoken. To judge by the look on his face, he heard them loud and clear. "So stay, if you want. But don't expect to escape the consequences," she finished, and strode off, absolutely done with weak men. 

He sputtered and chased after her. "I don't know what you're thinking, Ghia. Head Healer Helene would never threaten a Chief Medical Officer like that!" 

"I'm not Helene," was all she said as she continued her steady walk to the stables. 

In the end Fanchone had come. He was too much of a coward to bear Anala's displeasure, and a possible end to his career. Ghia had banked on it. 

She'd still given him the worst job. It was more than the spineless coward deserved. She felt a twinge of remorse for those medics who served under him, but suppressed it angrily. The job needed to be done, and none of them had demonstrated a willingness to help when Fanchone had balked at leaving his comfy barracks. Let them suffer for their cowardice, and maybe next time they wouldn't be so quick to cross her. 

A sudden cramp grabbed her stomach and she doubled over in pain, clutching her arms around her midsection. Dizziness made her vision blurry, and she felt like retching. She closed her eyes and willed the feeling away, letting the spell pass. 

It was the latest of several such spells she'd had over the past few days. She had no idea what was causing it. Her shield still held, and she had no other sicknesses. She'd chalked it up to fatigue, for she could see no other cause. Whatever it was, it was irritating. And painful. 

Dammit, girl, you need sleep, she told herself, finally willing to listen to reason. The crisis had passed. Her healers would handle the rest. 

She waited for the cramping to ease up, and then slowly got to her feet and headed over to the healers' quarters. She signalled Giselle to tell the woman she was heading for a nap. 

"It's about time," the healer replied with a wry smile. Ghia waved and stumbled into the room, finding an empty bed with the preternatural sense the truly exhausted had for a place to sleep. 

She fell onto the cot gratefully, and drifted into a deep, lovely slumber. 




~




She woke to darkness. For a while, she let herself drift on pleasant nothingness, feeling nothing, thinking nothing, just a waiting, loving darkness where thought should be. She sighed happily and turned onto her stomach, nestling her face into her pillow and letting herself drift back into peaceful, dreamless sleep. 

A second later her eyes shot open. Dreamless. No. Not dreamless. Full of nightmares, except this time Ghia remembered them. She sat up in bed, heart racing. 

Anala. Anala was in trouble. That was the source of Ghia's dizzy spells, she knew now -- she couldn't explain it, but her dreams did. 

"Dammit," she whispered, realising she had to forego sleep again. She got out of bed and shuffled her feet into her soft leather shoes, groggily moving out to the sick room. It was night time. Giselle and a skeleton crew were on duty. 

Ghia moved to the hooks by the door and grabbed her jacket; moving her arms into the sleeves she addressed the confused Giselle. "You're in charge here, indefinitely. I have an emergency to attend to and I know not when I'll return." She turned out into the cold and went to saddle up Suki. 

Suki looked down her long nose at the healer and snorted, clearly saying "Jules said you were crazy." She ignored the horse and worked on getting the saddle and bridle on the beast. 

After a few minutes, Ghia admitted she knew nothing about saddling horses. She threw her arms up and made a noise of frustration. Suki gave her a "hah hah" look and the healer returned it with a murderous glare. 

"I don't suppose you can saddle yourself, Wonder Horse?" she asked the animal, and Suki tossed her head as if to shrug and looked away. "Didn't think so," Ghia muttered and folded her arms across her chest. Her fingers were numb and it had started snowing outside. Reluctantly she went to wake the stable boy. She didn't want to disturb his sleep, but she needed to get back to the castle. A fierce sense of urgency gripped her. 

She shook the boy awake and he groggily got to work saddling Suki up. His tiredness made him go slow, and by the time he finished Ghia was frozen stiff. She thanked him and mounted with difficulty; then, settled, she drove her heels into Suki's sides and clicked her tongue. Needing no other urging the horse sped off towards the castle, no doubt excited about seeing Jules again.
  


Jules




Jules sighed as he made the final round of his shift. He was incredibly tired. Things had been fine when Ghia had left; then patients she sent had started arriving. Then he'd really had to work. 

Which was not to say he didn't like work. Quite the opposite. But Head Healer was a larger job than Chief Medical Officer, and the responsibility had been thrust upon him quite unexpectedly. He'd stumbled a bit in his duties, but with the help of the other healers under Ghia's command he'd recovered admirably. 

Ah, well. The crisis was over. Again. After this shift, he had a full day off; so he had only to survive another....

The midnight bell tolled. I guess I've survived the shift. He waited long enough for his replacement to arrive before leaving to enjoy his day off. Mainly with sleep. 

Halfway to the barracks, he changed course, heading to Aro's room instead. He'd heard a rumour about the major--several, actually--and was worried about his friend. It wasn't like Aro to be in a drunken stupor. He must be really upset over Anala. 

Anala wasn't dead yet as far as anyone knew, and besides, she wouldn't want Aro acting so in her absence. 

Jules resolved to give Aro some company. The man certainly needed a friend, and maybe Jules could convince him to snap out of it. 

Rounding the last corner, he saw he was not alone in the hallway. Just ahead was a short female figure, clinging to the wall for support. Wait a minute....

"Ghia!" The figured turned at the sound of his voice, and Ghia's tired eyes met his. She smiled weakly, reached a hand to him, and fainted. 

Jules muttered an invective and sprang the remaining distance to her side. He gathered her limp form up in his arms and shook her gently, checking her pulse. 

"Ghia," he said softly, "Wake up, girl." He smoothed her hair back and ran his hand over her forehead. No fever, but there was no doubt in his mind that she wasn't well. That was Ghia. Of course, she was working herself to death. 

Her eyelids fluttered then, and opened slowly. He quirked his mouth in a half-smile and looked down at her. "Your eyes are gold again, Healer," he said softly. 

She made a face. "Damn," she said, closing her eyes. When she opened them they were their regular hazel again. "Better?" she whispered. He nodded, then moved to help her up. She got to her feet shakily, thanked him, and then turned to go again. 

"Not so fast, wench," he stopped her. "Why aren't you resting? Actually, why are you here at all? I thought you were still at the clinic." 

She shook her head, unable to form coherent sentences. "No. Nightmares. Need...warn Aro. Anala...danger." She looked up at him, pleading, but her eyes couldn't focus and she swayed on her feet. Hastily he looped his arm around her waist and she leaned into the embrace. 

He sighed and shook his head ruefully. "I don't want to argue this with you, but you're too tired to be doing this. Look at you!" he added as she stumbled into him. His other arm went around to steady her and she rested her head on his shoulder. "Ghia, you're killing yourself. You need to rest." His arms tightened around her protectively and he turned to press his lips against her forehead. 

This roused her and she made a "mmm" sound against him. She shook her head and pushed her hands against his chest, and his arms loosened enough to let her stand on her own two feet. She frowned, concentrating, and then began to speak with obvious effort. 

"Not...it's not me. Anala. Poison. No...drugged." She nodded decisively, as if coming to that conclusion just then. 

Jules interrupted, unable to stop himself. "How does Anala being drugged affect you like this? She's on Voco, for Bellona's sake!" And you're here, and you are who matters to me. 

"Mmmmh," she said again, frustrated, and her hands gripped his shoulders hard in her struggle to get the words out. "Some...connection. Don't...understand...either. Made...link when I..." Her brows knit together and sweat broke out on her forehead. "When I...." She tried again, but the words didn't come. "When I....mmmh!" She moaned in frustration and flailed her arms. 

Gently Jules caught her hands in his own and made soothing noises. "Shhh, Ghia, I get it. When you healed her, before she left, right? You made a connection then?" he asked for clarification, letting her give him the answer he already had, and she thought hard for a moment, then nodded, smiling at his understanding. 

Oh, great. He had a drug-addled Ghia on his hands who was extremely angry over the loss of her usual verbosity. What fun! 

This is no good. He had disconnect her from Anala so that she could function but he wasn't Magi, nor did he know how to reach the other Magi in the castle. He had to snap Ghia out of it, or get her to contact Rosa.

Her eyes rolled back in her head and she started to fall backwards again. He caught her and gave her a shake. "Ghia! Stay with me, girl," and his arms moved up her back to support her better. Her eyes opened again and she looked around fuzzily; he brushed her hair from her eyes--it was so pretty, unbound--and cupped her cheeks in his hands, making her meet his gaze. 

She looked up at him and blinked slowly, readjusting her focus. She looked almost confused, which amused him. He had been sure Ghia was never confused about anything. 

Unlike himself. These days the one thing I'm not confused about is how much I like my friend the healer -- and fat lot of good that clarity does me, when she doesn't feel the same say. 

He couldn't help but think how gorgeous she was, and how much he wanted to kiss her. 

It would probably shock her out of her drugged stupor. It would also be a breach of consent, and probably anger her enough to castrate him. As Jules was rather fond of both Desirelle's sacred laws and his bits and pieces, he didn't think kissing her now would be the best idea. 

Sighing, he relegated his friend the healer to his fantasy life and returned to the reality of trying to wake her up. Without kissing her.
  


Ghia

Jourd'Umbra, 39th Decima







In a castle hallway, Ghia came to. She was being held up by Jules, who was in closer physical proximity than usual. They were about twenty feet from Aro's room. 

What the...? 

Rosa quickly explained. 

Oh. Right. Thank you, Magea, she sent almost distractedly. The Magi gave a mental wave, as if to say, It was nothing.

Probably quite a bit more than nothing but the magea would doubtless do her own investigation. Presently, Ghia had something else on which to focus her attention. 

Speaking of focused attention.... Jules was staring at her intently, concern in his eyes, thumbs stroking her cheeks tenderly. "Ghia? You awake?" he asked, hesitant.

She disengaged herself from his grasp and gave a quick bow and what she hoped was a game smile. 

"Right as rain. Are my eyes normal?" They both understood she meant normal for Atherians, not normal for her. He nodded. "Good. Ah...Jules?" 

His eyebrows were raised; he was waiting patiently for her to go on. Why am I nervous? It's a thank you, not a proposal, for Amora's sake. "Thank you for getting through to me. I wouldn't have been able to contact Rosa without your prompting." She blushed then and looked away. The drug must still be in her system. She was not her usual self. 

Jules merely inclined his head. "Not a problem. I'm just glad it was I who found you. Now," he added, all medic-stern--and how glad she was that he moved on from the thought he'd just presented!--"want to tell me what you're doing going to Aro's room after midnight when you should be resting?" 

She put her hands on her hips and glared at him, though there was little force behind it. "I could ask you the same, CMO. But I'm tired of this fight. It's simple: I had a dream and Anala will be coming back to Harbourtown soon, if she escapes Voco at all, and she'll need support waiting for her. Aro needs to snap out of it and get moving, or he'll lose her." There was real anger in her voice now. If Aro was still drunk....

Jules shrugged and sighed. "I'm tired of this fight, too. Let's go grab the major. Then we'll all go to Harbourtown." 

That came as a surprise. She should question the idea, but how, without arguing again? She hadn't lied when she'd said she was tired of fighting everything out with him. She gestured down the hall. "Let's go, then." 

She sensed his surprise and worry over the ease with which she'd given in. She gritted her teeth. Did he never stop worrying about her?

No, said a voice in her head. Funny things happen when a young man's fancy turns to thoughts of....

She gave the voice a mental glare. He's not in love with me, she insisted, and Jules is closer to middle-aged than young. 

Right. Sure. She should trade in for a new conscience. This belligerent voice was getting on her nerves. 

At Aro's room, Jules knocked on the wooden door strongly but politely. The latch clicked after only a brief pause this time and the door opened. The interior was just as dark as before but this time there was no Fanchone to be wary of; so Ghia waved her hand experimentally at where the wall sconce should be, concentrating on calling fire power to the spot. There was a flicker; then a stubby candle sputtered to life. 

Hm. Learn something new every day.

The candle cast an uncertain light over the sty the room had become. Aro sat on the bed, squinting at the two figures in his doorway. He still reeked of brandy, but didn't seem quite so drunk as before. Still drunk, however, which enraged Ghia.

"Juno's tits, Aro!" she said savagely, pushing her way into the room. "You cowardly lush! Did you hear nothing I told you last time I was here?" She kicked aside some clothing on the floor and grabbed his chin, forcing his bloodshot eyes to meet her clearly livid ones. 

"Ghia," came Jules' voice from behind her, with a scolding coming on in the warning of his tone. Oh, no. I'll be damned if I let Jules scold me for saying what he's too afraid to say.

She levelled her angry gaze on him instead. "Don't you dare take sides against me, Jules," she said crossly; then turned back to the major. 

Aro was crying. Thick tears ran down his face to land on his lap, and he sniffled piteously. If she weren't so mad, Ghia supposed she might be moved but, as it was, the man just looked pathetic. 

"I just..." he began, then hiccupped. "I just..." hiccup "miss Anala..." hiccup "so mush!" One more resounding hiccup, for emphasis. 

Oh, Goddess! "For Muerta's sake, Aro, grow up!" She yelled at him, but he couldn't hear her. He'd dissolved into a pile of tears at that point. 

Frustrated beyond measure, Ghia grabbed him by his hair and dragged him to the bathroom. Normally she wouldn't have the strength but the assistance of her Magi-powers and Jules' hasty and guilty help got the job done. She tossed the major into the tub and turned on the showerhead, spraying him with ice-cold water. He spluttered and flailed, mewling helplessly. Ghia rolled her eyes and slapped him across the face, hard. 

Suddenly sober, he blinked and looked at her and Jules as if for the first time. "Healer? Medic?" He looked at his surroundings and his sodden clothes and with a sigh let his head fall back against the wall, closing his eyes painfully. "I'm a mess." 

"Damn right you are," Ghia growled, unwilling to let him off so easily. How she hated weak men! "What the feck did you think Anala would say, could she see you now?" She waited for an answer, but none came. Aro stared at her miserably. "That's what I thought." She sighed, a gusty exhalation that expelled the rest of her anger. She waved her hand and rose to go. "Get showered and dressed -- we need to leave for Harbourtown by dawn." 

Aro protested with questions she hadn't the energy to answer. Jules leapt to her assistance, giving her the healer's signal Go on, I've got this. She smiled at him gratefully and left Aro's fetid room to stand in the fresher, if colder, hallway air.
  


Yarrow




Life had grown worse, if possible, since leave had ended. What with the wretched weather and the lack of any campaigns or missions, the regiments of the East Campaign were getting restless. Anita and Leala had done the right thing with their regiment by organising scavenger hunts throughout town, renting out taverns for huge parties, and putting on impromptu plays for the commoners, mums depicting great military victories and defeats, all the history of Athering's martial past. 

Yarrow would have loved to organise something like that for her regiment, but her soldiers would have stared at her as if she'd sprouted an extra head. They would have engaged in such activities grudgingly at best. Such crazy things were expected of the third regiment and its almost childlike bellica-majora team, for they all seemed to take great pleasure in the joys most people left behind in adolescence. 

She could think of nothing to organise that would please her more serious soldiers nor did she want to ask Caelum for his ideas. 

Oh, she'd forgiven him. She thought. 

Mayhap. 

Mayhap not. 

She didn't know. During leave, she'd thought she had, when there'd been time to think on it, but now, back in close proximity to him (their rooms bordered each other, for Bellona's sake!), all her certainties had crumbled. 

She still loved him...she guessed. 

Sort of. 

No, she did. 

She wasn't angry anymore. 

Not terribly, at least. Caelum must have had a reason for what he did. He was dumb, sure, but he usually had a reason for the big stuff. Hadn't he thought through proposing to Isidora? 

Did he, Yarrow?

She didn't know. He'd asked her for advice, sure, and had planned out the whole event perfectly...but as to whether he'd thought through actually marrying the woman, in truth Yarrow did not know. She'd always assumed he had, because, well, it was marriage! Even if marriages could be dissolved peacefully, it was usually a lifetime decision. Even if he'd have been a fool not to marry Isidora, Harbourtown's Sweetheart. 

But he is a fool, she reminded herself. This you've always known. It was a fact of Caelum's character: loyal to a fault, loving, fun, and dumb as a rock. 

So. Had he thought it through? The terrabane? 

Yarrow couldn't answer that question nor could she divine how she felt -- angry, sad, forgiving, or begrudging. She just felt..numb. 

She avoided speaking to him. He'd want an answer, something she didn't have for him, and he wouldn't understand that.

Besides, he'd really, truly fecked up. Let him simmer in the juices of his own guilt a little longer. 

Yarrow sat back from payroll paperwork with a sigh. There was no use thinking about it, anyway, not when she had this to deal with -- a discrepancy in roll-call reports. The lieutenant with the burned eyes, James, hadn't checked in upon his return from Mudflat -- or hadn't returned at all. Sure, his leave had been cut short, but regardless. His return shouldn't have been more than a day or two late. 

Feck it all! She'd have to speak to the Attendance Clerk and see if James had checked in and if he hadn't, she would question her soldiers. 

She really hoped she didn't have a mutiny on her hands -- not with James, nor her restless troops. That's just all I need.




~




The Attendance Clerk had been downright offended that Yarrow dared question him at his job. She'd tried to apologise, saying maybe one of his underlings had forgotten to mark it down but that had only made him angrier. 

"You question not only my ability at my work but my ability to train others? I've never been so insulted in my life!" He sniffed imperiously before shouting: "Go away! We're closed!" and slamming the shutters to his office in Yarrow's face. 

"Prick," she muttered under her breath. She headed for the barracks. Silly dandy who couldn't answer a simple question! Wasn't that part of his job? She considered, briefly, pulling strings to get him fired (there were perks to being royalty) but decided she wasn't that vindictive. Not yet, anyway. Another year of this job and I may well be. 

The barracks seemed under-populated until Yarrow remembered with a start that she'd released the medicorps to help with the fever in the city and castle. Shouldn't that be over by now? It had been been nearly a tredicem since the outbreak had begun. She made a mental note to visit Jules at the hospitalis after her fact-finding mission. She hoped he was well. 

Spotting a lieutenant she knew to be a friend or at least an acquaintance of James, she headed over to where the woman was playing cards. Coalette jumped up to salute but Yarrow waved her hand. 

"At ease, soldier. I'm looking for someone. Lt. James deDessi. He here?" she directed her question at all of the officers around the small makeshift table. 

The woman and her comrades exchanged glances. "We haven't seen him, Ma'am," she said, apology in her voice. "But I know who might've. Eh, Sebastian!" she shouted, and a man turned at the sound of his voice, lieutenant insignia on his collar. "You seen James?" Coalette asked. 

"James? Naw, he ain't back yet. Still wenching and whoring in Mudflat, I hear," he said, then turned back to his game. It mattered not in his life where the other man was. 

Coalette shrugged and turned back to her superior. "I'm sorry, Ma'am." She sounded truly contrite, as if she knew how much work Yarrow had to do now. 

Yarrow gave Coalette a tight smile. "Not your fault. As you were," she added before leaving the barracks, hiding her frustrated anger. 

"Because Mudflat is precisely where I want to go at this time of year," she muttered to no one in particular as she turned her feet towards the hospitalis. 




~




The hospitalis was far from empty. It still overflowed with patients but Jules was not there. Neither were Ghia and Helene, it seemed, one being in the city delivering aid and the other down with the fever. 

Yarrow gave her thanks to Jera for the information and left, worried about how the city was dealing with the fever and at a loss as to what to do next. She had to leave for Mudflat in the morning, that was for sure. She didn't want to go alone, for she was no fool, but she didn't want to ask Caelum to accompany her. Nor was there anyone else she felt she could ask, except Jules, who wasn't there -- probably sleeping, which Goddess knew he deserved after his stint as Head Healer. 

Hands on hips, she tapped her foot, thinking. It was growing far too late to ask anyone else. People were preparing for sleep, now, save night-shifters. Well, Aro might still be up. 

She stopped. Aro. She could ask him -- it would give him something to do. After collecting Lt. James, they could head to Harbourtown to await word of Anala, who would be due back soon, if she was to return at all. 

No. No if. She will.

It wasn't as if there was much else to do. True, New Year's and Spring were upon them. Just three days away. True to form, however, winter was not relinquishing Athering from its icy grip so easily. The weather fluctuated between snowing densely, as it was doing now, to bright, hot days that melted all the fresh snow and flooded the streets. It was a horrible, messy, muddy time of year which wouldn't improve for at least a month. Leave might have officially ended, but as far as Yarrow was concerned it was going to last past New Year's, perhaps till the end of Primera. The Empress would be crazy to launch a new campaign now. Oh, it had been done in the past, for wartime knew no season. One must get the jump on one's enemies! At present, however, the only war they were involved in was a cold war with Voco, and with that "peace treaty" in the works.... Yes, it would be crazy to launch something now. 

Which wasn't to say Zanny wasn't crazy, but Zardria would know better. With Duema coming up, her rule would solidify more every day. 

Idly, Yarrow wondered whom her twin would choose as Consort; then pushed those musings away. Perhaps if she and her sister didn't have a love-hate relationship, she would already know. Frankly, she didn't care whom her sister had her eyes on. So long as she leaves Caelum and me alone. That would be the best birthday gift I could ask for. 

Passing Aro's room, she stopped short at the sight of a slightly damp Ghia standing outside his door. 

She blinked, incredulously, and voiced as neutral a greeting as she could manage. "Healer Ghia."

Ghia inclined her head and bobbed a quick curtsy -- ever the tomboy. "Bellica Yarrow. What brings you here?" 

I could ask you the same, girl. "Regimental business," was all she said. She raised her eyebrows pointedly, asking Ghia the same. For some reason, she felt jealous, which was ridiculous -- she held no attraction to Aro. Right?

Well, why are you at his room past midnight, Yarrow?

Regimental business, she told herself sternly. 

If Ghia noticed Yarrow's conflicted emotions, she said nothing. "It's a long story, but -- "

The door opened then, cutting Ghia off. Yarrow saw the look of relief on the healer's face, but was then distracted by the two men emerging from the room. 

"Jules?" she said, and mentally kicked herself. 

Yes, Jules. You were expecting perhaps Lord Exsil Vis?

He stood at attention immediately, as did Aro. Ghia merely looked amused. 

Yarrow waved her arm crossly. "Ghia's not released you yet, soldier -- you should be saluting her." He had the grace to flush. A quick glance at Ghia told Yarrow the girl was perilously close to laughter. The trio looked at one another, Ghia reining in her mirth admirably while debating whether to clue the bellica in. 

Yarrow wanted to stamp her foot in frustration, which she'd not done since a small child. She let her irritation out in her voice. "Are you going to tell me what the feck is going on or are you going to leave me in the dark?" 

This was one of those tense moments before taking a decision to reveal a secret, judging by the collective sharp intake of breath. Yarrow stared and waited. Finally Jules took up the mantle of spokesperson: "Ah, we're going to Harbourtown." He gave her his best I'm-your-medic-don't-kill-me smile, which he had down to a fine art by this point. 

Yarrow gave him a droll stare. "Right now?" 

"Ah, well, soon-ish, I suppose...." he began, flustered.

Ghia cut in. "As soon as possible, Bellica. Dawn would be good." She lifted her chin defiantly, daring Yarrow to countermand her. 

Outranking all of them, Yarrow could have forbidden it until she got some straight answers. She could have questioned them. She could have sent them all to hack. She could have done any of those things, had she seen the situation as just three inferiors defiantly going ahead with a crazy plan that transgressed all rules and military order. 

Instead, she saw an opportunity.

If she was not one to seize an opportunity, then her name wasn't Yarrow Achi deZameera Zarqon, by Aradia! 

She was still in charge. 

"No, you're not," she said, and enjoyed the instant rebellion in three sets of eyes, albeit one set was rather bleary and bloodshot. She cut off their protests: "We leave at dawn for Mudflat. I require an escort for regiment business there." 

The men were frowning, obviously wondering if they should try to plead their case. Yarrow made eye contact with Ghia, who was no doubt in charge of this jackahare-brained scheme. The healer looked at her steadily and then smiled. 

"As you wish, Bellica," she said respectfully, giving Yarrow a formal curtsy. 

Yarrow inclined her head. "Pack your bags, soldiers. We leave on the morn and I'll tolerate no tardiness." With that she walked away, heading to her own room.

It was a good plan. There would have been Muerta to pay had those three tried to go to Harbourtown through unofficial channels. Yarrow needed an escort and would not be refused her choices. Whether they all arrived or stayed in Mudflat or not...well, the paperwork would say they had. That was all that mattered. 

She smiled as she strode down the hallway, pleased with her own cleverness.
  


Jules




"This is crazy -- what's in Mudflat? Don't we need to go to Harbourtown?" 

Ghia gave him a look that said You're an idiot but didn't answer his question. Instead she spoke to Aro, who looked even more confused than Jules felt, though he was now sober. "Aro, why don't you pack a bag and get some sleep? You look as if you could use it." Her voice was kind and a smile accompanied her words. Aro nodded blankly and headed back into his room. "See you at dawn!" she called after him. 

Jules was staring at Ghia, perhaps rudely, but couldn't stop himself. Her wild mood swings both scared and intrigued him. Is it part of her dual nature, or has she simply not slept properly in a while?

Maybe the latter. If she was anywhere near as tired as he was, mood swings would be expected. Still, next chance he got, he was going to ask Rosa about it. 

She'd noticed his staring. "What?" 

He cleared his throat and put his hands on his hips. "I was just wondering if you were planning on going to sleep tonight, or if you thought staying up would be better." His tone jested, to cover both his concern and what he'd actually been thinking. She narrowed her eyes at him. Likely she knew he'd fibbed, but he refused to let her intimidate him into spilling the beans. 

She waved a hand irritably. "What do you think? I want to be rested for our trip to Mudflat." She walked away down the hall. 

He jog-trotted to catch up. "What did I miss back there?" He was sure Yarrow and Ghia had arrived at some conclusion that he and Aro had missed. 

Ghia rolled her eyes at him, confirming his hunch. "Only that we're not going to Mudflat." 

He thought about this, but it still made no sense to him. "I thought Yarrow had business there." 

A sigh. "She does. She needs an escort. We're that escort." She looked up at him meaningfully. 

It became clear as the ocean in summertime. Jules wanted to hit himself for stupidity. "Oh, Goddess. I'm tired," he said as excuse. 

She snorted. "Sure, Jules, whatever makes you feel better," she teased; then giggled and leapt away as he made a mock-lunge for her. 

"Impertinent wench," he growled affectionately. 

She laughed some more, staying just beyond his reach. "You need a new nickname for me, Jules -- that one's getting as old are you are." Her eyes danced with mirth.

"As old as I...oh, that does it," and he took off after her, chasing her down the hallway. It was crazy -- they were too tired for childish games like this and he had no idea what he would do with her when he caught her. Maybe tickle her until she begged for mercy? If it was summertime he would dump her in the river running through the East Gardens, but this time of year it was still too cold. He'd have to think of some other suitable punishment.

Old! He was barely thirty-three! Mayhap that seemed old to a nineteen-year-old. He groaned inwardly and nearly stopped chasing her as he realised anew why they had to remain friends. This is dangerous, Jules, you're slipping on thin ice....

For he was falling for her. Had fallen, mayhap. It was stupid, but he couldn't help it any more than he could help his feelings for Yarrow. 

Yes, he still loved the bellica. It was possible to love more than one person at a time and in a perfect world he could be with them both. Tyvian, he could, with any two women in Athering -- or men! Why not his bellica and the healer he'd watched grow up? 

It was useless to think on it. It wasn't a perfect world, no more than he was a perfect man. An imperfect man with feelings he could not act upon. With either woman, he reminded himself sternly. 

The chase was as good as over. Ghia had outrun him -- the girl had stamina! He could sprint, but she could keep up a steady pace until her opponent begged her to stop, choking on her dust. 

He stopped for a breather, doubled over and chest heaving. Maybe he was old. Certainly too old for this sort of activity. And any other type of work-out? he asked himself. 

Ah, Desirelle! Didn't want to think about that -- not after such a long dry spell, and not with Ghia calmly walking up to him now, hands on beautiful hips which swayed just enough to set his pulse racing, a smile on those enticing lips as she breathed just hard enough for him to notice the up and down motion of her bosom.... 

Oh, feck it. It was impossible. He was in deep and couldn't dig himself out of this hole. Maybe I can convince someone to push the dirt onto my head instead. 

He stood and gave her a half-smile -- a full smile was too much effort when he was so out of breath. 

She tsked and shook her head, curls the red-orange of a summer sunset bouncing around her face. "I didn't think I was more rested than you, Jules. How much sleep have you had?" She was teasing still, but he could hear the tone of a superior officer in there and knew she was asking as Head Healer as well as friend. 

He shrugged, a roll of his shoulders that stretched tired muscles. "Enough. More than you, I daresay. But apparently I'm not the distance runner here." He wanted to keep the conversation light since the reddening of her cheeks had got him thinking of how she'd look with cheeks flushed in passion....

I need a cold shower. Stat. This was too much -- was one stray thought of sex enough to push him over the edge? That and the dry spell of five years, he supposed. He was human, after all. 

She shrugged then. Thank Althea, that maddening blush was disappearing. "I ran a lot as a kid." 

"All of, what, a year or two ago?" he asked. If she was going to make fun of his age....

She snorted and gave him a light swat on the shoulder. "Come on, Grandpa -- bedtime! You're getting confused again," she added, giving his arm a slight tug in the direction of the barracks. 

Oh, good. His heart had skipped a beat when she'd said bedtime--never mind the cracks about his age circling the word. He let himself be led by her, trying desperately to focus his mind somewhere else, instead of the dark naughty places it seemed intent on. 

"Young whippersnapper," he managed to get out, which earned him a grin from her. It dazzled him. 

She stopped at the door to his regiment's barracks and turned to say goodnight to him, but he stopped her. "So does this mean you're relinquishing command of me, Head Healer?" His voice was more serious than he'd intended, and he hoped she'd keep things in jest. 

She did, and he could have kissed her. No. No kissing. "Please, Jules -- regardless whom you officially answer to, I've got you wrapped around my little finger," she said, eyes sparkling. "Get some sleep. I'll see you at dawn," she added, then turned to go. 

"Good night, Healer," he said as she raised a hand in farewell. He sighed to himself and entered the barracks, ready to grab a towel and head directly for the bathrooms. 

Yes, a cold shower was definitely in order, especially if he was to survive an extended ride with Ghia tomorrow.
  


Yarrow




Her bags were packed, her room was clean, she was ready to go to bed and leave at dawn -- there was just one thing left to do before she could let sleep take her for a few hours. 

She tied up her long braid into a club and crossed to the door in a few easy strides. Opening it and stepping out in one fluid motion, she bumped into the figure who stood there, hand poised to knock. 

"Yarrow," said Caelum. 

She had to stop herself from fleeing back into her room. 

Instead she stood, arms crossed, waiting for his follow-up statement. "Yeah. What do you want?" she asked when he didn't say anything. 

"I...." He coughed and shuffled his feet. An awkward pause, and then he shrugged, quickly, and said in a rush: "I just wanted to talk to you." 

Goddess, why? Conflicting emotions nearly tore her in two, but she kept herself together. Somehow. Barely. "I don't want to talk to you." Will that make him leave? Please.

He sighed, looking resigned. "I understand...." 

Good! Leave now -- stop tormenting me! 

"But it's important. Please hear me out."

With the barest modicum of control, she resisted punching him. Time was running out for her to file those travel papers! "Important. Right. Speaking of, I have to file some paperwork before leaving tomorrow, so can you let me go?" Just. Step. Aside. 

"Leaving?" he jumped on her words. "Where are you going?" 

Feck. "Mudflat. Regiment business." Let that end it. "Need to file my requests if I want to leave at dawn." There -- one last tidbit. Leave now. 

He looked stricken, and for a moment she wondered if she'd lost control and had punched him. "So you've arranged your escort, then." It wasn't a question. 

"Yes." What else could she say?

"And you didn't ask me?" 

She lost it. With no regard for fighting in a castle hallway, close to her troops' barracks, she shouted at him: "I didn't want to talk to you, Caelum! Period. Just as I don't want to talk to you now, and somehow you've managed to keep me here when I could be finishing my business!" And sleeping. "Let me go file my papers." 

He leaned in then and planted his hands on each side of her door, pinning her to it. Her heart skipped a beat at the intense look in his eyes, but all he said was "On one condition. Include me in your escort." 

What? "That's not even logical -- I don't want to see you and so will include you in a ride that will have us in close quarters for a sevenday at the very least, mayhap more? No, Caelum." 

He shrugged, as if it didn't mean a thing to him. "Then I guess you'll have to wait until tomorrow to file those papers. Good luck leaving on time." 

Her jaw dropped in her incredulity. "You're going to keep me here if I don't agree to take you with me?" He nodded nonchalantly, looking for all the world as if they were discussing which dessert pastry tasted best. 

She was mad now. She straightened until her face was inches away from his and glared at him. "Oh yeah? You and what regiment, Major Caelum?" 

He gave her a pitying look and she resisted the urge to squirm. "I'm stronger than you, Yarrow," he said simply. His eyes flickered to her waist. "I notice you forgot your new sword in your room." He left the thought unfinished, letting her decide if it was a threat or not. 

She decided it was. 

She let herself slump against the door, eyes downcast, letting him think himself victorious. He relaxed just a fraction and she took her chance, pushing him with all the force she possessed. He went sliding back across the floor and stumbled, but did not fall. 

Yarrow dropped into a fighting stance and waited -- she had no weapon but doubted Caelum would draw on her, unarmed as she was. I can take him -- strength does not conquer all. It was the first lesson of basic training, and one the skinny thirteen-year-old she had once been had learned well. 

He came at her then, and she tensed, waiting to move. He feinted to her left and she fell for it, realising too late her mistake. She crashed to the floor, bruising her ribs, and then he was on top of her, crushing her further. They grappled and rolled, fighting for dominance, until she pinned him, digging her knees into just the right spots on his thighs. He grimaced in pain and Yarrow bared her teeth, grinning as ferally as her sister might. 

"Give up?" she asked him.

He glared, grunted, and then, in a display of strength, flipped her up and over his head. She landed on the stone floor, her head making a sickening 'crack' noise. Dizzily she looked up to see him leaning over her. "Not hardly," he whispered in her ear as his hand grabbed her braid, free now, and he pulled her up by her hair. 

She snarled and kicked and moved, trying to spin around to fight him, but he had her in a headlock then. He tightened his grip and the loss of air to her brain made her realise the futility of struggling. The only way to free herself would be to break his foot or his groin, and she just didn't have it in her actually to hurt him. 

At least not in the castle, so close to good healers. She could hurt him in Mudflat. 

"Fine," she choked out, trying to catch her breath. "You can come." 

He loosened his hold but did not let go. "On your word as a bellica?" he asked her.

She almost changed her mind about hurting him. When had she ever betrayed him? But he was being smart about it, and she couldn't begrudge him using his mind for once. "Yes. In Bellona's name I swear it. Now let me go!" 

He released her and she stumbled away, coughing and hacking, getting air back into her lungs. To her relief, he didn't try to help her but stood, waiting to be sure she was okay. 

At length she stood and glared at him. She'd be lucky to make Provisioning and Requisitions on time now, at all. "Be ready to leave at dawn -- Main Gate," she said. "If you're late, we leave without you," she added over her shoulder as she walked away. 

Heading to the offices, she thought about the new Caelum she'd seen tonight and wondered about the change that had come over her oldest friend. He seemed...smarter. More courtly. Which was strange, considering he'd been raised a farm boy -- he couldn't even read when she'd met him, and he'd been seventeen. He could now, of course, but words certainly were not his strong suit. 

He had gone to Southland for leave and his uncle had once been been a courtier. Perhaps Pieter had given him a few tips. 

She shook her head, accepting that as the most likely explanation. He certainly was different. 

And I'm not sure I like it.
  


Molly




Everything was in place. Everyone was tensed, ready. All that waited was the signal. The signal she had to give. 

What could she say? Luis had been right, Whether the Goddess or his unfailing intuition had told him did not matter -- for Molly had help. With that help, she'd planned a rebellion in little under a tredicem. 

Everything was ready. Soon the city would be hers, and Luis would be free. 

But she had to wait for the exactly the right moment. 

That wasn't now. 

The year would end tonight. On a Jourd'Umbra, no less, considered a good omen for the coming year, which would then begin on a Jourd'Aradia. Good luck indeed, to end in darkness and begin in light. 

This time it was going to be good luck, silly superstition or not. As of New Year's Day, Duchess Danika would be dead, the city theirs, Luis free -- and the world would change. 

She -- Molly, the cripple, the unloved -- she had organised it. 

She sighed -- not an unhappy sound but an exhalation of air -- and turned over in bed, letting her body curve against that of her lover's, code name "Lucy." 

They all had codenames, in this rebellion. She was "Aradia", named fo the first rebel in their history, the one who had changed things irrevocably so many millennia ago. Her story was so old, no one knew if it was true. The name had power: none but the royal family and the highest order of the priestesshood were allowed to call to Aradia of the Stars in supplication, on pain of death. Nothing stops me from using Her name as a code, Molly thought as she snuggled closer to Lucy. 

They were in the safe house, deep in the ghetto, where they went for time alone. Or for planning rebellions. 

It had been Lucy who had given Molly the power to do what she'd done. The contacts. The courage. The support. 

A miserable day at market, following a miserable day at home, had ended at Lucy's place, hatching plans of revolt.

"I heard tell," the woman had said over their tea, "of a stockpile of old weapons, just north of town." 

Molly frowned. "How old? Will they still work?" 

Lucy shrugged. "Who knows? But it's worth a shot." 

"If they're really there," Molly said gloomily, unable to believe they could be. 

"If they're not, I know several people who can outfit us with the more standard knives and swords. But the possibility of Second Age weapons is worth a look-see, I think," she said, drinking her tea. 

Molly nodded. The weapons were worth whatever the impoverished rebels could give. The technology of the Second Age had been...incredible. So said the legends. If there was something they could use, the rebellion would succeed. 

They'd gone north, in search of the stockpile. There they'd found many strange items, and after testing them out on nearby wildlife (and nearly setting the land on fire) they'd determined what worked and what didn't. Most of it worked. 

Molly could hardly believe her luck. Then again, it had been a Jourd'Selene on the day they'd met, a mere ten days ago. Maybe the Goddess did speak to Luis. 

Or mayhap it's coincidence. She didn't really care. All she knew was that she'd never been so happy to have someone run into her and knock her down. 

She knew the danger, of course. If they failed, she knew too much truth about Lucy for her lover to be safe. And vice versa, she was sure. 

Danika's already taken Luis, and if I fail at this....Then she would have failed at everything, and nothing would matter anymore. At least an attempted rebellion would give the people of Athering hope -- if the story got out. It had to get out. It would. She had planned for that. 

If they succeeded, however, all was to be kept silent. Aeril could not stand against the forces of Atherton, even if Molly had an ally in the bellica of the second regiment. An ally she'd not heard from in too long. 

No, there was no counting on Selina, for all that Molly trusted the woman. There were too many variables at work. She just hoped that, when they succeeded, help would come soon enough. Help from where, she didn't know. She would try. Mayhap they would succeed. 

She might have only limited time with this woman who had changed everything. So, despite the pre-dawn hour, despite their need for sleep for tonight's rebellion, Molly lifted the long tresses that guarded Lucy's neck and began to cover the sensitive skin there with gentle kisses. 

A murmur in response, and Molly intensified her caresses, nibbling where shoulder and neck met; hands roaming over breasts, belly, hips. Lucy moaned and arched her back against Molly, driving her skin against the insistent caresses of the nascent rebel leader. 

Molly's hand found its way between Lucy's legs, the place that welcomed her fingers as they worked their magic expertly. At this, Lucy turned, facing Molly, and kissed her deeply and passionately. 

Lucy's kisses always made Molly want to surrender completely, reaching and loving as they did some deep wound in the ex-healer, but not tonight. She was determined to remain in control this time. Her hand continued its manipulation of Lucy's most sensitive part, while her other hand continued its tender explorations elsewhere, until the gorgeous blonde tensed, a small cry escaping her mouth, and shuddered against Molly, collapsing as the pleasure took her over. 

Smiling in the darkness at her limp lover, Molly gave Lucy one last stroke, making her convulse, before removing her hand and leaning back. She curved her back and stretched her muscles, the satisfaction she'd given her lover satisfying her. 

She was not to be let off so easily. Lucy pounced then, giving lie to her previous passivity and reminding Molly that her lover was far more experienced than she was. Gratefully she surrendered to her lover's tongue as it laved away the pain of her life. "Mmm," she murmured against Lucy's lips, and the other woman gave a soft chuckle before moving her mouth down the length of Molly's body. She opened to Lucy eagerly, letting the sensations take down her defenses, drifting on a sea of yes. 

When she came to, stars in her vision dazzling her night-blind eyes, Lucy was curled up against her, already asleep again. Molly pulled the blanket over them and kissed the other woman on the top of the head. 

"I love you, Selene," she whispered, only daring enough to say it when her lover slept, daring to use Lucy's real name only in the dead of night, when no one could hear. 

"I love you," she whispered again, safe to be herself only in the perfect anonymity of darkness. There was nothing else to be said.
  


Jules




Jules woke to the feeling of being stared at. He raised himself up on his elbow and looked at the space beside his bed. A flash of light on eyes. Gold eyes. 

"Ghia? What...is it dawn already?" No, it couldn't be, for the windows showed darkness outside. 

"I'm sorry," she whispered, and he felt a pressure on his mattress as she sat the edge of his bed. "I couldn't sleep." 

He groaned and flopped back against his pillow. "And so you decided to keep me from slumber as well?"

"No." Her voice was small, and he regretted getting cross with her. "I was hoping you had some trick for getting to sleep in difficult times...some soldier's trick, mayhap." 

None that I could practise with you, Luscious. He realised he'd need another cold shower in the morning. 

He rubbed the heels of his hands into his eyes. "Do you want me to sing you a lullaby?" he asked, somehow keeping his voice from being flippant. It was the only thing that came to mind and didn't involve stripping her naked and ravishing her until she screamed his name in pleasure. 

Woah, there. Down, boy. 

"Yes, please," she whispered, and before his surprise could register she was lying down beside him. Hastily he scooted over to make room, and she snuggled up against his chest. 

"You want to sleep here, then," he said. Was he dreaming? 

Her head moved against his chest in a nod. "I trust you, Jules." 

He suppressed a groan and wrapped his arms around her in a hug. Good show, Jules -- a young, gorgeous, buxom girl in your bed and you're just friends. What did you do to piss off Desirelle?

Determined to keep his thoughts pure, he started rocking her gently and singing in a not-too-terrible voice. He'd had to sing Nathan to sleep when his brother had been a babe, after all; so he had some practice. 

Soon Ghia's breathing dropped into a regular in-and-out, signifying deep sleep. Jules let his voice fade into silence and stopped rocking her. She didn't stir, and he breathed a sigh of relief. 

Now. If he could just ignore the feeling of Ghia's supple body against him, he was sure he'd have a wonderful night's rest. 

As wonderful as possible, sharing such a small bed.
  


Hope




Lady Hope Exsil Vis eased herself out of her lord's bed and stole out of the room, heading to her own, private bedroom. 

It had been a difficult five days. Her previous bruises still showed, and she had fresh ones marring her golden-toned skin. She ached all over, but in a sleepy, satisfied way. It disgusted her. 

Her lord had not been pleased when he'd discovered her deception. That was what had kept her from supper on Anala's first night there. The make-up she'd used to save face (she almost laughed at the phrase, but her ribs were cracked again) in front of her eldest daughter had prevented her from saving Anala from her lord. 

Drugged and held captive by one's own father. Hope supposed it was a bit better than being murdered by one's parents -- a story that dotted the long history of the Exsil Vis family. A history she knew too damned well. 

A bath was in order. She turned on the hot taps and waited for the water to fill her giant tub. The smell had never bothered her, though she'd heard from outsiders that the water here was putrid. She was Vocan, born and bred. 

Born, at least, and maybe half-bred. The other half, she wasn't sure -- she knew it was Magi, but beyond that she didn't know much. She wished Corinus was still alive, so she could talk to him, as she'd done so often when she and Charity had lived in the wilds of Voco, on the edges of Deadwood. It was because of Corinus that she and her sister had survived at all when they'd been cast out of the palace, accused of something they'd never practised. 

Their mother, source of their non-human heritage, had not been so lucky, for all that her sole crime had been failing to age as she should have. Hope could still smell her flesh burning as she writhed in her final bonds, a staked sacrifice to superstition and fear. 

Ah, well. It was all in the past. And that I cannot change. She grimaced as she lowered her injured body into the tub. 

The future, now...the future she still had influence over. She was glad she had chosen Lares to be her spy -- his undying loyalty and steadfast love of her would be of great use in this situation, as it had been in so many others. 

She cared for him, as much as she could. She'd long passed the point where she'd let emotions override practicality, however. 

She was glad, too, that she still had enough influence in Harbourtown to make sure it had been Merry who'd taken Anala across the water. The man maintained an avuncular affection for Anala, although it'd been twenty-seven years since he'd last seen Hope's daughter. He'd kept abreast of Anala's life, either through what Tenea told him in her frequent letters or what filtered back to Harbourtown in gossip. 

As much as Hope had been kept abreast of Anala's life for nigh on three decades, it was not because of a brilliant spy network, as Lares assumed. He alone was her entire spy network. No, Hope read the world through dreams, not her own but the dreams of other people. 

That was her power -- reading and influencing others through their dreams. Her Magi heritage had given her that and an unnaturally long life -- but not much else that Hope could see. 

It was through careful use of her gift and innate caution that she had managed to keep the second, more powerful part of it hidden from Maurice. As he saw no benefit in reading dreams, he had not used her for her gift. 

That was the strangest part of their relationship, for Maurice was not an impractical man. Hope had expected him to kill her after she'd birthed Miranda, for she was sure he wanted her only for the powers she might give to children of her womb. Instead he had married her and, while he'd not been faithful to her, he'd nonetheless been as good a husband as his nature permitted. God knew that most of the time she was happy with him, and he was good in bed--when he was in a good mood. 

Or even a bad mood, she admitted, adjusting her position in the tub. It was her familial legacy -- human, not Magi -- to relish bedroom violence, either giving or receiving. She preferred to receive; he to give. They were perfectly paired. 

Most days she was at peace with what she was -- undoubtedly a strong minded woman and independent to a fault, for had he not said upon his taking of her that he "liked a woman with spirit"? But most of the time she was unable to do anything but offer up token resistance. Even the first time, which had been far from consensual. 

Days like today...all she felt was disgust. Your daughter lies drugged in her suite, in terrible danger, and you spend your evenings screaming in pleasure as your lord whips you senseless. Some mother you are! 

Truly, she feared for her daughters, for Anala more so than Miranda. Maurice loved them only for their usefulness to him -- why else had he asked for Anala in exchange for that bitch Isidora? A deal Hope was glad those bellicas had refused. Why else was Anala trapped here now?

She had to free her daughter. She knew this. She also knew she'd be giving up her last chance in doing so. 

That was fine. She had never taken any of the opportunities to leave presented to her. She had been tempted, but she was Vocan -- this place was home to her, and the only way she could make sure it stayed homelike was by staying at her lord's side. She'd made peace with their complicated relationship too many times to count and she was sure she could do it forever. She was sure she could never leave him. 

It wasn't love. Not quite. But it wasn't hate. She'd never been able to figure out what it was, except mutual need. She was the only woman strong enough to give Maurice what he desired in the bedroom, and the only woman strong enough to challenge his intellect. As long as she stayed with him, she would not be killed by an angry mob. She was well over eight decades and still had not aged a day beyond an apparent twenty-five or twenty-six. That was a power she could well have done without. 

But then I would not have lived to birth my beautiful, lovely Anala. She stared at the old and dirty tile work in her bathroom. My lovely Anala whom I somehow have to get out of the palace. 

For that was the one kink in her plan. Anala was still under the influence of the drug, though she'd fought it admirably for a while. It had been hopeless, though. It was a drug specially formulated against Magi, as Hope should know, for it had been tested extensively on her. 

She'd had some success in making Anala lucid again through the bellica's dreams. When Anala woke up, however, Hope's influence would be lost and she would succumb to the drug again. It was terribly frustrating. 

She'd try again tonight. Now she had to prepare her two allies, so that when the time came there would be no hesitation -- for hesitation could cost Anala's life. That was something Hope could not bear. 

Settling into a relaxed posture, she closed her eyes and prepared to make a dream-self to contact Captain Merry. It was a little-used facet of her dream powers, for it was very difficult to do. Most likely this one would drain her, but it had to be done. She could sleep out the day. 

Anala had to be safe, and Lares with her -- for Hope knew that Lares would protect her darling daughter. Hope would die in peace if she knew they'd made it safely to Athering. As safe as one could be in Athering. 

And some day...she can come and claim her birthright. 

Not now. Not tonight. Not while Maurice still lived. Some day.
  


Merry




A light breeze blew in across the sea, causing little wavelets and ruffling the sails of Merry's ship. He stood on the stern, arms folded, facing the town on the shore. The lights of Auport flickered in the darkness, sending bits of light dancing over the restless sea. 

It was an old merc trick, to face the ship to sea whenever and wherever in harbour, a custom Merry had found no reason to drop. It aided in a speedy getaway. 

They might need it on this trip. He'd been waiting for nearly a sevenday now, and still no word from Anala, whether she lived or no. The boys stayed in Tellangia; Merrik had come down once to inform Merry of those orders. They said they would stay until Anala's return to the town. 

"And if'n she'd not be ta return?" Merry had asked his former crewman. 

Merrik shrugged defiantly. "Then we'd be waiting forever." 

That had been that. Merry could not have swayed the boys' loyalty from Anala, nor would he have wanted to. She'd need an honour guard, for she was truly alone here. 

She had Mara, if the bellica made it back to the ship, but the girl was no good in a fight. Or hadn't been. After knot lessons, Merry had taught Mara a few basic knife-fighting techniques, and had even given her a dirk for her belt. She'd been a bit frightened of fighting, but Merry had made it as much fun as possible and soon the girl had warmed to it. Good. He was sure Anala would want her sister to know such things. Still, a few moves did not a fighter make. He may have given her no more than the ability to survive a few more minutes than she otherwise would have in a bad situation. 

He stole a glance to where Mara kept her vigil, leaning against the railing as she'd done every night since Anala's departure. Some nights, she almost fell asleep on her feet, but she never left until Merry told her to go rest. A quick girl, but loyal to a fault. 

He could see how Anala inspired such loyalty, even if the bellica herself couldn't. She had a strange charisma, no doubt inherited from the strange powers that defined her mother and aunt. Those attracted to her usually wanted to obey her every word. 

Usually. The charisma had not, apparently, extended to her foster-parents or the Empress and Empreeena -- but why count them? 

He was glad Anala's gift for inspiring obedience, which she'd had since she'd been a babe in swaddling clothes, had held true for her foster-sister. He did not relish the idea of having to watch the child all hours of the day. 

Mara had grown a great deal since she'd been discovered on board. Merry had barely known of her save for hearsay and he could see the changes already. It was if that small internal thing that made one a child had snapped in her, letting adulthood flood in and take hold. 

Oh, she was still quick to smile and laugh, and had that joyful spontaneity that Morgan also had, but Merry sensed a newfound seriousness and resilience in the girl. 

He was glad for it. Things could get rough in the near future, and Mara would need to be as strong as the one she so idolised. 

He stole another glance at her and saw her head was nodding, her chin drooping to her chest, eyes half-closed. He gave a sharp, short whistle, and her head snapped up and she looked at him sheepishly, knowing what he was going to say. "Get ta bed, child. I'll not have ye fall overboard, ye ken? Anala'd have me head," he would add if she looked rebellious. 

She sighed and headed towards the hatch. "Yes, Uncle Merry," she said, flashing him a quick smile to show there were no hard feelings. 

"G'night, child," he said, smiling at the honorific she'd used. 

He was her uncle, truly -- or would have been, had Tenea not refused his proposal all those years ago. He sighed. Someday their respective careers wouldn't interfere with their love. They'd never stopped caring for each other. Her letters to him confirmed as much. They had their duties -- she in Atherton, so she could watch over Anala, and he in Harbourtown, so he could keep an eye on the Tanners. Someday the girls would be his nieces in truth. 

A flicker on the ocean, between ship and town, caught his eye. A strange sight. A mist, illuminated from within, floated in off the sea to hover above the deck. 

He frowned, his hand at his cutlass automatically, and he tensed, ready to shout the alarm if need be. The mist landed on the deck and coalesced into a humanoid and familiar shape. 

Merry relaxed a bit at seeing Anala's aunt -- her real aunt. "Charity? I thought ye'd gone ta Mudflat." 

The figure shook her head, and Merry realised this must be Hope, Anala's mother. A'course. Charity's hair'd been much lighter. Aside from that small difference, the two women could have passed as each other; so he forgave himself his mistake. At least he had not been totally shocked at the mist: from what Charity had told him twenty-seven years ago, he should expect this sort of thing from her sister. He was glad he'd remembered what she'd told him. 

He bowed, deep and respectful. "Lady Exsil Vis. What can I do for ye?" 

The figure spoke in a thin, wavery voice, and Merry guessed it took some strength for Hope to maintain it, for he could not imagine Anala's mother as having a weak voice or spirit. "Anala will be coming shortly, but she will be in need of help, and a speedy retreat. You did me a favour once before, Captain -- I ask you to save my daughter one last time. I promise you whatsoever you wish in return." The figure flickered, once, twice. She was losing power. 

Merry shook his head. What he wanted she couldn't give. "I'd need no recompense, Lady. When'd Anala be coming, then?" 

Her features were blurring into one another as she struggled to remain present enough to reply. "A day...mayhap more. She'll have...man with her. Stout-Heart," she gasped out and then the apparition disappeared, the mist dissipating into the chill evening air. 

Merry sighed. He had a ship to get ready. 

He turned to raise the silent alarm among his crew and caught sight of a figure retreating below decks. 

Mara? What was she still doing up here? No, it couldn't have been Mara -- the figure was shorter. It was Ros, he realised. Why would Ros be up here when he was not even on duty....

His musings trailed off as the realisation hit him like a slap of cold water on a hot day. Merry set his mouth in a tight line as he headed below decks. Looked like he had more than Anala's imminent escape to warn the crew about. 

At least now Mara would have a chance to test out those knots she'd learned. He'd be damned if he let a spy of the Empress escape the justice of his crew.
  


Yarrow




The last day of winter dawned gloomy and cold. The snow of last night lay in small white patches on the untrodden ground, which was better than the black slush it had turned into on the city streets. 

She'd not been kidding when she'd said tardiness would not be tolerated, and had been glad to see that the others had taken it to heart. She didn't include Caelum in the term "others." Why couldn't he have been late -- as usual? 

No, he'd been there even before she, determined not to be left behind. Damn him. She'd agreed to let him come only because she hadn't wanted to hurt him. I should've, really. Anything to keep him away from me. 

She could still hurt him in Mudflat, she supposed. After Ghia, Jules, and Aro leave for Harbourtown, though. Wouldn't want him under care of the first regiment's CMO and Head Healer for the nation. 

In truth, she couldn't really do anything like that to him, and deep down she knew it. She just didn't want to admit it to anyone. 

Shaking her head to clear the cobwebs of her thoughts, she glanced behind her to see Caelum engaged in conversation with Jules and Ghia -- apparently friendly enough. Goddess knew Caelum could use a friend right now. 

Jules glanced her way and the look that then passed his face was almost guilty. As if he knows and doesn't want to upset me. 

The whole castle likely knew she and Caelum had fought. She held no illusions about that. Did Jules know the nature of her fight with Caelum? How could he? That was between her, Caelum, and...the spy. 

Feck. Looked like a misstep in judgment there! Trusting your CMO? Were you crazy? 

I thought I was. Mayhap I wasn't far off the mark. 

Nothing to be done about it now, except to curse her stupidity in bringing a possible spy along on this trip. 

Two possible spies, she amended, seeing Jules and Ghia ride together. They were close -- if one was a spy it was likely the other was, too. 

It was her own fault that Ghia had no horse on this trip, and had to share. She'd forgotten that not everyone was so lucky as Jules and had not requested the use of a castle horse for the healer. Instead of wasting more time in the finding of a mount, Ghia had elected to ride with Jules. 

She could have shared with someone else and she chose Jules instead. Why? 

Maybe they're just friends, Yarrow. They work in the same field, after all, said a sensible voice in her head. 

She dismissed it. She worked in the same field as Anita and they weren't necessarily friends. 

She realised she was still staring at the three behind her and Jules still had that guilty look on his face. She kept her face carefully neutral and shrugged her shoulders slightly before turning away. 

What was that guilty, hangdog look? As if he feared her anger for speaking to Caelum...which indicated he was still loyal to her, obviously. That could just be an act. No, no -- I've known Jules for a long time and he's not that good a liar. 

She'd just have to order him to remain in Mudflat with her and Caelum. And Lt. James, when they found him. Then Yarrow could discover...whatever I can discover. She'd at least be separating the two possible spies in the group -- always a good thing. 

She glanced to her left and noted Aro looked a lot better than he had last night, though he must have a terrible hangover. Good thing it wasn't bright today. Strange thing, that. Aro had a reputation, albeit now ruined, of being extremely levelheaded and sober. In fact, thinking back on it, had Yarrow ever seen him drink in public? How could he allow himself to get like that? Was it just that he missed Anala so much? 

Considering that, she shook her head. No, that didn't seem very Aro-like. But after he'd had that drink with her, he'd disappeared into his room. It wasn't until Ghia had roused him that the truth had come out and spread like wildfire throughout the castle -- that he'd disappeared into a drunken stupor. 

It was quite mysterious. Sober Aro, drunk for over a sevenday. Yarrow wanted to ask, but she didn't have the courage to be quite that rude. She just hoped she hadn't been an enabler to a dangerous addiction for him. 

The sun broke through the clouds then, and Yarrow was able to note its position in the sky. Not bad. They were making good time, for the castle was a small dot on the horizon already and they still had plenty of daylight left. In an hour, she'd call a break. 




~




The break came in a little less than an hour, because on seeing the small brook, she decided it would be a good chance to water the horses. 

They dismounted and let their horses drink while they walked out the bunched muscles in their own legs. Ghia was having difficulty dismounting and walking, and Yarrow guessed the girl wasn't used to long rides. She doesn't even have a mount -- of course she's not used to this. 

What had possessed her to take along a non-military girl as escort? Ghia was soft; she could only slow them down. 

Not as if I had much choice. Going to Harbourtown was, after all, Ghia's crazy idea. Yarrow had just offered them the chance to do it without certain court martial for Aro and Jules, while solving her own escort problem. She couldn't tell Ghia to stay behind, for it was obvious the girl would go anyway, and that could have proved extremely dangerous for the healer. Yarrow and the boys were as much an escort for Ghia as she was for them. 

Who knew? They might need her skills as Head Healer, which were undoubtedly greater than Jules' CMO skills. There was a reason Ghia stood to inherit that post and he didn't. Yarrow just hoped the girl wouldn't cripple them. 

Her solitude by the brook was then interrupted by none other than the very one she was trying to avoid. Intent on talking again, it seemed. 

"Will nothing make you feck off, Caelum?" she asked tiredly. 

He shrugged and settled down beside her. "No," he said simply. "I'm very persistent." 

She rolled her eyes. "Yeah. I know." 

They sat in an almost comfortable silence, though it wasn't quite there yet. It wasn't angry or insurmountably awkward, however. It would be a while before their silences were comfortable as they had once been. Or comforting. 

At length he spoke, and she suppressed a sigh. He wanted to talk and she probably couldn't stop him. Why fight the inevitable? I don't have to really care or even forgive him. I'll just listen. 

"I spent some time at my family's farm during leave. What was left of it. Paid my respects to mother, father, and Stella. Spent time with Uncle Pieter, whom, I'd like to think I learned a lot from." 

Ok, so I was right -- but where are you going with this? He sighed and stopped speaking, but Yarrow doubted he was done. She waited. 

"One very important thing he taught me, which I'd never really grasped until I heard him say it, is that the ends don't justify the means. They never have and never will, no matter what certain tacticians and historians have said." 

Yarrow nodded. He was referring to Bellica Minerva of the First Age and her many books on military strategy and tactics. The books were considered essential to a military education, and required reading for all bellicas, majors, and majoras to be. They'd studied them together. There was no doubt in Yarrow's mind that Minerva had been a brilliant bellica in her time, but Yarrow had never agreed with the woman's insistence that the ends would always justify the means. 

Sometimes there was no choice, however. 

Caelum had finally grasped that. Good. It didn't change what he'd done, but it gave hope for him to change. Hope for the future. 

He sighed again. "I suppose I could tell you the reason I did what I did, but in the end -- it was wrong, no matter how well-intentioned I was. The Road to Tyvian...." He trailed off. "I'm sorry, Yarrow. I did something stupid -- well, I've done a lot of that. But this was perhaps the most monumentally stupid thing I've ever done in my long history of doing stupid things. I hope someday you can forgive me. I know that's too much to ask, so I only hope that you hear me out, and maybe not hate me." 

A silence followed his speech, and then he got up to leave her alone with her thoughts. Again. 

Except now they were all a jumbled mess. Dammit! She'd gotten clarity and now he'd fecked things up again. 

But he's trying. Isn't that what matters? 

No. Trying and failing means nothing -- only accomplishment is important. 

Her two sides battled it out for a while until she told them to SHUT UP because she couldn't think with their bickering going on. 

She was out of time to think. Break was over. 

She got up and shouted for her party to get their butts in gear, because they were leaving now. 

She went and checked her saddle and stroked Pyrrhus while the others scrambled, Ghia lifted up by Jules because she was obviously too stiff to move. Yarrow stopped herself from making a pitying noise--what a tomboy! 

She glanced to her side and saw Caelum getting ready to mount Gloaming. She hesitated for all of five seconds, then faced him and said very softly: "I don't hate you." Then she mounted and headed back to the trail, giving him no time to respond. 

Still, she didn't forgive him. 

Well. Maybe.
  


Ghia




This wasn't so bad, she supposed. I mean, once you get past the hardness of the saddle...and all the bumps on the road...and the constant jostling that make my tits feel as if they're about to fall off....

Scratch that. Horseback riding was terrible. Her continued cramping made it worse. She'd thought that pain was part of the drug's effects on her. But didn't the drug get cleared from me? Maybe it was having lingering side effects on her system. Terribly vexing, to have abdomen cramps while on a steady trot along a hard road. 

At least she had Jules to sit in front of -- he made a comfy cushion -- for all that he'd been acting incredibly standoffish all day. She could've found out why quite easily, but honestly, she respected him too much to want to pry into his thoughts. Weren't they friends? Friends don't read each others' minds without permission. Maybe he's just in one of his moods. 

But he'd been friendly enough with Caelum through their conversation, and with his bellica and Aro earlier in the day. It was only with her, Ghia, that he'd been...awkward. Almost cold. 

Maybe it was she. What had she done? Nothing, to be sure. Mayhap he's mad I took over his bed last night. He should have said something, instead of keeping things bottled up. 

Ugh. She didn't want to spend this trip wondering about what she may have or may not have done. Jules would get over it eventually, and they could talk about it, and she could call him an idiot for not sharing it earlier. Things would get back to normal. 

Aside from a prolonged trot on a horse who definitely did not like her, Jules' moodiness, and the constant cramps, she was excited about this trip. She could be riding into danger but she couldn't curb her happy anticipation. for, as of midnight that night, Ghia would be twenty years of age. 

A real adult now, with opinions that mattered--not that she'd ever believed hers hadn't. She'd be allowed to drink (finally!). She'd made sure to get her card before leaving, for she wanted no one questioning her legality in Mudflat or Harbourtown. The clerk at Social Administration had been leery of giving a card a day early, but the combination of her best smile, a bit of flirting, and the records saying she'd be on the road all that day had convinced him, though he had put the "valid as of" date as 1st Primera, 4020. 

So what? There were to be no taverns tonight, not between here and Mudflat. Ghia actually hoped they would ride on through the night, despite her discomfort. She wanted to be in Mudflat tomorrow evening so she could have a drink on her birthday. 

It wasn't as if they could celebrate New Year's while on the road, anyway. Might as well keep riding until Mudflat, right? She wasn't in charge of this mission, but she would speak to Yarrow and ask if they could. Sleeping in a saddle may be preferable to the rocky ground. 

Not so good as sleeping in a warm bed, which she would have in Mudflat tomorrow evening if they pressed on. Or that I'd have at home if I'd stayed instead of planning this crazy thing. Something urged her on, something she couldn't deny. Sometimes it was a real trial, having such powers. She did wish she could be in Atherton for her birthday, for she'd spent every birthday with her mother and aunt since they'd found her. Their Regala de Primavera, they called her -- "spring gift". She didn't really know whether it was her real birthday, but that had been the day they'd found her, in 4001, when, they said, she'd been about a year old. It seemed reasonable to have her birthday entered into the archives as the first day of the new year. 

It could have been worse, had she landed with foster parents not so caring. After all, who wants to celebrate after New Year's Eve? However, Helene and Kasandra always made sure her party had started the night before, at the celebrations for the end of winter, and lasted until the evening of the first day of the new year. 

Truly, she had a wonderful foster family. She regretted not being able to spend this birthday with them, for this one was a rather large milestone. What could she do? She needed to go to Harbourtown and if she had decided to stay in town instead of accompany Yarrow to Mudflat first, she would have been flat out of luck. Traveling to Harbourtown, alone, in the beginning of spring when everything was muddy? Without a horse! There had been no choice, so very early that morning she had slipped out of Jules' bed and gone to say her farewells to her comatose mother in the hospitalis, and her very sleepy aunt at the tavern, which was still a hospice for those patients from the clinics. Her aunt had given her a small wrapped gift with some hugs and kisses, but only on the condition that Ghia wait until the first to open it. As if I wouldn't! They'd had a very teary goodbye. She hoped her mother had heard what she'd said to her, too. It was difficult, doing this so differently from how it had been done her whole life. At least I'll get to spend my birthday with Jules. I really hope he cheers up between now and tomorrow. 

Soon they came across some small hills and Ghia guessed they were getting closer to Mudflat, which, she knew, rested on a plateau between two ranges of the foothills of the Blood Mountains. She'd never been there, of course. In fact, this was her first journey out of Atherton. She had studied maps and books and felt she could make reasonable guesses about what she might find. 

Caelum nodded to the two of them and rode on ahead to ride beside Yarrow. Ghia noted the surprise in Yarrow's posture as her major joined her and Aro dropped back to ride beside the two healers. 

Yarrow didn't yell at Caelum or ride on ahead without them, so it looked as if things were better between the two would-be lovers. A bit better than they had been, at least, for the two still weren't speaking, and it had been clear this morning that Yarrow was not pleased that Caelum was tagging along. But better nonetheless. Ghia forced herself to be happy about the change. 

She turned to smile at Aro, for she wished for conversation. "How are you today, Major Aro?" She made her voice kind, for even though she'd been genuinely angry last night, she felt bad about how mean she'd been to him. 

He shrugged. "Hungover. But that's better than drunk, so...." he gave her a game smile. She said nothing in reply, for how would she know? After a pause he spoke again. "I want to thank you, Ghia." 

She looked at him bemusedly. "For what? I was really mean to you last night -- for which I'm sorry," she added, glad to be able to apologise. 

He gave a brisk shake of his head. "Please, don't be. You were kinder than Anala would have been had she found I'd fallen off the caravan." 

It took a moment for that to register. "Fallen off... You're an --"

"Recovering," he said, cutting her off, though he smiled. "I'd been dry for over ten years. Didn't realise how much of my strength to remain so came from Anala." His smile turned bittersweet. "It was because of her that I recovered at all; so I guess I shouldn't be surprised. Anyway, I thank you, Ghia. That kick in the fustanella that you gave me was just what I needed." 

Ghia was flabbergasted. She'd never thought Aro was a...a Friend of Terra, as they called themselves, for Terra was Althea's daughter, Goddess of all the good healing things of the earth and then of healing and cleansing the body. 

"You're welcome, I guess. But Aro -- oh, I feel terrible now!" she said, upset. "I called you such names...." she trailed off, hating her mean streak. She looked down at the saddle horn, feeling tears well up in her eyes. Why are you crying, stupid? So weak....

A hand bridged the gap between their horses to rest on her arm. She looked up to see Aro looking at her kindly. "It was as I said, Ghia, You were kinder to me than Anala would be. Didn't I say as much last night, Jules?" he added, looking at the medic behind her. 

She twisted in the saddle to look at Jules, but barely succeeded in facing him. "You didn't tell me that last night!" she said, hating that she sounded like a petulant child. 

Jules looked at her mildly, lips curved in a small smirk. "I didn't get a chance. And yes, Aro, you did say as much," he went on, while Ghia was very glad Jules didn't say why he'd not gotten a chance, sure she was blushing furiously already. "I believe you also said 'Thank Terra for that know-it-all healer,' am I right?" Aro nodded and looked at Ghia nervously for her reaction. She merely shrugged. She'd been called worse. Jules patted her leg affectionately. "See? No reason to be upset." 

"Right," chimed in Aro, and Ghia gave up. 

Men are impossible. "Fine. But I'm not going to be that mean again," she warned. 

There was a snort behind her. "I doubt that," said Jules, but there was no malice in it and she let it go. 

She looked ahead to where Yarrow and Caelum rode, and saw they were talking now. Or, rather, Caelum was talking and Yarrow was listening. 

"I wonder what they're talking about," she said softly, so only Jules could hear her. 

He didn't have an answer for her.
  


Caelum




Caelum couldn't believe his luck. He was riding next to Yarrow and she wasn't trying to stab him. 

And she doesn't hate me. She'd said so. How amazing was that? 

He still had more to tell her, of course. There'd be plenty of time on this trip, and he'd already made a large first step. She'd listened. He was so happy. 

And so glad he'd listened to his Uncle Pieter, whose lessons had been invaluable. He was a new Caelum, now -- smarter and a little more suave, he hoped. 

"Caelum," Yarrow's voice cut through his thoughts. 

She's speaking to me! "Yes, Ma'am?" 

She sighed, and gave him a look that said she was already regretting speaking. He kept his expression neutral and held his breath. 

"I need to know why. I know there's no point to knowing, that the reason doesn't really matter, but...I still need to know." 

He let his breath out in a long sigh, and nodded. "You deserve to know." 

He told her everything -- starting from the day Saul deSelena had come to his family's farm. Caelum had been visiting for a brief time, and he'd seen Saul fencing with Pieter, whom he'd easily bested. Caelum had fenced with the newcomer and been defeated within minutes. He watched Saul intently, and knew he'd never seen a swordswoman his equal. 

Saul said he was looking for something. He didn't know what, but he'd been on a quest to find it for several years, beginning in his hometown of Atton. 

It hadn't been in Mudflat, nor Harbourtown. It hadn't been across the Three Sisters, the rivers that led from the sea to the Blood River, and it wasn't in Southland. He continued on his trek, to Smoke, he said. Caelum guessed he didn't find it there either, for a little while later Saul was Consort to Queen Zanny, and then was called Lord Saul. Caelum could hardly believe Zanny was what Saul sought but to each his own. Besides, the expert swordswoman could only be good for the then-Queen. 

Then he left, and Zanny became worse. Eventually he ended up in Nucalif, where he married a young woman named Lyra Timor, poised to inherit the ruling seat in the city-state, and Saul became Seigneur Timor of Nucalif -- the once-prosperous friend of Athering that had since fallen on hard times. 

Lord Timor had softened those times, and stayed with his lady husband -- apparently the soft flower of the girl was what he'd been seeking. Or perhaps it had been life in Nucalif period, and Lyra was just an extra benefit. Whatever it was, he was happy -- or so all gossip said. When that gossip reached Zanny's ears, well....

Caelum did not need to say all of this. Yarrow knew most of the story herself, for she'd been there for a lot of it. He filled in what she didn't know, rounding out her understanding of the tale so she would know the whole truth. As much of the whole truth that anyone but the late Saul or Lyra could know. 

"When I'd heard our orders," he continued, trying to keep his voice from catching on the lump in his throat, "I knew you would take him alone, out of pride. I knew that he'd kill you, for I knew he was better than you were with a sword, and he had more to fight for." 

They both knew that was true. Lord Timor had a family to protect, whereas Yarrow and the rest only had orders to follow. It was a battle of passions, and it was obvious which was stronger. "I couldn't let that happen, Yarrow. I'd let Umbra take my soul first." 

He fell silent. That was it. There was nothing more he could say. He hoped what he had said would be enough. 

"I see," she said at length, and he accepted it, for he knew she could give him nothing else.
  


Lares




He couldn't believe what his lady was asking of him. 

"Leave you? Alone with him? Are you mad?" 

Her face registered surprise, and well it should, for this was the first display of temper he'd shown her. He couldn't help it. How could she ask this of him? He'd vowed to stay beside her until death! Being apart from her would be worse than death. 

"Lares, please," she began, but he cut her off with an angry gesture. 

"I won't leave you, Lady. I've said it before and I'll say it again until you believe me but I will not leave you!" 

 A smash as the perfume bottle that had been in her hand moments before landed against the wall beside him, and a tinkle as the pieces slid to the floor amid a mess of scented oil. 

"Why?" she screamed, and it was his turn to be surprised at his normally placid love. "Because you love me? Is that it, Lares -- you love me and so you'll stay here and torment me with what I cannot have?" 

Her voice broke; she was crying and crumbling before his eyes, and he strode to her to gather her up in his arms. 

"No, no, darling," he whispered, supporting her small form. "Not torment. Never torment. Say the word and I'll take you away from here! You don't have to have this," he said, stroking her hair and trying to soothe her. The lady would not be soothed. 

Her fist connected with his chest and he stumbled back, releasing her abruptly. She looked at him, eyes red with salty tears that ran down her cheeks. She'd never been so beautiful to him -- this was her first display to him of any sort of passion. It was gorgeous. She was gorgeous. 

"I will not leave, Lares. You've known this for years," she choked out. 

"Why not? What keeps you here? It can't possibly be him...." he laced the word with as much disgust as he felt, which was a great deal. How could anyone harbour anything but hate for Maurice Exsil Vis? It didn't seem possible that anyone loved or cared for the man. 

She smiled at him sadly, and he felt his fears confirmed. "It's complicated," she said. "You might understand when you're older." 

Older! He was little under half her age, if that. She couldn't be much older than fifty years. Didn't look older than thirty, but he'd witnessed everything in the hall, knew Anala was Hope's daughter, knew his lady had to be closer to fifty than he had thought. 

Oh, yes, he'd heard everything, from what Anala had screamed at Maurice to what had transpired upon mother's meeting daughter. He was concerned about Anala, and held a great deal more respect for the bellica, but she was not his primary worry. 

Hope was. 

But. Older! "You're not that much older than I, My Lady," he said, hoping to compliment her. 

Instead she let out a hollow, maddened laugh -- no, a cackle, and sank to the floor. "Do you know how old I am?" she rasped. 

How could he? No one did. He shook his head. 

She laughed again, and it turned into a high pitched keening sound as she rocked back and forth on the floor. He resisted going to her, to soothe her, as she seemed to not like that. 

At length she stopped, and said, so soft he strained to hear: "I was near twice your age when Maurice was born." She gave him a terrible look, for he saw lurking madness in her eyes. 

It was insane. Near a century had passed since she'd been born? Mayhap more than a century, for she'd given him no real number, just estimates. Insane and impossible. He knew it to be true, however, for she never lied to him. Evaded, yes. But never lied. 

He knelt beside her and put his arms around her, holding her close. "Darling, I love you no less," was all he said, and then he brushed away a strand of her hair and kissed her deeply, proving his affection with more than words.
  


Hope




The touch of Lares' young, soft lips on her old, used ones cut through the madness she felt, and Hope leaned into his embrace eagerly, returning the kiss with whatever passion she had left in her. His hand reached to cup her face and caress her skin tenderly. 

It was nice. Extremely nice. 

But too tender, and too sweet. Those things could never make her crumple with desire. Lares could never give her what she needed. 

And I will kill him if I keep him here. 

Reluctantly she broke away from him. He looked crestfallen, but did not press her for more than she could give. Hope knew he'd make some woman very happy someday. It wouldn't be she. Can't be. 

"That's not what I was asking," she said in response to his last words to her. "I'm old, Lares, and God willing I'll die soon. But," she added, cutting off his protest, "but I cannot die in peace without knowing both you and Anala are safe." She grabbed his hand, squeezing it, and looked pleadingly into his eyes. "Please, Lares. If you love me, do this for me. Keep yourself and my daughter safe." 

He looked at her for a long, long time. Then he sighed, and raised her hand to his lips. "I hear and obey, My Lady," he said simply, letting her hand drop. 

"Thank you," she said, and closed her eyes and leaned back against her bed. Another battle won. 

When she opened her eyes, Lares was gone.
  


Jules




Night had fallen around them, but they rode on, refreshed from their second break. Ghia had suggested they ride on through the night, which, Jules thought, had surprised Yarrow. No one had come up with a reason not to, and so they'd just kept going. 

No one except him. But he'd be damned if he told his bellica he needed a break from Ghia being in his lap. He'd never wanted to be an ascetic, but it looked as if the Goddesses had different ideas. 

He adjusted their positions in the saddle, trying to find a way of sitting that didn't torment him so. It was useless. The saddle wasn't really big enough for two people to ride it comfortably. Not if one of them wants to retain any self-control, he thought, gritting his teeth as Suki put a little more force into her trot, making both healers bounce even more in the saddle. 

Demon horse. He'd bet she knew....

Ghia slumped forward then, and Jules realised she'd fallen asleep. Poor girl must be exhausted. 

He didn't want her falling off, no matter how much her curves were torturing him. He slinked an arm around her waist and pulled her back until she was resting comfortably against him, head on his shoulder. 

So much for trying to keep from touching her as much as possible, he thought morosely, and settled in for a harder -- More difficult, I meant more difficult! -- ride.
  


Ghia




Ghia was surprised, even shocked, to feel Jules' arm come around her and pull her back against him. He'd not been overtly physically affectionate with her today, aside from that small leg pat earlier. Why the sudden change? 

Oh, he must have thought she was asleep. She'd fallen into a light trance state so easily she didn't even realise she'd done it until she felt his arm around her. 

Now that she was here, she was going to contact Rosa. 

She stretched mentally, letting her thoughts travel back to Atherton on feather light gusts of air. 

Rosa.... she called, and instantly felt the presence of her mentor. 

Yes, child -- where are you now? Heading to Mudflat? ...oh, I see. 

It was nice how rarely Ghia had to extrapolate things with the magea. 

Rosa, have you discovered aught of Anala? 

No, child -- there is a most vexing wall around the island. I can't penetrate it. 

You too, huh? 

Quite. A sigh, like the rustling of tree branches in a gentle breeze. I'll keep trying, however, and will make sure you are as informed as I. You're heading to Harbourtown after Mudflat? 

After a good night's sleep, yes, she said with a mental smile. ... How's my mother faring? 

There was a pause. She's stable, the magea said. But still comatose. Do you wish me to....

No, said Ghia quickly. She doesn't want interference. They fell silent then, Ghia brooding on her mother's stubbornness. And some other things that were bothering her. 

What troubles you? Rosa said, instantly picking up on Ghia's mood. 

Relieved she didn't have to bring it up awkwardly, she launched right into her concerns. I'm wondering where all this strength came from. I was tired during the outbreak, but then I went to the clinic and worked like a fiend. The only thing that slowed me down was the drug. I've never felt such power flood me, Rosa. Her mental voice quavered. It frightened me. 

Ah, said the magea, and there was a slight pause. You have discovered the great secret and greater weakness of the Magi. Our powers expand to near limitlessness when we are consumed with anger. 

Ghia frowned. How is that a weakness?

Another sigh, this one the sound of a tree barren in winter, branches creaking and clacking together in a cold wind. Have you ever been consumed by a fury so great you know naught else? An anger that eats away at your soul until you can feel nothing else...no love, no compassion, not even hate nor desire save the hunger for blood to be spilled. Just a terrible, cold madness that takes you over and makes you forget anything you ever were before. 

The magea went silent, and Ghia felt she'd opened a very old, very tender wound. 

I'm sorry, she said, unsure that was the right thing to say. 

Hm? Oh, there's nothing to apologise for, child. I just hope you don't ever understand what I'm saying. I'll let you get back to your journey, and tell you when I know somewhat of Anala. 

Before she could say goodbye, the magea was gone, leaving Ghia feeling strangely bereft. 

What darkness, what sadness and great fury existed in the magea's past? And why did Ghia get the sinking feeling that her own future would hold the very understanding that Rosa feared she might gain?
  


Anala




Anala woke in a large bed she didn't recognise. The room was dark. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust. 

Where was she? There was a fuzzy blankness in her head where memories should have been. The last thing she remembered was...Aro's lips on hers, in the library. 

What did that lead to? But when she checked, she saw she was alone in the bed. She breathed a sigh of relief -- or disappointment. 

She worked her way to the edge of the bed and swung her legs over and sat up. A wave of dizziness nauseated her and she fell forward to the floor to retch on the rich carpet. 

When the sickness had subsided she got shakily to her feet with a strange sense of deja vu, as if she'd done that recently. She just couldn't remember. 

Stumbling, she made her way to what she hoped was the bathroom. Even in the dark she could see it was, and she fell to sit on the latrine. 

What had possessed her to go to bed after drinking so much? Wherever this bed was. Wherever she was. 

She needed cold water on her face. Maybe it would wash away the cobwebs in her head. She leaned over the sink and turned a gold knob with difficulty. Cold water gushed forward, but before she could fall forward to splash it on her face she got a sight of herself in the old mirror--and stopped short. 

She didn't recognise the apparition in front of her. She looked...worse than death. Sallow skin on sunken cheeks made a face, once fleshed out, skeletal. Stringy hair fell in tangles around her sickly features. Eyes had sunk deep in her head, with shadows so dark they were black. A once white nightgown, now stained with things she didn't want to think about, covered what used to be her filled-out form -- but now her shoulders hunched, bony extensions of flesh shadowing a bony torso. Lips cracked and pale, and dried spittle on her chin. Since when had her spit been green?

She smiled experimentally and her lips curled away to bare yellowy-green teeth in a snarl. Dear Goddess. How long 'ave I slept? And why...why so uncared for?

She straightened her shoulders and ran a few fingers through her horrible hair. It made a little difference and she felt better for it. 

The water was still running and so she cupped some in her hands to splash her face. As the water hit her skin and lips, she smelled and tasted sulphur. 

Sulphur. 

She coughed and spluttered as the memories flooded her brain. 

Voco. Volcanic island with sulphuric water. She was on Voco and...and she....

Oh, Goddess. It was like waking up from a very bad nightmare to find it was true. 

Anala deHope Exsil Vis. 

She almost threw up again. 

Not that her mother was so terrible -- no more terrible than any other woman who couldn't leave a horrible marriage. But...Lord Exsil Vis. Yer father. 

It'd be a miracle I'd be as nice as I am, she thought, and winced, for she knew exactly how deep her mean streak went. 

What had happened between that dinner and right now? Her tongue probed her cottony mouth and she considered her appearance. 

Drugged. For how long, she didn't know -- but mayhap a sevenday, or more. It seemed someone had forgotten to renew her dose. Or else her body had finally fought back. 

She counted her blessings, fully aware of how soon they might run out. She had to leave--now! No time for the bath she so much desired. Quickly she rinsed her mouth with the putrid water and wetted her hair, which she tied back in a tight bun. She could try to tame it if she lived to escape this place. 

Then, a whirlwind, now that she had urgency and purpose to drive her, she dressed in riding clothes and packed her bag, somehow avoiding the pile of her sick on the floor during the many passes between wardrobe and bed. 

In the trunk at the foot of the bed, she found her sword, still in its scabbard and with no apparent damage to it. Another blessing, though she supposed she had the Lady Hope to thank for that. The woman was not without influence. 

She strapped her sword on and buckled her boots, which also still had her boot knife in them. Another miracle. When would her luck run out? Her pack she swung to her back and secured the straps over her shoulders. It seemed heavier than before, which she chalked that up to her current weakness. It didn't matter and in any event there was nothing she could do about that. She was ready. 

Now the only problem was, which way to go? Door or window? 

She strode to the window and opened the drapes. It was dark out, but if she looked hard enough she thought she could see the lights of Merry's ship in harbour. She prayed it was not her imagination tricking her, for to reach the shore, only to be trapped....

I'd swim until they caught me or I'd drown. She peered down to gauge her chances of scaling the wall below her window. Not good. The drop was too far, the wall too smooth, and she could see nothing promising at the bottom -- just darkness. She doubted the bedsheets would reach far enough to get her to a safe dropping distance. 

The door, then. Tiptoeing, she walked across the room to it and pressed her ear against the wood, listening for the noises of bored guards. She heard nothing but the wood might be very thick. 

She loosened her sword in its scabbard, ready to draw and fight, and very quietly, very slowly, opened the door, checking to the right and left. 

Only one guard, to the left, sound asleep in his chair. Pathetic. 

She had no wish to kill him. That would only alert the palace to her disappearance sooner. She stepped over and gave him a sleeper hold. His head drooped even further and his breathing became deeper and slower. 

She did not envy him the headache he'd have upon waking nor the punishment he would receive for sleeping on the job. Then again, she could feel no sympathy for one loyal to Lord Exsil Vis. 

She took off down the hall then, hoping she could remember her way out of the palace. After a few wrong turns she got her bearings back, and soon she was creeping through the shadows in the more populated areas of the castle. 

Through some stroke of luck she made it to the stables, where a young groom got another sleeper hold from her. She found her horse easily, it being the shabbiest creature there. 

She pulled the docile mare about halfway out of the stall when she stopped. What am I doin'? She needed to escape, not go for a gentle city ride. She pushed the mare back into its stall and took a horse from a few stalls down. 

 This one was a huge, black stallion, who looked as if he normally had a terrible temper. Anala approached him cautiously and held out her hand. He sniffed it, then nickered softly and nuzzled her. 

She'd always had a way with horses. 

She moved to open the stall door and noted the small plaque on it: His Lordship's stallion, Endymion. She snorted. Well, I'd be 'is eldest -- only fittin I should be getting 'is horse. 

Within minutes he was saddled and they were outside in the cool night air. She mounted with a bit of difficultly, legs unused to the movement, but soon she was atop Endymion and they were off through the streets of Clifton, going as fast as stealth allowed.
  


Dagon




Trent was the first to hear the commotion outside. 

The three sailors had booked a room at the inn, as Anala had ordered, and they'd waited, not so patiently, for six days. 

They all worried about their lady, Dagon knew, though the younger ones found it more difficult to hide their frustration. 

Trent had suggested they go to Clifton and join the bellica, for he was sure she was in danger. 

"And disobey 'er orders?" Dagon asked him. "Ye want her ta slap ye again?" 

"No, but I dinnae want her ta die either. A slap shows she'd still be alive, at least," the man had retorted. 

Merrik cut in then, before Dagon could reply, shaking his head. "We could be endangerin' 'er life, Trent, if'n we'd be of a mind ta go. It was 'is Lordship who ordered us ta stay 'ere, not Anala. 'e might kill 'er if'n we think ta disobey," he said, and they all fell silent, for he'd said out loud what none of them wanted to think about. None of them liked feeling helpless to save their bellica. 

Trent kicked the wall in frustration. "I'd be going fer a walk," he said, and left without waiting for permission.

Merrik moved after him but Dagon held his hand out, stopping the other man. "Dinnae. He'd not endanger 'er."

The two had gone downstairs to have a drink. Or four. 

They sat by the fire for hours, Trent joining them eventually, nursing pints of ale. 

Late in the evening, close to midnight and the new year (not that anyone on this Goddess-forsaken island seemed to care), Trent sat up straighter in his chair, head cocked to listen to something only he could hear. 

"Ye hear that?" he asked, voice a whisper. 

The other two shook their heads; Dagon cocked his head to listen and saw Merrik do the same. 

Trent listened a moment longer, then his eyes widened. "It'd be Anala!" he said, and then he was leaving, flying out the door before the other two understood the import of his words. 

A second later Dagon and Merrik followed, rushing out after Trent onto the street. 

There, at the corner of the road, where it curved to leave Tellangia and go further up the mountain, there was Anala on a great black stallion, her sword drawn, fighting off a party of guardsmen from the palace. She'd taken down two already, but there were easily ten, fifteen more. 

Trent was running and shouting out battle cries already, cutlass drawn to slash at the tendons of the nearest guard. The man screamed and fell off his horse, and then Dagon lost sight of Trent for all three were in the fray at that point, hacking and slashing, careful not to injure the horses. 

Anala fought with renewed vigour at the sight of her honour guard, but Dagon could see she was unwell. They had to win, and quick. 

They were down to a few men and many scared horses milling about. Dagon mounted one in time to see reinforcements come in -- elites, by the look of them, with those strange weapons on their belts. 

"Merrik, Trent!" he shouted a warning, and Merrik looked up from the guard he'd just dispatched to see the new force. Dagon couldn't see Trent but he hoped the other man had got himself a mount. 

"Feck!" Dagon heard Merrik say, and then he was mounted too, and they stood to face the men coming down the hill towards them. Dagon still couldn't see Trent, but had no time to look for him, as the elite troops were upon them. 

They fought for what seemed an eternity, hacking and slashing at whatever they could reach that was unprotected. Soon they'd taken down another four men, but Dagon knew already they'd lose. He was bleeding from a dozen small wounds and doubted the others fared much better. If only he could get Anala to run -- at least she'd have a chance. 

"Bellica!" he shouted. Her head snapped in his direction briefly before she turned back to the man she was killing. 

"Bellica, ye must go -- leave us!" 

She shook her head as she thrust her sword at another elite. "I'll not leave ye, Dagon -- till death!" With a savage stroke of her sword the man fell to her horse's feet, and she turned then and Dagon saw who he really served. 

"Fer Bellona!" he screamed, and took to battle as his standard the image of his Lady, blood-soaked hair plastering a sweaty, dirty face, teeth bared in a non-human smile, sword held in a strong arm ready to cut down everything in her path. It gave him courage. 

He fought viciously, eyes barely registering the sight of Trent's broken body on the cobblestones of Tellangia, trampled by the horses he'd not avoided. He did not notice the wounds he sustained. All he could see was the image of his Lady, Bellona Incarnate, battle queen, sovereign of death. 

A bang and a flash of smoke got his attention, and he heard a woman scream in pain. He looked to see Bellona-Anala clutch her side and double over, fresh blood leaking around her fingers. 

He followed the line of sight and saw an elite pointing that strange weapon at her, smoke curling from its tip. Before he could move Merrik was there, his cutlass slicing through the man's wrist like it was butter. The man cried out and clutched his arm, but his cries were replaced by gurgles as Merrik's cutlass then sliced through his jugular and his lifeblood spilled out onto the sailor, the horses, and the street. 

Merrik smiled at Dagon, happy to have killed the man who'd wounded their lady. Another BANG!, and Merrik's smile was replaced by a look of surprise. His hand lifted to his chest, where a red flower bloomed across his tunic, a symbol of impending death, and then he fell to the cobblestones, body limp. 

"NO!" Dagon heard his own voice scream, but he knew it was useless. 

He looked to see the nose of one of those weapons that had killed his friend and injured his lady pointed in his direction, and knew it was over. There were two against two now, but Dagon could never beat them with just a cutlass, and Anala had fainted onto her horse. 

He kneed his horse to walk forward, in front of her, so that he might be her shield in his last moments. Then he faced the elites, and waited. 

BANG! BANG!

...but the darkness didn't come. 

Dagon opened his eyes to see the two men slide off their horses and to the ground, eyes blank. He frowned in surprise. Did they shoot themselves?

A clatter of hooves was his answer as their dour-faced escort galloped up, one still-smoking weapon in each hand. 

The man nodded at the stunned Dagon. "More are on their way. We need to get her to the ship -- now," he added, moving to the stallion's side, where he lifted the unconscious Anala into his arms and sat her across the saddle. He gestured with his head to the stallion. "Mount Endymion. He'll be better off with us."

Dagon found his voice back. "Me friends -- they need a sea burial." 

The man made an exasperated noise. "We don't have much time."

Dagon was already gathering up Merrik and carrying him to the stallion. "Then go on without me. I'd be able ta catch ye up." He tied Merrik's lifeless body to the back of the saddle and went to gather up what was left of Trent, keeping the tears that threatened to come back out of sheer stubbornness.

The dour-faced man still waited for him, holding Endymion's reins. Dagon did not question it but simply mounted and angled the stallion in the right direction. 

A crowd had gathered at the noise, and people were pointing and whispering in shock. Someone had dared to kill elites? And wasn't that His Lordship's man with these strangers? 

They ignored the commoners' confusion, and with a shout the dour-faced man was off, Dagon hot on his heels.
  


Mara




Nightmares woke her with a scream. In her panic she spun in her hammock and fell to the ground, legs tangled up in the ropes. 

She freed herself and stumbled to her feet, crashing into the wall. The sharp pain woke her fully and she remembered where she was. She calmed down, slowing her breathing, and tried to remember her dreams. 

She'd had nightmares for years, and a long time ago she realised that remembering them and writing them down gave her power over them. They sometimes shared information with her -- mostly the truth about how she felt about a certain situation, like that nightmare she'd had about Morgan Meriweather. The dreams didn't solve her problems, but the information they revealed sometimes gave her insight into her reactions and how she might change them. 

Sometimes they were just frightening. 

Regardless, she tried to remember them. It was if she was thumbing her nose at them, saying "Ye're just dreams and I control ye." She had no writing materials here, but she could draw the dreams out of the darkness of forgetfulness and memorise the details. She closed her eyes and concentrated. 

A dark road. A clatter of hooves on cobblestones. Loud bangs and a cry. Anala collapsing, wounded. Flight down the mountain. Being met at shore by...no one. 

Her eyes snapped open and she gasped. Anala was coming. They had to send the boat to shore. 

She was flying out of her room in a trice, heading above decks. "Jerome! Tha boat!" she shouted for the oarsman as she burst onto the deck. He was running to the boat already, sailors following him to lower it into the water. Her shout had caused a bit of chaos on deck. 

Seeing her chance, Mara ran across the deck and flew over the railing, landing in the boat as they lowered it to the sea below. 

"Mara! Git yer butt on deck, girl!" came Uncle Merry's voice from above. 

"Nae!" she shouted back, although terrified at the risk she was taking. The men lowering the boat paused for a moment, unsure if they should listen to Anala's sister or their captain. She gestured impatiently. "We'd be losing time! Uncle Merry, I'd know where they'd be ashore! I can help!" she shouted up at the captain desperately. The boat moved again. 

Uncle Merry's craggy face appeared at the edge of the boat as he looked down at her. "What're ye talking about? How can ye know?" 

She could only shrug at him, for the boat was in the water and Jerome was rowing already. 

She'd tell him when she returned. She hoped.
  


Lares




He'd been treated worse. Much, much worse, and with less provocation. 

It still vexed him. First the girl in the rowboat had held a dirk to his throat the whole way to the ship, asking him what he'd done to her sister, and now he'd been pushed to his knees on the deck of a ship and a cutlass was held to his still sore neck. 

A frisson of anger ran his spine. He'd saved Anala's life, by Vulcanus, and this was how they thanked him? It was a good thing he was not a more defiant individual. He would have spit at the captain's feet, and that would have landed him in even deeper trouble. 

They'd taken his weapons away. Which he could understand, he supposed, but he had used two of them to save Anala and that sailor. I hope these provincial bastards don't get the powder wet in my musket, or we'll really be up a creek. He'd brought it because it would be the only weapon on the ship that might have the range to fight off whatever pursuit they had. His pistols would work in closer quarters, and he wanted those intact as well. But the musket was the important part. 

At least they were making all haste in escaping, and not wasting time asking stupid questions. He gave them a little credit for that. Nevertheless, the cutlass was still against his throat and he was still held fast, and he found it hard to keep up the pretence of a good mood. 

The ship began to move then, using the lucky wind that had sprung up. Out of the corner of his eye he saw they were taking the horses to the hold, and being gentle with his mare Dike and with the stallion Endymion, for which he was grateful. He was glad he'd insisted the horses come on board -- he'd need a mount if he lived to make a life in Athering, and it was a definite pleasure to deprive Maurice of his favourite animal. He wished he'd thought of it himself. 

Presently the captain came to stand before Lares. His hands were on his hips, and his gaze was neither friendly nor hateful; so Lares took some small comfort in that. 

"So," he said, his voice booming and deep. "Ye'd be that bad-tempered man what escorted Anala ta Clifton, am I right?" Lares nodded, inasmuch as the cutlass against his skin would allow. The captain absorbed this, then asked abruptly: "What'd be yer name, boy?"

What does that matter? "Stout-Heart. Lares Stout-Heart," he said hastily, not seeing what it could hurt for this man to know his name. What could it help to hold the information?

The captain nodded. "Let 'im go," he barked to the men holding Lares, and a moment later he was on all fours on the deck, catching his breath in bewilderment. 

He swayed to his feet, sea-legs being something he'd never owned, and walked after the giant bear of a captain. 

"Begging pardon, Sir," he began, easily falling into a submissive role with who was obviously the alpha dog on board, "but why did my name make a difference, when naught else had?" He'd protested, of course, of his loyalty to Anala's safety. It hadn't mattered -- that sailor who'd witnessed it didn't trust him at all, and would not vouch for Lares' actions. 

The captain turned and regarded Lares, fingers playing with his long beard. At length he shrugged. "Ye'd be Hope's man, aye?" 

Lares rocked back on his feet. How did this man know Hope? How did he know Lares' was Hope's agent? No one knew that. No one save Hope and himself. 

Stunned, he nodded. The captain shrugged again. "Then I'd no reason not ta trust ye," and he walked away, heading to the bridge. 

Lares shook his head bemusedly and headed below decks in search of the bellica. He wanted to make sure she still lived. Otherwise, what would this journey be good for?
  


Mara




There was blood everywhere. It soaked Anala's shirt, her hands, the bed she lay on in the sick room. It soaked Mara's shirt from yesterday, which she desperately pressed to the wound on her sister's side. It soaked Mara's hands, breeches, and dripped off the bed to her feet. She reached up to brush some hair out of her face and grimaced, for she knew she'd smeared blood on her forehead. 

Anala was getting paler by the minute. Mara tried to staunch the flow, but the bellica had lost so much blood she was beginning to fear it was hopeless. 

Anala might die. 

"No," she whimpered, pressing harder. "No...." she closed her eyes as salty tears pooled in them, and a drop squeezed past her lid to slide down her dirty cheek. It rolled down her chin and landed on the floor, and Mara could have sworn she heard the "plop" it no doubt made. 

"Allow me." 

Her eyes flew open at the sound of a deep, cultured voice behind her. She turned to see the man who'd been with Dagon and Anala on the shore. 

"Ye! Uncle Merry let ye go?" she asked, incredulous. How could they trust one of Exsil Vis' men?

"Your...uncle is a very wise man." he said tightly. "He saw the truth of my words. Now, are you going to let me save your sister's life or are you going to threaten me again?" 

She blushed, shamed by his words, for she had not believed his protestations in the boat, and she could still see a red line on his throat where her dirk had been. Anala lay dying and all she could think to do was to lay blame elsewhere!

She moved aside to let the man attend to the bellica. He nodded at her. "Thank you," he said, no mocking in his voice, and she felt shamed again. 

In a trice he was out of his coat and had his shirt sleeves rolled up past his elbows. He tied his hair more tightly in its queue, for strands had come undone, and turned to face her. "What's your name?" 

"Mara Tanner," she answered, dazedly thinking this a strange time for introductions. 

"Mara, I'm Lares. Could you do me a favour and go get a kettle of hot water -- boiling, preferably -- two bowls, and a load of cloth bandages and rags? Clean ones," he added, his voice kind and sympathy in his eyes when he looked at her. She felt like a "stupid teenager", and wondered if maybe her parents were right. 

With a quick nod, she was flying down the hall to the galley, where she gave the steward a brief explanation. No questions asked, the man started boiling water and directed her to the rags and bandages. As she rummaged in the store-closet she reflected on how stupid it was to keep bandages so far from the sick room. But then agin, Uncle Merry hasnae healer aboard -- so I shouldnae be surprised. Within the time it took for the water to boil, she had her bandages and rags together, and the steward had brought out two bowls for her. In another minute, she was racing back down the hall to the sick room, shouting out a quick thanks to the steward. 

Maybe she'd apprentice to a healer in town, and then sign onto Uncle Merry's ship. He could certainly use someone with healing skill on board, and as much as she hated fighting, she couldn't deny that the dirk and lessons accompanied with it would be useful. Had been useful, really, if she counted what she'd done to Lares. On a merc ship, she'd be sure to learn more useful things. But then I may have ta serve wit' Morgan, and her stomach clenched at the thought. 

She'd have to think about it later. She was back at the sick room. Lares had cut away most of Anala's shirt, though Mara noticed with gratitude that he had preserved the bellica's modesty. Not that she thought Anala would care, but she did. A younger sister had to watch out for her elder sibling. The fabric still on the bellica's torso was glued to the wound area with blood and pus; with great care he was cutting away what he could. Hastily she brought the supplies to him, careful not to burn anyone with the kettle, and he bid her pour hot water into one bowl and leave the other beside him, on the floor. He soaked a rag in the hot water and began to clean away the blood from the wound, gently easing the cloth of Anala's ruined shirt away while he did. For all his carefulness the fabric still brought away flesh with it. 

Mara forced herself to watch the process, though it made her sick enough to retch. Making conversation to keep her mind off the bloody spectacle before her, she spoke: "Are ye a healer, then?" 

His eyes flickered to her briefly before he answered. "No. Not by trade, at any rate," he added, an afterthought as he pulled away the last of the fabric, tossing it in the empty bowl. "Is there darkshade paste on board?" She shrugged helplessly. What was darkshade paste? "Well, then, whatever antiseptic there is will do." 

She opened the cupboard and found a bottle of brandy. With a grimace of distaste, she brought it to him. "This'd be all I found," she said, thinking it must be in the sick room cupboard for some reason. 

His lip curved as he tried not to smile. "That'll do," he said, taking the bottle from her and uncorking it with his teeth. Deftly he poured a generous dollop over the now-clean wound. 

"Raaaaaaaaaaaaaaaarggggghhhh!" shouted Anala in an animal scream as she sat up in the bed, hand poised to strike her attacker. Without flinching Lares grabbed her wrist right before she smacked him in the head and eased her back down. 

"Shhh....it stings but it's helping. Here," he whispered soothingly, giving her some brandy to drink. She swallowed and choked a bit, coughing at the burning that no doubt coated her throat. Mara had tried brandy once and had had much the same reaction. Then the bellica's eyes rolled back in her head and she was unconscious again. 

"She'd be okay?" Mara asked tentatively, removing her hands from her mouth, where she'd clapped them in surprise. 

A short nod. "As okay as she can be. Feeling pain is a good sign. Come and press this bandage here, will you?" When her small hands had covered the white cloth and pressed it to the wound, Lares got behind Anala and levered her up. Mara then passed him the rest of the bandages, already knowing what he planned to do. 

As he wrapped the bandages around the unconscious bellica's torso, tightly covering where Mara was pressing, she was unable to stop her next question. "Will she live, then?" 

He paused for a moment in his bandaging before briskly finishing and tying the bandage off. It was tight, Mara could see, and no blood leaked through. He lowered Anala back down and sighed. "I can promise nothing," was all he said. Then he had picked Anala up and moved her to a less bloody bed in the room. 

After she had helped him clean up the blood and put away everything, Lares had gone topside. "I need fresh air," he'd said, but Mara thought he was lying. Mara pulled up a chair and sat by her sister's side, grasping Anala's cold, bigger hand in her small, warm one. 

Please live, she thought, sending a prayer to whatever Goddess would listen. Please.
  


Lares




The night air was chill against his bare, sweat-soaked arms, and Lares wished he'd not forgotten his coat below decks. Well, the chill would keep him awake. He did not want to sleep just yet. 

He reached for his smokebox and pulled out a small brown cigarette. Putting it in his mouth, he searched his vest pockets for his box of matches, and realised he'd forgotten it in Voco. Can this day get any better?

It meant he'd have to save his smokes till Athering, he reflected as he put the cigarette back in its box. As they were an expensive South Island import, he doubted he'd get any more -- even on Voco he'd only been able to claim such perks through his closeness to Lord Exsil Vis. 

Supposed closeness. In Athering, he'd be...nothing. Worse than nothing. 

He felt like punching something. He hadn't wanted to leave home! Still didn't want to be gone from Voco, bleak though it was, for home held Hope, and he wished to be back by his lady's side. But my actions tonight pleased her. To do otherwise...well, it would have been selfish. Maybe he had been selfish, with regard to Hope, in choosing to be by her side always. Torment me with what I can never have, she'd said. Did that mean she loved him, too? 

He shook his head. No. She'd meant something else with those words. If she did love him, obviously it paled in comparison to her feelings for Maurice. Otherwise she would have fled with me. 

It's complicated. Mayhap it was. She was incredibly old -- near a century! That sort of lifespan surely gave much time for things to tangle up. Become complicated. 

God, his life was complicated, and he was only thirty. What would it be like when he was Hope's age? Would he reach Hope's age? 

He doubted it. His line was not terribly long-lived. 

It was unbelievable how old Hope was and yet she could look so young. He doubted Maurice knew. And if he did, how long would it take him to drop her? Not long, he supposed, and made a sound of disgust in his throat. He would never stop loving Hope, regardless her age or looks. Never. 

He would show that love by protecting Anala, with his own life if need be. At the moment, she hovered between the two opposing states. He hoped his rudimentary healing skills would keep her alive until they got her to a real healer. He doubted it, but all he had to hold onto was hope. Just as in the past twelve years. 

Maybe prayers? He'd never been particularly religious, but nothing could hurt at this point. His God was not a particularly cruel or capricious one. He took a deep breath and decided to give it a shot. Vulcanus, Lord of Fire Almighty, You may not recognise me, for I've not gone to many services, but I am one of Yours -- Vocan to the core -- and I have never committed great blasphemy against You. I've never asked for anything before, but now I pray to You -- please let Anala Exsil Vis live. Please do not take her to the afterlife too soon. 

He didn't expect an answer, but low rolling laughter sounded in his head, and a woman's voice -- no, more than woman, female with the depth of the oceans and the expanse of the sky -- spoke: Silly boy...you think your God has any power beyond His own jurisdiction? You've entered Our domain -- and We decide when Our daughter will join Us, not Vulcanus with His little light show! There was disdain in the voice. 

Lares felt his heart skip a beat, paralysed in terror. Please, Great Ladies, have mercy! 

A snort of laughter boomed like thunder in his head. He trembled, but then a kinder -- but no less powerful -- voice broke into the conversation: Fear not, little one. My appointment with Anala is not soon. 

He heard no more, though he got the sense of Goddesses bickering in the aether. 

Lares' head snapped up from where it rested on his arms. Had he fallen asleep? Should be more careful...could fall into the water....

He stared into the sea, thinking about his strange dream, and for a moment he thought he saw a woman's face in the moonslight on the waves. She winked at him and was gone, and Lares stumbled backwards in fright. 

"What..." he heard his voice say, but he could think of nothing to finish the sentence. What indeed. 

"So. The Lady spoke ta ye." Lares spun to face Captain Merry, who was leaning against the mainmast with a knowing look on his face. 

Lares looked helplessly between the sea and the captain. He was wide awake now. "What Lady?" he heard himself ask. No! Stop! This is crazy! 

"Why, the Lady Muerta, o' course," said the captain. "Daughter o' the One Goddess, Lady Ocean, an' savior ta humankind. At least," he added, coming to stand at the railing, "a least tha's what a Paixemortienne would tell ye. Ask the 'igh Priestess and ye'd get a different answer."

Letting his curiosity get the better of him, Lares went to stand beside the captain. "What would the High Priestess tell me?" And High Priestess of what?

Merry shrugged. "O, that Muerta'd be Lady Death in a larger pantheon o' Goddesses. Dinnae matter which ye subscribe to fer it'd be Muerta who'd take ye in tha end, regardless. But those who She'd speak ta...they 'ave a look about em." He glanced at Lares, and Lares knew exactly what the bigger man was thinking. 

He shook his head. "It was just a dream. Just a crazy dream. What would your Goddess want with me? I don't even go to services for my own God -- I doubt any deity, especially one of Athering, could take an interest in me." 

Merry shrugged and looked back out to the sea. Having nothing else to say, Lares joined him, and they stood in a not un-companionable silence. 

After a while Merry spoke, voice low. "So. 'ow long till we'd be expectin' company?" 

Lares felt his respect for the captain go up a notch. "A day, at most." 

Merry nodded, taking in that information. "And what o' tha weapons they'd be carryin'?" 

Ah, this was the real test. Merry may have said he had no reason not to trust Lares, but he had no reason to trust him either. He was seeing how loyal Lares was to them. Or rather, how un-loyal he was to Lord Exsil Vis. "Depends on what kind of ships he chooses, but I'd expect cannons, muskets, pistols, and your general hacking and slashing tools." He had no reason to lie, and every reason to tell the truth, to prepare the captain for what was coming. There was a brief pause, and then Lares added: "You're in luck, however, for the Vocan navy does not use deathtree for its ships. We ran out of deathtree years ago." It was every Vocan child's history lesson -- a warning against using too much of the earth's bounty too fast, for they lived in a place that struggled to replenish itself. "They're made out of blackwood -- which is lighter, and does not have deathtree's useful attributes. They'll be able to catch up with us because of their speed, but one spark...." he trailed off. 

Merry nodded slowly, and Lares was glad to see he hadn't needed to finish his sentence. "Tha' is a piece o' luck, then. Do ye know how ta work a mounted crossbow?" he asked abruptly, and, surprised, Lares nodded. "Good. I havenae had a chance ta train tha boys, and the thing's been sittin in the hold fer some time now. I'll 'ave them wheel it out and set it up fer ye." 

"As you wish, Sir," he said, glad they had something on board. "May I have my musket and pistols returned to me as well? I could probably hit a closing-in ship with a few shots, at least." 

A nod. "Aye. They'd be in the steward's store cupboards. Ye'd find the pitch and flint and tinder there as well," he added as Lares headed to the hatch. Lares turned to look at Merry, who smiled chillingly. "Wouldnae want their boats ta be without tha Fire Lord's blessing, now would we?" He laughed then, a deep, disturbing chuckle. 

Lares found himself laughing with the man.
  


Molly




Jourd'Aradia, 1st Primera

4020, Third Age




Chaos ruled the streets. Fires burned on houses and gunshots rang out as the rebels attacked with their Second Age weapons. There was the high-pitched whine and blue fire from one of the lightning guns, and a building exploded into shards of wood. All around the sounds of New Year's celebrations gone sour, rioting, the clash of rebel on non-rebel rang true, turning the status quo on its ear and stepping on it. 

None of that mattered to Molly-Aradia. Her rebels had the city. They would win that fight. She was after Danika, and that was the only thought in her mind as she and her core team stormed the hacienda. For a relative value of "storming," she thought as she thunk-stepped, thunk-stepped in the lead. 

Most of the guards had already cleared the premises, reacting to the emergency on the streets, where they were dealt with by the rebel force. Molly, Lucy, Ewan and Jester ran inside, swords and guns brandished, looking for the Lady. She had to die or the revolution would be for nothing. And she wasn't at the celebrations, that uncooperative bitch. 

Servants scattered in fright but Molly ignored them while Jester and Ewan shouted words of reassurance. Any guards who resisted bore the pain Lucy's steel caused. Any guards who surrendered were let live and rounded up by Jester and her lightning gun. She disappeared with her clutch of captives, taking them to the dungeons. They'd deal with them later. None of the guards was well trained, making their job incredibly easy. They'd banked on bad training but it was still a surprise. They cut through the hacienda like butter. 

Soon they gained the third floor, where Danika's suites were. Through a waiting room, an anteroom, and a receiving room they stormed until they reached the bedroom door. Molly shoved her shoulder against it. It did not budge, barred from the inside. She jerked her head towards it. "Ewan," she said, a command in one word. The behemoth of a man came up and with one kick from him, the door was down in splinters. She knew she'd done well in taking him on. He was their brute squad. 

Within the room Duchess Danika was...Molly nearly retched. A boy, no more than twelve, lay in the Lady's bed, glassy-eyed with the vicious drug ailina, and Danika was....

"Get off!" Molly shouted, her voice raw with rage. 

The Lady gave her a glare. "I would if you wouldn't interrupt me." 

Molly made a sound of disgust and Ewan reached forward and pulled Danika up by her hair. She flailed, naked, in his grasp, kicking and screaming in a bid for freedom. He flung her to the floor and she lay there, stunned. 

The boy in bed did not move, did not register anything in his blank eyes. Tenderly Ewan covered him with a blanket to afford him some modesty and gathered his unprotesting, rigid body up. "I'll find the others," he said to Molly, and then was gone. 

Lucy and Molly moved to stand in front of Danika, who had dissolved into a snivelling mess on the marble floor. "Please," she said, raising her hands in supplication and sniffling, "please let me live. I'll give you anything you want!" 

"You already have," Molly said. "This rebellion was pathetically easy."

The Lady let out a shrill, mad laugh, and Molly thunk-stepped back in surprise. "But you haven't seen my final play!" the woman screamed, and giggled hysterically. 

Molly frowned. "What do you mean?" she asked, and got no response except more giggles. Frustrated, she and Lucy both tried to get an answer out of the deposed tyrant, but they got no more from Danika than alternate mad giggling or hysterical sobbing. Molly threw her hands up in disgust. "Kill her," she said, and Lucy was only too happy to oblige. 

"Now what?" her lover asked, cleaning the blood from her sword tenderly. While others had jumped at the chance to use firearms, Lucy had opted for a more personal touch. Molly loved her more for it. Her lover would have made a fine bellica.

The rebel leader sighed now. "Ewan's probably found the Seraglio at this point. Now we free the boys." And Luis, she didn't say out loud, but she did not need to. Lucy knew. 

She headed in the direction Ewan had gone -- another doorway -- but the man emerged from the door, the catatonic boy still in his arms. The look on Ewan's face made Molly's heart skip a beat, but she forced herself to speak, unwilling to speculate. "Where are the boys?" 

Ewan looked at the ground. 

"Ewan?" 

He set the boy down by the door. Hastily Lucy came forward to take the child. Ewan stayed silent, still. 

Molly thunk-stepped over to him. "Ewan, where's my brother?" she asked, her voice a hoarse whisper. 

Finally he looked at her, pain in his gray eyes. "Aradia, I'm sorry." He stopped, and Molly felt sudden fury grip her. 

"Just tell me where my brother is!" she screamed at him. 

Ewan flinched. "He's...he's with Muerta. They all are. I'm...I'm sorry, Aradia." 

But you haven't seen my final play. 

"No." 

But you haven't seen my final play. The lady's words bounced around in Molly's skull until she shook her head violently to get rid of them. "No." 

"I'm sorry, Ma'am. He's gone." 

"NO!" Molly screamed, and somehow she pushed him aside and ripped the door open, thunk-stepping through room after room, searching. "Luis!" Another room, empty. "LUIS!" Another room, another, another, another...the last. 

She threw up. Doubled over, she heaved at the sight, the smell....

Easily a hundred. Mayhap more. None of their parts where they should be. It was a carpet of bodies, and it was fresh, for the blood still glistened on the walls, in the crimson pools on the floor. 

In the middle -- a grand centerpiece to this masterpiece of carnage. Luis' body -- what was left of it, what whole parts remained, arranged grotesquely, next to Damien's final form, the rictus of death on their young faces. 

But you haven't seen my final play. 

She retched again, and then forced herself to look upon her beloved brother's face, frozen in an expression she never wished to see again. 

But you haven't seen my final play. 

From somewhere deep, deep inside her a scream of anguish bubbled up and rose through her body, her throat, to escape past her lips and reach the heavens and wherever Goddesses laughed upon her from above. She stood screaming until she could make no sound, until her throat collapsed from the effort, and then sweet blackness took her and she fell back, back, back, into the waiting arms of who she hoped was death.
  


Aro




They came upon Mudflat in mid-afternoon, much to Aro's relief. Hard riding was not his choice of activities following a sevenday of heavy drinking. Though he was sure it was the last time he'd be doing any drinking in the first place, for which he was grateful, too. More specifically grateful to Ghia, even if the girl was a meddling know-it-all. He smiled at the thought, and glanced over to where the young healer slept in the saddle, leaning against Jules. The CMO looked incredibly uncomfortable, as he had the whole ride, and Aro didn't blame him one bit. It would be a trial for any red-blooded woman to keep her control, having the object of her affection on her lap for two days straight. 

It hadn't escaped his notice that Jules was besotted with Ghia, and she with him. Just as Yarrow and Caelum had not escaped his notice, despite whatever little tiff they'd been having since Midwinter. They'd get over it eventually. If they didn't, it wasn't really his concern. He had other things to worry about. 

Like Anala's safety, which the part-Magi Ghia seemed to be worried about as well. Ghia's...powers had frightened him, and still did, but Anala had trusted the healer, and that had been enough for him. She'd had closer contact with Ghia, after all, and Anala was not one to base decisions on emotions. 

Whatever Ghia had done for his bellica, might it keep her safe, as much as for his own selfish reasons as for Athering's sake. Anala was the contact for Aeril's budding rebellious faction, and would be invaluable to whoever led the fight against Zardria and Zanny. Assuming there would be one. 

He hoped so. Seeing his hometown of Aeril so dilapidated had awakened some burning passion within him, and now he knew he would give everything to see the Empress and Empreena dead. And Duchess Danika, for all that she was his sister. 

He'd not told Anala, nor anyone else, of his past and family ties. He'd been worried about recognition, when they'd visited Aeril, but none remembered the six-year-old he'd been. He'd been sent to Atton for fostering then. There he'd lived till adolescence and his subsequent joining of the military. He'd been a sometime playmate of a young Jules, who had left for the military before he did. Their early friendship had been forgotten in the years of basic training, as they were in different sections from the beginning. The childhood bond they'd forged had not been substantial. Aro was glad he was making the effort to be Jules' friend now, for he was sure it would be more meaningful now they were adults, though how he could be sure, he couldn't say. 

He shrugged. He was happier being just Major Aro, Anala's faithful second-in-command. He had no wish to be Duchess Nia's son, and especially not Duchess Danika's older brother. Not that being Athering royalty mattered much if you were second or third in line for ascension, and not at all if you were male. It was just the way things were. That was why people like him, and like Yarrow, joined the military. It was something to do that still gave pride. 

He wondered how Yarrow would feel about being Empress. Or would she take the title of Queen? Would she be worth the effort he and Anala were willing to put into capturing for her the Sceptre? 

Glancing ahead to where the bellica and her major rode, he decided she would. But his decisions were based on his emotions, his hunches, his feelings. not logic. He'd need Anala's agreement for the decision to be a sound, well-rounded one. 

That, he knew, was the reason both he and Athering needed her. She rounded him out, providing that balance that he lacked. Any decisions Aro might make, any conclusions he might come to, were naught without Anala's cool logic to cut through his delusions and denials. In return, his emotions lent her choices the passion she rarely showed herself. 

He was only half, without her. He wondered if she felt the same about him.
  


Yarrow




The bellica had been completely taken off-guard by Ghia's request to ride all night long. Maybe the girl wasn't so soft, after all.

Maybe, she thought, glancing at where the healer slept in the saddle, almost sliding off before Jules caught her. It was a miracle she was still mounted at all. She probably just wanted to get to Mudflat sooner so she wouldn't have to sleep on the ground that night. 

Mudflat, coincidentally, was exactly as Yarrow remembered it. She wasn't sure if that was a good or a bad thing, as the last time she'd been here was for Caelum and Isidora's engagement and joint bachelors' party. There had been much drinking, dancing, and wenching. By everyone, even Yarrow. She'd waked between both the woman and the man she'd been flirting with the night before, plus a splitting headache and no doubts as to what had transpired upon falling into bed with the other two, as their clothing was all over the room. Caelum, on the other hand, had gone to bed with Isidora and only Isidora, though even his fiancée had not been so virtuous. The major had not been upset, however, for it had been quite a gorgeous woman Isidora had latched onto. He'd gotten quite a show. Yarrow knew, for he'd told her all about it the next day. 

She smiled a little as she slowed the party to a walk, coming into town proper (could that word ever be used to describe Mudflat?). That had been a good few days. 

Letting her gaze slide sidelong to look at Caelum, she could see from his facial expression that he remembered, too, now with less sadness than any other time he thought of Isidora. 

She'd shone that night like a brilliant star. Nothing could taint that memory -- not even her untimely death naught a year later. 

"Where to?" came the voice of Jules as he pulled up beside her. 

She shrugged. "The Sword and the Sceptre looks good," she said, gesturing to the sign, and Caelum guffawed loudly. 

She arched an eyebrow at him. He was unrepentant as he said "Sounded good in 'fourteen, too." 

She snorted. "Was good."

Jules regarded them with consternation for a moment, and then his face cleared abruptly and he shrugged. "Lead on, then. Anywhere where I can get a drink." 

Yarrow chuckled as she led them through town towards the tavern and inn. "Oh, you can get so much more than a drink there," she said, only loud enough for Caelum to hear. 

Ghia was awake by the time they reached the inn, and after she dismounted stiffly and recovered her bearings, Yarrow sent the girl in to book two rooms for the group. Blearily the healer nodded and stumbled wearily into the building, hardly able to move after her long ride. Yarrow breathed a discreet sigh of relief. 

Not discreet enough, apparently. "What was that for?" asked Jules. 

She shook her head and regarded the medic coolly. "I must have been crazy to take her along. She's a fine healer, I know, but the girl's not cut out for the road. Too much of a tomboy." Ghia didn't even own pants, from what Yarrow could tell. 

Jules glanced at the inn door and back at her, and Yarrow was surprised to see defiance and anger in his eyes. "Strength comes in many forms, Yarrow," he said quietly. "Yours is in the ability to wield a sword, the ability to ride for so long, your ability as a bellica. Ghia's is in her spirit, which has never flagged that I've seen, her courage when she's scared stiff, and her ability to spend a tredicem healing with less sleep than most of us get in a night before she picks up on a trip across country." 

She looked at him and saw he was completely serious. Loath to admit that Jules, her CMO, had shamed her, she murmured, "I didn't know," rethinking her harsh assessment of the young healer. 

"I didn't think you did," Jules said with asperity and a small smile. 

Before she could answer he turned back to Suki, ministering to his horse with the greatest care. 

Maybe, she sighed, she was too quick to judge...Yeah, and maybe you shouldn't do your job right, Yarrow? Quick judgment is what makes a bellica a bellica. Your harshness saves your life, and those of your troops. 

Their horses tied and fed, the four officers grabbed their saddlebags (Mudflat was not the place to trust to peoples' good nature) and headed into the inn. 

Quite a scene awaited them. 

"Just give me the rooms, old man," Ghia was snarling at the innkeeper. 

The man calmly cleaned mugs as he answered her. "Tyvian, no. How do I know you're really with whom you say you're with?" 

"Why would I lie?" she exclaimed, throwing her arms wide. 

"Why wouldn't you?" he responded equably. 

Ghia's lip curled and she growled in frustration. "Look, my gold is good, so just take it and give me the rooms." 

The innkeeper eyed her suspiciously. "And where'd you get that gold, eh? You're too young to have earned it yourself." 

That did it. Yarrow could see something snap in Ghia. The girl reached across the counter and grabbed the man's collar, pulling him down until he was at eye level with her. "Look, you stubborn old bastard, I may be young, and I may look soft, but I am someone you don't want to feck with. And neither are my friends, who ARE who I say they are. Get the damned rooms." 

The man did not flinch, simply glared at her. "Do you want me to call my bouncer on you, girl?" 

"Do you want your bouncer to die?" Yarrow asked, finally cutting in. She'd seen enough. 

Instantly the man's demeanour changed. "Bellica Yarrow!" he exclaimed, the image of obsequiousness. "It's been too long! My apologies, Ma'am -- this girl claims to be your escort." His arm indicated Ghia and his face showed his disbelief. 

"Yeah, well, that would be because she is," Yarrow said, watching his face fall. "Now, are you going to get us those two rooms, or am I going to have to go elsewhere?" 

He stood, agape for a moment, before bowing deeply. "Yes, yes, Bellica, as you wish." 

"It better be," Yarrow said with a bit of a growl, and was gratified to see the man jump. "Three beds to one room, two to the other. And get me a pint of ale," she said. 

"One for me, too!" came Jules' voice from behind her, and she stifled her smile. 

The man was still staring at them, terrified. "Now, Xavier," she barked, and he scurried to obey. "I've been on the damned road all damned night and I expect to get some damned service when I show up at your inn." The pint appeared like magek before her, and Jules' pint came a second later. He didn't get a chance to enjoy it, however, for as Xavier disappeared to get the rooms ready Yarrow told the boys to follow with their bags. 

She took a seat at the bar, nodded at Ghia, and lifted her mug in salute. "Cheers," she said, taking a swig. 

Ghia stared between the bellica and the stairway the boys were disappearing up, and shook her head. "Thank you," she said softly, with a gesture to indicate Yarrow's interference between Ghia and Xavier. "Here's your gold back," she added, moving to give it to Yarrow. 

Yarrow waved her hand, indicating the girl could keep it. "Consider it payment for having to put up with that curmudgeon, and for acting as my escort -- I am taking you away from your job, am I not?" 

Ghia smiled shyly and pocketed the coins. "Jobs. And thank you, again." A small pause, then she said hesitantly: "That was pretty impressive." She inclined her head towards the bar, referring to Xavier's obeisance to the bellica. 

Yarrow shook her head and spun on her stool until she rested against the bar with both elbows. She scanned the room almost lazily. "No. I reminded Xavier of how much he owes me. Nothing amazing about that...likely I could have gotten the rooms free without causing a scene, or throwing about threats. Now," she added, deciding it was safe enough to close her eyes for a moment, "now what you did, Healer Ghia...standing up like that to a complete stranger, in a town where you don't know anyone, and have no sword to protect yourself...that was impressive." She turned and opened her eyes, regarding the girl. "I've misjudged you, for which I apologise." 

Ghia shrugged. "Accepted. It happens -- just part of being human." Her face clouded then. With what, Yarrow didn't know. 

Wishing to pick the conversation back up, she nodded in the direction of the stairs. "I hope you don't mind bunking down with me tonight. It seemed the best arrangement." 

Ghia waved her hand. "Not a problem. I'm sure Jules will be happy to have his bed to himself tonight," she added unthinkingly; then clapped a hand over her mouth and blushed deeply. 

"Oh?" Yarrow said, arching an eyebrow, and wondering anew just how close the two healers were. 

"Uh, well, what I meant was, um...." Ghia blustered, wringing her hands together. At that moment Jules returned from upstairs, and Ghia blushed even deeper, if possible. "Jules!" she said, latching onto the distraction he provided. "Perfect! I'm going to go now and, um, check that our bags are...okay. Yes. Okay. Um. Bye!" She fled up the stairs, red hair bouncing over a redder face. 

Jules frowned at the healer's retreating back, and then looked at Yarrow perplexedly. "What was that about?" he asked as he sat down to his ale. 

"Oh, I gather she feels she said too much." Yarrow said mildly, and paused. "About you two sleeping together," she added nonchalantly, taking a sip of her ale and watching Jules carefully. 

Jules choked on his ale and started coughing, a flush similar to the one Ghia'd had building on his face. Yarrow patted him on the back and resisted laughing, for she didn't wish to have ale shoot out her nose. It burned, she knew. 

When he'd finished his coughing fit, he sat back and replied. "It's...not what you think. She had trouble sleeping, so...." 

"...so she crawled into your bed?" Yarrow asked dryly. 

Jules cleared his throat and took a sip of ale. "Yes. Well. I offered to sing her a lullaby, and I guess it made more sense than both of us walking all the way back to the healers' barracks."

The fact that he'd slept in the regiment's barracks did not escape her, but Yarrow could only focus on one thing at that moment. "You sang her a lullaby." 

He coughed again. "Yes," he said into his ale. 

This was just too much. "You had Ghia -- a gorgeous, young, buxom girl -- crawl into your bed because she couldn't sleep, and you sang her a lullaby? Juno, Jules, what did you do to piss off Desirelle?" she said, and then she couldn't keep the laughter back anymore. She started guffawing loudly. 

"I wondered the same myself," he said, so quietly she almost didn't hear him, and then he put all his attention on his ale. 

Calming down from her laughing fit, Yarrow finished her ale and then, still convulsed with the occasional giggle, climbed the stairs to her room and a much-needed bath. 

A lullaby. She shook her head.
  


Ghia




Once she was sure the rest of the party was otherwise occupied (mainly with bathing, she figured), Ghia took her card and her purse and stole downstairs to the bar. 

For some reason, she felt weird about having her first birthday drink in front of the rest of them. She'd not told anyone it was her birthday and doubted anyone here knew. Not many people outside the hospitalis did know when her birthday was. She certainly did not want her introduction to drinking to have an audience of more experienced drinkers -- all of them officers in the military.

Besides, it might prompt Yarrow and Jules to another drinking contest and, despite the bellica's obvious influence with the innkeeper, Ghia doubted he'd appreciate what the officers were capable of while drunk. It'd be harder to smooth things over with him than it was with her aunt. 

Xavier was behind the bar again, and Ghia steeled herself to face him. Curmudgeon, Yarrow'd said. She had nothing to fear from a grumpy old man. 

The man regarded her sourly and she gave him a look to remind him whom she escorted. He sighed and said wearily, "What do you want, girl?"

"It's Ghia. And I'd like a drink, please," she said nicely, deciding courtesy would be better than hostility. 

He gave her a glance that told her he didn't believe her legal. "You got your card?" 

She held up her card and placed it, very deliberately, on the counter. He picked it up and silently mouthed the words on front, and then flipped it over. He shrugged. "Looks official. But I'll need to see that the prints match."

"Fine," said Ghia, unperturbed. Her thumbprint hadn't changed in the past day and a half. 

He placed a clean piece of parchment in front of her and an inkpad. Ghia pressed her right thumb to the pad and then to the parchment, leaving an intricate design -- her own unique signature. Xavier took the parchment and spent an interminable time comparing the two pieces of paper. Ghia tried not to fidget. 

Finally he shrugged again and wrote her name and birthdate on top of the parchment and filed it, and gave her card back to her. "Thank you," she said, for all that it was standard procedure.

"So what do you want?" he said, looking at her impatiently.

Ghia stopped, suddenly unsure. What did she want? Not ale -- if it tasted the same as it smelled, she was sure she'd retch. Shandygaff? No, that wasn't much better. Sweet Althea, I should have thought of this sooner. "What would you suggest?" she asked coolly. 

"First time drinking? Sangria and fruit wine are popular." 

She'd heard of them both, and knew they were both very sweet in comparison to other drinks. "Which one's sweeter?" 

"Fruit wine, I hear." It was obvious from his demeanour that he thought little of those who liked sweet drinks. 

Well, how lucky for me that I don't. "I'll have a Sangria, then." 

He poured the drink and gave it to her, but when she moved to pay he waved his hand. "You kidding? Yarrow'd kill me." 

She shrugged and flipped a coin into the tip jar, which he didn't protest. It probably went to the serving wenches anyway. Ghia put her purse away, grabbed her drink, and chose an out-of-the-way table. She could see the whole room from that vantage point and, although not hidden from view, not easily seen, either. Seated, she regarded her drink warily. It was a deep, red colour -- like blood, which would explain the name -- and smelled...not sweet, but not sour either. She couldn't place it. Here goes nothing, she thought, and took a cautious sip. 

Goddess, that was good. Not so sweet as she'd been led to believe, which she was grateful for, but a medley of flavours ranging from bitter to sour to sweet. There was a definite kick to the taste, proving its alcohol content, but it was not strong. Very light, with a hint of oranges in the summer sun. Liquid summer. 

As she sat back to enjoy her birthday drink, she wondered how long it would take for her to get buzzed. For what was one's twentieth birthday without a splitting headache in the morning?




~




Four glasses of Sangria later, Ghia still felt nothing. She could taste the alcohol, feel it warm her belly, but beyond that...nothing. No fuzzy thinking, no lassitude of the limbs, no urge to sing loudly and off-key, no belief in her amazing dancing ability, no nausea -- nothing! No symptoms at all of heavy drinking. 

She sat and fumed in her corner. What was wrong with her? She should at least be tipsy by now! She'd never had anything to drink before in her life, so she'd expected to get drunk incredibly quickly. She'd watched enough of-age birthday parties at her aunt's tavern to know what to expect. 

Maybe it was the sangria. Maybe I should try something stronger. Brandy? Ugh, no -- all she could think of was Aro's breath the other day. Oh, wait -- rum. She'd heard good things about rum. Apparently the spiced one wasn't too sour. 

When the serving wench came to collect her glass Ghia ordered a spiced rum cider. The girl gave her a look that Ghia knew very well, having given it to patrons herself, but the healer ignored it. She couldn't care less about the woman's opinion of her. 

Her rum arrived shortly. She grabbed it and took a gulp so quickly that she didn't notice Jules enter the taproom and stride angrily over to her table. 

"Ghia!" he hissed, and she nearly choked on her rum, which had given her mouth a strange numb feeling. "Ghia, what are you doing?"

She looked at him levelly. "I'm drinking, Jules." 

He sat beside her and gripped her elbow. "I can see that. I can also see you're underage -- or did you think leaving Atherton would change that?" 

Angrily she extricated her arm from his grip. "No, Jules," she said clearly, removing her card and handing it to him. "I figured my birthday would." 

She hadn't really wanted anyone to know, and cursed her inattentiveness. Now they'll probably spend all night trying to get the "alcohol virgin" drunk. Not that she didn't want to get drunk -- she did. Just...on my own terms. 

Jules studied her card for a moment, then looked up at her. "Happy Birthday, wench. Why didn't you tell anyone?"

She shrugged, feeling suddenly uncomfortable. "Didn't seem important," she mumbled, taking a sip of her drink. 

He snorted with laughter. "Selfless Ghia, forever thinking of others," he teased, and she glared at him over the edge of her cup. "So what do you want?" he said, unrepentant.

She groaned and fell back in her chair. "I want to get drunk. Or at least buzzed."

He quirked his lips in a half-smile at her, and she couldn't help but think how attractive he was when he did that. "Give it time. Takes more than one drink."

"This is my fifth, Jules." 

"Your fifth rum?" he said, eyes boggling. "And you're not drunk?"

She blushed. "I had four sangrias before this. But I'm not even buzzed. It's not fair." She was whining but didn't care. It wasn't fair. 

"Maybe you just have a high tolerance," he said, chuckling. 

She glared at him again. "How? I've never had anything to drink before today." 

"You're virtuous," he said, eyebrows raised. "But some people just naturally have higher tolerances than others -- no matter how used they are to drinking." He shrugged, but Ghia felt a bit better. Maybe it would just take a few more drinks. "Anyway, aside from inebriation, which I'm sure you'll achieve eventually, at the rate you're going, what would you like for your birthday, Healer Ghia?" His eyes focused on her intently and Ghia felt her breath catch in her throat. 

You mean aside from you? She couldn't stop herself from thinking it, and she wanted to kick herself. Just. Friends. "Um," she said, hesitating. She'd not given it any thought. What do I want? "I don't know. Something...something incredibly practical and amazingly beautiful." 

"Ah, the impossible gift. I should have known you'd ask for that," he said dryly. 

"No, Jules," she protested, really not wanting him to spend his hard-earned money on her. "I was answering your question. I wasn't asking for it." 

He shrugged and leaned back in his chair. "You're still going to get it. I know exactly what you want now." 

"Jules," she said, quite serious now, and his eyebrow quirked up in response. "I don't expect you to get me anything. Really."

He looked at her and grinned lazily. "Good. Then you'll be pleasantly surprised."

"Jules!" she protested, again, but he didn't respond -- just leaned back and closed his eyes. 

Exasperated, Ghia finished her rum and ordered another. "Whatever you do, Medic," she muttered at him, knowing she was fighting a losing battle, "don't spend too much." 

"I'll try not to," he said, but Ghia knew he was only humouring her, and she felt like kicking him. Maybe I'll just kick everything in sight. 

Instead she sat back and waited for her drink. Getting drunk seemed a good alternative to violence. 

And that I will do. 




~




Nightfall found Ghia in the tavern still, on her twenty-first drink. She was still stone-cold sober. The only changes she'd noticed had been a slight numbing of her mouth and tongue from so much alcohol, and several trips to the privy. 

At this rate I'll die from cirrhosis before I get buzzed at all, she thought angrily. 

She was thoroughly pissed off with her body. How dare it stay sober on her birthday! Where did it get off, giving her these cramps again? Surreptitiously she grabbed her abdomen as the pain came and went. This is really too much. First I can't get drunk, and now this stupid cramping thing happens again. If you're not careful, body, I shall have to trade you in for a new one. Right along with my conscience, she threatened, but both parties seemed unperturbed.

Jules had left a while ago, claiming business in town, with a saucy wink at her. She knew what he meant -- he was in search of a gift. Curious, she wouldn't snoop around. The anticipation of an unknown was sometimes better than the anticipation of a known. Part of her hoped that he would give up at some point and they'd forget the whole silly mess, as she didn't want him to spend his gold, and yet another part of her was incredibly pleased the Jules cared so much for her. She tried to shut up that part of her, the silly part that flipped her hair and giggled too much. She really hated that side of herself. She much preferred sensible, calm, sometimes passionate, sometimes playful Ghia. Silly-tomboy Ghia seemed to take centre stage when Jules was around, which vexed her terribly. 

Since his departure, the tavern had filled slowly but steadily, and now the room was full of people, all in various states of inebriation. Except Aro and myself, she thought, glancing across the room where the two majors sat, deep in conversation. Unless 'sober' lies somewhere on the scale of drunkenness. 

It was so busy that when she finished her current drink, no servers noticed. Understanding what it was like to work in a taproom and not wanting to be a hassle, Ghia moved to stand by the bar, where she'd be more easily dealt with. When Xavier noticed her and she asked for another, he frowned. 

"How many have you had, girl?" 

Ignoring the diminutive this time, she shrugged. "A lot. I apparently have a very high tolerance," she added grumpily. 

He shook his head in bewilderment. "This is your last one -- last thing I need in this tavern is you dying from too much." 

She didn't respond. If this drink didn't do the trick, she gave up. There was no point in drinking Xavier into bankruptcy just to get a little buzzed. She could try again at her aunt's tavern. 

Suddenly a large form jostled her and huge hands pawed at her clumsily. "Charity!" belched her attacker in her ear, and the sour smell of ale wafted over her. "Been a long time, girl," he slurred, and moved in to kiss her. 

Ghia slipped out of his grasp and skirted just out of reach. "I think you have me confused with someone else," she said coldly. 

"Now doan be like that, wench -- I know you missed me," he said, lumbering after her, and she backed up nervously. 

Another man came up and grabbed the giant, stopping him, and looked at Ghia closely, squinting at her features. "Now, Trevor," he said placatingly to his friend, "this ain't Charity. She left for Atton what, over twenty years ago!" Trevor nodded blurrily, absorbing the information, and the second man looked at her again. "Sure do look like Charity though. 'Cept the hair," he added, and belched. 

Ghia was looking for an escape route, as the men stood between her and the rest of the tavern, when Trevor lumbered towards her again. "Oo cares? She's a wench, ain't she? And if she looks like Charity maybe she's like Charity. C'mere, you, gimmee a kiss." This time his friend didn't stop him, and Ghia just narrowly escaped the bigger man's meandering paws. 

She reached the other side of her corner table and realised belatedly she'd boxed herself in. "Leave me alone," she said savagely. "I'm not a wench." 

"Sure you ain't," Trevor said, winking grotesquely. Ghia shuddered, and as the man lumbered around the table she looked around desperately for a rescuer but, besides Trevor's friend, no one had noticed the small commotion in the corner of the room. After all, what was wenching in Mudflat? Very common. 

She jumped onto the table and tried to scramble over, but Trevor grabbed her wrist and pulled her back. She fought against him desperately, but he pressed her against the wood with his body, and her strength was no match for his. "Leave me alone!" she yelled at him, pushing against his chest with both hands. He chuckled, sending more sour ale breath over her, and moved in closer, pursing his lips to kiss her. 

Suddenly his arm disappeared as it twisted around behind him, and he grunted in pain. 

"I believe the lady told you to leave her alone," said a voice laced with cold anger, and Ghia nearly cried in relief. Jules!

She kicked Trevor in the leg and scrambled out from underneath him to stand beside Jules. The CMO gave her a worried look, but had no chance to say anything else, because Trevor had regained his senses and freed himself from Jules' grasp, pushing the medic to the floor. 

Ghia gasped and raced to Jules' side, but he waved her away and jumped to his feet from his back. Impressed, Ghia took a few steps back, for she could see the two males were squaring off for a fight and she had no wish to be in the middle of a dominance struggle. 

"Push off, 'alf-pint! I saw 'er first; you can wait your turn."

Jules raised his eyebrows calmly as he rolled his sleeves up. "That's a dangerous policy -- how you know she's not already spoken for?" he asked, angling his body into what Ghia assumed was a fighting stance. 

Trevor started laughing at Jules' suggestion, and Ghia felt offended. Not that I am spoken for, but still. Too bad I can't just fry this fecker. 

"Wha, by you?" Trevor said, gesturing at Jules disbelievingly. "As if you've got wha it takes ta satisfy a woman." He laughed again. 

"More than you," Jules said mildly, but Trevor was done bantering. He swung at Jules, but the CMO had already ducked. 

He jabbed the man in the stomach and got a faint 'oof' for his efforts. Taking advantage, Jules then clopped the drunk on the chin with a swift uppercut, and there was a 'click' sound as the man's teeth clacked together in his head. 

Ghia thought for sure that would knock the man out, but the behemoth just stumbled back and landed against the wall. Jules straightened and cracked his knuckles, point proven. Trevor was not to be dissuaded so easily -- he picked up a chair and rushed the medic. Ghia yelped as Jules rolled away from the downwards-swinging chair, narrowly missing a crack to his skull. The chair smashed over the back of another patron instead of Jules' head. 

That did it. A full-fledged bar fight broke out as the third man began attacking Trevor. As more blows hit the wrong targets, people left, right, and centre began pummelling, kicking, and swinging limbs like maniacs. Soon the sound of breaking glass joined in with the medley of shouts, screams, and wood on wood as tables were overturned and flung. 

Ghia crouched down by her corner table, watching Jules worriedly as he got pulled into the fray. She'd never seen a bar fight before -- all the patrons of the Cauldron feared Kasandra too much to dare any hostilities. She'd not had to deal with people thinking her a wench, either -- not since Kasandra had dealt with the first person to do that. These days the only person who calls me a wench is Jules, she thought, smiling despite the fighting around her. That was only good-natured teasing. 

The whole tavern was in chaos now. She couldn't see Aro and Caelum but she was sure the majors were in the fray as well. How could they not be? She looked for them for a moment but soon gave up. It was hard enough keeping an eye on Jules, who was right there in front of her. And an incredible fighter, as far as Ghia's knowledge of such things went. No matter whom he was hitting or kicking or dodging, he somehow managed to make a brawl in a tavern in the worst dive in Athering look...elegant. 

She still flinched at every hit that almost landed on him, sure that this time it would knock him out. 

A sudden flash of steel caught her eye, and she saw someone had drawn a knife. He was heading right for Jules. 

"Medic!" she screamed, and Jules looked at her after knocking out the ruffian he'd been hitting. She gestured wildly to the knife-wielder, who, she now saw, was Trevor's smaller friend. Jules spun as the man lunged and the medic's arm went up to protect himself. There was the bright red of spilled blood as the knife cut him, and he grunted in pain. Ghia held her breath, sure that this was it. In a moment she'd have to kill this man with her powers and then wouldn't they be in a right fine mess? But Jules disarmed the man with a bone-crushing wrist grip and then kicked him in the stomach. The man doubled over and Jules kneed him in the head, at which point he fell to the ground, out for the count. 

Jules turned to smile a quick thanks at Ghia, who was slowly allowing herself to breathe again, and turned back to the fight, only to be punched in the face. 

He stumbled backwards and would have recovered had a chair not come down on his head. He fell to his knees and then collapsed to the floor, unmoving. 

Ghia saw with horror that no one had noticed Jules on the floor, and fighting patrons were coming dangerously close to trampling the medic. 

She skittered out from her hiding place and tried to wake him, but he was well and truly out. Seeing nothing else to do, she dragged him back to the table and pulled him underneath with her, where she sat to wait out the fight. 

She didn't need to wait long. There was the sound of steel across leather, and Ghia looked to the stairway to see Bellica Yarrow with her sword drawn threateningly. "All right, you slovenly lot," the bellica shouted, and several people stopped fighting to look at her. "One more punch and I start taking heads!" 

The whole room went still.
  


Yarrow




Yarrow was not particularly surprised at the reaction her threat provoked. These were Xavier's patrons, after all, and she had no doubt his fear of her had infected them as well. 

That, and she was the Empress' best bellica, noted for a short-fused, nasty temper, standing there quite angrily, with a vicious-looking sword drawn. She supposed she cut quite a figure -- especially with this new sword that was so much better than her old one. 

She was quite happy with it. The metalworker had spent extra time on it, adding touches to make it unmistakably hers. The rubies adorning the hilt glinted like blood in the light of the tavern, matching the hue of her hair, and the glow of the light on the shaft of the sword shone almost red and hungry, making the weapon take on a blood-thirsty personality. The pommel had a shape of two dragons curling around to snarl at each other. It was perfectly balanced, not too heavy for her, for all that she was well-muscled and toned. Strong or not, she had a limit. This sword didn't test it. 

She'd not yet taken blood with her sword, the ritual that made each weapon take on a life of its own. She was itching for her opportunity.

Not tonight. 

"Alright," she continued, taking a step down from the stairs and gesturing with her sword. A space cleared for her instantly, people shying away from the pissed-off bellica. "Anyone want to tell me why you're taking such care to wreck the tavern I poured so much gold into?" 

Any other time, Yarrow might have joined in on a bar fight, for a celebration of senseless violence did relieve certain stresses that ale and sex didn't. It usually didn't involve killing anyone -- something she did too often in her job for her to enjoy it much. Pummelling someone did have its satisfactions. There was honour to be had in a good old-fashioned fistfight. 

But she didn't start bar fights. Drunk males did that easily and often enough. And especially not at the bar she helped to get on its feet. She didn't want her investment destroyed. 

No one answered her. No one met her gaze, either. Suddenly everyone seemed very interested in the floor of the room. "Majors!" she shouted for Aro and Caelum, hoping the officers could give her some answers. 

The crowd parted as the two tall men made their way over to her. The came forward sheepishly, Aro with a bloody nose and Caelum sporting a freshly-formed black eye. 

She frowned at them disapprovingly. "Report, officers." 

The two men shrugged and exchanged glances, looking like naughty boys caught with their fingers in the pie. "We were drinking and talking in the corner," began Caelum, pointing to a table that was now on its side. "And people started swinging." 

"We tried to stay out of it, Bellica," Aro chimed in, desperate to save face for the both of them. "But then someone gave Caelum that shiner, and, well...." he trailed off and shrugged, looking at the floor again. 

Yarrow shook her head and clucked her tongue. "Really, Caelum, you know better." He looked away, guilt covering his features. He knew it had been Yarrow who'd paid for that huge party in '14, and saved Xavier's bar from bankruptcy. He should have known better. 

She turned to the bar, which appeared to be devoid of human life. Knowing otherwise, she sheathed her sword, for she had complete control of the situation now, and strode to the counter. Reaching over, she grabbed Xavier by the collar and raised him to his feet. "Bellica!" he gasped. "Hello there." 

"Hello, Xavier. Still a coward, I see." 

He shrugged and wiped the counter nervously. "Strong sense of self-preservation, Bellica."

"Yeah. I'm sure. Who started the fight, Xavier?"

No doubt seeing a chance to shift the focus point of Yarrow's ire from him to someone else, he immediately pointed to a corner table around the side of the bar. "She did, Bellica." 

Yarrow moved over and crouched down, looking underneath the table. The pale face of Ghia peeked out at her, and Yarrow saw Jules lying unconscious beside the figure of the healer. 

The bellica smirked and straightened, looking back at Xavier incredulously. "You mean the girl cowering under the table? She started the fight?" Yarrow could not imagine Ghia throwing punches at random strangers. Despite the girl's fire and spirit. 

Xavier coughed and looked anywhere but Yarrow's face. "Well. It was about her," he said, qualifying his statement, and Yarrow needed no more explanation. Ghia was attractive, drunk people did stupid things, and Jules had always been very quick to defend someone's honour. That equation was a surefire formula for a successful brawl. 

She turned to the crowd of patrons, some of whom were edging surreptitiously towards the door, and the rest of whom were still looking anywhere but her face. "Right, you lot, I want all of you -- except the officers, whom I'll deal with myself," she added, pinning Aro and Caelum with a glare, "all of you get to setting this place to rights. I want it looking better than new when you're done. Now!" she added, when no one moved, and a general scramble ensued, some patrons shooting sympathetic looks at the majors. 

Aro and Caelum edged towards her slowly, trying to put off their punishment, but Yarrow ignored them. She turned back to the healer and held her hand out to help the girl up. Ghia put her softer palm into the bellica's callused one tentatively and scooted out from under the table. The healer seemed pretty shaken up, and Yarrow gave her a kind smile. "You okay, kid?" she asked. 

Ghia nodded, smoothing her peplos and clearing her throat nervously. "You're not going to punish Jules, are you? It's not his fault the fight started, he was only -- "

"Save it, girl," Yarrow cut her off. "I know Jules well enough to be able to guess what happened. I'm not particularly concerned with that right now." She gave a brisk jerk of the head to the majors, who now stood beside her. "Get the medic to your room, will you? And stay up there," she added to Caelum's nod. 

The two men dragged the medic's limp body out from under the table and carefully lifted him, carrying him up the stairs. When they were out of earshot, Yarrow turned to Ghia and gave her a conspiratorial smile. "Men, eh? There's a reason we run things." 

Ghia's eyes widened and then she let out a hesitant giggle. 

Yarrow was glad she'd been able to make Ghia laugh. That meant the girl was feeling better. "Did Jules sustain anything worse than the concussion he no doubt has?" she asked abruptly, serious again. 

A look of sudden remembrance crossed Ghia's face. "Oh, Goddess! Yes, a cut to the arm," she gasped, looking longingly up the stairs. 

Yarrow recognised the light in the girl's eyes. It was the same light she saw in Jules when a soldier was injured and he was already rushing to help, regardless of any danger to himself. Healers, she thought, unable to understand what drove people to such a career. Selflessness, she supposed, which was why it had never appealed to her. She did respect them for what they did but she thought they were crazy. 

She nodded in the direction of the stairs. "Go. I'll have a bowl of hot water and some rags sent up. Do you need anything else?" 

Ghia was already halfway up the stairs. She turned with a thoughtful look on her face. "Something cold, for their black eyes. Everything else I have," she added, and was gone, a blur of healing frenzy. 

Yarrow shook her head and ordered the supplies up to the boys' room. This trip was becoming more and more interesting.
  


Jules




Jules awakened to blurry shapes above him. He blinked furiously, and the shapes resolved themselves into Ghia, her orange hair creating a fiery halo around a face etched with worry. 

She smiled to see him conscious. "Welcome back," she said gently. "How do you feel?" 

He groaned and shifted position on the lumpy mattress. Where was he? Oh, yes, the tavern in Mudflat. "As if I have a spectacularly bad hangover," he said and a smile quirked her lips. "What happened?" He asked as much out of curiosity as out of needing to distract himself from how cute she was when she smiled. 

"Ah, well," she said, her smile turning to the embarrassed variety. "A fight got started when you were...defending me from someone confused as to the nature of my vocation." A blush stole across her cheeks and suddenly she got up. He watched her tend to the majors, who were also apparently somewhat worse for wear, and tried not to think about how attractively she walked. 

Well, she'd answered his question, but he still couldn't remember much. He closed his eyes and willed the memories to come back from wherever they'd been chased by this headache. Defending Ghia...from....oh, right. That drunken lout who'd insisted on Ghia's wenchitude. Jules had walked in and seen the man and found himself flooded with fury. Before he'd known what he was doing, he was across the room and playing the hero. 

Try to teach the cretin some manners, and start a bar fight. Great job, Jules. Yarrow was going to be pissed. 

Maybe she'd take pity on him. He was injured, after all, and he'd only been doing the right thing. Somehow he doubted she'd kill him and take on Ghia as her CMO, for all the healer'd done a wonderful job taking care of him. 

Suddenly remembering the knife that had sliced him open during the fight, he glanced to his left arm to see it bandaged up. There was a pleasant numb sensation and the astringent smell of darkshade paste, and he was prevented from determining the extent of the injury. Unless he wanted to unwrap the neat bandaging job, which he didn't. 

Ghia reappeared at his side then, a cold pack in her hand. He gestured to his arm. "How bad is it?" 

She shrugged and gave him the cold pack, which he gratefully pressed to his aching head. "You'll live. But I still stitched it up," she added, sitting down gently on his bedside. 

"I'm immensely grateful you did that while I was out," he murmured, closing his eyes as the cold of the pack eased away the pain in his head. 

"I numbed it first, Jules. I didn't want to cause you pain," she said softly, and he opened one eye to regard her. This was a much different Ghia from the one he was used to -- where was the tartness? The teasing? The saucy wench he so loved? (Like. Care for. Not love, he reminded himself sternly, uselessly.) More wild mood swings? Or had being in the middle of a brawl scared away her bravado? 

She looked at him worriedly, and he gave what he hoped was a reassuring smile. "You did a great job, Healer. No complaints over here."

She returned his smile, creating cute dimples in her cheeks. He adjusted his position again and closed his eyes, ostensibly to rest, but in reality to keep himself from kissing those full lips. That could have pretty bad repercussions. Especially in front of Caelum and Aro. He'd never live it down. If he lived to live it down. 

"Jules?" Ghia's voice cut through his thoughts. 

"Mmmmm," he said, not opening his eyes. 

"I don't think you should go to sleep yet," she said, healer's tone back. 

He opened his eyes and looked at her. "Until when?"

"Tomorrow morning. You sustained a concussion, Jules. You could slip away from me if you go to sleep," she added as he began to protest. 

He stopped, taken aback. Slip away from me. Not us. Me, she'd said. What...did that mean she felt the same way? 

No. Just friends, Jules, his conscience answered him. She's just worried as a friend. And she's right about the concussion if you're having such thoughts. 

Reluctantly he nodded, acquiescing, for all that he was dead tired and wanted nothing more than to sleep. Well, nothing more than to sleep with Ghia, but that wasn't going to happen, regardless of his concussion. He'd just have to keep the two majors up all night, too. Misery loved company. 

She smiled, happy at not having to argue with him. "Good. Aro and Caelum already said they'd stay up with you," she added. 

There went that idea. 

She went quiet then, a cloud covering her features, and he was worried anew about her. Something was wrong. "Are you okay, Ghia? That man didn't hurt you, did he?" 

"Oh, no," she said, her face clearing. "Just a little shaken. You came along just in time, Jules. Thank you," she added, a slight pink colouring her cheeks. 

"No problem," he said, and their eyes locked in an intense, heated gaze. His breath caught in his throat at the sight of Ghia's parted lips, and he had to restrain the urge to grab her by the hair and kiss her ruthlessly. 

She cleared her throat and looked away, and the spell was broken. "I'm going to retire, now. You boys play nice." She got up to leave. 

Jules caught her arm with his hand. "Your gift is downstairs, tied up next to Suki."

He watched her as she registered the information, and then her face lit up joyfully. "You got me a horse?" she squeaked out, and then he was being mauled by an affectionate Ghia intent on hugging him to death. 

"Gently," he murmured into her hair, though truth be told he didn't want her ever to let go. 

"Thank you so much, Jules," she gushed, and looked at him with eyes alight with pleasure. "I'm going to go see her right now!" She kissed him on the lips and then was gone, out the door before he could react. 

His eyes followed her as she left and, unable to stop himself, he fell back on his bed with a heavy sigh. "You're welcome," he said to the not present healer, his lips burning with the taste of hers. Good thing he was supposed to stay up. He was too seriously aroused to fall asleep now. 

A snicker from the other side of the room caught his attention, and he looked up to see the two majors trying to hold in their laughter, faces red from the effort. 

"What's so funny?" he asked, though he could well guess. 

Caelum collapsed into giggles at that, and it was Aro who answered. "Oh, nothing," the major said, and a small laugh escaped him. "We're just admiring your self-control, is all," he managed to get out, and then burst out laughing along with Caelum. 

Jules glared at them. "You both can burn in Tyvian," he spat out viciously and determinedly looked at the ceiling, pissed off that he couldn't turn onto his side because of his arm. 

"Now, now, Medic," gasped out Caelum, unable to stop laughing. "We think a horse is perfectly natural gift to get a girl you have no intentions towards at all," he said, and laughed even harder.

"Yes, well, that self-control you so admire is better served by Ghia riding alone from now on," Jules said tightly. 

The two men laughed still harder. Jules ground his teeth. 

It was going to be a long night.
  


Ghia




Ghia returned to the room she shared with Yarrow, absolutely ecstatic. 

Her horse was gorgeous. A beautiful pinto mare, with a brilliant star on her head, even-tempered and already friends with Suki, to judge from the way the two girls had carried on. She hoped Amora would put in a good word for her with Suki, who was being quite possessive of Jules whenever Ghia was around. Ghia's horse was a bit smaller than Suki, but then Jules' mare was a war horse. She was supposed to be huge. Amora, however, was just the right size for Ghia, and she already had all the trappings a horse would need for a ride to Harbourtown. 

She couldn't believe Jules had done something so wonderful for her. Nevermind it was her birthday and they friends -- a horse like Amora was an amazing gift, and something Ghia never would have expected in an age. She must have been expensive, too. Why would Jules spend so much on me? 

After seeing her horse she'd come straight back to her room. Yarrow was scolding the boys, she guessed, for the bellica was not in the taproom or their room, and besides -- she'd rather wait until tomorrow to talk to Jules again. She didn't know what had possessed her to kiss him -- but she'd enjoyed it far too much. Her stomach was still doing flip-flops and her lips were still tingling. 

What would it feel like really to kiss him? Or, rather, to let him kiss her? She was sure he had much more experience in those matters than she did. 

For some reason Ghia'd never had an interest in sex. In her late teens, when other girls her age had been having their experiences, either with lovers or at charnel houses, Ghia had preferred to work, or read, or sew. Sex had never really crossed her mind as something interesting or even worth the time to investigate.

Until Midwinter night, at the tavern, when she'd undressed Jules. She blushed anew at the thought. 

Why should that have made a difference? She was a healer -- she knew what a naked body looked like, male or female or in between. The sight of a naked person in the hospitalis, patient in the sick room or healer in the showers, was a common occurrence that had never turned on that particular switch in her. 

Was it just because they weren't in a work context? Or was it because it was Jules, whom she'd never seen naked before? 

She shook her head. Either way it doesn't matter, girl -- you're just friends and that's the way it has to stay. No one can afford love nowadays. 

Sighing, she sat down on her bed and pulled her bag over to her. She'd waited in anticipation long enough. It was time to open her aunt's gift. She pulled out the small package and carefully removed the cloth and string that wrapped it, placing the fabric away in her bag as a scrap for sewing. It was a small jewelry box. Her heart beating faster in excitement, she pulled off the top. 

There was a folded piece of paper inside, and under that a necklace, rather old. The pendant was small and tarnished, with a strange drawing on it, detailed and colourful, but quite simple. She picked it up and turned it over to see another drawing, similar in style but different in content. She frowned. Crests? Of what? 

Figuring the paper might have a clue, she unfolded it carefully to find a lengthy letter in her aunt's neat handwriting. 




Dearest Ghia,

I would have told you this in person, but a dream told me you wouldn't be here for your birthday, so I decided it would be best to give it to you in writing instead. 

I'm not sure exactly where to begin, so I will just have out with it and hope it is not too abrupt for you. Your foster-mother and I were not entirely truthful with you when we said we didn't know where you came from. This necklace was on you when you were left on our doorstep on New Year's in 4001. It has two family crests on it -- one, we do not know, but the one with the sun over the mountain and sword is the Lihin crest, sovereign rulers of Atton. We hope you can find out about the second one yourself. 




Ghia felt the tears prick her eyes, and she almost put the letter down, too upset to continue. She forced herself to go on, knowing she needed to read the rest of the letter. 




We would have told you, darling, but we were too scared to do so. We were afraid you'd leave us in search of your real parents, and we loved you too much to bear that thought. However, after careful discussion Helene and I decided it was time you knew the truth of your origins. You are of noble birth, Ghia -- a scion of the Lihin line. 

We hope you do not hate us for not telling you sooner, dearest girl. You asked us once, long ago, about your origins, and when we told you we didn't know, you seemed fine with that and never asked for more. Your apparent disinterest made it easy for us to justify hiding the truth from you for so long. 

We're sorry, darling, and hope you can forgive us in time. 

We hope your birthday is wonderful otherwise, and will see you upon your return. 




All my love,

Aunt Kasandra. 




Ghia closed her eyes and crushed the letter to her chest, feeling tears run down her cheeks. 

Goddess. She never would have imagined such about her past. About her parents. And for her foster family not to tell her? How could they? Anger flooded her, but it was short lived. They'd thought they were doing the right thing. Hadn't Ghia herself decided she had no wish to know of her past, for her family was fine the way it was? 

Well, sort of. She was still waffling on that. It seemed the Goddesses wished her to know regardless of her own wishes. 

Lihin. She was of the family of Lihin. She was royalty. But her parents had not wanted her. 

Was she then the child of a scandal, abandoned to hush things up? 

No, that didn't fit. She'd been a year old when Helene and Kasandra had found her. She would have been given away much earlier than that if her birth were of doubtful origin. There was no doubt in her mind she was abandoned because of her powers. 

Why had they not kept her and simply hidden her powers? A royal family would have had no problem finding training for her, rare as powers such as hers were. They only had to ask the Donacella-Voto family, after all -- every royal family knew of that family's vow. 

I guess this means I'm Yarrow's cousin, she thought suddenly. That would explain why our hair is so similar. 

It had to be her father who was a Lihin, for Lady Lihin had had only two sons -- twins, Marcus and Terence. In 3989 Marcus had been chosen by Zameera at her Birthright Ceremony, and became the royal twins' acknowledged father. Personally, Ghia had doubts he was really Zardria's father, for the two women were so unalike. More likely Zardria was the spawn of Lord Exsil Vis, the late Queen's second Consort. It was more than possible for twins to have different fathers. 

Marcus couldn't be Ghia's father. He'd died soon after being chosen as Consort, over ten years before Ghia's birth. Terence had to be her sire. She did not know much about him, except he'd died just under two decades ago. Lady Lihin was now the last of the Lihin line, except Yarrow--and now her. Unless this necklace was a hoax, Ghia was Lady Lihin's granddaughter. 

Would the woman welcome her, she wondered, if she went to claim her birthright? Or would she be cast out, a peasant trying to rise above her station? 

She supposed it depended on who her mother was, and whether the woman had been husband or mistress to Terence Lihin. She had no idea where to begin in the search for her mother's identity. 

Wait. No, there was something -- Charity, that drunken lout Trevor had called her. Charity. Then his friend had said that Charity had left for Atton...over twenty years ago. And Ghia looked just like Charity. Except the hair. 

Looked as if her mother had been a barwench from Mudflat and, obviously, mistress to Lihin, for royalty wed royalty and bedded whatever moved. How wonderfully scandalous! 

She looked at the necklace she held in her fist. There was the Lihin crest, a yellow sun over a red mountain, with a sword lying horizontally underneath the likeness of Mt. Impri. She turned it over to examine the other crest. 

Like the Lihin crest, it was incredibly detailed despite its small size. An island, with a blood red rose growing out of it, and a dagger of thorns pointing into the earth. It baffled her. She'd never seen anything like it in her studies and had no idea what it meant. 

Was it some old royal line no one remembered? Was Charity of an ancient line of ladies or duchesses? Or was she just a wench giving herself airs? 

Oh, it was useless! Ghia wanted to scream in frustration. She was just running circles in her mind and had no idea where to get the answers she needed. It was giving her a terrible headache. 

Carefully, she folded the now crumpled letter back and placed it in her bag. The necklace she put on, hoping someone somewhere would have some answers for her. 

The door opened then, and Ghia jumped in panic. When she saw Yarrow, she calmed down. Not by much. 

She had the feeling -- and by feeling she meant blaring mental noise -- that Yarrow didn't like her. Or hadn't liked her and was only now starting to warm up to her. 

She supposed she seemed weak to the bellica. In some ways, she was. Like this stupid crying thing I do all the damned time. 

Yarrow sighed and unbuckled her belt, tossing her sword by her bed. She plopped down onto the mattress and began to remove both her boots. When her feet were free, she stretched them out languorously, sighing happily. It was only then she looked up at Ghia, and frowned. 

"What's wrong?" she asked, and Ghia realised her tears must be obvious. 

Hastily Ghia wiped her face and shrugged. "Oh, it's silly. My aunt's gift was...very touching." 

Yarrow looked confused a moment, then her face cleared. "Oh, birthday. Happy one, by the way. Was her gift better than what Jules got you?" she asked, a wry smile on her face. 

Ghia laughed. "No. That's a tough act to follow. It was just...very enlightening." She fell silent, unable to think of anything else to say about it. 

Yarrow raised her eyebrows. "May I see it?" 

Seeing no reason why not, Ghia lifted the necklace up for the bellica to see. 

Yarrow got up from her bed and took the pendant in her hand carefully, inspecting it closely. She turned it over, looked at the other side, and gave it back to Ghia. "Nice piece of work," she said nonchalantly, lying down on her bed, "but I fail to see why your aunt gave you a necklace with the Lihin crest on it."

The statement was said neutrally enough, but Ghia could hear the tension in Yarrow. Swallowing the lump of nervousness in her throat, Ghia responded very quietly. "It was on me when they found me. They...they think it may be a clue to my family origin." 

Yarrow grunted as she adjusted position on her mattress and Ghia felt increasingly nervous. Yarrow was short-fused and moved more quickly than a cat, and here Ghia was, trapped in a room with her, suggesting she was royalty. Suggesting this to a princess of Athering -- and furthermore, that she was royalty related to said princess. Was she crazy? 

She jumped when Yarrow spoke. "About a tredicem and a half before I turned eleven, I was visiting my grandmother and uncle in Atton. Uncle Terence had been incredibly depressed since late Decima, when his husband and one-year-old daughter had disappeared, presumed dead in the treacherous mountain passes. Grandmama had thought the visit with me would cheer him up. Apparently I reminded him too much of his little one, whom he'd loved more than life itself. We found him on the last day of my visit, hanging from the chandelier." She paused.

Ghia froze, unable to speak for the horror that gripped her. 

"That was in 4001. I guess you would have been about a year old then, wouldn't you?" Yarrow looked at Ghia intensely. 

Ghia nodded stiffly, afraid of Yarrow's reaction. 

The bellica simply nodded briefly, as if Ghia had merely confirmed something she already knew. "I'd wondered, for a while. I knew Helene and Kasandra had adopted you. I guess this pendant just clinches it, doesn't it? Cousin?" 

Before she could stop herself, Ghia found herself choking out a question whose answer she dreaded. "Do you blame me for his death?" 

Yarrow snorted. "Obviously, Ghia, you were the one who decided to leave, at the age of one year. It had nothing to do with your mother." She shot Ghia a look that made the healer feel silly at having asked. "Though," the bellica added, leaning back in her bed, "I would like to have a word with my aunt, if she still lives, to ask her what was so damned important it was worth destroying my paternal family over." 

Ghia cringed inwardly. She already knew what had been so important. Telling the bellica, however, required a level of trust that didn't exist between them at this point. Instead, she shrugged. "I don't know. Are you upset that we're related?" Why am I being so childish tonight?

Yarrow rolled onto her stomach and shot a droll look at Ghia. "If I were, I wouldn't have called you cousin, would I?" She punched her pillow and laid down on her bed, obviously ready to sleep. 

"So...you don't think I'm weak anymore?" 

Yarrow grimaced. "Did Jules tell you? I'll flay him." 

"What? No. I'm just good at reading people," she lied easily. What had Yarrow said to Jules? Now she was curious. 

"Hm. Well, I did think you were weak. But I'm a cynical old bellica who's been in this job too damned long, and making snap judgments is part and parcel with my line of work." She shrugged. "I forgot there were many forms of strength. You'll make a good Lady Lihin, Ghia." 

Lady Lihin? "What?" 

"You're next in line for Atton, Ghia. You're the only possible heir." 

"But you're older than I." Ghia was flabbergasted. She couldn't be the heir to Atton. Not possible. 

Yarrow groaned. "What do you know about Athering inheritance laws, Ghia?" 

She shrugged. Her schooling had been in the history of magek, not the laws that governed her country, for they were fickle, depending on the whims of the current ruler. She'd never bothered to learn them. "Virtually nothing." 

"Mm. Ok, well, here's how it goes: the heir to the throne of Athering is encouraged to choose from nobility or high-ranking military for her Consort. Aradia's line likes to keep the blood as pure as possible. However, if she is to choose someone from another royal family, like, say, the Lihin line, she cannot choose the only heir. There must be more than one heir to the line of that township. In my mother's case, there were no heirs, but there were two men who could produce heirs. However, when my mother chose Marcus Lihin, she negated the possibility of her children inheriting anything but her throne. Unlike commoner inheritance, as soon as a noble marries above her station, the children of that union inherit the higher-ranking station, and cannot be heirs to the lower-ranking. Make sense?" Yarrow looked at her expectantly. 

"I think so," she said, nodding. 

"So that means that only Terence Lihin's children are eligible to rule Atton. As you're his only child and female, you are the only heir to the throne of Atton, Ghia. I remain, forever, the Queen's best bellica." She quirked her lips in a smile that said she had no problem with her role. 

Well, maybe she had one problem with it. "Queen's?" Ghia asked innocently. 

A cloud covered Yarrow's face, and Ghia could see the mental struggle the bellica went through. After a moment she spoke. "Yes. Queen's." 

Ghia wasn't sure what had made the bellica trust her with that, but she was grateful for it. It was a first step. She smiled at Yarrow. "Well. I'd rather remain the Queen's best healer than be Lady Lihin of Atton," she said in response. 

Yarrow's face cleared from the storm clouds that had covered it a moment before, and she almost smirked. Almost. "What, you don't want to move to Atton? Jules is from there," she added nonchalantly, and Ghia frowned at her. 

"Why would that matter?" 

Yarrow cleared her throat. "No reason," she said, putting her head back on the pillow. "At any rate, I'll send a letter to Grandmama upon our return to Atherton. She'll be very happy to hear you're alive." 

"Because I'm her heir?" Ghia asked, unable to keep the morose note out of her voice. She didn't want to be loved for her position. Helene and Kasandra had never cared that she was just an orphan with no history. 

"No. Because she's missed you very much these nineteen years. You were the joy of her life, Ghia. She was beside herself when you and your mother disappeared from their lives." A pause. "Though she will be happy to have an heir again. But mostly she just missed you. Ghia," she added, turning to face the healer once again, "I do think we should keep this quiet, on the whole. It might be...dangerous for word to get out that Atton has an heir again." Ghia nodded, knowing that Yarrow referred specifically to Zardria. Yarrow looked satisfied and put her head down again, facing away from Ghia. "Dim the lights, would you?" said her sleepy voice. 

Ghia got up to extinguish the candles. It was late. They both needed to sleep. 

When it was dark and Ghia was snuggled under the covers, she spoke tentatively. "Bellica?"

"Mmmm," came Yarrow's voice from her pillow. 

"Tomorrow, we need to head to Harbourtown, Major Aro and I. Do we have your leave?"

There was a pause, and then Yarrow's voice floated over to her again. "Aye. But Jules stays here."

"I wouldn't dream of moving him while he recovers. He's still concussed."

"Good. I need him here." 

Ghia did not want to ask why Yarrow would need her CMO around. She hoped that no one would be injured too terribly. Jules himself was not in perfect condition, and working too much would be bad for him. 

Another silence passed. Then Ghia spoke again. "Yarrow?"

"What?" said the bellica testily. 

"What's our family like?"

"Aside from Grandmama? Dead. I'll tell you more about her when we join you in Harbourtown. Now shut up and go to sleep." 

Ghia let a smile steal across her face at the bellica's response. It was so typically Yarrow, she couldn't help but grin. 

At that she turned over and tried to get to sleep. "Good night, cousin." 

"Night, cuz," came Yarrow's muffled voice, and then there was no more noise but the heavy breathing of two very tired women. 







Jourd'Juno, 2nd Primera




Aro and Ghia prepared to leave early the next morning, before sun up. The major had slept a few hours, Ghia noticed as she went to Jules to say goodbye. 

"I thought I was coming along with you," he said, voice petulant after two days without sleep. 

"You're in no condition to go and we have to leave now, Medic. You'll join us in a few days, Yarrow said." 

He glared at her but it was weak, and his eyelids fluttered tiredly. "Can I sleep now at least?"

Ghia smiled at him, though he couldn't see her. "Yes. Go to sleep, Jules. I'll see you within a sevenday." She leaned over and kissed him on the forehead, but Jules was already gone. 

Yarrow saw the healer and major off, walking her horse out to the edge of town. 

"Ride well, Healer, Major," she said by way of farewell. Aro, already ahead, waved and saluted his superior officer goodbye. 

Ghia smiled at her and said "We will. And Yarrow?" Yarrow raised an eyebrow. "Try not to kill Jules or Caelum," she said, too soft for Aro to hear. 

Yarrow smirked. "I'll do my best. We'll see you in a few days or so, cuz."

"Farewell, cousin." Ghia waved her hand and then rode off after Aro, clucking softly to Amora. Her mare snorted and tossed her head, happy to be on the road. 

Excitement gripped her. This adventure grew more interesting by the day. Now she had a wonderful equine friend to share it with. She couldn't wait to see what awaited her on this road. 




~




The road to Harbourtown was indescribably boring. Nothing but dirt road stretched interminably before them, through a brown landscape dotted with heather and gray rocky outcroppings. At least there were small hills to break the monotony and the sky was not all gray today. Had some blue not peeked through the cloud cover, Ghia would have gone quite mad. 

"Does it get any better?" she asked Aro, barely daring to hope.

He shrugged. "Not really." 

She sighed. At least Harbourtown would be nice. At the very least, more interesting. It couldn't be more boring than this road. 

They rode along in silence for a while, the steady clop of their horses' hooves the only noise in the bleak landscape. Ghia patted Amora affectionately, and the mare tossed her head in reply, as if to say "I like you, too." The healer smiled to herself. She could not thank Jules enough for this gift. I'll have to find something equally wonderful for his birthday. 

The peace of the road did not last, however, for the noise of Aro's thoughts broke through the silence in her head. She could sense his slight apprehension of being alone with her and her strange powers, of which he'd witnessed only a fraction. The questions he held about her, too, she could hear, and that was also near driving her mad. If only he'd ask a question! It would be less irritating than this silence. 

She tried to wait patiently for him to gather his courage but patience was not Ghia's strong suit unless she was working in the hospitalis. Unable to take it anymore, she spoke. "Yes, I can."

Aro jumped in his saddle and stared at her. "You can what?" he asked nervously, though she knew he knew. 

"Read your thoughts," she answered, with a smile. "Don't worry, Aro -- I don't pry. But whatever is on the surface of your mind can be hard to ignore, depending on how loudly you're broadcasting." 

He returned her smile tentatively. "So I was 'broadcasting'?"

She snorted. "Yeah. Loudly. You can ask me these things, Aro," she added. "I can't promise I'll answer. But you can ask." 

"Fair enough," he said, and shrugged. "So. How do you know Anala is in danger?" 

"Start with the hard questions, huh? Well. I had a dream that told me she was. I can't explain any more than that, because the dream itself actually doesn't make much sense. But it did tell me what I needed to know," she finished lamely. 

"Oh."

They lapsed into an awkward silence. Ghia had thought that reading minds would make social contact easier, but apparently it just muddled things more. Great. Because things are so easy for me socially already.

"You have nothing to fear from me, Aro," she said finally, unable to take the silence anymore, and Aro started. "I consider you and Bellica Anala to be friends. I'm loyal to my friends."

He relaxed visibly, and gave her a much more natural smile. "That does make me feel better," he said, and this time the silence they lapsed into was more comfortable. 

That night they camped at a rocky outcropping, and Aro taught Ghia the basics of taking care of her horse and the basics of campsite building. By the time they finished, she was exhausted, and fell asleep without bothering to eat supper. 

The next day they awakened before dawn and left soon after a small breakfast of porridge with dried fruits and nuts. The ground became steadily rockier, eventually forming cliffs to one side of the road. 

"I thought you said it didn't get more interesting," Ghia teased the major, but his smile was tight, and she wondered what was wrong. 

Looking ahead, she saw a cliff rose on the other side of the road as well, and they had to travel between two high rock walls. Perfect place for an ambush, Aro's thought drifted over to her, and Ghia tensed. She hadn't brought bandits into consideration when she'd decided to leave on this crazy journey, and now she was regretting her hasty departure from Mudflat. If they'd waited until the first regiment's officers had been ready to go with them, then they might have a chance against a group of bandits. 

Taking a breath, she expanded her senses forward through the ravine, seeing if there were other human minds ahead. 

There were. 

Feck. There was no way they could fight off a host of ruffians -- unless Ghia used her powers. Maybe not even then. 

What choice did she have? 

Maybe she should consult with Aro first. He was the seasoned military officer, after all, and she the healer. Strategy was his game. 

"Aro," she said--rather, sent, her lips barely moving. He inclined his head to her a fraction of an inch, to indicate his attention. "There are bandits ahead. Do you have a plan?"

They'd reached the entrance to the ravine now, and the clop of their horses' hooves bounced off the rock walls. It was eerily quiet. Ghia suppressed a shudder. 

"How many?" he asked, voice quiet.

Quickly she counted the minds she sensed ahead. Damn. "Twenty, mayhap more." 

Aro grimaced, and Ghia could see his answer on his face. We're fecked. 

That answered that question. Should she strike now, or when she could see the enemy -- and vice versa? 

An arrow landed on the path before them, quivering in the air. Their horses stopped, and Amora nickered nervously. Ghia automatically soothed her. 

 A woman with dark hair, dressed in ragged leather breeches and jerkin, stepped out from behind the ravine wall, further on down the path. She wore a rag around her face, hiding the smile Ghia knew was there from the crinkle around her eyes. The woman raised her hand in greeting -- or warning. 

"Hail, Lady and Lord. I am the Great Sasha and I bid you welcome to my domain. However," she added, a mean glint coming into her eyes, "there is a toll for those to cross my land without permission. Pay it and no harm will come to you."

Aro regarded the woman steadily, and Ghia tried to copy his apparent ease. "This land belongs to the sovereign ruler of Athering -- not bandit scum like yourself. We'll pay no toll."

There was a creaking, like the sound of branches in the wind, and Ghia's eyes flickered up to see archers surrounding them, readying to let their arrows fly. She glanced back at the 'Great Sasha'. The woman stood, elbows akimbo, and said confidently: "You'll pay. Or you'll die." 

Ghia laughed. She couldn't help it. It was so ridiculous -- here she was, a half-Magi, with near-limitless power at her fingertips, and a mere bandit was making her feel nervous. She would have kicked herself had it not been so hilarious. 

Sasha glared at the healer. "Something funny, girl?" So much for 'Lady'. 

Ghia sobered and looked steadily at the bandit queen. "Yes. This whole operation is quite pathetic. Think you can best us? Get out of our way -- we don't wish to hurt you," she added snidely, making her voice as haughty as possible. It wasn't difficult. 

Sasha glared harder at the healer, and signalled with her hand. As one the archers released their bowstrings, and the arrows flew through the air towards the two riders. 

And stopped at Ghia's outstretched hand. 

Ghia cursed inwardly, trying to hold all the arrows in the air. It was not so easy as she had thought it would be, but she held on, determined not to show her struggle. She gave the astonished bandit queen a smirk, and then let the arrows drop to the ground. 

"What devilry is this?" cried Sasha, real fear in her voice. Her eyes narrowed at Ghia. "Who are you?" 

Ghia gave what she hoped was a merciless, feral look as she sought for an answer. She let a second pass before she replied, more confident than she felt: "Charity, the Demon Queen of Athering. Now let us through." 

She could feel Aro's eyes on her, could sense his astonishment at what she'd done. She resisted telling him she'd not even started. 

The Great Sasha, however, was not to be outdone so easily. With a shout and gesture she had a horse at her side and a bandit army behind her, and she was riding towards them with a vicious gleam in her eye. "Demons can be slain!" she shouted, brandishing a long, curved blade. 

Ghia felt a start of fear, but did not let it show. Instead she grounded and centred, letting hot energy from the earth fill her being, as she waited for the moment to strike. "Ghia," said Aro nervously, for the bandit army got closer and the archers refilled their bows. "Ghia," he said again, and again Ghia ignored him. 

Just...one...more...second....there! She was filled to capacity. She let herself out, out, out, and spoke to the air elementals, subjects of Aera, asking them to do her bidding. The tiny, almost-invisible beings gathered at her call, and came down and formed a solid wall between her and the bandits. 

A second later Sasha and her army smashed into the invisible wall and fell backwards, horses twisting on the ground in failing attempts to get up. More arrows loosed but the elementals flew to stop them, and sent them back point first on the archers. 

Some bandits tried to flee at this point, but the air that Ghia spoke to stopped them. They were held fast and gathered up, and Ghia lent her power to the elementals as they picked up the bandits and flew away with them. 

She stayed with the creatures until the bandits were hanging over the ocean, many many miles away, and then bid the little ones let go of the bandits. She could hear a satisfying splash, and the surprise of the water elementals and other denizens of the ocean. She thanked Aera and her sprites and then she was back in her body, too suddenly for her taste. 

Suffering from whiplash, she fell off her horse to the ground, where she retched for quite some time. 

After a while the world stopped tilting and she was able to sit up. Aro was crouched by her, regarding her warily. 

"Remind me never to get on your bad side," he said, and she managed a small smile. 

"Let's just hope that was the only bandit group we'll have to deal with," she said, getting to her feet. "I don't know if I can do that again." 

He only nodded, and they mounted their horses and were off again, inexorably on to Harbourtown.
  


Lares

Jourd'Althea, 3rd Primera




It was only a matter of time, Lares knew. 

Despite their speed in crossing the channel, time had run out. 

Harbourtown had just appeared on the horizon when Lord Exsil Vis' ships had caught up to them. Lares had been ready, however, and the first ship had been dispatched with a few well-placed flaming crossbow bolts. He'd felt no remorse as the ship had fallen, burning, into the sea -- only relief. 

Soon two more ships came upon them, and Lares loosed more fiery arrows in an attempt to sink these ships as well. The crews were too fast, however, and they got the fires put out before the flames could spread. 

Merry gave the order for oars to be lowered, and the ship moved faster, away from the cannons of the approaching Vocan navy. 

They were not much closer to safe harbour, however, and Lord Exsil Vis' ships had oars, too. And more men to man them, Lares knew. Soon Merry's ship was sandwiched between the Vocan ships, and before a surrender could go up the BOOM of cannons rent the air, followed soon by the sound of splintering wood. 

Lares ran up to Merry. "I'm down to a handful of arrows, Captain, and those cannons will destroy us before we reach harbour." Merry regarded Lares expectantly, a captain awaiting news he knew he wouldn't like. "Surrender," Lares said, unable to believe his own suggestion. "It's the only way we'll survive." 

"Never," Merry said. "Death first." 

Lares bowed and acquiesced, knowing arguing with Merry on that point was useless. He turned back to the crossbow and got a few more arrows ready. 

This time he managed to get the sails of the port enemy ship, and the crew was suitably distracted by the fire for him to swing the crossbow around to concentrate on the starboard ship. He aimed carefully, and when he had the main mast's sails in the crosshairs he reached to set fire to the pitch-soaked arrow, and stopped -- something on the ship had caught his eye. 

Maurice. 

In a trice Lares had up his musket instead, and was readying to fire it at the hated lord of Voco. He moved to the railing and aimed at Lord Exsil Vis' back. His finger slid over the trigger, and, ready to squeeze, he...

Stopped dead as Maurice turned, for the lord held his lady in front of him. Lares lowered his weapon. 

Maurice looked at Lares then, and smiled. He shoved Hope in front of him as he walked to the railing, and Lares watched in horror as Maurice held Hope over the water, his pistol held to her temple. 

He was stuck. He could not kill Lord Exsil Vis without killing Hope. Of course Maurice knew that. 

"Stout-Heart," called the lord of Voco, and Lares' blood chilled at the tone of voice the man used. "I know what you want, Stout-Heart. Think you I've not noticed how you look at my Lady? Think you I am that stupid? I'll let you take her, Stout-Heart. I know that's what you want. You can have my Lady. Just give me my daughter." 

Hope didn't even struggle in the man's grasp -- just gave Lares that same pleading look she'd given before he'd left. 

"I'll make no deal with you, Maurice," Lares shouted, finding his voice back from wherever it had run off to. 

Lord Exsil Vis shrugged, and cocked his pistol. "Then your Lady Hope dies."

Lares felt his heart stop. Hope. God, no. Hope or Anala. A horrible, impossible choice.

He felt his gaze sliding over to the entrance to the hold, belowdecks where Anala recovered, still unconscious. His gaze stopped as it locked with Mara's -- she stood at the hold entrance, and the look on her face said she'd heard the entire exchange. 

Tormented, Lares looked back at the Lord and Lady Exsil Vis, and saw tears running down Hope's face. 

He was sure tears were running down his as well. Hope. His beautiful Hope.

It was easy to know what she wanted, what would please her. It was not so easy to do that. 

If doing what pleases her, kills her.... Could he live with her gone from the world? Can my heart survive? 

He stood, hovering between the two unthinkable futures, unable to decide, vision blurred by salty tears, so distracted by his emotional torture he did not notice the flash of silver in Hope's hand until it was too late. 

The knife flew from the waistband of her dress into her hand, and with one last look at Lares she plunged the dagger into her heart. Their eyes met as the light left hers, and he could see her final words to him. 

I've made your choice. Save my daughter. 

She was dead. Her body fell limply into Maurice's arms, and Lares refused to see the lord gather up his lady tenderly. 

Twin screams of anguish rent the air, and Lares realised one must belong to him. Rage and pain filled him and he aimed his musket at Lord Exsil Vis, denying the clear sight of Maurice's sorrow, the tears that ran down the older man's face. 

He squeezed the trigger, and the rebound knocked him back. He recovered in time to see Maurice, unhurt, carrying Hope's dead body into the hold. 

He screamed again, a word that sounded like an animal trying to say "no", and reloaded, though he knew he could no longer hit the object of his hate. He aimed instead at the captain of Lord Exsil Vis' ship. A report sounded, and when Lares recovered from the recoil he saw the man fall, blood on his shirt. 

He smiled a small merciless smile, and ran back to his crossbow. Within minutes he'd emptied the flaming bolts into the two ships, catching decks and sails and sailors on fire. While the crews tried desperately to put out the flames, he took up his musket again and was firing on any sailor in range. He watched his fellow Vocans fall, but his satisfaction at their deaths did not fill the Hope-shaped void in his heart. 

Soon he was out of musket balls and he dropped the weapon at his feet, for it was useless now. That was it. They were done with long-range. They had to gain the harbour or fight on board the ships. 

He looked at Merry, sure the man knew this, and saw the captain was looking west with something akin to fear and determination in his eyes. Lares followed the line of Merry's gaze and felt a block of ice settle around his heart at what he saw behind them. 

Coming up on their rear was an armada of Vocan ships.
  


Mara




Mara came up on deck from her watch of Anala when the cannonballs had shaken the ship and burst through the hull. The sick room was sheltered in the middle of the hold and so Anala was safe. Mara wanted to help topside. 

She came up the stairs in time to hear the deal offered to Lares. While the shock of Anala's parentage froze her mind, fear gripped her heart that Lares would accept the deal. She was not stupid. She could see in Lares' face how the man felt for the lady offered to him. She also knew that if Lares accepted, she could not fight him off, to keep him from giving Anala up. She only hoped the whole crew would be able to, if she died protecting her sister. 

But he'd remained true. Whether he would have, had the lady not killed herself, Mara didn't know. All she knew was that one minute Lares stood, debating, and the next he'd gone mad. 

She supposed she would, too, losing what he had lost. She watched him empty all their long-range rounds trying to destroy the ships that attacked them, and saw the ships fall behind. Then she saw the sails of the armada coming up behind them. They were doomed. 

No! They couldn't lose -- not now, not so close. Not after Lares had lost so much. Mara did not want the lady's sacrifice to be in vain. 

She ran to the fore of the ship and stood at the railing, seeing they were almost at Harbourtown harbour. Safety awaited them, if they could just gain the harbour. 

No one in Harbourtown knew what was coming, she realised with a sinking feeling in her stomach. They would be sitting ducks, open to the attack that was coming. They had to be warned, or Harbourtown could be destroyed. 

She glanced at the crew. No one else had realised this. She looked north, to the cliff face on the edge of town that held the Bell. The rope hung down the cliff side, reaching a ledge of rock at sea level. It waited for someone to pull it, to warn the town. She looked at the distance between the ship and the rope. It was long. But she could swim it. 

She glanced at Merry, and as if he felt her gaze, he looked up. She could see in his eyes that he saw what she meant to do. 

"Mara! Nay!" he shouted, but she ignored him. 

She took a deep breath and jumped over the edge of the ship, diving into the icy water. The shock of the cold water against her warm skin nearly made her heart stop. She floundered a moment, and then she was swimming with all her might towards the cliff face and the Bell-pull. 

The Vocan ship to their port side had fallen back before, but still Mara swam as quickly as possible to avoid getting hit. 

Cries reached her ears from Merry's ship, begging her to come back. She pushed them aside and kept on swimming, despite her fear. She was terrified: the water close to shore was much safer. Deep water held creatures she'd rather not meet. She kept on. Anala needs me. Lares needs me. 

Soon the cries from the ship became shouts of encouragement, and she felt her strength and courage pick up. She swam faster, focused on reaching the ledge. She heard Lares shout, then, "Mara! You can do it! Do it for her!" and she put on a burst of speed. She did not know which her he meant, but it did not really matter. She was almost there. 

She was shaking with cold by the time she gained the rope and the rocky ledge at the sea's surface. She levered herself up with the rope and when she stood, soaking and shaking on the rock, she pulled down on the tar-covered twine with all her might. 

Slowly, inexorably, it moved down, and then she felt the moment when the Bell was on its side. The momentum then carried the Bell to the other side, and the rope flew up as the giant metal piece swung the other way, carrying the light Mara with it. Unable to hold on, she dropped to the rock ledge, hard, where she lay, stunned. 

The BONG BONG BONG of the Bell rang throughout the town, and the rocks of the cliff face. It reverberated throughout Mara's body and made her teeth vibrate together. 

She'd done it. I warned 'em, she thought happily, and then all she knew was blackness.
  


Eorl Gray




Audrey Gray's head snapped up at the sound of the Bell. Harbourtown was under attack. 

Without missing a beat, the former bellica got up from her desk and began barking orders. 

"Timothy!" she shouted, and her personal assistant appeared at her side instantly. "Send a detachment down to the Bell-pull -- make sure whoever's there is okay." The man disappeared again, quick to do her bidding. 

Next she found her Captain of the Guard, already heading to the barracks. "Deploy your women throughout the city -- martial law is effective as of now. I want every civilian safe! Get the regiments ready for battle -- send the Fifteenth on the merc ships; the rest to the town." 

He nodded shortly. "Payment for the mercs?" he asked, and she cursed inwardly. It was such a stupid system they had in Harbourtown! She kept on asking the Empress for something else, for her own standing navy that was not dependent on a monetary contract, but the woman ignored her every time. 

"Promise them whatever they want -- after we live through this. It's an emergency. Harbourtown must be protected!" 

The Captain nodded again and went to follow her orders. Audrey headed to her chambers, where she quickly donned her bellica's armor. It had been a long time, but she slid into the leather mail easily, and strapped on her sword without fumbling. She grabbed her crossbow and went to join the troops. 

As she stepped outdoors and headed down, to the harbour entrance, she saw the armada that approached the town, and the ship it was chasing. She shook her head. Trust Merry to bring trouble to my door. 

The fourteenth and thirteenth regiments were already in place, lined up around the harbour, protecting the entrances to the town. She went and stood beside Bellica Agate, gave the woman a nod, and readied her crossbow. 

Attack my town, will you? she thought, looking at the approaching Vocan ships. A smile took her face. She'd not had a good fight in years. She'd have to thank Merry for bringing the Vocan scum in range of her arrows but only after scolding him for bringing danger to her people. 

That could wait. Right now, the only thought that occupied her mind was spilling Vocan blood. The sea would be pretty in purple -- and she was sure the sharks were hungry.
  


Desdemona




Desdemona woke from her sleep with a gasp, clutching at her heart. 

The organ twisted in pain, feeling a phantom knife miles away. 

She closed her eyes, tears running down her face. She knew, already, what was happening on the other side of Athering, for all that she resided in Nighttide with her Lady now. She could feel it as closely as her sheets and blanket. 

She fell back down to her bed and let the tears come, sobbing out her denial and anguish. 

Hope. No!
  


Magea Rosa




Magea Rosa woke from sleep as the reverberation hit her. A wave of pain washed over her, like ocean water, and she reeled in her tower room. 

Stretching out mental tendrils, she saw the watery wall around Mt. Voco was gone, and instantly realised what must have happened. 

There had been a Magi -- part-Magi, to judge by the relative weakness of the wave she'd felt -- on Mt. Voco. Now that Magi was dead. 

All the Magi were connected -- or had been. When one Magi died, the pain spread throughout the population, hitting those with a personal connection to the now-dead one the hardest. No single Magi was ever unaware of a friend or lover's death. As she was one of the last full Magi left, she felt quite a bit of pain. She knew when each of her friends had died, after they'd split up so many millennia ago, the only six of their kind left after the Wars that had shook their people. Satrah and Tmetsis had gone first -- found by Terrans, chased to the now aptly named Cliffs of the Magi. The rocks below had broken them. She'd seen it from her safety in Tirth Huantair, at the scrying device in the empty Kernornian school. She'd not known the manner of the others' deaths, for she'd not been at the scrying device. But she'd felt them -- next had been Melcynon, nearly three thousand years after Satrah and Tmetsis. Another thousand claimed Ajnha. 

That left just herself and Corinus. She'd felt better for the fact that her wing-brother was still alive, even if to be together would be dangerous. Besides -- he looked too much like his brother, and to look upon Ather's face still brought her pain. To know he was alive had been enough. 

Now she was not so sure. It had been 300 years since she'd been awake to feel anything, and in that time a new race of Magi-Terran had sprung up. Or was it here before, and I just hadn't noticed? 

No, she would have -- if by nothing else but the deaths of the part-Magi, for she was sure they were not as long-lived as her kind. So at some point in the past three hundred years Corinus had successfully started a new race of their kind and the kind of their erstwhile enemies. How had he done it? Was he still alive for her to ask? 

She wished she knew. All she knew now was whoever had just died was not full Magi, but one of Corinus'...children, she supposed. No wonder she loved Ghia so much in so short a time -- the girl was as good as her niece. 

She shook her head, clearing her mind of her thoughts. Right now she could see the events unfolding in Harbourtown, and knew she had to contact the part-Magi healer. She'd speculate later. 

Rosa! said the girl in relief when Rosa touched her mind. I just felt the strangest thing -- like a wave of cold water knocked me off my feet and froze my heart. What happened? 

Quickly Rosa explained, and she heard Ghia's mental gasp. Is Anala well? the healer asked, worry gripping her tone. 

Anala is alive, but she is losing the fight. She's in Harbourtown now -- they've gotten her to a clinic, but the healers there will not be able to help. I'll do what I can from Atherton, but get there as soon as you can, Ghia. 

I'm on my way, Ghia responded, and then the girl was gone from their contact. 

Rosa turned her attention to the bellica in Harbourtown. She found the store of healing energy Ghia'd left the woman, nearly depleted by its effort to keep Anala from death. Rosa filled it again, and a strange power rose up, meeting her in hostility and anger. 

It was Anala's Magi-self, finally fully awakened. Rosa greeted it and told it she meant no harm. Anala's Magi-self subsided and went back to guarding the bellica. 

Rosa withdrew, mentally drained and confused. Ghia's Magi-self was Aiprorian -- air-bound, which made sense if Corinus was the progenitor of the Magi-Terrans. Elements brought forth their own elements, in Magi procreation -- earth from earth, air from air. There was no blending. 

Anala's Magi-self was impossible. How did fire and water mix at all, let alone with Magi powers? How on Cora did that come from an Aiprorian? 

Or had Satrah and Tmetsis also contributed to this strange new breed? No, that was impossible. Magi-Terrans would have to be several thousand years old for that to be possible, and Rosa knew they'd only been around for the time of her half-life. 

Magi could propagate only their own elements. At least, she thought that was the case. Would she and Ather have created a new race with their brood -- a blend of Air and Earth? She didn't know. He'd died before she could find out. 

Maybe there was something in Terrans -- some unknown variable. There were probably a lot of unknown variables with the younger, alien species. Maybe Magi could propagate only their own element, but some twist in the Terran genotype had created the fire-water mix in Anala? 

She put aside her musings for later. She'd have to examine the bellica upon her return. 

Right now she was going to allow herself to mourn for the death of her unknown relative. She'd never let a single known Magi death pass without mourning, and she was not going to start now.
  


Caelum 




Caelum loved to watch Yarrow work. Especially when that work was calling errant soldiers to duty. 

Something she'd not had to do much of, he reflected thankfully; so he doubly enjoyed the show now. 

Lieutenant James quivered in Yarrow's grip as she pushed him against the wall harder. 

"What's the deal, James? Don't tell me you forgot leave was over -- you wouldn't have run from me if that were the case," she snarled at him. It was true. James had spotted Yarrow and Caelum coming down the street and bolted. Unfortunately for him, Yarrow was a faster runner. 

James struggled in Yarrow's grasp and she slammed him against the wall again, her nails digging into his throat. "Have I been so bad a bellica that you felt the need to desert, Lieutenant?"

"No," gasped James. His face was turning interesting colours. "'s not you I'm running from, Bellica." 

Caelum almost laughed at the look on Yarrow's face. "You're running from Caelum?" 

From anyone else, Caelum might have felt insulted. As it was, it was all he could do to keep from laughing himself. 

Apparently James felt the same way. His face twisted in mirth once, convulsively, before he sobered and shook his head. "No, Bellica. I no longer wish to serve the Empress." He went limp, as if he expected Muerta to take him for his treacherous words. 

There was a very still silence, and then Yarrow released the man. He slid down the wall and nearly fell to the ground, but regained himself in time. 

"You serve me, soldier. No one else." 

Caelum drew in his breath, acutely aware of what Yarrow really said. James wasn't, for Caelum could see the questions on the lieutenant's face. Yarrow was already walking away, her job finished; Caelum gave her the signal to return to the tavern as he appeared beside Lt. James and put his arm around the man's shoulders. 

"No questions, Lieutenant. Not till we leave." He glared at the man and to his surprise, Lieutenant James nodded and saluted. 

"Yes, sir." 

Caelum gave a brisk nod and pushed the lieutenant off in the direction of the tavern. The man's questions couldn't be answered now anyway -- not until Caelum and Yarrow had had a little chat about treason.
  


Jules




Two days after the bar fight, Jules felt much better, no doubt thanks to Ghia's care of him before she left. 

He missed her bright presence already, but refused to show it. He'd had enough teasing from his superiors that night already, and didn't want to give Caelum and Yarrow any excuses to rag him. 

Sighing, he left the tavern for some fresh air. It was silly to dwell on it anyway -- he'd see her in a few days, for the rest of them would leave on the morrow. She'd be just fine. His stomach clenched as all the things that could happen to her on the road ran through his head. 

Just. Fine. 

Forcing himself to think happy thoughts, he walked the length and breadth of Mudflat, getting used to exercise again after his bed rest. It wouldn't be too hard -- he'd not been out for very long. A day of hard riding would set him to rights, he was sure. 

His arm felt great, and he thought he could probably take the bandage off already. If he did and it became infected, however, Ghia would kill him. Anyway, his left arm was too precious to him for him to be reckless with it. 

Reaching the end of the town, he turned into the alleyways to find his way back. The alleys in Mudflat were a veritable maze, but there was nowhere you couldn't go in them. They were a staging ground for the small shows played out by the criminal underground in Mudflat. Not that they were very far underground. There was nothing clandestine about them.

Deep in the alleys he rounded a corner and came to an abrupt stop at the sight of his bellica in front of him. She reclined against the wall almost casually, her eyes lazily following him. Jules was too smart to believe in her apparent nonchalance. 

"Ma'am," he said cautiously. 

She inclined her head. "CMO Jules." 

A long silence passed, Yarrow giving him a searching look. He stopped himself from fidgeting uncomfortably. 

At length she shrugged and nonchalantly examined her fingernails. Jules felt a frisson of unease run down his spine. No one with any sense relaxed when Yarrow seemed at ease. 

"You see a lot of things, don't you, Jules." 

It wasn't a question, but Jules found himself answering anyway. "Aye, Bellica. I'd like to think I'm observant." 

"Observant." A longer pause, and Jules couldn't stop his fidgeting now. "Good quality to have in certain professions." Her eyes flew to his, her gaze almost cutting him with its sharpness. 

The purpose of this meeting became apparent to Jules. He squared his shoulders and set his jaw, staring at his bellica determinedly. "A good quality to have as CMO, yes. If what you were suggesting were true, don't you think I would have reported long before now?" Though in truth he couldn't fault her her suspicions, it still angered him to have his loyalties called into question. 

"I wouldn't know, Jules," she shot back breezily, her expression level as she cleaned under her nails with her dagger. "How your kind operates is not something I acquaint myself with." 

Outright accusation. He almost couldn't believe it. "I would think a bellica should be aware of how her Chief Medical Officer operates -- I assume that's what you meant by 'my kind'." He glared at her and got one in return -- it should have put him in his place but Jules was tired of this game already. "If you'll excuse me, Ma'am," he said, moving to go around her. 

Like lightning her hand landed flat against his chest, stopping him in his tracks. "I won't. I need something more solid than words, Jules. Prove your allegiance to me." 

And commit treason against the Sceptre? Juno. Some choice. Not that I have one, anyway. He stepped back, arms open, feeling defeated before the test began. "What would you have me do?" 

Her eyes flickered, focusing on something behind Jules. He spun to find Caelum. 

Trapped. 

"There's a traitor in my regiment, Jules, but it is not you," came Yarrow's voice from behind him. "Kill the real traitor. Prove your loyalty." 

Jules went cold. His stomach dropped and he felt like throwing up. He knew who, of course. He couldn't not know who it was. He asked her anyway, desperately wanting to be wrong. 

"Who is the traitor, Bellica?" 

A pause. "He stands before you." 

"How am I supposed to pledge myself to my bellica by killing her major?" 

"Because she ordered you to. That should be enough, CMO Jules." 

A wave of nausea hit Jules as he grimaced and drew his sword. He didn't want to kill Caelum -- for all the major's faults, Jules liked the man. Maybe it wouldn't matter. The sword was heavy in his arm and the skin and stitches around his nearly-healed wound pulled tight. Why did it have to be the left arm? Fortuna, why have you forsaken me? 

He nodded at Caelum, who appeared strangely calm. "Nothing personal, Sir." 

They moved into fighting stances. Caelum nodded at him, his own sword in hand. "Understood." 

A pause as they measured each other, and then it began, two figures in the alley suddenly one, only the clash of their steel to show where they joined. Jules grunted as pain lacerated his arm. He felt a warm wetness under the bandage and knew he'd torn open the newly knit skin. I hope the stitches held, or Ghia will have my head. 

He pushed Caelum back harshly, and while the major regained his balance Jules tossed his sword to his right hand. It would be difficult, but better than using his injured arm. No sooner had he gripped his blade than they were at it again, the clashing of their swords ringing out in the still alley. Somehow Jules gained the upper hand, though how was beyond him, and he knocked Caelum's sword out of his hand. A swift kick had the major on his back, and Jules took the opening, pinning Caelum to the ground. 

"Surrender," he said, pointing his sword at Caelum's throat. I don't want to kill you. 

"Never hesitate in the kill, Medic," Caelum answered equably, flipping Jules off him. "You learned that in basic training," he said as he went for his sword. Before he could press his momentary advantage, Jules was on his feet again and defending. 

Jules shrugged with one shoulder. "Basic training doesn't cover killing one's superior officers." 

They squared off, circling each other like hungry animals. Caelum lunged, Jules parried. Back to pacing, looking for weaknesses. A few more clashes of steel and Jules saw it -- and wondered how he could miss something so obvious. Caelum now held his sword with his right hand since Jules had wounded his sword hand. Every time he defended, his left hand twitched upwards, before he remembered he fought with his right hand. 

With a lunge Jules attacked Caelum's left, and the momentary lapse on the major's part was enough. Jules disarmed the man effectively and knocked him to his feet. With no pause he placed his foot on Caelum's chest and applied a bit of pressure, stopping the major from rising. He took his sword in both hands and held it above the man's head, ready to drive it into his skull. 

And hesitated. Could he? Did he dare do this? 

With a grunt he drove the sword down. It slid into the mud beside Caelum's head, leaving the major unharmed. 

Caelum's lips quirked slightly -- in mirth. Jules stepped back, and looked between his bellica and his major. Yarrow had much the same look on her face. 

A set up. All planned. They'd never expected him to actually kill Caelum. His willingness to do so was the proof Yarrow needed. Had he actually done the deed, all sorts of things could happen on the road. He didn't have to return to Atherton. 

He shook his head in disgust. "Does my loyalty mean so little to you?" 

They didn't answer. He didn't expect them to. He retrieved his sword from the ground and cleaned and sheathed it, heading back to the tavern as he did so. He needed a nap. And a fresh bandage for his arm.
  


Jester

Jourd'Selene, 4th Primera




Things had not been easy since the rebellion. Oh, sure, the city was theirs, and things were peaceful -- but it was an empty victory with no one to lead them. 

For since New Year's Aradia had been catatonic, unmoving, aside brief fits of temper during which she screamed and sobbed incoherent rage and anguish. Lucy had given the rebels a set of orders, and then had disappeared into her shared rooms with Aradia in the captured hacienda. Aeril had been left to Jester and Ewan. 

This pissed Jester off. She'd never wanted to lead anything -- being part of the core team was all she had wanted. She could understand Aradia's reaction, of course -- but she didn't see why Lucy couldn't step up to the plate. After all, the woman was quite a bit older than all of them. Shouldn't she be wiser? More experienced? Had she not lost less than the rest of them had? At least the one she loved was still alive.

Jester was not excited about the prospect of being in charge right now. She'd leave it to Ewan but the man was not known for his intelligence. As for Jester, she was more for the part of the rebellion that involved storming the hacienda, shooting up things, and making threats -- not the morning-after clean-up or any of that diplomacy manure that came with establishing a new government. 

Was that what they really wanted to do? Jester didn't think anyone had actually thought out what they would do when they got control of the city, aside from keeping all knowledge of it hushed up. They had no military forces here -- only some Second Age lightning-sticks and sundry other weapons. Those could do some damage, but would not go very far in the long run of establishing their own independent city. They didn't even know if they wanted to establish their own independent city -- surely Athering would be better under the rule of someone else. 

Really, what is the point of a rebellion if you're not going to do anything with the power? Aside revenge, she silently amended. The death of Danika had been a precious event, worth all the indecision and problems that were happening now. 

At least my job is not made more difficult by a belligerent populace, she thought. Most of the townsfolk had welcomed the change the rebellion brought, and those who didn't had died. She and her lightning-stick had seen to it. 

Not to mention the destruction of several buildings, which now had to be rebuilt. After cleaning up the mess in the hacienda (she almost retched thinking of it anew), Ewan and Jester had set to work rebuilding the many buildings that had been blown up, and cleaning up the town. That destruction was not such a terrible thing: the buildings in Aeril were in such disrepair after Danika's long stint as Lady that most would have had to be rebuilt from scratch, anyway. It was still backbreaking, thankless labor, however, something Jester would have preferred to leave to the men of the town. Had there been enough men left. 

She sighed and put her back into lifting another deathtree log to place on the new tavern they were building. The owners were alive and unharmed and helping with the building. This place now took precedence, as the clinic was unharmed, the healers there working hard to keep the injured alive, and the mail caravan would be in town the next day. The caravan would need a place to stay and a plausible story to bring back to Atherton. The truth must not get out. If they could not convince the mail caravan riders of their story, then they would have to fire those people and put their own in place. 

Jester hoped it didn't come to that. The workers on the Two-Sides--Aeril--Atherton route were good folks, and she was friends with most of them. She'd hate to have to kill them. I'll see that I don't have to, then. I hope. 

Resolving to deal with that problem when she came to it, she put her back into finishing the tavern before nightfall. 




~




Nightfall found a finished tavern and several tired and sweaty workers, Jester and Ewan being no exceptions. Ever the follower in the team, he looked at her expectantly. "Go; bathe; rest," she said, waving him on. "I'll report." 

He nodded and ambled off easily. He was a simple man, with simple needs; big thoughts did not trouble him overmuch. She liked that about him. He was easy to manage.

She was too complicated to suit herself, something she'd willingly trade for simplicity. To live passionless was her dream -- a useless one. 

Her steps drew near the hacienda. Looking up at the large building, she felt defeat grip her stomach. She steeled herself for the meeting with her erstwhile leaders. It would not be pleasant, for Jester had a bad habit of saying what no one wanted to hear but what needed to be said, usually half-jesting to soften the blow. Tonight, however, no humour would be a part of the meeting. 

She had to admit the hacienda was a beautiful building -- indeed, the only one that was not in a state of total disrepair in the whole town. It had been rebuilt many times over the ages, and this latest incarnation looked to be only a few centuries old. It had a nice antique look to it, a holdover from an older, simpler time, much preferable to the decadence that defined the current state of Athering's ruling class. 

"Come!" said Lucy, her voice tired, in response to Jester's knock. She opened the door and stole quietly into the room, where she stood at attention. Aradia sat as she had, staring into space, unmoving. Her bad leg -- indicator of her true identity, though Jester had not let it be known she knew exactly who 'Aradia' was -- stretched out in front of her, propped on a small foot stool. Jester suppressed a grimace. 

"No change?" she asked Lucy. 

The older woman shook her head. "What am I to do?" she asked, a half-whisper. 

Now Jester did grimace. How to say what needed to be said without showing disrespect? "With all due respect, Ma'am, you can start by leading." So much for diplomacy.

To her surprise, Lucy nodded in agreement. "I know. But this was a war of passions. Molly's are...were...are stronger. I'm at a loss." 

"Have we dropped our codenames, then?" Jester didn't know what else to ask. 

Lucy looked up, surprise on her face. "Oh...did I...? Well, I suppose it no longer matters. Yes." A pause. "I'm Selene." 

Jester nodded; it was her version of a bow. "Autumn." Another pause, more awkward. "Well. I suggest you get Molly to snap out of it before the mail caravan arrives tomorrow. We need to keep things quiet here and I can't run this show alone!" Realising she'd raised her voice, she stepped back and stopped. "We must control the outgoing mail," she finished in a much quieter voice. 

"Yes...but...hmm. There was something else," Selene trailed off and stared at Molly for long enough to make Autumn fidget uncomfortably. "A letter. She wanted to get a letter to a Selina in Atherton -- an ally to the rebellion." 

Autumn waited for the woman to speak again. When Selene didn't, Autumn nearly ground her teeth in frustration. Before she knew what she was doing she was in front of Molly, forcing the girl's lifeless eyes to look at her. 

"Molly," she said calmly. No reaction. "Molly, you must snap out of it. Can you hear me?" 

Molly stared into space. 

Autumn grunted in frustration and adjusted position. "Molly," she said more stridently, snapping her fingers in front of the girl's face. "Molly, Goddessdammit, snap out of it! The town is in disarray and we need your guidance. Molly!" She grabbed Molly's shoulders and shook the younger woman. "You need to contact your ally! Mail caravan comes tomorrow. Molly! Dammit, girl, you're not the only one who's lost something." 

A hand gripped her shoulder and pulled her away. Selene's face stared at her angrily. "That's quite enough. You have no idea what she's lost." 

Autumn glared back at Selene. "Don't I? No one thought to tell the relatives of the other boys in the harem -- maybe you just thought to spare them the pain." She broke off and turned away, feeling tears pool in her eyes and hating herself for it. "But no one thought to spare me the pain of cleaning up the remains of my brother. Of staring at the horror of his last moments, and knowing that I wasn't able to save him -- that I wasn't quick enough. 

"So don't tell me that I don't know what she's going through, Selene," she spat, whirling to face the other woman. "Molly should have been my sister-in-law, had Damien and Luis not...not...." 

She dissolved then, tears blurring her vision. Arms wrapped around her tenderly, and she felt anger flood her. She pushed Selene back, knocking the woman to the floor. "Don't pity me!" she screamed. "Just wake Molly the feck up!" 

She ran, ran down the stairs to the front door, outside to the street, and on, on, on down the street until she reached the outskirts of the town, a safe place for her to collapse and sob out her anguish on the snowy plain, the stars winking down on her coldly, devoid of compassion.
  


Aro

Jourd'Bellona, 5th Primera




They arrived at Harbourtown just after midnight to a scene out of a nightmare. 

The buildings still stood, for the most part, but bodies littered the streets and the harbour was filled with broken boats waiting to be repaired. The sea was a dark, frothy mass, full of floating debris and corpses. Martial law was in effect, Aro could see, and all around them people busied themselves with repairing the damage. 

"Does...does Harbourtown always look like this?" asked Ghia from beside him, her voice small and her face pale. 

"No. There's...there's been a battle, it seems," Aro answered her. 

A passing soldier glanced at them and Aro hailed her. "Major Aro of the second regiment and Head Healer Ghia of Athering. We bring what aid we can -- to whom do we report?" 

"Bellica Agate is acting Eorl. Her Ladyship Gray was injured in the attack. You can find the bellica at The Worn Blessing," the woman replied, gesturing down the street to an oceanside tavern. Aro thanked her and she went on her way. 

They made their way through town towards the tavern as quickly as was prudent, picking their way through the debris-ridden street. "Should we dismount and walk?" asked Ghia, watching people having to walk around their horses. 

He shook his head. "No point. And I'd rather not step on whoever fell on these streets." 

She swallowed nervously and nodded. "Right." A deep sigh followed, and Aro suddenly realised this must be the first actual battlefield she'd ever seen. 

Poor kid, he thought. He knew this trip must be hard on her -- and yet she undertook it willingly, to help Anala. Aro would be forever grateful to Ghia for that. 

They reached the tavern presently, dismounted and tied up their horses quickly. The interior looked like a madhouse: makeshift beds dotted the dining room, holding injured soldiers and civilians. A tired-looking bellica held conference with a man Aro assumed to be the equally tired-looking innkeeper. The major worked his way through the mess to reach the woman. 

"Bellica Agate," he said. She gave him a cursory glance. "Major Aro of the second regiment. I come with Athering's Head Healer to offer you aid." 

Agate looked up with more interest, and then frowned. "Healing we could use. Where is she?" 

Aro turned, expecting to see the healer beside him, and frowned as well. Scanning the room, he saw that Ghia was already at work, taking charge, directing other healers, and moving from bed to bed as she bandaged and medicated. 

"Ghia," he called, and she looked up. He made the sign to report. She nodded, gave the last of her instructions to another healer, walked over and addressed Agate directly, without preamble. 

"I take it upstairs beds and the clinic are filled to capacity?" Agate gave a brief nod. "I need the aid of all medicorps in the city, Bellica, and any others you can spare. I'm going to need to move some people. We need to reorganise according to...severity," her voice dropped, and Aro realised what she meant. It was a tough choice to make. He did not envy a healer that. "The tavern is a peaceful place," she continued. "People will be...comfortable here." 

"I've no problem with your orders, Head Healer, but you'll have to talk to Sebastien about turning his tavern into a casa de Muerta," said Agate, sotto voce, and then she turned to Aro. "Come. You want to help? The city needs to be cleaned, and I'm short troops." She walked to the door. 

Aro looked between Agate and Ghia, torn between duty and love. 

"Go, Aro. I've got Anala. She lives yet," Ghia said to him, and he didn't hesitate another moment. Quickly he ran after Agate and set his mind to the grisly task ahead.
  


Ghia




Another day, another crisis, she thought as she made her way to the clinic. At least the tavernkeeper was no trouble. 

Before she'd even had a chance to speak, Sebastien had answered her question. "I'd have no problem with whatever ye'd be needing ta be doin, Healer, if'n ye could do one thing for me," he'd said. 

"I'll do my best," Ghia said, knowing what he asked already, and hoping that it would be someone who wasn't too far gone. There were only so many she could bring back from Muerta's door before she drained her powers. 

"Anala Tanner'd be in tha clinic. Please...save her, if'n ye can." 

Ghia forced herself to smile at him. "Anala's my friend. I have no intention of letting her die." 

It had been gravy after that. She had the tavern reorganised to be a hospice, and transports waiting to take the ones she could save to the clinic. Now came the job of reorganising the clinic, but she was sure with the help of that head healer it would go smoothly. 

The clinic was full, but nowhere near the crisis level the clinic in the slums had reached. No illness for healers to catch, either, only injuries. An easier job, to be sure. But still tiring. After this was over, she wanted a vacation. It was long overdue. 

Knowing vacation was nothing more than a dream, she pushed her wishful thoughts aside and worked on finding the Head Healer. Seeing the woman with the karykos on her lapel, Ghia approached her respectfully. "Head Healer Ghia of Athering," she said. "I'm here to help." 

The woman frowned at her. "I'd be Emily, but I dinnae see a badge on yer clothing. The Head Healer'd be Helene, besides." 

Ghia stopped herself from a display of temper. "Swiftshock broke out in Atherton over a tredicem ago and Helene fell ill. I've not had a chance to change my outfit to match my station." I was too busy doing my job, she let hang unspoken in the air, and the woman looked shamed. But only a little bit. "Where are those who are past Althea's dominion?" 

The woman gestured to the stairs. "Upper ward." 

Ghia nodded once, suppressing a grimace. It would be much harder to move them to the tavern from the upper floor of the clinic, but she had no choice. "I've got transports with those who can be saved coming from the tavern. Get your healers to organise painkiller for them, please. I'm going to see who can be saved." 

"I'd've already told ye, they cannae be. Do ye nae trust me judgment in me own clinic?" 

Ghia turned from her progress to the stairs and glared at the older woman. "A better question would be if you trust mine." 

They glared at each other for a few moments before Emily looked away, face flaming, and turned back to her patients. 

Another battle won, Ghia hurried up the stairs to the critical ward. When she reached the room, she did sigh in defeat. The room was crammed with dying people, and there were only so many she could help. Unless I let anger take me, and unfortunately I feel I have none left, only sadness. Besides, that would be a dangerous road to walk. Didn't Rosa tell me as much? 

She made eye contact with the healer on duty. "I'm looking for Bellica Anala," she said quietly, not wanting to search all the beds in the room. 

He nodded, as if confirming something to himself. "That'd be her name, then. I'd thought so, but...well, she'd not be lookin' like what I heard tell about Anala." He pointed to a bed in the far corner and walked towards it. Ghia followed quickly as he chattered on. "Came in two days ago. Dinnae know who she was; dinnae know the man with 'er. Terrible wound, and there'd be some traces of strange drug in 'er system. Couldnae do more than what'd already been done, but 'e refused painkillers for 'er," and he pointed to the man sitting by Anala's side, brown hair back in a messy queue, bloodstained clothing adorning a defeated looking body. His eyes remained locked on Anala, his hands poised in a prayerful position. "Said she 'ad ta live, that tha pain would keep 'er from Muerta. Couldnae convince 'im otherwise, and he'd fly into a rage if'n we tried ta give 'er any, sa eventually we gave up. 'e's been at 'er side nonstop. 'asn't slept." 

Ghia nodded and thanked the young healer, who disappeared. Slowly, she moved over to the bedside and knelt by Anala. 

The bellica looked near death. If Ghia had been an ordinary healer she would have written off Anala as a lost case, doomed to a comfortable death. But I am no ordinary healer, she thought as she examined the bellica's prone body. I will not let Anala die. Even if it kills me, though I doubt it will. Nor do I wish to work myself to death -- Jules would be very mad indeed.

Allowing herself a small smile at the thought of the Chief Medical Officer, she lifted up the bandages on Anala's torso to see the extent of the wound. Through some miracle, the gaping wound in the bellica's side had not caused her to bleed out yet. Is it still a miracle if I know the source of it? Thank you, Rosa. 

Not getting an answer and only half-expecting one, she turned to the man at Anala's bedside. He looked to be about Jules' age -- a very tired, overtaxed Jules. Carefully she laid an arm across Anala and touched his hand gently. Bloodshot eyes met hers and he seemed to notice her presence for the first time. 

"Who are you?" he croaked. 

"Ghia. I'm a friend of Anala's." he nodded and retreated back into himself. "And you?" she prompted, hoping to get him talking. 

"Stout-Heart," he said automatically. "Lares Stout-Heart. I'm her paxman," he said as an afterthought. 

That's new, she thought, but made no comment. "Well, Lares, can you tell me what made this wound?" Of course, I can read it in your mind -- but the words don't make much sense. 

His eyes flickered to his belt, where Ghia saw a strange weapon, and suddenly realised what his jumbled thoughts meant. "Pistol shot. I was too late to stop it." His eyes closed once, briefly, painfully, and when they opened again there was fresh wetness on the orbs. "It's a very effective weapon."

"But you wrapped the wound very well," she said gently. It wasn't a question. The events of the past six days were etched on Lares' soul. Ghia didn't need to be a mind reader to understand what had happened. But it does fill in some useful details. 

"Aye. For all the good it will do. They tell me she'll not live; there's naught anyone can do." He stopped as his voice caught in his throat, and when he continued it was in an anguished whisper. "Hope died for her and still...still I fail My Lady." 

Lares' pain washed over Ghia and she nearly reeled from it. She wanted to comfort him somehow, to ease his pain, but needed more urgently to ease Anala's pain. Mayhap I can do both at once. "You have not failed, Lares. I'm here to save Anala." 

Without waiting for a reply or giving further explanation, Ghia laid her hands on Anala's stomach and dove into the bellica's etheric body. Briefly she saw the empty healing store she'd left the bellica, the remains of her temporary glamour, and what Rosa had added before she was stopped by a strange presence. It appeared to her as a bird of orange flame, but with a beating heart of water in its chest. Before she could wonder how fire and water could blend like that, it spoke in a strange tongue that she nonetheless understood. 

"Who dares intrude on my territory?" 

"I come to heal. I am a friend," Ghia responded, surprised she could not only understand the language the bird spoke in but could speak it as well. 

Grudgingly the bird subsided and Ghia moved onto Anala's injuries. She'd have to talk to Rosa about the bird and the strange sounding language later. Belatedly, she realised the bird must be the bellica's magi-self.

She moved through the wound quickly, repairing vessels and arteries and veins and capillaries so blood could flow again. No major internal organs were damaged, thanks be to Althea, and there seemed to be no remains of pistol shot, though how Ghia knew this, as she had never seen pistol shot before, she could not say. Blood flow restored, she then regrew muscle and sinews, forming a support for those same veins and arteries, and then replaced the skin. Scarring was inevitable -- even my powers are not that great -- but she didn't think Anala would mind overmuch.

Scanning the surrounding areas, she found no other injuries. Now Anala must eat something and work on restoring her strength, she thought as she slowly left Anala's body. A few days of proper nutrition would flush the remains of the drug from her system and restore her former capability. Coming to herself, Ghia lightly touched the bellica's mind, which drifted in nightmares, to let her know it was safe to wake up. 

Opening her eyes, she looked into the stunned, terrified face of Lares. "What are you?" he asked in a small voice full of wonder. 

Ghia shrugged. What could she say? 

"She'd be a healer o' extraordinary power," came a voice rusty with disuse from the bed. 

I could have said something like that, I suppose. 

Lares looked at Anala in astonishment. "Anala. Alive. You're alive! And awake!" 

"'Twould appear so," the bellica replied dryly, and Ghia let out a soft giggle. "Though I'd be a mite confused as to what in Tyvian is goin' on -- last I remember, we'd've been on Voco and you'd've been Exsil Vis's man," she said, frowning at Lares. 

Ghia watched Lares swallow the obvious lump in his throat, and sensed that now would be a good time to leave. She rubbed Anala's arm gently and bid a silent farewell. As she walked away, she could hear Lares begin to explain with "Well, it's a long story, but...." and she had to smile. It's always a long story, isn't it?
  


Mara




Mara woke to a feather-light touch on her forehead. 

Her eyelids fluttered open to see a woman with fiery red hair smiling down at her. "I was beginning to fear we'd lose you there. How do you feel?" 

Mara knit her brows together and considered her dry mouth, aching head, and lack of any memory following Anala's being brought shipside. "I'd be feeling terrible. Who're ye? Where'd me sister be? Does she live? What happened? Why does me head hurt so?" 

The woman laughed gently. "Easy, girl. One at a time. I'm Ghia. I'm a healer and friend of your sister's. Anala is in the upper ward -- she's alive and will be for quite some time. As for you," Ghia continued, smiling and shaking her head in wonderment, "you are a hero, young lady. Your uncle tells me it was you who rang the bell to warn Harbourtown of the attack, and that's why you've been in a coma for two days." 

Mara frowned, unable to remember. "Attack? We'd'a been attacked? Who would attack...oh," she finished, as the memories came to the surface. "Tha' makes a mite o sense. Where'd me uncle be?" she said, suddenly consumed with a need to see Merry. 

Ghia moved away and Uncle Merry's bushy countenance filled Mara's view. "Merry!" she said as he enveloped her in a hug. 

"Mara, me girl! The Hero o' Harbourtown!" he growled affectionately, giving her a kiss on the cheek. 

She shook her head. "Anala'd be the Hero o Harbourtown, Uncle." 

"Not right now -- ye'd be the one who saved the town from total destruction. The Eorl's only been awake an hour or so and she'd already be saying ye're ta receive a medal o' honour -- just as yer sister 'as." He smiled at her and his eyes twinkled. 

Mara smiled back at him as she rested on her bed. "A medal'd be nice, but all I'd be wanting is Anala ta be okay."

"And that's what she'd be, me girl," Merry said. 

Suddenly very tired, Mara closed her eyes. "Good then," she said happily, and then let sleep take her.
  


Merry




"Should she be sleeping, Healer?" Merry asked the young woman who had saved two of his nieces. 

Ghia waved her hand. "It's fine. She won't slip away from us anymore. Courageous girl," she added as she leaned over to adjust Mara's pillows and blankets. 

He nodded. "Aye. Mara'd be that. Like 'er sister."

"True." Ghia straightened and smoothed her clothes. "If you'll excuse me. I have other patients," she said, smiling graciously, but Merry didn't hear, as a glinting pendant around the healer's neck caught his eye. He grabbed her arm and pulled her closer to take a closer look. "Captain Merry?" she said, looking at him perplexedly and with a bit of apprehension.

He grabbed the pendant and carefully examined both sides. 's as I thought. "Why'd ye be wearing the Exsil Vis crest, girl?" he asked her pointedly. Related to Anala and the rest of them? He narrowed his eyes and took in the healer's countenance. Come to think of it, her face bore a striking resemblance to Charity's -- he'd just not noticed it before, because their hair was so different. 

"Excuse me?" Ghia said, taken aback. "You must be mistaken. That can't be the Exsil Vis crest," she said assuredly, but Merry saw a doubt in her eyes. 

He released her and stood back. "Nay. It'd be the Exsil Vis crest -- it'd be one I know verra well indeed, and there'd be no mistaking it'd be on yer pendant there."

Ghia shook her head violently. "No. This pendant was on me when I was found on the streets of Atherton by my foster parents. There is no way it can be from the Exsil Vis family. It's impossible." 

He shrugged, a roll of one massive shoulder. "Suit yerself, if'n that'd be what ye'd want ta believe. But I'd know fer a fact that a member o' the Exsil Vis family headed east over twenty years ago, when she'd'a been o' childbearing age. And I'd know for a fact she'd'a worn a pendant liken the one ye wear now -- without that other crest on it, o' course." 

Ghia's hand floated up to stroke the pendant absentmindedly. "This woman...what was her name?" she said in a whisper, looking rather upset. 

"Charity," he said, and saw realisation dawn on Ghia's face. "She'd a been tha sister o' the late Lady Exsil Vis." 

Numbly, the healer nodded as her hand dropped from the pendant. "If you'll excuse me, Captain. I have patients," she said again, and quietly turned to go, a frightening blankness in her eyes. 

With a sigh, Merry sat down to keep vigil by Mara's bed -- for all that Ghia said Mara was in the clear now, he was not going to leave the girl's side. Maybe it'd be that I made a mistake with that piece o' information, he thought as he watched Ghia's retreating back. The damage was done. He could not take his words back -- he could only make sure Ghia survived the new information.
  


Ghia




It was well past noon when Ghia was able to take a break. All the patients who had needed moving had been moved, all those whose lives could be salvaged had been saved, and standard healing procedures had been applied to the less serious cases. There was still work to do, of course -- A healer's work is never done -- but she figured she could take a break for an hour or so before being needed again. 

Among those she'd ministered to personally had been Eorl Gray, who had sustained several serious injuries in the defense of her province. On a younger woman, standard healing practices probably would have done the job. Eorl Gray was no longer a young woman, and her healing had needed Ghia's special touch. Harbourtown wouldn't stop needing its Eorl just because the battle was over; so Ghia made the woman a priority. 

Upon the former bellica's waking, Ghia instantly liked the woman although she was quite intimidating. Her eyes had snapped open the second Ghia had healed her, and when she saw she was in the clinic -- in bed and resting! -- she'd been furious. 

"Dammit, why am I in bed? The city needs defending! Timothy! My sword and armor!" 

Hurriedly Ghia tried to calm the lady. "Your Ladyship, the battle is over. You defended your city well and all is safe." 

Gray narrowed her eyes at Ghia and frowned. "Who are you? How do I know you're not some Vocan trying to trick me?" 

Ghia smiled. "If I were the enemy I wouldn't bother healing you, would I? I'm Helene Donacella-Voto's daughter." 

Gray's face cleared instantly. "Ah. I've heard of you -- young Ghia, was it?" Ghia nodded, surprised at her renown. "Yes. Saw you at the Midwinter banquet, before you disappeared into the hallway with that young man," Gray continued, winking at Ghia conspiratorially. Ghia felt her face flame in embarrassment, and Gray chuckled. "Nothing to be ashamed of, girl. He's quite attractive, young Jules is. And a good officer, I hear, though no doubt not so good a healer as you are -- the reason you're Head Healer and he's not." 

"You mean aside from being my mother's heir?" she asked, a bit more tartly than intended, but she didn't like to hear any ill said of Jules. 

Gray let out a bark of laughter. "Perhaps. Or perhaps I'm wrong. Still, better to have you here now. Emily's absolute shite in a crisis. A good healer as long as things are slow. Tell me, Ghia, did we get the bastards? Are they all dead?" she said, changing the subject so abruptly it took Ghia a moment to realise the Eorl referred to the attacking Vocan force. 

"Yes, Your Ladyship. You and your bellicas routed them well. Some were caught for questioning, and await your mercy in the jail. But thanks to your expert leadership, Harbourtown has been saved," and she smiled beatifically at the Eorl. She couldn't help it -- the joy of victory was contagious and prevalent, despite the massive damage caused. 

The Eorl snorted. "Flattery will get you nowhere, but I thank you all the same. Now, where is that scoundrel Merry? I need to kill him for bringing trouble to my province." 

Hiding her laughter behind her hand, Ghia moved aside for Captain Merry to speak to his superior and turned to attend to her other priority patients. Next had come Mara Tanner and the revelation that had shattered Ghia; following that she'd numbly attended to Dagon the sailor, apparently Anala's Honour Guard, and various other people deemed to be priority according to her intuition or to information from those who were not so close to death. She could not think or feel coherently after what Merry had told her. I suppose I am 'some Vocan', though I doubt I've tried to trick anyone recently. And I was not born on Voco, I know. Small comforts count not much, but it is something. 

To discover she was of Exsil Vis blood? She shuddered as disgust gripped her. "Doesn't get much worse than that," she whispered to herself as she stepped outside for some fresh air. 

In the daylight the destruction of the town was much more apparent. The regiments might have been busy cleaning and repairing all day but signs of the battle were still all around. Several oceanside buildings had been destroyed or damaged severely, no doubt from the 'cannons' on Vocan ships she'd heard about from patients in the clinic. 

Vocan weaponry was terrifying to her. Between personal weapons that could kill with one shot and the arsenal on the boats that could demolish hardy stone and deathtree buildings, there was a lot to fear. 

Lares had one of those weapons with him. At least one, she amended, thinking of the vision of the sea battle she'd picked from his distraught mind. Later, after he'd gone to nap, Ghia had watched the past sevenday's events from his perspective more carefully, wanting details of what had happened on Voco and the ship. 

She'd gotten more than she'd bargained for. 

What a tangled web of relationships! Lares, a Vocan farm boy-turned-courtier, was servant to Hope Exsil Vis, whom he loved, and acting servant to Lord Exsil Vis, whom he despised. Ghia had never met the bastard but how one could not loathe the man was beyond her comprehension. In essence, Lares' role was that of a double agent for a married couple who despised...or maybe loved...but hated...but loved each other. Then, Anala was the eldest daughter of Hope and Lord Exsil Vis, making her Vocan royalty, and Charity -- ostensibly Ghia's mother, though she had no proof as of yet -- was Hope's sister. Making me Anala's cousin. 

Every cloud has a...she thought, and then stopped. Wait. How could she be of Exsil Vis blood if Charity was Hope's sister? Hope married into that family, didn't she? Unless.... Oh Goddess. Do they marry within their own line? 

Suddenly gripped with this new horror, Ghia leaned over in the street and retched, throwing up what little breakfast she'd had. Great. Child of the incestuous Exsil Vis line -- though why I'm surprised, I don't know. Nothing Exsil Vis could do should surprise me. 

"Ghia! Are you okay?" a hand rested on her back gently, and she straightened to see a worried-looking Aro. She flushed. He must have seen her upchuck her morning meal. 

She nodded, ducking her head to hide her blush and any mess that may have remained on her face. "Just tired," she said, surreptitiously wiping her face with the back of her hand. "Sorry I made a mess on your newly-cleaned street." 

He shook his head and shrugged. "I'm sure no one will begrudge you that. Will you rest now?"

"No. I only have a short break, and then I'm back on shift." She let out a small sigh -- technically everything was done, but she didn't feel right abandoning her post just yet. 

Rest is not abandonment. 

It can be -- what if there's a new crisis? 

She gestured to the clinic door. "Anala's in the upper ward. I'm sure she'll be happy to see you." 

Aro grabbed Ghia's shoulder and squeezed it gratefully. "How bad was it?" 

Ghia shrugged one shoulder, loathe to sound a braggart, but wanting to be honest. "It's a good thing I got here when I did," was what she settled on. 

Aro cleared his throat, a sudden moisture in his eyes, and got down on one knee, making the oath sign with his hands. "For your service to my bellica, Head Healer Ghia, I pledge myself to you, come war or sickness -- I will follow you and keep you well. Call me and I shall come." 

It was the Paxwoman's Pledge. Ghia felt her jaw drop in astonishment. "Aro, I..." she began, and stopped, unable to finish. Ghia, part-Magi heir to Atton, child of Voco, cousin to Bellicas Yarrow and Anala, Head Healer of Athering, and now with Second Major Aro as my paxwoman. Talk about giving myself airs. She shook her head, feeling a little dizzy with the weight of it. All she'd wanted was a simple life. She could almost hear the Goddesses laughing Their divine butts off. 

The major rose again and smiled down at her. "What's done is done, Healer. I'm your paxwoman now, whether you like it or not." 

Ghia laughed mirthlessly. "I'm not deserving of your loyalty, Aro. I just do what's needed."

Aro's face turned serious. "And it saved Anala's life, so as far as I'm concerned you are deserving of my loyalty. And my life, if it comes to that. " 

"Let's hope it doesn't. I'm going to go and eat now. You should go visit Anala," she said, waving him away. "I'm sure your lover is eager to see you." 

Aro stopped and slowly turned around. "She said you knew," he said, shaking his head slightly, "back before she left. I'd totally forgotten, though I suppose, with all those other things you know, I shouldn't be surprised." 

Ghia shrugged. "What can I say? I'm good like that. Go see your bellica, Aro. Enough with the anticipation." 

He nodded and near-sprinted into the clinic, a bounce in his step. Ghia watched him go with a half-smile. Her break would be over all too soon; she headed down to the bakery to get something to eat. 

Halfway there, another cramping spell took her and she had to lean against a nearby building for support, doubled over with pain. She would have retched again, but her stomach was empty. Dizzy with pain, fatigue, and emotional turmoil, she forced herself upright and continued to the bakery. 

She had no ulterior motive in visiting this particular bakery, or any other bakery -- she was just hungry and it happened to be close by. So, it was with surprise that she heard the matriarch of the Baker family immediately ask after Anala. 

"How do you know Anala? And why would I?" she asked. Perhaps rudely, but she was too tired to be polite. 

The woman smiled and patted her arm. "I'd'a ken Anala since she'd been a wee thing. She'da been playmates with me eldest. I'd 'eard she'da been injured, and so as ye look ta be a healer I'd thought ye might ken a mite o' her condition." The woman looked at her shrewdly. "But I'd a feeling ye'd be more than just a healer ta Anala." 

"I'm a friend of hers from Atherton," she said as explanation. This woman didn't need to know her familial ties to Anala. Tyvian, no one did. "Healer Ghia deHelene Donacella-Voto," she added by way of introduction. 

"Sappho Baker. Does Anala live?" 

Sharp and to the point, Ghia thought, tempted to giggle hysterically at her little pun. Instead she answered, "Aye -- she will for a while. Anala's strong, and a quick healer," she said, lying easily. Anala was strong, it was true, but she would have died from that wound without Ghia's help -- she would have died before reaching Harbourtown had it not been for the healer's foresight before Anala had left for Voco. She dismissed these thoughts. All in the past now and Anala was alive. Right now all that mattered was food. "Not to be rude, but I'm terribly hungry and my break will be over soon." 

"Oh, dear, where'd me manners be? Just sit yerself down, child, and I'll be getting ye a mite o' tea." Sappho smiled in apology as Ghia sank gratefully into a chair. "What would ye like?" 

"Anything hot and meaty would be great, thank you," Ghia said, and blushed at the double entendre. Ah, naughty Desirelle! It's as if a faucet of never ending sex has been turned on in me. Down, girl, down. 

Quickly Ghia's food and tea arrived and she dove in hungrily. The sandwich was very good -- better even than her aunt Kasandra's sandwiches, and that was saying something. To her surprise, Sappho sat at her table and talked to her of all that had transpired in Harbourtown in the past sevenday or so. Strangely, the woman's idle chatter made Ghia feel better; she wanted to hear all the details of the Battle of Harbourtown from someone who'd not been injured in it. Sappho's account was much fuller than those of the patients in the clinic. 

At some point, a young woman, still older than Ghia, came to collect the healer's cutlery. When the healer thanked her all she got was a murderous glare in return. Taken aback, Ghia reached out to touch the woman's mind, wondering what she'd done to offend her so. 

The vipers' nest of hate she found made her reel, and she nearly retched again. Sappho stopped mid-sentence and looked at her in concern. "Ye alright, child? Ye look downright green. It'd not be the food, would it?" She gestured to where Ghia's plate had been. 

Ghia waved her hand in a negative; if she shook her head, she'd throw up. "No, the food was delicious. I've just been getting dizzy spells for over a sevenday now. It'll pass." 

"Ah," said Sappho, and leaned back with a knowing expression on her face. "In a month or so, ye'll probably be wondering why ye decided to do it at all, but I'll tell ye now, it'd be worth it, in the end." 

Ghia closed her eyes and forced herself to smile. To keep up the pretense would be easier than explaining the long and not wholly believable truth. "I'll keep that in mind." 

"Who'd be the lucky man, if'n I might ask?" Sappho asked abruptly, and Ghia nearly died.

How far must I carry this? "He's not here right now," she heard herself answer, and realised she was going to take the lie to the full. "He'll be joining me shortly, though. He had business with his bellica in Mudflat." She opened her eyes and hoped her face didn't betray her. She'd never lied so extensively as she had today. And to think I'm suggesting Jules is the father of my unborn (and non-existent) child! Ridiculous! She felt increasingly nervous. 

Sappho smiled and nodded. "Military man. Good choice. They'd be loyal." 

Ghia nodded in return and searched for a change of subject. Anything to get out of this spiralling lie of doom. "That woman who took my plate -- was that your daughter?" 

Sadness crossed Sappho's face before she answered. "Aye. That'd be Laurel, me youngest." She grimaced slightly before continuing. "She'd not been the same since Isidora died." 

"Isidora?" Ghia asked, damning her curiosity for prodding what was most likely an old wound. Why can't I learn when to shut up?

Sappho frowned and sighed. "Me eldest. Died in the Battle o' Voco, in 'fifteen. Laurel loved 'er a great deal -- Tyvian, everyone did. She'd been Harbourtown's Sweetheart. But...Laurel never really healed. 'S been five years and most 'ave found some sort o' solace. Even Major Caelum, I 'ear, and they'd been 'andfasted. Laurel's never found that center again. Poor girl," she said, looking to the back where her daughter worked, baking bread. "'s not been easy on 'er -- first 'er fiancé, then 'er sister. She's not been able to re-adapt ta normal life." 

"I'm sorry." Ghia felt a bit awkward. On the one hand, history's gaps were being filled in in a very personal, real way for her, and enriching her view of Athering's recent past. On the other hand, she felt like a total jerk. 

"Not yer fault, child," Sappho said, smiling briefly. "Some pains go on and on. Cannae help such things." 

There was a pause, the words hanging in the air heavily. Ghia couldn't imagine surviving the emotional blow that losing a child would give. How Sappho not only survived, but ran a successful bakery and kept her family going was extraordinary, to say the least. Colour me impressed. 

Her time was up; Ghia reached for her coin purse. "I have to get back to work now. Thank you very much for the food and talk. How much do I owe you?" 

Sappho shook her head. "Free. Ye saved Anala's life; givin ye a meal's tha least I could do." 

"You're too kind. I said Anala was strong. I just did my job," Ghia protested modestly. "Let me pay." 

Sappho leaned across the table and lowered her voice. "When the Battle'd begun, I'da been on that frontlines, providin' food fer the soldiers an' tha healers. I'd seen Anala when she'd been brought in. I'da heard what tha healers said about her condition. I ken what ye did fer us, Healer Ghia. I dinnae ken how and I dinnae really care, fer it only matters ta me that ye did it. Tha food 'n' drink are free," she said with an air of finality to her voice as she sat back in her chair, "and what else I'd be able ta spare ye." 

Ghia nodded numbly and pocketed her coin purse. "Then thank you, Sappho. I truly appreciate it. I must go now, but if you wish to visit Anala she's stable now. I'm sure she'd love to see you."

Sappho smiled, a sad gesture. "I might be o' a mind ta do jus' that. Fare ye well, Healer." 

"And you, Sappho," Ghia replied, and then hurried back to the clinic. Her break was long over. 




~




A fearsome sight awaited her at the clinic's front. Lares, Aro, and Dagon the sailor stood yelling at each other, waving arms, throwing threats, and generally causing a scene. 

"What were you thinking, letting her go to Voco alone?" Lares was saying to Aro loudly, though with admirable control. 

"What was I supposed to do? Not everyone can disobey orders as readily as you can, Stout-Heart," Aro spat back, making Lares' name sound like an insult. 

"Ever have I served my Lady faithfully," Lares replied in a tight voice. 

"O? What about when ye served yer Lord? Or doesnae that count?" Dagon said, eager to get into the fray. 

Lares rolled his eyes at the old sailor. "Are you aware of what the 'double' in 'double agent' means? I ever have been faithful to Hope -- it was her orders I followed, and no one else's." He stopped and looked away quickly but not before Ghia saw the tears in his eyes. 

Unable to leave well enough alone, Aro said "How do we know you're not still a double agent? Tyvian, a triple agent! You could be here under Lord Exsil Vis' orders. I don't want you around my bellica." 

"I dinnae either, ye Vocan spy." 

"Even if it were my choice to make," Lares said, tight control back, "which it is not -- where would I go?"

"Why dinnae ye go back to Voco? Ye had a cushy enough job there." 

Lares narrowed his eyes at Dagon. "Because they'd kill me." 

"Exactly," said major and sailor at once. 

Ghia'd seen enough. She'd seen enough quite a while ago, but she'd wanted time to work up a good anger. 

"What a fine sight this is -- Anala's Major, Paxwoman, and Honour Guard arguing over who's more fit to guard her. If it were up to me to decide, I'd say none of you." 

Aro jumped and looked at her guiltily; Dagon developed a fascination with his toes. Lares merely bowed his head submissively. 

"Ghia, he could be a spy," said Aro urgently. 

"I heard the accusations, Paxwoman. I daresay the whole of Harbourtown heard them as well," she added, shooting Aro a glare that could curdle milk. "I could not care less what you think about who is or is not a spy -- right now you're yelling in front of the clinic. A place of healing. How do you expect Anala to get any rest if you're disturbing her and everyone around her? That's what I thought," she said to the blushes that rose on three faces. "Now, if you're quite done displaying dominance over one another, I suggest you leave. In fact, I order it." 

"As you wish, Domina," Lares said instantly, bowing deeply. 

Interesting -- he doesn't curtsy.

"At least one man here knows his place," she said haughtily. Aro and Dagon shot Lares murderous glares, but his eyes were on her, waiting for instruction. This power I wield is quite unnerving. Where's Jules' constant bickering when I need it? "Now go, all of you -- I expect you to be best friends when I see you again."

Lares bowed again and started off in search of a tavern that wasn't filled with dying people; Dagon looked between the Vocan and Ghia for a moment before following the other man. Aro stayed to argue. 

"How can you expect us to be friends with a Vocan?" he asked her in an angry whisper. 

"Because, Aro, you're all oathbound to Anala -- you're going to have to get along." 

He kicked the ground angrily. "I don't trust him." 

Ghia sighed at his stubbornness. "Do you trust me, Aro?" 

He blinked, taken aback. "Of course I do." 

"Then trust Lares. He's got nothing to hide." I tell you as a Magi, she sent, and saw his eyes widen in surprise. "Now, go. Go get drinks -- non-alcoholic! Go with Lares and Dagon and do that male-bonding thing. I'll be here, working, and I'll see you tomorrow, when they need hangover tea." She smiled and patted his arm, to show she wasn't angry anymore. 

He curtsied low in acquiescence. "As you wish, My Lady," he said, and then was off down the street. 

Ghia shook her head in disbelief as she entered the clinic. Did little boys ever grow up?
  


Anala




Anala was surprised, to say the least. Surprised to be alive and back home. 

Surprised to have Lares pledge himself as her paxwoman immediately upon her wakening -- wasn't he technically an enemy? Not anymore, she supposed. 

Surprised that Ghia and Aro were in town, and that apparently Yarrow and company were arriving shortly thereafter. 

Really, incredibly surprised -- no, wrong word -- shocked, astounded, traumatised -- to find the truth of her parentage lay in the royalty of Mt. Voco. 

Most surprising of all was what was happening now -- Sappho Baker's arms wrapped around the bellica tightly as she cried, saying how much she'd missed Anala. How happy she was that Anala was back home. Crying with tears of relief that Anala was alive and safe. 

"Sappho, I'd be needing ta breathe," she whispered into the older woman's hair. 

"Forgive me, child," Sappho said, releasing Anala and sitting back in her chair. She sniffed and wiped her eyes. "I'd thought ye dead fer sure, when they'd brought ye in." 

Anala grunted as she changed position. "It wasnae a pleasant wound, ta be sure. But I'm a mite surprised ye'd been sa worried about me, Sappho." She turned to regard the older woman levelly. "After what I'd told ye," she added pointedly. 

"I'd been stunned, sure," Sappho said, easily admitting the truth. "But I'd let it absorb, ye ken, overnight, and it'd been a mite easier to accept. I dinnae blame ye, child. I went lookin' fer ye the next day, ta tell ye as much, but ye'd left already. When I'd heard where I nearly lost meself in grief!" 

Anala blinked furiously as tears came to her eyes at Sappho's easy forgiveness of her. "How did ye know me destination? It'd been classified," she forced herself to say around the lump in her throat. 

Sappho waved her hand and snorted. "It'd be Harbourtown, Anala. It'd no be hard ta ferret out tha right information -- so long as ye know who it is ye're asking, and how. Dockworkers what are friends with Merry's crew let me know." Anala nodded and closed her eyes. It was hard to keep a secret in this town. A pause, and then Sappho spoke again. "I'd never stopped lovin' ye like me third daughter, Anala. Me and Dem both. Once, we thought...we'd thought ye and Isidora might.... Ye'd been so close as kids. And I'd never thought much o' her choice o' Caelum, ye ken. But something'd been different between ye, since before ye left for the military. She'd told me naught o' it, but she didnae need ta. 'Twas clear as day ta her mother." Anala opened her eyes to find Sappho staring at her intently. "Wha' was it, Anala? What drove ye two apart?" 

Anala swallowed convulsively, trying to rid her throat of the second lump it'd had in such a short period of time. I dinnae want ta go over it again, she thought wretchedly. Was yellin' at 'is Lordship not enough? 

Mayhap not. She'd felt a certain release in screaming out the pain and anguish that she'd kept bottled up for so long. And Sappho'd deserve ta know -- 'er children's 'appiness what's been affected so intimately. 

She sighed and turned more squarely on her back, determined to stare at the ceiling for the duration of this verbal ordeal. If she looked at Sappho, she would break. "Ye ken Adem was shipped off ta the military at sixteen. What ye dinnae ken -- what no one kens, aside meself and Tenea -- is why. And I'd rather not have ta say it again -- makes me sick ta think o' it, which is why I'd not done so fer so long. But suffice it ta say 'e hurt me -- bad. And instead o' doing what would 'ave been right, and going ta the proper authorities, I went ta me Aunt, and begged 'er ta help me deal with it quietly. 

"And so she convinced me parents to send their son off ta potential war. I'd never wished that sort o' hurt on Laurel, and I'm sorry it had ta happen that way. But mayhap I saved 'er from a worse hurt by me actions; I'll never be made ta ken. Adem died by his own stupidity, that much I do ken. If he couldnae survive the survival course they'd given in basic training, 'twas a miracle he survived ta be a young man at all. 

"But. That isnae here nor there. Since Adem'd...done what he'd did...I'd not been able ta. Ta love, I suppose ye'd say. Or ta feel as deeply as I should. I dinnae even know how deeply I should feel. 

"So when Isidora came ta me with confessions o' how she truly felt, I didnae ken what ta do. And sa I ran away -- left fer the military, after pushin' 'er away from me. I hurt her. And I ken that I did, too -- I did it because I didnae ken how to feel about her."

She stopped then, unable to continue as the tears blocked her vision and the lump came back to clog her throat. She felt Sappho's arms come around her then, and she leaned into the embrace, a mother's love something she'd lacked for far too long. 

"I didnae ken, child," Sappho whispered to her, tears unshed clustering in her voice, ready to spill forth. 

Anala shook her head, a jerky, stilted movement. "No one did. I didnae want them to." 

Not even meself.
  


Lares




There was an interesting rumour flying around Harbourtown. 

He heard it at the tavern while he and his new friends Aro and Dagon sat nursing pints of ale over life stories. 

He'd been surprised that Major Aro had apparently changed his tune so quickly -- not that he had changed internally, for Healer Ghia had told him to do so and Lares very much doubted that anyone, as submissive as Lares or not, could disobey the opinionated, feisty young woman. It was almost instantaneous -- one minute Lares had been walking to the tavern alone, a surly Dagon following this new pariah of Athering, and the next Aro had come up beside him and apologised for his earlier behaviour, asking to be friends. 

Curious indeed, if one were not keenly aware of the power plays and power struggles in social structure. Lares was. It was useful to know that one person in Athering trusted him, besides Anala, who he doubted trusted him fully yet. He didn't blame her. Tyvian, he didn't expect anyone to trust him, and yet Healer Ghia had obviously given him the benefit of the doubt. That was the only thing that would have made Major Aro acquiesce to friendship so readily and to ask Lares so honestly. 

He'd gratefully accepted -- he'd need friends in Athering, and as Anala's now official paxman he'd definitely need to be friends with the major who served her--and her Honour Guard. It was good that Dagon had jumped on the hay ride of friendship as well, however grudgingly. 

So the three men were sitting at the tavern, drinking and bonding, when Lares heard the rumour. 

"Demon Queen wanderin' the hills, I 'ear -- "

"Name's Charity, 'e said -- "

"Weren't she an Harbourtowner, while back -- "

"What left fer Mudflat well over a decade ago -- "

"Strange girl she was -- d'ye s'pose -- "

"Naw, not Charity. This guy 'ere's up ta no good, I ken -- 'e's with the bandit group, ain't 'e? They're a no good pack o' lying -- "

"Probably'd been bested by someone -- "

"Too ashamed ta tell the truth, makin' up stories o some 'Demon Queen' -- "

"Still, it'd be a strange tale ta tell -- "

Lares turned back to his companions, done listening, and saw Aro's face had gone white. Concerned, he leaned closer and addressed the major. "You look as if you've seen a ghost, friend. What troubles you?" 

Aro shook his head and his expression cleared instantly. "Nothing. My mind was wandering." 

Lares nodded, easily accepting the lie. It was Aro's business -- he would not pry. 

Before either could speak again, there was a commotion behind Lares, by the door. 

"I tell you, it's true! The Demon Queen of Athering is real, and she rode here not long ago! She attacked my comrades!" A man was shouting at the group of people who'd just dismissed the rumour as a flight of fancy. 

"Oh yeah? Where'd be yer proof, bandit scum?" jeered an older man. His cronies chimed in with murmurs of agreement. 

The shouter pulled away his shirt to reveal a bandage. "This is from a shark what bit me when she dumped me in the water!" 

There was a beat of silence and then the older man guffawed. "Did ye no ken there'd be sharks in the ocean? 'Tis not a place ta swim so deep, bandit," the man said between great gulps of laughter. 

Enraged, the younger man reached for a dagger at his belt. 

Lares was half out of his seat, hand on sword, when the tavern keep barrelled out of nowhere and accosted the troublemaker. "Alright, ye, that's enough. Ye can leave me tavern or ye can get tha chop," he said, grabbing the man and maneuvering him to the door. 

"I'm not lying!" the man shouted. 

"I doan really care either way, but ye're getting' violent regardless. I'd like me tavern ta be a peaceful place, so out ye go!" With that, he gave the man a tremendous shove out the door and onto the street. The bandit landed hard on the ground and got up swearing at the tavern keep but the door was already closing on his face. 

General applause broke out in the tavern as the barkeep wiped his hands off and headed back to the bar. 

A touch on his arm brought Lares back to himself, and he realised he was still half out of his seat, hand on sword, ready to fight. He shook his head and laughed, a nervous release of tension. "So used to fighting," he said by way of explanation to Aro. 

The major nodded in understanding. "I know. You can sit now." 

Instead Lares stood and stretched. "Actually, if it's all the same and I could borrow some matches, I could definitely stand to go outside for a smoke."

Dagon and Aro looked at him blankly. 

"Matches?" asked the sailor. 

"Smoke?" said Aro. 

Lares grimaced. "Does Athering trade with the South Islands much?" 

Aro shook his head while Dagon spoke. "Fer demitasse, but naught much else that I ken." 

"Hm. Do you have sulphur?" The confusion on their faces was all the answer he needed. "Okay, never mind. Flint and tinder?" It would do, in a pinch. 

Dagon nodded and gave him a small box. Lares thanked him and put it into his vest pocket. "I'll explain about the smokes and matches later, but right now I need my fix." And to make sure that guy doesn't think to come back and cause more trouble, his look told Aro.

The major nodded and waved him out. Gratefully Lares headed outside and breathed in the cold night air. He was chilly but didn't really mind the fact that he was missing his coat. 

Come to think of it, where was his coat? Oh, the clinic. He'd taken it off sometime during his vigil over Anala, and must have left it there by accident. Ah well. It needs cleaning anyway. He looked down at his bloodstained shirt, vest, and pants. And so does this. He sighed. In his flight from Voco, he'd managed to pack a bag of clothing -- a bag that had been left on shore to keep the boat lighter so the horses could come along. It had been worth it, for his mare Dike was better than any outfit he owned, but it did mean he was still wearing the same clothing he had been wearing when he bandaged Anala's wound on the ship. 

Taking a second look at the stains as he grabbed his smokebox, he realised that cleaning would do no good. He'd have to get an entirely new outfit. 

"Too bad. I liked this suit," he said to himself as he put a cigarette in his mouth and replaced the smokebox in his pocket. Probably for the best -- he'd not been in Athering long but already he'd noticed stark differences between mens' wear here and on Voco. Wearing pants would make him look very out of place -- he was neither sailor nor military. He'd have to get one of those pleated skirts he saw the commoners wear so often. Tomorrow. He'd fix his clothing problem tomorrow. For now, though....

It took a few tries to get the cigarette lit with the flint and tinder -- horribly clumsy things -- but in the end he managed, and took a long, appreciative drag. 

Oh, it had been too long. Closing his eyes in ecstasy, he let the delicate flavours of the tobacco roll over his tongue and throat, before breathing out slowly. He watched the smoke dissipate in the cold air, and walked down the street slowly, moving away from the doorway of the tavern. 

When he reached the entrance to the alleyway, he stopped to take another drag. As he leaned against the wall of the building near him, sounds of a struggle caught his ear. 

"Not so powerful all alone, are you, you little witch?" The voice was that of the troublemaker in the tavern. 

"Let me go! I've done nothing wrong!" a young, female voice cried out, and Lares' eyes widened as he recognised Healer Ghia. 

Without thinking he stepped into the alleyway and drew his sword. The man had Ghia against the wall, a dagger at her throat. He looked up at the sound of steel on leather and snarled. "What do you want, pretty boy?" 

Lares took one last drag of his cigarette and flicked it to the ground. "Let the lady go," he said, injecting his voice with cold venom. 

The man laughed. "Make me." 

Without a moment's hesitation Lares drew his pistol and shot the man in the head. A look of surprise crossed the ruffian's face before the dagger fell from his fingers and he collapsed to the ground, dead. 

Lares methodically put away his sword before reloading and re-holstering his pistol. Weapons away and ready for whenever his next fight would be, he turned his attention to the healer. 

She was still against the wall, pale as death and terrified. He moved towards her and she flinched away. He stopped and reached out a hand to her, slowly. "I won't hurt you, Ghia," he said softly. 

"You...you killed him," she whispered. 

"Aye. He would have hurt you otherwise," Lares said, perplexed. She would have seen death before, as a healer. 

She swallowed convulsively and looked at him, eyes wide, unshed tears in them. "I've never seen someone killed before." Her face crumpled and she started to cry. Hastily Lares drew her close and wrapped his arms around her, trying to offer some comfort. Her arms went around him instantly and she clung to him, sobbing against his chest. 

While Lares stood there, pillar of comfort to a girl he barely knew, Major Aro appeared in the alley entrance, worry on his face. He looked from Lares and Ghia to the body on the ground, and understanding dawned on his face. 

"I'll keep the others away," he mouthed, and Lares realised the tavern's customers must have heard his pistol report. 

"Thank you," Lares mouthed back, and made a mental note to be more careful about where he used his piece. People here would not know what it was, and might panic and come running, which could lead to potentially awkward situations, like the one Aro had just helped him avoid. 

Presently Ghia moved away from him, her sobs subsiding into sniffles. She wiped her eyes with her dress sleeves and looked up at him, embarrassed. "You must think me a silly, over-emotional wreck." 

He almost laughed, but managed to keep his face straight -- which was probably a good idea. "Not at all. I think, considering you've been working all day with no rest after riding all day yesterday, you've handled having your life threatened and seeing your first killing admirably well." He gave her a gentle smile and brushed the hair back from her face. He was rewarded for his efforts with a small smile and giggle from her. 

Lares felt his heart clench -- he'd seen the resemblance before, but had not wanted to admit it. When she smiled, it was impossible to ignore how she looked like Hope -- not in body or hair, but in the face...their faces were so similar. Their smiles were exactly the same. Before he knew his own intention or could stop himself from acting upon it he'd cupped her face in his hands and stolen her lips with his. 

Hands pushed against his chest and he broke off reluctantly before he came to himself, realising what he'd done. 

He backed up quickly, putting distance between himself and the healer. "Forgive me, Domina," he said, dropping to his knees and begging forgiveness not just with his words but with his stature and tone. "I do not know what I was thinking."

"I do." He looked up at her sharply, and she regarded him with compassion in her eyes. "It's okay, Lares. I understand. But what you must know now, Stout-Heart, is that she's gone." She smiled sadly. "No matter who looks like her or reminds you of her, or how much, it's not Hope, and never will be Hope." She ran her fingers through his hair gently, and he bowed his head to her touch. "I can feel your pain, Lares. But I cannot fill the void in your heart -- no one but you can do that, and you must do that if you ever hope to offer yourself to anyone again." She patted his head gently and stepped back before offering him a hand up; numbly he took it and stumbled to his feet. 

"I...I should clean up," he said quietly, at a loss for any other words. 

She nodded, the same sad, compassionate smile on her face. "Take as long as you need. I'll see you in the tavern." 

His eyes followed her as she left him, wondering how on Vulcanus' fertile ground she knew what she knew. Or did what she did -- he'd been there when she'd healed Anala and it was no healing trick he knew of. 

Ghia was a woman of strange powers. Whether he'd ever know the truth behind those powers, he couldn't say. With a sigh he leaned against the wall behind him. His eyes fell to the cobblestones, where his cigarette -- not even half-smoked -- lay in a puddle. "Blast," he said, realising he couldn't afford to light up another. 

With another, larger sigh, he set to the grim task of cleaning up the mess of dead bandit that littered the alleyway, before heading back to the tavern and his well deserved pint of ale.
  


Anala
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Anala was immensely grateful to the forward-thinking healer, who had booked a few rooms at the tavern the night before in anticipation of not only Yarrow and company's arrival, but in anticipation of Anala's cabin fever at the clinic: one more day there and she would have gone mad. 

She had protested quite vocally at being carried by stretcher, however, from clinic to tavern -- to no avail, of course. Ghia's word had been a law that Aro and Dagon would not break. So she'd sat back and sulked, and upon reaching her new room, promptly and viciously paced the length of it several times. 

Soon she was winded and tired, and, conceding she was worse off than she'd thought, rested in the large double bed. 

Ghia came in a few moments later and gave Anala a look that told the bellica she knew precisely what had transpired and did not approve. Anala pointedly ignored her. 

She sighed and shook her head. "Baby steps, Anala, baby steps. You've been through quite an ordeal," she said. Before Anala could respond, Ghia had gone through the door to their shared privy and shut it. 

Grumbling about know-it-all healers and the lack of respect for one's superiors and what was becoming of Athering when a bellica's word was questioned, she sat back to wait for Ghia so she could grumble in earnest at the healer and not just to herself. She didn't have to wait long before there was a shout of terror from the privy; stumbling into action, Anala crawled out of bed and staggered to the door as fast as her tired body would allow. Wishing she had her sword strapped on and had not left it leaning beside the bed, she pushed the door to the privy open. 

Ghia sat, unharmed, staring at a pair of bloodstained underwear with a look of horror and confusion on her face. Noticing Anala, she looked up bemusedly. "What is this?" she asked the bellica. 

Anala made a face somewhere between a smile and a frown, which was fairly indicative of how she felt. "Have ye never had yer moontime afore?" Definitely strange, for Ghia to have not had it at this age -- although not totally unheard of. Stranger, however, for the healer to be confused as to the blood on her underthings -- everyone knew about moontime, especially healers. 

Ghia looked back to the now-red cloth, her mouth making a small 'o'. "Of course. How silly of me, to forget the obvious." She gave a small laugh and shook her head. "Do you think you could get me some supplies, Anala? I'd really appreciate it." She gave the bellica a self-deprecating smile. 

Anala quirked her mouth in a half-smile and nodded, acceding to the healer's request. Jus' like 'er ta be so absorbed with the problems o' everyone else that she'd not ken the most basic o' biological functions could happen ta her. She'd be human too, she thought, and then frowned, considering Ghia's other side. Well. 'alf. 

She opened the door and found Aro with his hand poised to knock. He frowned to see her out of bed. "I heard a shout. Everything alright?" 

Anala gestured to the privy. "Ghia's first moontime," she said simply. 

Understanding dawned on his face. "Say no more. I'll be right back," he said, and turned to go downstairs -- but not before giving Anala a quick kiss on the cheek. 

She smiled and shook her head, closing the door behind him. She truly was lucky to have a man such as Aro. I'd have ta be sure an tell 'im, before it'd be too late. 

Halfway to the privy door, she frowned. What had brought on that thought? She tried to dismiss it, but the sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach didn't let her. With that worry hanging over her head, she told Ghia supplies were on their way before crawling back into her bed to get a much-needed nap.
  


Ghia




Ghia felt indescribably silly. Of course, she knew every woman could expect her moontime around the age of fifteen. Of course, some women got theirs late; some early. Of course, she'd not had hers yet. She'd just never put the thoughts together in her mind, and so had panicked momentarily at the rush of blood from between her legs. 

Thank Terra for Anala and Aro, she thought. Otherwise she might have made a true fool of herself. 

Truth be told, it was a relief. It certainly explained her cramps of the past tredicem or so, and now she knew without a doubt she was human and able to have children. 

Not that that had ever been a really major consideration in her life -- more of a peripherally held dream, an afterthought to career, adventure, and someone to love. She'd always figured once she'd had her fill of adventure, a career she was happy with, and someone to grow old with, then she could think about children. Looks like I may have to think about it much sooner, if I'm to be Lady Lihin. 

If it was true, and her mother was of the Exsil Vis line? Do I want to birth more children of that dubious heritage? They'd be pariahs, were their lineage known -- and who knows how they'd turn out? 

Anala was of that line, and the bellica seemed to have grown up relatively well-balanced. Even considering her Blood River-sized mean streak, that dark well of anger Ghia had glimpsed when she had been in Anala's consciousness what seemed ages ago. Was it really only just under two tredicems ago? 

Ghia sighed. A complicated issue, to be sure, and quite frankly, while she more than likely would have ended up having kids eventually, she didn't like the prospect of having it forced on her. 

"Merde," she said as she nicked her finger with her sickle. Sucking on the blood that welled up from the cut, she resolved to put her distracting thoughts on hold. This was the third time she'd cut herself while harvesting. 

Finishing the plant she was on, Ghia gathered up her basket of darkshade leaves and headed back inside the clinic, where she gave them to another healer to make into paste. 

Bandaging her cuts, she started to make the rounds on her patients. Dagon was already down at the tavern and fully healed; his injuries had not been serious. Eorl Gray still slept, but she was on the mend and could be moved back to her manor the next day, Ghia decided, under observation. She gave those instructions to the healer assigned to that quadrant, and then moved onto Mara. 

The girl was wide awake, watching everything going on around her with curious eyes. Ghia smiled as she sat down. "Hey, kiddo. How are you feeling?" 

Mara returned a game smile. "Much better, thanks be'd ta ye, Healer." 

"Good," Ghia said, checking for fever. Finding none, she checked the girl's ribs, bruised from her fall to the rocks. "Does it hurt when I do this?" She pressed gently against the girl's sides. 

"A mite." 

"Less than before?" A nod was her response. "Good. You're healing up fine. You'll be back to sailing the four seas in next to no time," she said, smiling as she tucked Mara back into bed. 

"About that," Mara started. Ghia raised her eyebrows at the girl. "Uncle Merry hasnae healer on board 'is ship -- d'ye think I'd have tha ability ta be one?" She looked at Ghia with such hope in her eyes that the healer couldn't help but smile. 

"I think you're very bright, and very compassionate, Mara. Those are good qualities in a healer, to be sure." 

"D'ye think I could apprentice to ye?" 

"So you could be close to your sister, you mean?" Mara ducked her head, and Ghia saw she'd read the girl right. "As much as I'd love to have you as my apprentice, Mara, my job is very difficult and hectic right now. I don't have the time nor patience to train up the healers already under my charge, let alone taking on any other acolytes. Also, Atherton is not the safest place at the moment -- and Merry and Anala would never forgive me if I brought you knowingly into danger." She smiled at Mara and the girl returned the smile, knowing Ghia's words to be true. "However, if you're serious about healing, I would suggest training up with him," she added, pointing to a healer checking on an injured soldier. "Charles is a very good adept healer, and he keeps his head in a crisis. You would do well to train under him." 

Mara nodded, though she still looked a bit sad. "Thank ye, healer Ghia. I wish I could train with ye, but I'll just have ta be satisfied with staying safe in Harbourtown." She wrinkled her nose. 

"Safety's not as bad as it sounds," Ghia said with a wink, ruffling Mara's hair. "I'll tell Charles you want to apprentice to him; for now, try and get some more rest, okay?" 

Mara agreed readily, and on that note Ghia moved on to her other rounds.
  


Aro




After Ghia left for her shift at the clinic, Aro stole back upstairs to Anala and the healer's shared room. 

Anala was napping, but she was over on one side of the large-ish bed, as if making room for him. He smiled, and sat on the edge to take off his boots before crawling in beside his bellica. 

Her eyes opened briefly as he settled beside her. She smiled at him. "I'd been hopin' ye'd join me," she said softly, and snuggled up to him before dropping back into her sleep. 

Aro tucked them in and wrapped his arms around her, happy beyond measure to have her returned to him. Pledging my life to the healer is worth the cost, he thought decisively before joining her in her nap.
  




Ghia

Jourd'Umbra, 7th Primera




Ghia was at the bakery visiting Sappho when Jules and the others rode into Harbourtown.

She'd gone to get something to eat, but Laurel had been working, and Sappho and her wife were not in sight. 

"Hello," Ghia said to Laurel politely. Laurel glared at her and walked away. Ghia's temper flared, but she held it in check as she remembered what Sappho had said about Laurel's life. She followed the older woman down the length of the counter and tried again. 

"Hi. May I buy some food?"

Laurel bared her teeth. "Ye can burn in Tyvian, fer all I'd care."

Ghia felt as if she'd been slapped. "Do you speak to all your customers like that?" she said, tone icy. 

"Nay -- only those what are friends wit' that cur Anala." 

"Laurel!" came Sappho's very angry voice from the staircase to the upstairs living area. The slight woman crossed the room to her daughter's side quickly, her stride reminding Ghia of a charging animal. "No child o' mine'd be speakin' tha way, and especially no ta one we'd owe much ta. Ye apologise ta Healer Ghia straight away, ye ken?"

Laurel turned away sulkily, her face disfigured by hatred. "Anala'd deserved ta die. Why should I be apologising ta the one what saved her?" 

Sappho grabbed her daughter's ear and slapped Laurel across the face. "How dare ye speak so!" she said, voice raised. Ghia was very glad she was the only customer at the moment. "Anala'd never wronged ye, and ye ken it well!" 

Laurel rubbed her face, tears in her eyes, and looked at her mother belligerently. "She'd killed Adem an' Isidora both and ye dare ta say she'd never wronged me?" The young woman ran out of the bakery and up the stairs before Sappho could react. 

Sappho turned to watch her daughter go, a sad look on her face. "Dem!" she called gently, and the large man who was her wife poked his head out of the back. "Go ta Laurel, would ye?" 

He said nothing, only nodded and went up the stairs. 

There was an awkward pause while Sappho stayed looking after her wife and daughter and Ghia felt increasingly uncomfortable just standing there, saying nothing. After a while Sappho turned to face Ghia and apologised. "I'd never kenned Laurel blamed Anala so...though it'd explain a mite o 'er behavior."

Ghia nodded, still a bit shocked. Though she might have been angry with Laurel, all she felt was a saddened compassion for the woman. She looked at the staircase and decided she'd come by again the next day, and see if she couldn't offer some comfort to Laurel. 

"Did ye come in fer some food, child?" Sappho's voice broke through Ghia's thoughts, and she nodded hastily, but before she could order something Sappho spoke again, looking outside the window with a frown on her face. "Who'd that be? He'd not be from here."

Ghia turned to see Jules tying up Suki next to Amora, a stressed look on his face. Before he even turned to the door, Ghia was running outside to meet him. She threw her arms around his neck and planted a large kiss on his lips. 

Jules, pretend we're together -- Sappho Baker, inside, thinks I'm pregnant with your child, so please just play along, she sent to him before breaking off the kiss and smiling at him. 

He gaped at her, looking incredibly confused. "Come again?" 

"Long story," she said, leading him inside the bakery. "Just go with it, please." 

They entered the bakery then and Ghia linked her arm with Jules' in a proprietary fashion. "Sappho, may I introduce you to Jules deTania, Chief Medical Officer of the first regiment? Jules, Sappho Baker. She's a friend of Anala." 

Jules responded to her touch, falling into the pretense so easily, Ghia would swear he believed it to be real. He curtsied to Sappho. "A pleasure to meet you, Dama. I seem to recall sneaking away from the regiment back in 'fifteen to buy some of your bread before we sailed to Voco," he said pleasantly. 

Sappho smiled at him, but Ghia saw the sadness in her eyes. "Aye? And did it suit yer fancy?" 

"Got me through the battle." He smiled graciously at Sappho and the woman beamed, and then offered them food -- on the house, as before. 

They accepted gratefully, though Ghia still felt strange about taking so much for free. Sappho wouldn't hear a word otherwise, so she did not protest. After taking their sandwiches, neatly wrapped up for later enjoyment, Ghia bid a warm farewell to Sappho, saying she'd stop in again the next morning. 

"You'll have to be quick; Yarrow's in a hurry to get back before the time she booked is up," Jules said to her as they left the bakery, arms around each other. 

Ghia shrugged as they unhitched their horses, put the sandwiches in a saddle bag, and led the animals down the street with them -- a silent mutual agreement to walk, to get more time to talk alone before joining the others. "It will take us a while to get going anyway -- there are nine of us now, assuming you found the stray lieutenant, and three of us recovering from injuries."

His face registered surprise for a moment before he spoke. "Nine? Almost twice what we started with. We did find Lt. James alright -- a good thing, for it gave me someone to chat with on the road here." 

"Were Caelum and Yarrow not friendly with you?" She frowned. They seemed friendly enough between Atherton and Mudflat. 

Jules' jaw tightened. "I did not wish to speak to them," he said, and then extrapolated on the events that had occurred after she and Aro had left Mudflat. 

"How dare she!" Ghia found herself shouting in the street, and quickly lowered her voice. Letting Amora's reins go, she quickly went to Jules' side and grabbed his left arm gently, itching to take a look at the wound. "Are you okay?" 

He quirked his lips in a half-smile. "I wouldn't mind your taking a look at it," he said, so perfectly mimicking her thoughts she looked at him sharply. 

"Can you read my mind now, Jules?" 

He laughed and wrapped his arm around her shoulder. "No. I just know you too well."

Not so well as I want you to know me, she thought, and slapped herself mentally. Now is not the time, Healer. She pulled away from him and grabbed Amora's reins again, though the horse hadn't even wandered. She just needed to do something with her hands. 

"I will say that despite how well I know you, I was still surprised by your greeting," Jules continued, and Ghia felt her face burn. 

She managed a carefree and impish smile. "Yeah. About that. Long story." 

He gestured to the road ahead of them. "I've got time."

Whatever on earth had possessed her to use Jules as the phantom father of her phantom child? Ghia briefly explained how her reading Laurel's mind had led to pretending she was pregnant. "I'm sorry I used you, Jules -- it was just easier than explaining the truth. And safer." 

He smiled and reached over to ruffle her hair. "Don't think twice about it. Glad to have been of service."

He fell silent then, and they did not speak for the rest of the journey to the tavern. Ghia frowned, looking over at him, for he looked...disappointed. Probably just upset about what happened in Mudflat. Tyvian, I'm seething! 

As they exited the stables, horses stalled and feeding, they ran into Lares as he exited the main tavern door. Seeing her, he bowed deeply. "Ah, Healer Ghia. I was just sent to find you. Bellica Yarrow wishes to speak with you, she said." His eyes flickered to Jules briefly and Ghia caught what wasn't said: Yarrow still didn't trust Jules enough, even with so simple a task as finding the head healer. A look at the CMO's face told her he caught the significance as well. 

Still angry with her cousin over Mudflat and the woman's current behaviour, and wanting to give Lares more opportunity for friendship in Athering, she decided introductions could come before reporting. "I'll go inside in a moment, Lares. Thank you. First, I want you to meet my very close friend, Jules deTania, CMO of the first regiment. Jules, Lares Stout-Heart saved my life the other night."

Jules' eyes widened. "You didn't tell me about that." His hands gripped her shoulders as he examined her, as if injuries were suddenly going to appear on her body. "Are you alright?" 

She patted his hand gently and refrained from being sarcastic, extricating herself from his grip. "I'm obviously still alive, Jules, so yes. All the danger passed without my sustaining a scratch, thanks to Lares here."

Jules looked at Lares for less than a second before he embraced the other man in a tight hug. "Thank you, Lares," he said, and Lares awkwardly returned the embrace, a disbelieving happiness on his face. 

Ghia could have kissed Jules again for his ready acceptance of Lares but decided not to, as that seemed to do funny things to her body, clouding her mind. She wanted her mind clear for her meeting with Yarrow.

The men disengaged and clasped hands affectionately. "I'd be proud to call you a friend of mine, Lares, for acting in my stead." Ghia thought about Lares kissing her and nearly guffawed, but retained control admirably well. 

Lares inclined his head respectfully to Jules. "It is my pleasure to serve a lady such as Ghia, Jules. But I accept your friendship gratefully." 

Jules grinned. "Good. I'll buy you a drink."

"And I'll report to Bellica Yarrow," Ghia said before they forgot her presence in the haze of male bonding. She gave the food she'd carried from the saddlebag to Jules. "Guard our sandwiches, Jules -- and save some for me. I'm ravenous."

Before the two men could protest she was inside the tavern and heading up to the room where Yarrow waited, next to Ghia's room shared with Anala and, as of last night, Aro.

Yarrow sat by the window, looking out at the harbour. Ghia had no doubt the bellica had watched her entire exchange with Lares and Jules, but the healer didn't particularly care what Yarrow thought of it. Caelum stood by the wall; when he noticed Ghia's sudden and silent presence in the room he started before quickly letting Yarrow know the healer was there. He left then, closing the door with a quiet snap behind him. 

Ghia stood, refusing to let her temper get the best of her. She would keep the upper hand here if it killed her. 

Yarrow turned to face her then, and the bellica looked very tired. "I take it you know already."

"Yes, and I think it was terrible of you to treat Jules like that!" she snapped, quickly losing her calm. "How could you be so cruel? And when he was injured!"

"Just because you're in love with him, girl, doesn't mean everyone else is," Yarrow growled at her. 

Ghia looked away, feeling as if she'd been slapped. "I'm not in love with him," she lied. 

"Sure. Just as I'm not in love with Caelum," Yarrow said, giving Ghia a sardonic look. The healer would have laughed had she not been so upset. Yarrow sighed and rubbed her eyes tiredly. "I don't expect you to understand. But I had to know where his loyalty was -- and there was no other way to do so. Jules has been an unknown variable for me since -- well, since Nucalif." 

"What was in Nucalif?" Ghia asked. She knew, of course, but needed Yarrow to say it. 

Yarrow's face shuttered closed like storm windows. "You don't need to know that."

"Not if you don't want me to forgive you, Yarrow. Am I your cousin or no?"

"Of course you are!" Yarrow yelled, exploding out of her chair. "What on Althea's green bosom could change that? It doesn't mean I have to tell you all my secrets."

"It does if you want us to have any sort of worthwhile relationship -- and we'll need to, if I'm to be Lady Lihin and you Queen." There was a terrible pause in which Ghia's stomach dropped as she realised what she'd said. Yarrow stared at her, face unreadable but emotions flickering in her eyes, too fast for Ghia to catch. I'm in it deep now. She forced herself to go on. "I'd rather it were a relationship based in trust, cousin," she said quietly.

Yarrow expelled a gusty breath of air as she looked out the window again. "Juno's tits, but you're gutsy, girl," she said, giving Ghia an admiring once-over. "Or just very stupid," she amended, and Ghia found herself agreeing silently. There was another pause before the bellica spoke. "But you're right. If this is going to happen -- this gotterdammerung that I seem doomed to be a part of -- then there needs to be some risk. And so I find myself taking such a risk in offering you my trust."

Ghia nodded and looked at the floor for a moment before deciding how to continue. "Thank you, cousin," she said simply. Another pause, and then she looked up at Yarrow again. "I offer you mine in return -- and begin by telling you that I already know what happened in Nucalif." Yarrow's eyes widened, and Ghia pressed on, to say what needed saying before Yarrow decided she was enough of a threat to run through with a sword. "Just as I know you didn't do it, and just as Jules knows. And too -- just as I know the cut on your hand on Midwinter Eve came from your mother's Shrine, where her broken sword lies -- and that Caelum has loved you deeply for some time now, though I'm pretty sure that the only one who doesn't know that at this point is you -- and how I knew that Anala would die if I didn't leave Atherton for here when I did -- and too, how I knew you would lose the use of your hand and back inevitably when you were brought in those years ago. All this and more, Yarrow." 

Yarrow's face held horror, and her sword was already drawn and up in a defensive position. Ghia calmly snapped up a shield around her, though whether it would deflect steel or not remained to be seen. "How could you know that, Healer?" And how can I trust you? 

Ghia heard her think. "Because I told you what I know, and didn't go anywhere else with it. Because blood is thicker than water. Because I'm answering your unspoken thought now, and if I can do that -- what else can I do, that I haven't?" She let the near-threat hang in the air between them. 

Yarrow's eyes narrowed. "What are you, Healer Ghia? Witch or demon?"

"Neither. Put the sword down and I'll tell you. It can't hurt me anyway," she added, hoping her bluff was correct. 

"All the same, it makes me feel better." 

Ghia sighed and settled herself on the floor comfortably. "Suit yourself. I suggest you get comfortable. It's a story the length of a lifetime -- mine, specifically."

Yarrow shifted her weight slightly and re-gripped her sword but did not sit. "I've got time."

"Good. It's needed. But before I go on, answer me a question?"

"I'll try." 

"My mother's name?" 

Yarrow frowned at her, but did not refuse her an answer. "Charity deDesdemona, so far as I know."

As I thought. Goddess help me. "Thank you," was all she said, and then she launched into the long tale of Ghia deHelene/Charity Donacella-Voto/Exsil Vis-Lihin, the healer of Athering with extraordinary powers and an alien heritage, walking in both worlds but belonging in neither. 

Neither woman slept that night.
  


The Descent




Kore danced and laughed within the Sun, a Child of Light. 

She had always been so. She had no knowledge of the Darkness, being made of light as she was. She was the Sun. Darkness surrounded her but she could not see it, so absorbed in her own light. 

She came often to play and laugh with the other Goddesses in the Heavens. On one of these trips, she had an intriguing conversation with her friend Amora. 

"Umbra's the dark one; you want to avoid her."

Kore frowned in confusion. "Dark?"

"The opposite of light." 

That was strange to the Sun. For her, there was no opposite of light. She could not conceive it. 

Amora spoke again. "Juno banished Umbra to the Underworld, to rule over Tyvian, ages ago. Umbra's still upset about it and comes up here to wreak havoc every once in a while." Kore's pretty friend reclined back on her klina, lazily eating some grapes. She did not seem that concerned. 

"Who's Juno?" Kore asked, for she had never met that goddess. 

Her friend looked at her incredulously. "Our mother, the Queen of all Goddesses." 

Kore shook her head. "I don't have a mother. I don't remember one. All I remember is the Light, since the beginning of life." 

Amora shook her head, and let her gaze travel across the courtyard they sat in. "Juno is your mother. Umbra's mother too. You don't remember her because she has so many children, she cannot devote time to any one."

"Does that mean we're sisters?" Kore asked, suddenly happy to have a mother she'd never met if it meant she could be sisters with Amora. 

Amora smiled, her face shining like the Sun that Kore was. "Of course." 




~




Amora's words stayed with Kore, and her curiosity got the better of her. Umbra didn't sound so dangerous. She decided to pay the ruler of Tyvian a visit. 

She dressed in her favourite peplos, strapped up her golden sandals, adorned her neck with a silver necklace and her wrists with copper bangles. She wore a brass ring on her right hand, and she took her walking stick with her. 

The trip to the Underworld was long. First she alighted in the Palace of the Heavens, a familiar haunt where hours with Amora had been spent. It was night, and she should have been sleeping -- the denizens of the Palace were. Instead she searched the Palace for a doorway, or staircase -- something to take her to the earth below. 

She found it behind Juno's throne. A small archway in stone, leading to a staircase. Carefully she descended the uneven stairs, and eventually ended up in a forest. 

Now she was truly lost, but undaunted. She set her feet in the direction that felt right and walked onwards, determined to find this Underworld. 

After a long time she came upon a cave. She knew this to be the entrance to the Underworld, though she could not say how she knew. Kore ducked as she entered the cave's mouth and stepped into the expanse beyond. It was pitch black in here, a greater darkness than had existed outside in the nighttime. But Kore herself shone, her bangles clinking together as she walked, and she went forward, knowing no fear. 

Soon she came to a Gate. It was guarded by an ugly creature, all fangs and horns and claws, who told her that in order to go on she had to remove her sandals. Kore complied, and she went through the first gate barefoot. When she came to the second gate, she was told to remove her necklace. On through the gates she went, until she was down to her peplos and her walking stick; then her peplos; then nothing at all. 

It was then she came to Umbra's throne room, and stood naked, her unbound red hair brushing her ankles. 

Umbra stood, rage suffusing her features. "Who dares intrude on my domain?" she snarled at Kore.

Kore inclined her head. "Forgive me. I am Kore, the sun. I wished for knowledge of the dark." 

Umbra smiled and stepped down from the dais that held her throne. "Then knowledge of the dark you shall have, sister," she whispered, and Kore felt a great piercing pain in her chest. 

Her last sight was Umbra, eating what used to be her heart. 




~




For thirteen days Kore's body was on display in Umbra's throne room, shown to all who entered, like a trophy. On the earth, darkness reigned. The sun did not appear; plants and animals died; humans went mad. It grew cold, and soon Juno realised she had to interfere. She travelled to the Underworld herself. With her strength she cast aside the guardians of the gates, and stood fully armored in her daughter's throne room. 

Umbra hissed and spat at her mother. "Is it not enough that you banish me from your realm? You must come and invade all I have left?" 

Juno said nothing, and instead picked up Kore's body, cradling her daughter in her arms. From within her peplos she drew a piece of golden zircon, and it she placed within the hole in Kore's chest. 

Kore's eyes opened, and the zircon glowed. 

Juno smiled sadly. "I'm afraid I cannot restore your innocence along with your life, daughter. Threads of darkness now lie within you. Take up the sword, and train yourself as a warrior to soothe your shadows." 

With that Juno was gone. Kore now faced her twin, a hardness on her face. 

Umbra, now with threads of light swimming within her, shivered in fear. "Please don't kill me, sister."

Kore smiled. "You made me what I am," she said. "How could I kill my creator?"
  


Underworld
  


Yarrow

Jourd'Bellona, 19th Primera




Trust was the issue, of course. Anytime, anywhere, in any situation -- it always came down to trust. Yarrow was fairly sick of it. 

"We can't," said Caelum sharply. "They're unknown variables. We can't risk it."

Yarrow's eyes flicked to Jules. "As was Jules," she said, watching the medic's face cloud with anger. She looked at Anala. "As was Anala." 

The other bellica nodded in agreement. "Aye. And as ye'd been ta me. But we'd only be here, tonight, in this tent, a'cause o' Ghia's meddling."

There was a general silent consensus around the room. "The girl is certainly good at that, it is true," Yarrow said. 

"Would you rather she weren't?" asked Jules testily.

"I wasn't insulting your betrothed, Jules -- calm down." 

"She's not my betrothed."

"Then what in Tyvian are you waiting for?" 

"Enough bickering!" said Aro. Yarrow and Jules fell silent, Jules glaring daggers at her. The bellica looked at Aro sharply -- they were the first words he'd said at this meeting. He'd been increasingly quiet the closer they'd gotten to Aeril. Yarrow had worried that perhaps he was having second thoughts, but Anala had assured her that Aro was as committed to the cause as all of them -- mayhap more. "Bickering doesn't help matters. The fact is, that we can't know whether or not to trust Anita and Leala without asking Ghia, and..."

"...we can't do that," Caelum finished for the other major. 

"And why did no one think to ask her before we left?" A chorus of shrugs answered Yarrow's question and she leaned her head back and sighed. This conversation had transpired in several different forms over the past two hours, until Yarrow felt like stabbing something. When she'd originally planned to revolt against her sister, she'd thought rebellion would be easy. Step one: raise an army. Done. Step two: storm the castle. Easy -- she lived there. Step three: take the Sceptre and set the country to rights, bringing about a new age of peace and prosperity in the land that would be talked about in history books for ages to come. 

Not so easy, that. But she could just decide what to do when she got there. First she had to get there. 

She wished the third regiment had not been sent with them. It would make this incredibly easy. She was sure her sister had sent Anita and Leala's regiment as insurance against possible treachery from Yarrow and Anala . Zardria was not stupid, for Juno's sake. She would have noticed Yarrow, Anala, their majors, the healers, and Anala's boys riding in to Atherton that day. She would have seen the new-found camaraderie among the group -- the core rebel team of nine, all equally surprised to be in the group with one another. Well, team of seven, she supposed -- Lares and Dagon seemed to hold no passion for rebellion aside from their devotion to Anala. Yarrow didn't think she could really count them. 

But that didn't really matter right now -- right now what mattered was helping the Aeril insurrection while making it look like they were subduing it, if indeed Anita and Leala could not be trusted. If they could, then discussions could end, and they could just go ahead as planned. Somehow Yarrow doubted that would happen. 

"Feck this noise," she said, tired of it already. "We need answers as of two hours ago. I want suggestions -- now, and ones that don't involve asking Ghia." 

A small silence passed before Jules spoke, after a brief look at Lares. "Reconnaissance, Ma'am. Send someone to spy." 

"Great. Whom do you suggest, Medic?" she said, though she already knew what Jules was thinking, and wasn't terribly pleased about it. She didn't trust Lares still, despite Ghia's assurances. She wasn't even sure she should trust Ghia -- the girl wasn't even human, for Bellona's sake. 

Lares cleared his throat and bowed low before them. "I would be happy to serve in this capacity, Bellica," he said smoothly. 

The group looked at Yarrow expectantly, and she realised there was not another option in sight. It was trust Lares -- and by extension, Ghia -- or risk bollixing up the whole operation. That, and her intuition told her to go for it -- and if a bellica can not trust her battle sense, that tightening of the gut that tells of danger more strongly than one's eyesight, then what can she trust?

She gave a sharp gesture with her head. "Go. Be quick about it."

Lares was already going through the tent flap, and Yarrow sat down to wait. 




~




"Well, that may make things a mite tougher." 

Anala's voice roused Yarrow from the doze she'd fallen into in her incredibly uncomfortable chair. She looked up to see Lares back, and before he even shook his head 'no' she knew the answer. 

"Understatement of the year, Anala," she said wryly, cursing her luck. 

Anala smirked at her. "Nay, the understatement o' the year would be that yer sister has a bad temper." 

Yarrow let out a bark of laughter. "True, friend, true," she said, smiling at Anala. She was very glad they were close again -- she'd missed the banter they'd shared so many years ago. "Alright," she said, abruptly changing the subject. "We need to decide what to do." 

Another silence passed -- much longer this time. Yarrow tried not to feel despair as no ideas came to her. Come on, Yarrow -- you've been bellica for how damned long? Think! 

"Too bad the third regiment can't just come down with a case of swiftshock," she said at length, only half-serious, trying to stimulate ideas. 

Jules looked at her with a stricken expression. "Better they don't -- no medic of worth would abandon the Creed, and then you'd be out of your medicorps," he said seriously.

Yarrow waved her hand irritably. Goddess, but he'd been touchy since Mudflat! "Lighten up, Jules. I wasn't serious." Not really, though it would be convenient.

A pause, and then the second bellica spoke. "Tha rebel core o' Aeril occupies tha 'acienda, Molly said. Third regiment dosnae have ta enter tha building, ye ken."

Yarrow blinked, and a slow smile spread across her face. "You're brilliant, Anala -- how come you're not first bellica?"

Anala smiled in return. "I'd be a mite slower," she said, but with no rancor. 

"Apparently not," Yarrow said, though she knew Anala spoke of physical, not mental, speed. "Third regiment will be on duty in the town, then -- subduing the people, on orders to use minimal force. First and Second infantry and officers spread throughout to make sure nothing gets too fecked up. We can take the hacienda." 

"All we need now is someone to warn the townsfolk," said Aro, the second thing he'd said all day. Yarrow couldn't help but mentally remark on the total flip in personality between him and his bellica. "Resistance could lead to accidents." 

Yarrow nodded, glad to have his input. She wouldn't have thought of it. "Someone who can ride there tonight," she added, and looked around the room for volunteers.

Immediately Dagon the sailor stepped forward. "I'd be willing ta go," he said. "I'd not be in uniform, fer one thing, and fer another they'd be more of a mind ta trust a Harbourtown cretin than someone who sounds court-educated." 

Yarrow looked at Anala briefly, expecting the other bellica to be offended, but only saw agreement on the younger woman's face. She addressed Dagon directly: "It will be dangerous, sailor. Can you handle it?"

He gave her a half-smile. "I worked on an un-guilded merc ship fer ten years, more often than not flying under tha standard o' Exsil Vis. I'd be no outlander ta danger, Bellica." 

Anala's head snapped up in surprise, and Yarrow saw the other bellica was just as shocked as Yarrow was to learn her Honor Guard had served Voco. It didn't matter, however, as Dagon served them now, and he did have a fast horse -- the mare used to be Anala's, after all, and was still young. "Go, then, and make all haste."

He bowed, and then left the tent, followed by Anala and Lares. 

"That's it, then," Yarrow said, addressing the rest of the room. "Rest well, soldiers. Tomorrow comes the hard part." 

"Now that is the understatement of the year, Yarrow," Caelum said with a smile. 

Despite herself, Yarrow smiled back.
  


Aro

Jourd'Muerta, 20th Primera

Ostara




Aro nearly cried to see his hometown again, but this time it was with tears of joy. 

Whatever the powers that be wanted to say about rebellions in general, it was obvious these rebels had done what they'd done for the good of the province -- several buildings had been rebuilt, and the rest were in differing stages of being repaired. The streets were clean, the Market looked polished, and even the hacienda no longer looked dark and forbidding. 

It truly was a miracle, and Aro could have kissed Molly for what the woman had done. 

He had kissed Anala very deeply for his bellica's commitment to the cause, and for her making contact with Molly in the first place. A kiss that had led to something deeper, much to Aro's surprise and delight. As a result both he and his bellica had gotten very little sleep the night before, for Aro had wanted to take his time, the first time with the woman he loved. 

So he had. Several times. Both he and Anala looked exhausted, but it was a happy exhaustion, and he'd heard no complaints from his love -- aside from something about her saddle being too hard. 

He could only smile, for he couldn't really believe in the first place that she'd been ready. She'd told him why she felt ready. She realised that she did love him, and that she didn't want to wait for a peace that might never come. The time to deal with her past demons she might never get. 

If she couldn't get the time she needed to do it alone, then she would get the support she needed from him to deal with it now. So it came about that she'd told him everything. He'd been filled with a burning rage -- and a desire to go back in time to kill Adem himself. He remembered the kid -- hadn't ever really liked him, for no tangible reason. The priva had been kind and helpful, even if a bit cocky. Aro had just never warmed to him.

I suppose I saw his true nature, even then. For Adem was evil to the core -- a bad apple in Athering's society. The major now felt intensely glad that Adem had been so cocky, for that quality had ensured a painful and drawn-out death by treecat mauling for the boy. It was better than he deserved. 

Aro looked over at Anala, and as if she sensed his gaze, she looked up and smiled at him. Aro forced himself to keep his smile light, and then they broke the contact, not wanting to cause rumours. 

Besides, they were in the town proper now, and Aro felt overwhelmed from emotion to see his town looking so good. 

"Are you well, friend?" came Jules' voice from beside him. "You look on the verge of tears and laughter at the same time." 

"Aye, that I am," Aro whispered back. "But I've never been better."
  


Jules




Jules could have thought of better ways to spend Ostara. Drinking at the tavern came to mind. So did being naked in a comfy bed beside a lovely young woman (with red hair and a bewitching smile -- but I am not, under any circumstances, naming the vision in my fantasy, he thought determinedly, though that was no use). Tyvian, just relaxing at home -- whether Atherton or Atton -- with family or friends would have been preferable to riding into a battle at the worst or a very tricky situation at best, with a bellica he no longer liked very much and a very large absence of know-it-all healer to bicker with him. 

Never mind they were on the rebellion's side. Never mind they were an entire rebellion themselves. They still had to keep up pretenses, the alternative was unthinkable to Jules as a medic. Perhaps not to Yarrow or Caelum, for they are more ruthless than I. He could never justify doing away with Anita and Leala simply because they could not be trusted. Good thing I am not a major -- I would have been terrible at it. 

As it stood, they had to pretend to follow the Empress's orders: rout the rebel leaders and bring them back for execution and reclaim the town for Athering. While not really following these commands, they had to get the town to play along as well. Jules couldn't help but feel it promised to be a disaster. 

As if to lend veracity to his ill thoughts, two people exited the hacienda then to meet the regimental force: a tall man with a chest like the trunk of a tree and arms like the masts of ships, and a young, slight woman who held a strange-looking weapon that put into Jules' mind drawings from history books of the Second Age. 

Second Age weaponry? Oh, yes -- they were deep in the blood water now. 

The young woman hailed them, then, and Jules rode closer to the front so he could hear the exchange. 

"Halt!" she gestured meaningfully with her weapon. "The province of Aeril no longer recognises the Empress' authority. We are now under the leadership of Aradia!" 

There was a collective indrawn breath from most of the soldiers, but Yarrow and Anala showed no surprise. 

"And who are you?" asked the first bellica. 

The young woman inclined her head slightly. "Jester. I am second-in-command. Ewan here is our brute squad." She gestured to the young man beside her, and Jules almost laughed. Yes, yes, the man was their brute squad. "I already know who you are and why you're here, bellicas. It's admirable that you continue to obey the orders of a corrupt government -- but we no longer do, and I will not let you take this town back." 

"You have courage, I'll admit as much," responded Yarrow immediately. "But we stand three regiments strong, and you have a one-man brute squad. I'm curious how you intend to accomplish your aim." 

With absolutely no preamble Jester aimed her weapon at the oak tree that stood on the edge of town. Blue fire shot from the nose of the thing and the tree exploded into flame. 

Jules' heart leapt into his throat to see his fears confirmed; around him, horses shied and whinnied while soldiers cried out and exclaimed with fear. He began to soothe Suki automatically, but she gave him a look that said his efforts were wasted. Trust my horse to be more courageous than I.

Yarrow, ever calm, turned her attention back to Jester. "It appears we have underestimated your strength. Allow me to negotiate with your leaders -- I'm sure we can come to some sort of agreement that does not cause any more death." She glanced pointedly at the fallen dead bodies of the animal denizens of the tree. 

Jester mulled it over before she spoke. "I will consult with Aradia. Wait a moment," she said, giving Ewan the lightning-gun before she disappeared into the hacienda. 

Yarrow took the opportunity to give Anita her orders. "Take your regiment and a few units from mine and Anala's and spread through the town," she said, turning in her saddle to face the other bellica. "Don't use too much force -- I doubt everyone will have a weapon like that one. Anala, our majors, and I will negotiate with this 'Aradia'." 

Anita looked at Yarrow so evenly Jules couldn't tell a bit of what she was thinking. "And if it's a trap?" She gestured to the hacienda.

Yarrow shrugged nonchalantly. "Then you and your regiment should be able to make it back to Atherton to grab reinforcements." Anita saluted and summoned her troops to follow her into town. Yarrow turned the other way to address her and Anala's troops: "Captains Adelle, Ianthe, Jacob, and Hyperion -- take your units and join the third regiment." The captains saluted and took their units off with them instantly.

The rest of them waited for Jester to reappear. 

They didn't have to wait long. "Alright," she said, taking her weapon back from Ewan. "Six of you -- no more -- may enter the hacienda to negotiate with Aradia. Everyone else must stay out here." 

Yarrow inclined her head to Jester and gave her orders quietly and quickly. "Lt. James, take the door. Jules and Lares, you'll join the four of us. Lt. Coalette, mind the horses." Then as one they dismounted and headed towards the hacienda entrance.

Jules was close enough to Yarrow to hear what Jester almost-whispered to the bellica. "If it were not for your man inside, you'd all be dead already. Count your blessings." 

Yarrow only nodded at the woman and continued in the hacienda; having nothing to say, Jules followed bellicas and majors obediently, Lares beside him. He exchanged a look with his friend that said all either man wanted to say: Are you regretting coming along as much as I am?

Yes. 

Then they were past the door, inside the tall, dark building. The door closed behind them with an ominous 'click'. Jules could see that pools of light cast by wall sconces brightened up the gloom. Not by much. 

"Selina," came a voice from the darkness, followed by a thunk-step, thunk-step as a woman with a very bad leg stepped into a patch of candlelight. She looked as if she'd been crying for a long time, but that was the only sight Jules got of her because Anala had stepped forward and embraced her in a tight hug. "I'd hoped you'd come," the woman said, and then burst into tears.
  


Molly




Crying on Bellica Anala's shoulder was like dream and nightmare in one come true. 

Anala cared enough about her to try and offer comfort -- that was a dream. 

She was making a fool of herself by not only crying in front of her childhood idol, but said idol's major and friends. What a nightmare! 

But there was no help for it. Molly had been unable to function as a human being since...since Luis died. If not for Jester, she would not even have been able to send Anala that letter. The rebel leader's lover, Selene, had a gently compassionate side -- but Molly had needed something else. Molly had needed the type of compassion that would kick her in the rump and galvanise her to action -- and that was exactly what Jester had offered. Some of what the young woman had shouted at Molly had penetrated the rebel leader's catatonic state and roused her. 

Awake she'd been since the fifth of Primera, but barely human. She could not close her eyes without the vision haunting her, the horror of the Seraglio room. Too, she acknowledged the dreadful truth of what she'd done to Damien's older sister through her own inaction: because a meeting between the parents of Luis and Damien was not a possibility, she and Autumn as the boys' elder sisters were to serve that function. Damien had, in fact, told her much about his sister. It pained her to remember that, just before the boys had been taken, she had been scheduled to meet Autumn. The meeting had never happened. 

Jester had had to clean up the mess of not only a murdered brother but a future brother-in-law, left as Duchess Danika's final revenge. Molly had tried to talk to Jester, to tell her how sorry she was, to offer comfort -- but the woman had refused, saying nothing was to be done about it now. That was the past. They had to think of the future. 

Jester was right, of course, even if there had been tears in her eyes. So she'd set her mind forward -- looked to repairing the town, to leading, to awaiting Selina's reply. Or arrival. She had expected a letter, nothing more --the arrival of three regiments sent to put down the insurrection had been an incredible surprise. 

"But how could it possibly be known? We were in complete control of all outgoing mail!"

Dagon, Anala's Honor Guard, had not had an answer for her when she'd asked him the night before. But Bellica Yarrow had an answer for her now: "But not outgoing people. Seems a servant of Duchess Danika loved her lady so much she traveled from Aeril to Atherton by foot, at age one hundred, to tell the Empress of the insurrection." Molly could see by Yarrow's face that the bellica held a grudging respect for the woman who had ruined everything for the rebels. 

She shook her head and ran her fingers through her hair in frustration. "And to think we spared the servants' lives because we thought them innocent pawns of the Duchess!" she yelled. 

"Most, if not all, of them were," came a deep masculine voice. Molly looked up to see it was Major Aro who spoke. Peripherally, she saw movement edge in from other rooms in the hacienda: the servants, kept on because they had no other place to go, were coming out from wherever they'd been eavesdropping. "I'd even say that the woman who betrayed you was innocent as well -- Nicole was Duchess Nia's midwife, you see. She birthed all the lady's children, and so to her Danika was still a young, lovable child -- not the monster she'd became while fostered in Atherton."

There was a bemused silence. Molly, and no doubt the others, wondered how Major Aro could know this. 

Then the oldest of the servants came forward and knelt before the major, taking his hands and kissing them. "It's the young master! He's returned!" they murmured, gratefulness infusing their tone. 

Molly felt as confused as anyone else. "What's going on?" she asked, sure the question was on every mind. 

Aro shrugged as he helped the servants to their feet. "You've no need to kneel to me, old friends," he said to them softly before turning to address the five he traveled with, and Molly. "I was sent as a young child to be fostered in Atton -- my name was changed, as is customary for long-term fostering of non-inheriting children. Danika was sent to Atherton, where the sister I loved turned into the monster I'm glad has been slain. 

"The last time I spoke to her was years ago, at court. She'd told me what she'd planned to do about our mother. I'd threatened to go to the Empress with the information but she laughed in my face and said Zanny and Zardria had given her the idea in the first place. I begged her not to go through with it -- for all that I'd not seen my mother in years, I loved the woman still. Danika called me weak, a useless male child she should have seen killed years ago, and would have seen killed then had I not been militarily trained. She left then, and when I heard the news that my mother was dead...." he shrugged, unable to finish that thought. "Thank you for releasing my sister's spirit, Aradia. I hope she and my family can be at peace now." 

"Thank Selene," murmured Molly dazedly. Major Aro -- child of the Ylfen line, Duke of Aeril by rights. Who would have thought it?

There was a long silence, which Bellica Yarrow finally broke. "Well. Confessions, revelations, and past truths told anew all aside for the moment, may I suggest we figure out where to go from here?" 

There was a general murmur of agreement, and Molly led them upstairs to the more comfortable rooms of the hacienda, where they could negotiate in peace and safety.
  


Caelum

Jourd'Aradia, 22nd Primera




Two days they had been in Aeril, and still Anala, 'Aradia', and Yarrow were locked in negotiations. When it became apparent that the three women could discuss things much more efficiently without the four men around, the boys had been banished from the hacienda. They stayed at the tavern, along with a few units of the first regiment. Those soldiers not on duty who could not fit in the tavern made camp in and around town. 

Everything had been discussed, really. The main sticking point was what they were to tell Empress and Empreena -- they needed to bring back at least one rebel leader for execution, mayhap more. It had already been decided that 'Lucy', 'Aradia''s partner in insurrection, would stay on to lead Aeril in this 'time of crisis' -- Anita and Leala did not know of her participation in the rebellion, and so her 'coming forward' as one 'loyal to the Empress' would be a believable sham, so long as the town played along. They hoped.

It still left the problem of whom to bring back as 'rebel leaders' for execution. If she could, Yarrow would just tell her sister and aunt that she had killed the leaders in Aeril -- that it was over and done with. Unfortunately, Anita and Leala were here -- so no stories of a vicious struggle ending with a necessary slaying, regardless what their orders were, could be spun. 

So the two bellicas and the rebel leaders sat, trying to decide the impossible: who would be sent to die. Never mind the plan was to break out from the dungeons whomever they chose before the actual execution was to take place. There was still a chance that whoever was chosen would die, either by execution or in prison--or by any of the myriad dangers between here and that future date of death, especially Zardria's quick temper and her decisions based on whim. 

Shaking his head free of such thoughts, not to mention thoughts of what he still needed to tell Yarrow regarding her sister and himself and had been putting off as much as possible, Caelum went in search of Major Aro. Duke Aro, I suppose, he mentally amended. The truth of Aro's past had come as a hard-hitting shock to everyone, especially Yarrow, who had seen the truth behind her mother's murder confirmed in the major's story. Anala couldn't be happy about having so important a fact about Aro hidden from her for so long, either, but for now the bellicas were locked in the hacienda with 'Aradia'. 

Something else about Aro's revelation was bothering Caelum. He took this opportunity to speak to the other major privately. 

He found Aro in their shared room -- the bellicas had slept in the hacienda the past two nights, and so Aro, Caelum, Jules, Lares, and Dagon had bunked down together in the tavern. Their other roommates were nowhere in sight and Caelum thanked Whoever had arranged it so. Aro stood looking out the window, back to Caelum, surveying the town. Now that Caelum thought about it, Aro did have an almost lordly air about him; he did look the part of the noble as he stood and looked out at the town of his birth. 

Caelum knocked gently on the door frame, and Aro turned to face him immediately. 

"Caelum! A pleasant surprise. Come in," he said cordially, and Caelum again mentally noted the nobility with which Aro carried himself. 

The first major stepped in and closed the door. Now he was here, he didn't know how to begin with what he wanted to say, or ask. Feeling for a stepping stone on which to start, he hedged. "How does it feel, being back in your home province like this?" 

Aro shrugged before sitting on the edge of his bed. "I don't really know. Seeing the town looking so good -- better than it did just over a month ago, by Amora -- brings joy to my heart. And I can't help but feel things will be better for Smoke, too, for it lies within this province. But I feel a certain trepidation of the future -- that without the Ylfen family to guide things here, all may fall to ruin again."

"What do you mean? You're here," Caelum began, but Aro was already shaking his head. 

"I've never been destined to rule -- not here, and not anywhere else. That changed when my name was changed from Jared to Aro." 

Caelum blinked. "Jared? As in Jared the -- " 

" -- the True-Hearted, yes. I was named for him," Aro finished for Caelum. The first major let out a low whistle. That was not a name given lightly. Jared was a famous legendary figure from Athering history. Everyone, even those with no education (Caelum included himself in that description), knew the story of Jared: how, even when his bellica was accused of treason, he stood by Bellica Evana, refusing to believe what all evidence pointed to as the truth. Bounty hunters came after her, for there was a huge price on her head, but he slayed each and every one, protecting her with all his devotion. At the end of the story, his bellica's name was cleared, and those who had spread the lie -- the true betrayers of the Sceptre -- were put to death. When everyone had doubted his bellica -- even Evana herself, gone into madness -- Jared stayed true to her. He was considered the pinnacle of their profession -- what every major should aspire to in his oath to his bellica. 

"Well, you were named true," Caelum said, meaning it wholeheartedly. Aro's devotion to his bellica was almost as legendary as Jared's. 

"Thank you, friend," Aro said, accepting the compliment. "But I am no longer he; I'm Aro deSarah of Atton -- major to Bellica Anala, not Jared deNia Ylfen, Duke of Aeril. I have no wish to rule anyway. I do want to know what happened to my younger sister, Chloe," he said after a brief pause. "She was sent for fostering shortly after I was. I have not heard of her since." 

This was it then -- time for the confirmation of his fears. "Do you know where she was sent?" Caelum asked, silently praying for any other answer than the one he was sure would come. 

"Southland, to some distant branch of the Ereven family. I never knew which, however." A pause, during which Caelum was sure Aro could hear his heart beating so rapidly. "You're from Southland, are you not?" Aro said suddenly, and Caelum stopped himself from flinching just barely. "Do you happen to know where my sister went?" 

There was no guile on Aro's face, and Caelum knew the other major truly did not know -- that this was not a game to make Caelum feel more guilty than he did already. 

He let out a gust of air, knowing he could delay no longer. "My mother and uncle were of the Ereven family," he began slowly, and it hurt to see Aro's face light up. "My mother was a bellica, before she married and settled down in her hometown. They had one child -- myself -- and when I was young, we were sent a girl from Aeril for fostering. Mother named her Stella. I'm not sure what her name was before that, Aro, but if it was your sister...I'm sorry. There was a bandit raid, several years past now. She and our mother and father did not survive. I'm sorry, Aro." 

Caelum had never seen such an evolution of emotion played out on anyone's face. Aro went from hope to despair to resignation and acceptance, and all the little feelings in between, in a matter of seconds before nodding sadly. "It is not your fault, Caelum. I do thank you for telling me." 

"If it is any consolation," Caelum said, desperate to ease the emotional blow he'd just dealt, "I loved her as I would have loved a sister of my own blood, and while she lived she never wanted for anything." 

Aro gave him a small smile. "I am glad to know that she had a brother who would have loved her as I did, and a family that was not destroyed from within, as the Ylfen was." He sighed and looked outside again. "Times like these, I wish I could drink." 

"Would you take the company of a friend who would have been your brother had things turned out differently?" 

Aro gave Caelum a self-deprecating smile, and let out a bark of mirthless laughter. "Yes. I would."
  


Yarrow

Jourd'Althea, 24th Primera




Over. Officially over. 

That was all she could think. Negotiations were officially over, and so it was time to celebrate. 

She was not entirely happy with the results -- but then again, could see no way she would be entirely happy with the results so long as they involved actually doing most of what the Empress wanted her to do. Damn Anita anyway. Yarrow didn't want to see Molly and Jester put to death so young -- and to have them choose it! Bellona. What bravery! 

Well, she hoped it would not come to pass. Yarrow swore she would do her damnedest to break them out of prison when the time came. However in Tyvian I'll manage that. 

For now she had to pretend. Pretend loyalty to the Empress, that things were going to plan -- basically what she had been pretending for years now. Except now there was a conscious decision to rebel on her part, to help the rebellion in Aeril while making it look like she was subduing it. 

That's why, when the decision as to who would go to Atherton as the captured rebel leaders had been finalised, they had staged a hostile takeover of the hacienda -- the town was 'theirs' after a brief 'struggle'. Tomorrow Selene would come forward as one 'loyal to the Empress' and Yarrow would give her the post of ruling the province in the absence of nobility. As soon as the regiments returned Zardria would choose someone else to take over Aeril, but hopefully by the time all the arrangements were made it would no longer matter. Until that time Yarrow was going to leave Selene with a unit from each regiment with her -- the first and second having special, classified, different orders from the third. First priority: protect Selene and the province. Second priority: deal with any insurrection from the third regiment's unit. Quietly. 

Molly and Jester sat in cages now, though they were quite comfy, Yarrow had made sure. Now the bellica was getting drunk at the tavern -- she'd set Lt. James to guard the rebel leaders, for she'd seen how he'd looked at the young Jester. 

Bellica Yarrow, playing matchmaker, she thought sardonically. Fairly an ironic situation. Seeing as I can't get the one I want. She watched Caelum make his way from the bar to his seat in the corner of the tavern, drink in hand. 

They had come to some sort of terms with each other, back in Mudflat. Such a day, the day she and he had discussed treason, rebellion, spies, and trust. The day she had declared her decision to rebel against her sister and aunt -- against the whole reiaume, really. 

She still didn't know what had possessed her to make such a decision, or when she'd even made it in the first place. She was happy being the first bellica, Goddessdammit! At least she thought she was. It was a good enough job: follow orders, kill people in an honourable fashion, serve Queen and country. 

Except there was no more Queen. Her aunt and sister had taken the Sceptre, traditional symbol of sovereignty in Athering, and turned it into a jewelled beat-stick. 

That was wrong. She knew it was. On some level, Yarrow hated the injustice and needed to see it stopped. And I'm the only one who can do this. Others may have the choice to rebel, she thought, thinking of Anala and Molly. But I am the only one who can hold the Sceptre once the rebellion succeeds. 

Theoretically she could just sit back and let the others do the work, only stepping in once the dust settled, At heart, Yarrow couldn't stand to do that. 

Not because it wouldn't be right. Because it wouldn't be fun. 

In a gotterdammerung, all the fun was in the fighting. For sure, she did not look forward to ruling part. But the battle leading up to that? The revenge for her mother's death? Oh, yes, that she wanted. Very badly. 

It was confirmed, finally. The suspicions she'd held so long, that Zanny and Zardria were, at root, responsible for her mother's death, had been confirmed four days ago with Aro's revelation. As far as she was concerned, that was all the proof she needed. And all the incentive she wanted to kill the other two women. 

I've spent too long wallowing in self-pity and despair, flailing in helplessness. Too long trying to love Zardria. There is nothing left to love -- there has not been for years. 

So. Rebellion it was, then -- and sure death for her sister and aunt.

In truth, she had no plan. Yarrow had lived much of her life that way. Intricate plans only fell apart; so she simply set a goal and however she reached that goal was good enough in her eyes. 

With some stipulations, however. She would not, under any circumstances, use poison. Besides the legal gray area it rested in, it was a cheater and a coward's way out -- not to mention it took all the fun out of victory. 

This was why she'd been so mad at Caelum -- and he knew it, too. Had known it. She'd yelled at him still again. He needed it. "How am I supposed to enjoy my job when you bollix it up for me, Caelum? You took the fun right out of the East Campaign!" 

He'd said nothing. Just sat there and took it, the best course of action if he wanted to survive her rant fest. "I mean, feck, man. If you keep on trying to save my life like that I shall be forced to kill you." 

He smiled at that. "Usually when you threaten to kill me, it's the signal we're friends again," he pointed out. 

"And why would that change?" she pulled him out of his chair and embraced him. "You're an idiot." 

Yes, friends again. No forgiveness. No forgetting. It was impossible to do. But not impossible -- at least, not for Yarrow and Caelum -- to go back to friendship. 

And lovers? She shook her head. Never mind what that meddling healer has to say. Cae is Cae and though I may love him, there is no indication that he.... her thoughts trailed off as she watched him again, and noticed how he looked over at her from time to time. She thought about numerous exchanges between them, over the past five years. Thought critically about the way he related to her. And realised who the real idiot was. 

"Feck it," she sighed. You only live once, if the Paixemortiennes have the right of it -- let it not be said that Bellica Yarrow ever was a coward. 

With a predatory grace she rose from her seat and began to stalk her quarry. 

It was not difficult. He'd not moved from his seat by Major Aro for most of the night -- the friendship of the two men had seemed to blossom since the start of this crazy trip, for which Yarrow had been very grateful. But not at the moment. 

"Major Aro, you've had Caelum all night -- mind if I steal him?" she said, coming up behind Caelum and putting her arms around his neck. 

Aro inclined his head to her gracefully. "Not at all. He's yours first, Bellica," he said, and Yarrow could hear the double entendre he gave his words. 

Juno -- the healer was right. Cae and I must be incredibly obvious. 

"Good," was all she said, however, as she left, gesturing imperiously for Caelum to follow her. 

He got up quickly from the bench and nearly ran after her as she looked for an appropriately shady corner. Unfortunately, the tavern was too new and too well-lit to be as abundant with said necessary shady corners as a tavern should be. 

Growling with frustration, she grabbed Caelum by his shirt and headed upstairs. If this worked, they'd end up in a bedroom anyway. 

At the landing she stopped and pushed him up against a wall with her hands and body. And stopped, suddenly unsure. 

"Are you mad at me again?" Caelum asked, trepidation written all over him. 

"What? No," she said, and stopped again. 

Desirelle, Yarrow, you've done this a thousand times! She stopped and counted silently. Ok, a few less than that. But still! The idea of you being nervous....

Caelum still looked worried. "What's going on, Yarrow?"

"I. Um. Well," she said, stalling. 

"Are you upset I haven't been filing my reports? I've been meaning to, but, well, what with one thing and another -- leave, our fight, the trip to Mudflat and Harbourtown, being deployed again -- I've just not had a chance. I'll get on it as soon as we get back to Atherton, I swear on -- " 

She cut him off with a hand on his mouth. "Just. Stop talking," she said, and then pressed her lips to his. 

There was something to be said for experienced lovers. Both she and Caelum had had their share. It definitely pays off. She explored his mouth with her tongue and moaned in delight when he returned the favour. Two good kissers meant heavens on earth before they even fell into bed together. 

The heavens -- however long it had been -- faded when Caelum pulled away from her. 

Tenderly he brushed stray tendrils of hair away from her face. "Yarrow -- as nice -- no, wonderful -- as wonderful as this is, I need to know if this is you or the ale kissing me."

While part of her was glad to know he respected her enough to need to know, the other part of her wanted to slap him silly for even having to ask in the first place. 

"Let's just say that the ale has enabled Yarrow to do what she wanted to do, and has wanted to do for a while -- sober or otherwise." 

The little bit of light in the darkened hallway glinted off his teeth as he smiled slowly. "So...you do want to be with me." 

"Yes, Cae. For years now." 

"You haven't called me 'Cae' for a while." 

She snorted. "You haven't deserved it. Now shut up and kiss me."

He crushed her lips to his and she melted, folding her body against his more completely, and he flipped them so that now she was pressed against the wall. She smiled against his mouth at the dominant move. His hands made their way down to her hips as hers found their way to his chest, and soon they were working on removing each others' clothes, forgetting they still stood in the hallway. 

Suddenly realising this important fact, she broke off long enough to ask "Bedroom?" he nodded breathlessly and followed her as she made her way to the first door she saw. She opened it as Caelum pressed up against her from behind and they both stumbled in, giggling madly. 

"Can we help you?" came a male voice from one of the beds, and Yarrow turned to see Jules and Lares. Together. 

"Oh. Whoops. Sorry," she said, and, still giggling, she and Caelum left the room, taking great care to shut the door soundly. "My room, I guess," she said, and they made their way to the next door in the hallway. 

Anala was not in the first and second bellicas' shared room, so before the door was even all the way closed buttons were being undone and clothes were flying in bellica's and major's haste to get the other undressed. The second Caelum was naked and Yarrow almost there, she pushed him backwards onto the bed, kicked off her pants, and straddled him possessively. 

He laughed softly as she gently bit his neck and shoulders. "I love when you take charge." 

She flipped her braid over her shoulder and looked at him wryly. "So -- all the time?" 

"Pretty much," he answered evenly. 

She rolled her eyes at him. "I think that's just an indication of laziness on your part, Cae," she said, and all of a sudden was on her back, pushed into the mattress by a now very dominant Caelum. He pinned her arms above her head and growled at her, nipping her lower lip as he kissed her. She smiled up at him and wrapped her legs around his waist. "Now that's more like it. About time you did some work around here." 

He laughed seductively in her ear and a shiver ran down her spine. "Oh, Yarrow, I'm going to do so much work here tonight that come sunup you'll be begging for me to stop," he whispered silkily. 

Yarrow moaned and shuddered underneath him. "If that's a challenge, Major Caelum," she said, voice husky, "I wholeheartedly accept."
  


Lares




Falling into bed with Jules had been completely unexpected on Lares' part. But not unpleasant, he thought as he lay, sated, in bed with the medic. 

Lares had never thought of himself as a lover of men. Indeed, on Voco the idea was far less popular than it was in Athering, and to be thought of as such was, at best, a scandal. With Jules, the phrase didn't seem to apply. This was not to say that Jules was not a man -- he definitely was that -- nor that they were not lovers -- there was no other term for what they'd shared. Being lovers for one night, however, did not make Lares a lover of men in general. It was what it was. He and Jules were very close friends. Very close friends who occasionally slept with each other. 

Or just once. Whether it happened again or not did not matter -- Lares did not expect it to affect their friendship negatively in any way, and they would never be more than friends, anyway. It was obvious to Lares and anyone with half a mind that Jules was besotted with Healer Ghia, and Lares would not stand between the two as-of-yet-unrealised lovers. 

As for himself, Ghia was right. He needed to heal his heart before he could truly give himself to another. With Hope gone, I do not see that happening anytime soon. He did love Jules, on some level, but he was not ready to commit to anything, while Jules and Ghia were obviously destined to be together. Sex was a good release for two men harrowed by the stresses of what their particular lives held -- and so he and Jules would never be more than friends. Friends who occasionally slept with each other. 

I'm strangely alright with that. He did think it strange, for it was certainly not usual -- especially not in Voco and apparently not in Athering. He doubted that Aro and Anala would be satisfied with being friends with certain benefits -- nor would Yarrow and Caelum, from the looks of it. 

"Pence for your thoughts?" asked Jules suddenly and Lares jumped. 

"I was just wondering how long Yarrow and Caelum have been in love with each other."

Jules snorted and adjusted position, curving his arm over Lares' side more comfortably. "A long time. Five years at least." 

"And they're only now doing something about it?"

There was a pause during which Lares could clearly hear a moan from the next room. 

"It appears so," Jules said wryly.

Lares snorted with laughter and they fell into a comfortable silence punctuated occasionally with the sounds of Yarrow and Caelum's lovemaking. 

"Pence for yours?" he asked after a few moments. 

There was a pause, then: "Wondering when I'll stop being such a coward and just ask her." 

"Ghia, you mean." 

A snort. "Who else? In such a short time that girl has become everything to me." He sighed, a wistful sound. "I've known her for a long time, but..." he laughed breathily. "I could make a career out of emotional blindness." 

"I'll go into business with you, then," he said, and the two men shared a chuckle. "You'll be a very lucky man, when she says yes. Ghia is an extraordinary young lady." 

"Understatement of the year."

"True."

A pause.

"Do you think she feels the same for me?" Jules asked in a small voice. 

"No doubt in my mind," Lares said immediately.

"None?"

"She loves you more than life itself, Jules."

Jules sighed. "I hope you're right." 

"I am right," Lares said, turning to face his friend. There was a moan and a thump from next door. "Now if that continues, we're not going to get any sleep. Suggestions?"

"Get dressed and rejoin the party downstairs?"

"An option." 

"Or continue doing what we were doing before," Jules said, grinning wickedly. 

Lares returned the smile. "I like that one more."

Before either man could say anything more, Jules kissed Lares passionately, and no words were said the rest of the night.
  


Ghia




Ghia groaned as she landed harshly on the ground. She stayed on her back, trying to regain the wind that had been knocked out of her lungs. 

Will you live? Rosa asked her wryly, and Ghia wanted to hit the Magi.

Nothing damaged, she replied, doing a quick scan of her body. I was shielding.

For Cora's sake, I should hope so, girl -- or you'd have learned nothing in these months. A branchy hand appeared above the healer, and Ghia accepted the help up.

She brushed herself off and sighed. I don't understand why such intensive battle training is needed, Rosa. Anala, Miranda, you, and I are the only Magi around --

As far as we know -- 

Point gained. But who else will be able to toss around the attacks you've been hitting me with? 

Rosa gave her a droll look before returning to her position across the room. They were on the third floor of the North Tower, which had been converted into a sparring room at some point -- no doubt at Rosa's request. It's not like you to be so whiny, Ghia. You know full well it's good to be prepared for every eventuality -- what brings about this complaining? 

Ghia sighed and shook out her sore muscles, taking up her place again. I don't know. Just tired, I suppose. 

Rosa rolled one shoulder, but Ghia was not fooled into taking it as a shrug. Fair enough, the Magea said, and sent a blast of Earth energy towards the healer. 

Ghia leapt before the quake could hit her and expanded her air powers, staying afloat above the ground. She felt her etheric wings spring up from her back, and though she couldn't see them with her naked eye she knew they were large, feathery, and colourful. Quite beautiful, really. She wished she could show them off to others. 

Upon her return to Athering, she had cornered Rosa and demanded some explanations. She'd gotten them and more. 

I'm tired of being kept in the dark, Rosa. You haven't explained things to me fully, and I know you haven't gone in depth with my training. What are you hiding? 

Rosa had sighed and looked out the window, which she was wont to do when she didn't want to elaborate on something. Before Ghia could yell at her teacher again, however, Rosa spoke. 

I've hidden things because I'm not entirely sure of them myself, child. I'm a scientist. I like to be sure before publishing my findings. 

The bird you saw in Anala was the manifestation of Anala's magi heritage, which apparently blends Kernorian and Sarian powers to form a water Phoenix. The Phoenix are all long extinct now, but they used to live in peace with the Magi, sometimes deigning to work with Magi as...there is no Terran word for it, but the Ereneden way of saying it is ercoichmayaere nedaipriant tirth airetherened. Literally translated, it says "friend of Magi, they speak the sacred truth," but that is not what the phrase actually means. Some things never translate from Ereneden to Atheē -- this is one of them. The Phoenix would guide and aid us, as friends would. They rarely helped any but the Sarians, for they were a fire creature -- but occasionally that rule would be bent, in the case of an especially talented Magi. When they worked in that capacity, their powers would combine with the powers of the Magi and the two would become symbiotic. In meditation and magek., that Magi would then appear on the other planes as a Phoenix. 

Somehow, Anala has blended with the spirit of a Phoenix. I do not know how it happened or when or why -- I do not even think it is possible. But I know what I saw, and that was the impossible. So it leaves me in a quandry. 

There was a pause while Ghia absorbed this new information. And the water within the Phoenix, then? How does that work? 

Rosa let out what passed for a bark of laughter from her, and the creaking of branches reverberated throughout the room. Don't even get me started on that, child. I am as confused as you are. The only explanation is that the water heritage comes from her mother, who was definitely Kernornian -- but that makes no sense at all, as all the Magi-Terrans should be Aiprorian. Suddenly Rosa stopped, and Ghia frowned at the cut-off. 

No more secrets, Rosa, she said warningly. 

Wind rattled the branches as Rosa sighed. The progenitor of your breed was Aiprorian -- my wing-brother, to be precise. 

Wing-brother?

What you would call a brother-in-law. I was engaged to marry Corinus' brother Ather, but my fiancé died before our sealing could happen. Rosa's voice shook like leaves in a storm and she stopped, trying to regain her composure. Corinus and I parted ways many, many, millennia ago, along with the other remaining members of our race. The other four died a long time ago, but I never felt Corinus' death -- he's the only one who survived long enough to be the possible 'father' of the Magi-Terrans, and he should have begotten only other Aiprorians. So far, however, out of the Magi-Terrans I've encountered, you're the only one who makes sense. 

Rosa fell silent then. Ghia assumed the Magea didn't know what else to say. The healer had figured out the rest already, but in the interest of conversation and clarity, she asked questions of her mentor. So that language I heard and spoke with Anala's Magi-self was Ereneden, then. 

Yes, said Rosa, coming out of her daze. 

How would I know Ereneden, Rosa? I've never learned it. 

You don't need to. The Magi who were being born towards the end of our civilisation were born with the language fully known; it was a new twist in our evolution. Corinus was one of the first, so his ability would be passed on to his children. Also, the words that Terran tongues are able to replicate have bled into Atheē, so really -- everyone in Athering knows a little Ereneden. 

Talking to you is like reading an encyclopedia, Ghia said dryly, and was rewarded by a genuine laugh from her mentor. What about my Aiprorian heritage? What does that mean?

It means you are not a source of total frustration for me, Rosa replied instantly, and Ghia smirked. Not total frustration. It also explains your easy manipulation of air, and instant friendship with the sylphs. Rosa paused and turned to face Ghia thoughtfully. It may also mean you can fly. 

Had she been drinking, Ghia would have spit her beverage out. Come again?

Aiprorians traditionally had the gift of flight -- Corinus and Ather both had huge, feathered, multi-coloured wings. You obviously have no such wings on the physical plane, but you may have some on another plane -- not yet awakened. No one would be able to see them, but if you have them, that combined with your ability to manipulate the air would give you the gift of flight. 

How do we find out? How do we 'awaken' my wings?

Rosa smiled mercilessly. We fight. 

And so had started their intensive sparring. During the first fight, Ghia's wings had sprung forth from her back, much to her surprise. Despite Rosa's words, she hadn't truly believed it to be possible. Strange I would disbelieve that when so much else in my life is beyond natural. 

The wings, while beautiful, were most useful against Earth attacks -- the quakes Rosa sent no longer knocked Ghia off her feet, though they did make her body and bones shake and rattle. Nothing broke, however; so Ghia knew her shields were doing their job. She flapped her wings once and flew higher, away from the undulating Earth energy. Gathering storm energy to her, she sent a flash of lightning towards Rosa in retaliation. 

Too late Rosa tried to drop her Water shield, and the lightning hit her at twice its normal strength. Rosa twitched and convulsed as the electricity coursed through her body, though the Water shield she'd tried to drop kept her branches and hair from bursting into flame. 

Ghia set down on the ground and folded her wings back, waiting patiently as she monitored her teacher's vitals carefully. It was only training -- she had no wish to hurt Rosa. 

A minute later Rosa recovered and smiled at Ghia. No hesitation, healer. You should have struck already. 

I'm sure I will if I actually have to kill, Ghia replied, easily deflecting the blast of Air sent her way. But if you don't mind, I'd rather not hurt you. 

And the fight was on again. 

Since the lessons in magekal combat had begun, Ghia had found herself frustrated. She was a healer, not a soldier! While some defense was admittedly needed, she didn't really want to learn a thousand different ways to kill someone. Rosa had insisted, however, and when Ghia had questioned her teacher on it, she'd not got more than the "better to be prepared" speech, which she couldn't argue with. So she submitted to the lessons more or less willingly. 

At least it will give me added support for when I confront Miranda, she thought to herself as she sent a fireball at Rosa. She doubted the other part-Magi had any training in magekal combat, but she had no doubt the younger daughter of Lord Exsil Vis would be a formidable foe. She still couldn't believe she'd been so blind to the truth about Miranda until she'd read Lares' and Anala's minds. Then all it had taken for the truth to click in her mind had been the memory of Lord Exsil Vis mentioning his younger daughter by name. No chance it was a different Miranda. She looked too much like her older sister and her mother for it to be someone else. 

And she had Magi-powers. Which I should have seen earlier, Ghia thought, chastising herself. It was so obvious and yet I was so caught up in other things that I failed to see it. Now it may be too late -- I don't even know where she's been reassigned, or if she's even in Athering anymore. 

She was so caught up in her thoughts that the Water blast Rosa sent her way went unnoticed until it was too late. An incredible, deep and dark sadness enveloped the healer and she felt fluid fill her lungs. Falling to her knees and coughing, she used healing Fire to respark her emotions and clear out the depression, and heated up her insides to evaporate most of the fluid. She coughed again, and blood and phlegm spilled out of her mouth. 

Too slow -- that shouldn't have hit you, Rosa said, a gentle reprimand. 

At least I'm still alive, Ghia shot back angrily. She renewed her shields and gathered her powers; closing her eyes she called darkness and the powers of the moons to her, letting the Lyran energy fill her before she sent it to Rosa. It stretched out in dark tendrils and wrapped Rosa in a tight embrace before the magea could deflect. Wounds opened all over her tree-like body and she started bleeding sap profusely. 

Ghia released the Lyran power and it dropped from Rosa, allowing the magea to move again. Calmly Rosa healed her wounds and dropped her shields. Enough. Are you trying to kill me, child? 

Ghia slumped further to the floor. Not in particular. She coughed up some more blood. Her lungs still held fluid. She closed her eyes and concentrated on removing said fluid, and felt Rosa lend her psychic hand to help. Ghia's head snapped up in surprise as she felt Rosa's changed psychic stamp. Did that attack cause more than bleeding, Rosa?

The magea shook her head and turned to face the window. You cannot cause lunacy in one who has already tasted dark madness, child. You can just cause her to remember what it felt like...and how welcoming it was. 

Ghia felt a chill run through her at Rosa's words, and suddenly wanted to leave. Her internal alarm went off then, and thankfully she realised she was due for her shift at the hospitalis. She stood slowly and turned to go, bidding Rosa farewell. 

A brief, wordless affirmative was her only answer, and Ghia hurried off to her destination, trying to shake the chill that now gripped her. She knew it had nothing to do with that last Water attack.
  


Jules

Jourd'Selene, 32nd Primera




Jules was visiting with Helene when the older woman awoke from her coma. 

He'd taken to sitting by the head healer's bedside in his time off. Since Aeril, since the rebellion, the hospitalis was the only calm place in the castle, ironically enough. Even if Ghia had been more standoffish with him than usual. 

The tension in the castle was nearing fever-pitch, with the Birthright Ceremony a mere nine days away. Oh, things had been tense for the Royal Twins' previous birthday, and for several before that one -- every birthday since Zameera's death had caused the bond of tension between Yarrow and Zardria to ripple outward throughout the castle, until every denizen was suffering from the nervous shakes. 

This one was different. This was the big one -- the three-oh, which was a milestone by itself, and when Zardria was finally allowed to take the Sceptre. Everything would change after the second of Duema, for then Zardria would rule in truth, not just behind the puppet-empress, and after that no one could stop her. 

No one save Yarrow. She was, at this point, the only one between Zardria and the destruction of Athering. For it would be destroyed. The Empreena's policies were already eroding the values that characterised the Atherians' way of life -- as time went on, things would get worse. The days would get darker. 

Yarrow is the light that will chase away the darkness, he thought, leaning back in his chair, and almost burst out laughing. Foul-mouthed, bad-tempered, most likely insane and definitely homicidal Yarrow -- Athering's only hope. Well, never let it be said the Goddesses don't have a sense of humor. 

He and Yarrow had made peace, more or less. He could see the necessity of her actions. He didn't like what she'd done, but then he didn't have to like everything about his bellica. He just had to remain loyal to her. Which is no problem. I took an oath. There's no question of whether I'll follow it or not. There never was, for Jules. 

Caelum had been a help in reconciling Jules and Yarrow. More than that, he'd been the only reason medic and bellica were friends again. When Aro and Caelum had walked through the door of The Stuck Boar, a night at the pub with Lares had turned into a male bonding session between the medic, the Vocan, and the two majors -- ending with a heart-to-heart between Jules and Caelum, in which acts were drunkenly forgiven and tears were drunkenly shed. So maybe ale was the only reason Yarrow and I made up, he thought, quirking his lips in a smile. Ale and Caelum. An equation for forgiveness. He snorted with laughter and rubbed his eyes. He was tired, and getting silly. 

Turning his thoughts back to the current events in the castle, he wondered idly what would happen to Zanny after her puppeteer dropped her strings and took power in earnest. She'd probably die in a mysterious accident, or 'while sleeping peacefully', or in any other of the myriad possible ways one could die when the ruler of the country wanted one dead. Jules almost felt sorry for Yarrow's aunt. The woman wasn't terribly bright, compared to Zardria's terrifying intellect or Yarrow's high level of thought. Did she even know what was to happen to her? Jules doubted it, but prayed that if she did, she had the sense to kill herself before Zardria could do the deed. However she chose to do herself in, it would be infinitely more pleasurable than what Zardria would do to her. The Empreena delighted in causing pain. If Zanny hadn't figured that out in all these years, then she was past help.

But that was neither here nor there -- definitely not his problem, at any rate. At this point, his only problem was Ghia -- barring the obvious ones of the rebellion his bellica was planning and the fact that he might lose his life during said rebellion, or indeed before it even began if Zardria figured things out, and barring the fact that he wasn't looking forward to the possibility of being executed as a traitor to the Sceptre. Ghia.
As usual, he thought, rolling his eyes. 

Since he'd come back from Aeril she'd been cold to him and closed off. He would have assigned that to being busy and left it at that, except that when he'd gone to spend time with her during her off-time, he'd been cold-shouldered again. It was obvious he'd done something wrong, but he was damned if he knew what that something was. 

This was normal in his relationships with most of the women in his life, come to that. He liked to think he didn't do things wrong very often, but when he did...well, Ghia or Sarai or Suki or Yarrow or even his mother, when she was alive, would be the last to tell him he'd messed up. Especially when that messing up directly affected said woman. It drove him to distraction. Just tell me! So I can fix it!

One woman, however, never did that with him. Helene would always be the first to tell him when he'd fecked up -- quickly, too. Granted, in the years Jules had known Helene, their relationship had stayed rooted to their careers for the most part, but the woman had never put aside unflinching honesty in all their social interactions. Tactful, unflinching honesty at that. She'd gently remind him he was an idiot and he'd apologise and they'd laugh about it and all would be well. 

Jules sighed and regarded the unconscious woman. "I could really use your advice now, Helene," he said softly. She didn't stir. He hadn't really expected her to, but there had been a brief flicker of hope that was now snuffed out. Well, not completely. They'd tried everything except prayer at this point. While it has not been proven to be any use in medical situations -- or any other for that matter -- it can not hurt. With that in mind, Jules bowed his head and turned to the civic religion of Athering to see him through, though he widely ignored it most of the time. 

Juno, Goddess of gates and time, Queen and Mother of all the Goddesses -- You who guard the way to the Underworld, You who decide what time is given, hear my prayer. Helene deCressida Donacella-Voto wanders between the worlds. Please let her come back safely. Please allow her more time upon the earth. 

Opening one eye, he looked at Helene. No change. Not that he really expected one, but in the interest of science he was going to see exactly Who would make a change happen, if any One.

Closing his eyes again, he moved on to another Goddess whose jurisdiction would be relevant. Muerta, Lady Death, hear my plea -- Helene deCressida Donacella-Voto hovers on the brink of Your realm. Please send her back. Do not take her from us, for we need her.

He opened his eyes again to look at Helene, and could have sworn he saw her finger twitch. Hardly able to believe his eyes, he kept them open for his next prayer. If this works, I want to see it work. 

Althea, Earth Mother, tending to Your children with such love, You who guard healers and our line of work, I beg You -- the head healer of Athering lies unconscious and we need her. Please, Lady Goddess, please send her back to us. Please allow her more time in Your domain. 

Jules watched Helene attentively, searching for any sign of waking, for a good long time before it sank in that it hadn't worked. She was still in a coma, and Jules was out of things to try. Feeling his heart sink, he rested his head on his hand and closed his eyes in defeat. It was the Goddess' decision whether Helene would return to them or not, and Jules knew that no matter how much he prayed he would not sway Their verdict. 

A soft groan caught his attention and he looked up in astonishment. Helene was awake, eyes open and blinking in the light. Groggily she focused on the stunned Jules and smiled. 

"You look rather surprised to see me, CMO," she rasped before coughing viciously. Hastily Jules grabbed her a cup of water from the bedside pitcher, which she drank gratefully as he held it for her. When her thirst was quenched, she spoke again. "What was my prognosis?" 

Jules quirked his mouth at her. "Bad. You've been out for nearly a month now. We've been out of options besides prayer for a while." 

Helene grunted as she changed position on the bed, and Jules propped a few pillows behind her so she could sit comfortably. "And is that what you did? Prayed to the Goddesses for my safe return to consciousness?" she asked in a carefully neutral tone. 

Jules sat down beside the bed again and regarded her steadily. "Yes. I did." 

She snorted. "You've never been particularly religious, Jules. Why the change?" 

"Because Athering needs you." It was the partial truth. 

"Athering does...or Ghia?" Helene said, staring at him until he looked away. "That's what I thought. How is she doing?"

"Professionally, she's fantastic. The job was made for her -- or vice versa, but either way she's wonderful at it." 

There was a pause. "And privately?"

Jules sighed as he thought of how to reply. "Privately...she's been brave, for all that she was facing the possible death of her mother at a rather young age."

"You weren't much older when you lost your mother, Jules," Helene said gently. 

"Aye, and I still miss her. Every day. Ghia loves you as much as I did my mother -- is it so hard to imagine that she'd be incredibly upset and worried about you?" 

Helene sighed and leaned back against the bedframe. "No. Of course not. Tyvian, I was pretty worried about myself for a while there." She looked as if she was going to say more, but she stayed silent. 

Jules sat for a moment and absorbed what she'd said. "You were unconscious, Helene." How did she worry about herself?

"Officially. I was awake somewhere else."

"Juno," he swore softly. 

Helene shook her head and opened her eyes. "Didn't meet Her. Spent time with Althea and the elementals. I saw Muerta once, which was the cause of most of my worry, but She was just passing through." 

Jules let out a gusty sigh as he stood up. "I don't think I can believe you on this one, Helene, so I'm not sure whether to assume you're not fully recovered yet or just crazy. Regardless, I'm going to get your daughter now," he said, leaning over to kiss Helene on the forehead before leaving. 

"Jules," she called after him. He stopped, well aware of the command in her voice. "When are you going to ask her?"

He turned slowly and stared at her. His hand, no longer under his control, drifted to his pocket, where the ring sat in its box, waiting to be slipped onto a certain redhead's finger. "How did you know?" he managed to ask Helene, still awash in astonishment. 

"I'm her mother. I know everything." She pinned him with an intense stare. 

He chuckled softly, though it was not with mirth. "I don't know. She's mad at me right now." Helene nodded, as if she'd already known what he was going to say. He frowned, irritated at the game, and walked back over to the bed. "Any suggestions as to how to make her not mad at me?"

"Ghia has different ideas on love and sex from those of the rest of our society. She's always been strange that way -- fairly old-fashioned about it, to be frank. She doesn't understand that your tryst with Lares is not indicative of commitment to him, or even your feelings towards either of them." 

Jules placed his fists on his hips with some difficulty, fairly mad now. "Helene. There is no. way. you. could. have. known. about myself and Lares." Unless she has powers like Ghia's, but I really doubt it. "Explain, please." 

Helene glared at him again. "Indulge me, Medic, and entertain the idea that I may have just been serious about spending time with Them. Do you honestly think I would have been content to lounge about, paying no heed to the goings-on in the lives of my loved ones? Of course I kept tabs on you."

Jules ran his fingers through his hair in frustration. "Ok. You're serious. Fine. How is it even possible, Helene? You go to Their worlds when you're dead. Maybe not even then." He stopped, unable to think of any more argument. 

"I don't know, Jules. Ask your sister." He closed his eyes and groaned. He hadn't visited Sarai since Midwinter Day. They were almost a month into the new year. 

I'm a bad brother, but that is something I will remedy today. No later. Resolved, he opened his eyes and regarded Helene fondly. "So. I guess I shouldn't tell Ghia about us, then." 

"Tyvian, no! For all that it was nearly fifteen years ago -- she would not take it well." 

Jules chuckled, with mirth this time, and leaned in to kiss her on the cheek. "Thank Goddess I have you, Helene," he said. 

She returned his kiss warmly. "Aye. Otherwise you'd perish under Ghia's death glare. Now get me my daughter."

Jules leapt to attention and saluted with a smile. "Yes, Ma'am!" he said, and then marched from the room before Helene could swat him. 




~




He didn't have to go far. He bumped into Ghia as she was carrying fresh linens back into the hospitalis. 

"Chief Medic Jules," she said formally, and moved to go on. 

He caught her arm gently but firmly, sighing inwardly at the cold shoulder. Well, at least I know what to do now. But it has to wait. 

"Your mother's awake," he said quietly. 

Instantly the stony mask she'd adopted melted away, and her face formed an expression of such hope and gratitude it made his breath catch in his throat. She moved to go, but stopped, looking at the linens. Without a word he took the sheets from her with one hand, shooing her away with the other. 

"Thank you, Jules," was all she said before rushing away to Helene's room. 

He smiled as he went to put the linens away. Her tone had been warm for the first time since his return. It was enough to make him feel better.




~




Deciding to change into something a bit nicer and less smelly than his current outfit to visit his sister, Jules headed to the barracks. 

He was pulling a fresh shirt on over his head when he was hit in the chest with something hard and papery. 

"Mail!" a voice called out. Jules pulled his shirt all the way down and saw a square of paper on the floor. 

Eagerly he picked it up and saw his suspicions confirmed by Nathaniel's neat handwriting addressing it to him. He flipped the letter around and cracked the wax seal, eager to see what his brother had written. Opening it quickly, he started to read the letter. 

And stopped at the end of the first paragraph. Then started again. 

The third time he read the paragraph his heart skipped a few beats. 

The fourth time he felt tears prick his eyes. 

He didn't read it again. He didn't finish the letter. He folded it back up and began to pack a bag for an extended stay at the temple. Sarai would want the company, he told himself, though he knew it was because he needed to be with his sister right now. 

Bag packed and letter safely inside the front flap, he swung the strap over his shoulder and went to find his bellica. He needed some time off.
  


Lares




Adjusting to life in Athering had been difficult, to say the least. 

On the road, either between Harbourtown and Atherton or Atherton and Aeril, there had been no problem, for he rarely left Anala's side and the newcomer's 'strange behavior' did not need to be explained to the bellica's troops. All that was said was that Lares was Anala's Paxwoman and that "an insult towards 'im'd be tha same as one aginst me -- ye ken?" This statement had earned the instant loyalty of some of her fighting force. The rest were still wary, skittish of a stranger so close to their bellica. After all, who was to say she hadn't been bewitched into trusting Lares? He couldn't say he blamed them. He'd feel the same way. 

After all, he was a fairly patient man. He could wait. Slowly he'd win the troops' trust, he knew. So he just continued doing his job, guarding Anala with his life, with the same grace and aplomb that dictated all his movements. Inwardly he roiled. 

Upon their second return to Atherton. Anala had had to report to the Empreena much, much more, about events in both Aeril and Voco as there'd been no chance to report upon her return from Lares' home nation before she'd been deployed into action again, and Lares had, of course, followed his bellica. Even if he hadn't, his presence would still have been noted by the Empreena and it needed an explanation. 

A story had been worked out, back on the road from Aeril, to explain the appearance of both Lares and Dagon. The two men were said to be 'childhood friends' of Anala who had both insisted on leaving Harbourtown and swearing themselves to her as Paxwoman and Honour Guard. It wasn't the best story. Lares was sure that the Empreena, at least, was aware of the truth but it was the best they could come up with. So long as Lares didn't slip up and reveal his true Vocan origins, it was hoped everything would be fine. 

Adjusting to Athering's very different society? Difficult, even without much of a language barrier. Pretending to be from a town within Athering that had its own unique dialect, and whose members were very much different from the rest of Athering? Oh, God. Kill me.

So he had thought many times in the past few days. Vulcanus had not answered his plea, if indeed the deity could even hear him when he was so far away from Voco. So he'd had to make every attempt to appear as a native Harbourtowner. The accent was not an easy one to adopt -- and during his practice sessions he'd not gained much more praise than tentative, "Well at least you're trying!" smiles from Anala and Dagon. His solution to his inability to master the accent was to not speak. Anala herself spoke sparingly because of it; so no one would think that strange. 

Mind you, changing roles from Lares the Fop to Lares the Taciturn Paxwoman was not unwelcome, truth be told. 

The mannerisms were a much tougher problem to solve. After all, he could not stop moving altogether. While they weren't identifiable specifically as that of a Vocan, they were definitely not that of a Harbourtowner or indeed of a denizen of Athering's many towns. Atherton was diverse enough, as the nation's capital, to allow him to be seen as a non-Atherian, if ever he was caught alone in the city. He stood out like a...well, like a tree growing out of stone, I suppose. He mimicked Dagon as much as he could, but constantly thinking about that which was usually second nature -- his gestures or the way he walked--with minute details was incredibly exhausting and stressful. Alas, he no longer had his main stress relief: he'd had to stop smoking altogether and hide his cigarettes, because not only would such an un-Atherian behavior brand him a witch by the populace and get him hunted down by an angry mob, but the Empreena, who apparently knew quite a bit about Voco, would recognise the smoke for what it was. One drag would be all the proof she would need to name him a spy and throw him in the dungeons -- and have him executed. 

So seven days of withdrawal it had been. He'd passed off the shakes and fever as flu. Uncomfortable, but preferable to death. He supposed. Not that what I want matters anyway -- I made a promise to guard Anala, and I can't very well do that if I'm dead. 

He just thanked God -- or perhaps Goddess, since he wasn't so sure about religion since that experience on the ship from Voco -- that he knew how to fight with a sword, and so could fit into Atherian society in that respect at least. Retiring his pistols and cutlass had not been something he'd wanted to do. A sidearm definitely would give him an advantage in protecting Anala or any other of his new friends who fell into harm's way but, on the plus side, he had plenty of sparring partners now. Sparring partners who were also friends. 

Had it not been for Jules, Dagon, and the majors, Lares might have had a breakdown by this point. He was forever indebted to them -- they had willingly provided a support system for him to turn to when things became too hard to deal with alone. 

A need to repay that kindness was what prompted him to follow Jules now. 

The bellicas and majors of the first and second regiments had retired to the mess hall for an early dinner. It was now far past the dinner hour, but the four remained, laughing and chatting and lingering over drinks, with Lares and Dagon in their standard positions behind Anala. The two bellicas leaned in close, across the table from each other, talking in low tones while the majors had a rather raucous conversation beside them, complete with loud guffaws. Between the bursts of noise from Caelum and Aro, Lares caught brief snippets of Yarrow and Anala's conversation. Dangerous, to talk of rebellion right there in front of everyone. Perhaps they were attempting to hide in plain sight. He hoped it worked. 

For himself, he cared naught for rebelling, though from what he saw Yarrow would be a better choice for the Sceptre. Not the best, perhaps, but there really was no one else. Besides, Anala was on her side, which meant Lares was on her side. What did it matter to his conscience what happened to Athering? He cared more about Voco. There was no solving that nation's problems for a while yet. 

The conversation died when Jules appeared at the table and saluted. 

"As you were, Medic," Yarrow said, getting up from the bench. "Report."

"CMO Jules requesting family leave, Bellica." Lares watched his friend carefully and saw the red-rimmed eyes and slight twitch in the cheek. What had happened?

Apparently Yarrow wondered the same thing, for she moved over next to Jules and asked him as much. Jules paused, staring straight ahead. The twitch in his cheek intensified for a moment before he spoke. "My father died, Bellica. Requesting time off to visit my sister and then escort her to Atton for the ceremony."

"Juno," Yarrow swore, and placed a hand on Jules' shoulder. "You have the time you need, friend. But may I request you stay in town until after the second? I know it is nine days away, but I would appreciate it." 

Jules nodded. "Don't think Sarai will be able to leave that quickly anyway. She's High Priestess now," he said, in an afterthought designed to keep back tears.

"Is she?" Yarrow said, compassion in her eyes. "Convey to her my congratulations, will you?"

Jules nodded again. "Can do."

"Good. Dismissed, soldier." 

Jules stood at attention and saluted, a gesture Yarrow returned. "Yes Ma'am," he said, and marched from the mess hall. 

Lares leaned down beside Anala's ear. "Permission to go, Bellica?" he asked softly, his eyes still following Jules. Anala waved her hand and then Lares was off, following his friend into the hallway. 

"Jules!" he called, for CMO was already all the way down the hall. The man stopped, but did not turn. Lares jogged to catch up with him.

"Friend," he said, placing a hand on Jules' shoulder, "you have my sympathies."

Jules nodded, a stilted motion, and kept his head faced forward. "Thank you," he said in a voice thick with unshed tears. 

"Do you wish for company?" Lares asked, at a loss as to what else to say. 

Jules shook his head quickly. "No, thank you...I need time right now. And to see my sister." Still he faced forward, still not looking at Lares. 

The Vocan suppressed a sigh and put his arm around Jules' shoulders and squeezed. "Alright. If you need me, I'm here." 

Briefly, so quick he may have imagined it, Jules' hand came up and grabbed Lares' for a moment, squeezed it once, and then was gone again. "Thank you, friend," he said softly, before walking down the hall. 

Lares stood staring at the space Jules had left for some time afterwards.
  


Yarrow




Bellica Yarrow stood to the entrance of the North Wing of the castle with a feeling of dread. Every day, since their return from Aeril, Ghia had been bothering Yarrow with this, and every day Yarrow had found reason to put her cousin off. Not anymore, however, for Ghia had finally cornered the bellica and given her the death glare the healer was famous for -- and not even Yarrow could fight against that look. 

So she stood, waiting for the healer to get off work and meet her here, wondering what under the heavens Ghia would want to show her in the North Wing. And, presumably, the closed-off tower that went with it -- there certainly wasn't anything else of interest in this end of the castle. Legend said the tower was haunted and, while she was loath to admit it, Yarrow was fairly superstitious when it came to ghosts and other night terrors. Who was to say they didn't exist? She'd certainly seen some strange things in her lifetime. She was not going to discount restless spirits. But aside from the tower's status with the dead, Yarrow wondered what business Ghia could possibly have there. 

"Hello, cuz," came Ghia's voice from behind Yarrow, and the bellica tried not to jump. "Sorry to have kept you waiting. My mother awakened today." 

Yarrow inclined her head graciously. "Not at all. I'm glad to hear Helene is doing better."

"Thank you," Ghia said, bobbing a small curtsy in Yarrow's direction. "I'll be sure to tell her you wish her well." 

Yarrow grunted and gave a brief nod. "Are you going to tell me what's so goddessdamned important I had to come here?" she asked when Ghia said nothing else. 

Ghia shrugged, a slight smile tugging at her features, and headed off down the hall, deeper into the North Wing. "Better, maybe, if I show you."

"And how can I trust you?" Yarrow said, though there was no force behind it and she found her feet were following Ghia regardless.

Ghia glanced at Yarrow over her shoulder. "You have a sword. I assume you know how to use it." Yarrow glared at her and Ghia laughed. "Though I admit surprise that you don't trust me yet. Jules does," she said, and stopped suddenly. 

Yarrow rolled her shoulders to release the tension in her muscles. "Jules isn't that bright. And I'm just a paranoid old bellica."

"You're not old," Ghia said defensively, and Yarrow didn't argue. She wasn't, but she felt it some days. Nothing more was said, and the two women fell into a silence, neither strained nor comfortable. 

When they reached the entrance to the tower Yarrow stopped. "Tower's closed off, Ghia, and for good reason." 

Ghia turned around slowly and gave Yarrow a sardonic look. "Are you telling me you believe in ghosts?" 

"Not sure how I feel about ghosts, to tell the truth, but never mind that. This tower's been closed off for three hundred years. Things are bound to be falling apart and dangerous. I forbid you to enter, heir of Atton." She gave Ghia her own death glare. 

The girl just shrugged, turned, and disappeared into the tower. 

"You have got to be fecking jesting me," Yarrow said, looking skywards, though she doubted any Goddess was listening to her bitching. "That look always works. On everyone. Tyvian, it made Caelum piss himself the first time I used it on him and on her it does nothing? Seriously?" She waited for a moment, but got no response. "Ah, You all never listen when I complain anyway. Come out of there right now, Healer!" she said a bit louder, but not too loud lest some piece of stone inside fall and crush the girl. Ghia did not re-emerge. Frustrated, Yarrow kicked the door viciously. It rattled on its hinges and she stood back and waited, but still Ghia remained in the tower. "Son of an adulterous mother-fecker," she muttered. "I mean it, Ghia. I'm not following you in there!" 

She waited a full minute of Ghia not coming out of the door before kicking it one more time. "Bugger this for a lark," she said, giving up, and opened the door and strode in angrily. 




~




"Sweet Juno, cuz," Yarrow said as she left the North Tower with Ghia, "you could have warned me there was a thousand-year-old -- "

"Older," Ghia cut her off.

"Two-thousand-year-old -- "

"Older still --"

"Really fecking old Magi living in the tower! I thought they were just a legend!"

"You mean to tell me you weren't listening when I told you about Rosa, in Harbourtown?" Ghia gave her a stern look.

Yarrow coughed and looked away. "Didn't believe you, to be honest," she said, glancing back at Ghia. The healer intensified the glare. "What? Being told there's an ancient talking tree in a closed-off tower is supposed to be believable?" 

Ghia sighed and dropped the look, moving her eyes to stare down the hallway. "No. I hardly believe all this myself sometimes. I'm sure that any moment I'll wake up, even though it would be a cheap trick, to escape all this."

There was a brief pause before Yarrow spoke. "Bring me with you if you do, cuz."

"Wouldn't that be akin to running from a fight?" Ghia asked, her tone lightly teasing. 

Yarrow smiled sardonically at Ghia. "All good bellicas run. Didn't you know that?" 

"Because I know so much about military...stuff," Ghia said, rolling her eyes at Yarrow. "How many times have you run, then?"

"There have been many times, in the course of my career, when retreating was the wisest course of action. I can't say I took the chance every time, because I'd be lying, and what's the point of lying to a Magi who will just read my mind anyway?" She punched Ghia lightly on the shoulder, who snorted and muttered something that sounded like, Part-Magi, actually, but Yarrow ignored her. "Let's just say I've done my fair share. I'm still alive, at any rate." 

"Then it must have worked," Ghia said, shrugging. 

"Though," the bellica said after a moment, something else coming to mind, "truth be told, there's a time that I ran and lived when I shouldn't have. Not lived a life worth it, anyway. After my survival course -- got mauled by a treecat. Was pretty sure I'd be a cripple for life, but the healers...they fixed me up pretty good. You know anything about that, Healer Ghia?" She pinned Ghia with an intense stare, but the girl looked straight ahead, refusing to meet her gaze.

"Not the cloudiest idea, Bellica Yarrow. My mother would know; you should ask her."

"Yeah," Yarrow said, scratching her chin thoughtfully, "I did. She said something about the most talented healer in the nation. I thought that was you, but if I'm wrong...."

Ghia's fist connected with Yarrow's shoulder then, rather more forcefully then Yarrow would have expected from the girl. "Shut up, cousin," the healer said. "My mother did not say that about me and yes -- I was the one. We're going to drop the subject now because we're no longer in a secluded area of the castle." 

Yarrow sketched a quick bow to appease the glaring Ghia and tried to keep in her laughter. "Aye, M'Lady," she said, in all seriousness, and Ghia glared harder. "What? You technically outrank me," she said softly, teasing only slightly. 

Ghia sighed, though it sounded more like a huff, and started walking down the hall again. "Only in times of peace, Bellica."

Yarrow sobered then, and matched pace with her younger cousin. "True. Too true." They reached the junction of the North Wing to the more central and populated area of the castle and Yarrow dropped her hand to Ghia's shoulder briefly. "Have you the rest of the day off? Good," she said to Ghia's nod. "Saddle up your horse and meet me outside the stables at 1600 hours. We need to talk, but not here." 

Ghia nodded her assent and silently the two women blended themselves back into the human traffic of the halls.
  


Molly




Molly awoke to the sound of dripping water. It was not the first time. The dungeons were dank, dark, and full of noises associated with the characteristics each held. And the smell -- damp, wet, like clothing left on the line during the rain and then piled in a corner, left to rot. She'd been here long enough that the smell had become part of her olfactory senses; the darkness, her sight; yet the dripping woke her. She caught what little sleep she could, but inevitably her dreams crawled towards the 'drip drip drip' that permeated her very existence in this cell. 

At least the cot was not terribly uncomfortable and the cell not terribly cramped. Small, sure, but with nothing but a cot and a chamber pot to occupy it, she had room to stretch. Someone had done her and Jester the small courtesies of pillows and blankets, which was more than she could say for the other prisoners she could see -- wretches who'd been there so long no one knew what for anymore, their clothing naught but dark rags, their hair long and lanky, their bodies atrophied with years of bad food and no exercise, their skin pale with the lack of light. 

She was sure she didn't look much better -- at least as bad as Jester, who was sallow-skinned, stringy rope an excuse for her once lustrous hair, shadows under her eyes testimony to the quality of her sleep. Sitting up and leaning back against the wall of her cell, Molly breathed in the damp air and looked at her companion, her partner in insurrection. Jester -- or Autumn? Molly wasn't sure what name was preferred now -- slept curled up on her side, looking for all the world like a little girl. Strange, considering how maturely the woman had addressed the problem of whom to take back to Atherton as a rebel leader. 

"You need someone who looks the part so you can leave someone who can actually lead back here to keep things calm. Take me, then," she'd said in the hacienda. 

"Whoever goes will be in extreme danger, you realise," Yarrow had responded. "I cannot guarantee to keep you from execution, though I'll do my damnedest." 

Jester had merely shrugged. "There is nothing more for me here. Let me help the cause," she'd said with a note of finality. Then she said nothing else for over a sevenday. 

Molly assumed it had been a sevenday. The passage of time was meaningless in the dungeons -- her days were punctuated only by the meal-times she'd given up on a while ago, the increasing tension in the castle's denizens, and the changing of the guard. So far, she only recognised one, the lieutenant who'd guarded them from Aeril on, which was confusing because he was part of Yarrow's regiment; so why he was assigned dungeon duty was anyone's guess. For her part, Molly assumed it was part of Yarrow's attempt to protect the fugitives. Occasionally the lieutenant replaced the torches when the fires grew dim. The tension was on gradual increase, something that would end soon. It was not so much a measure of how long she'd been there but of how long she would be alive. 

The Birthright Ceremony was the knell of her doom. Whatever Bellicas Yarrow and Anala were doing to protect Molly and Jester now would become far less powerful when Zardria became Empress. 

Not that it mattered much to Molly, anyway. She and Jester had chosen this role because they were ready to die. Jester had not said it so succinctly but had made it clear that she felt there was nothing left in life for her. This saddened Molly for reasons she could not explain -- after all, she felt the same. Should she not be happy someone would walk to the noose with her? Besides, Jester was older than she was; so it was not that Molly felt sadness over the loss of a young person -- a legitimate excuse. People always found it tragic when young people died, no matter the character of the deceased. 

She glanced over at the sleeping woman again, and thought how their lives would have been different had Lady Danika not taken Luis and Damien. She and Jester would have become sisters-in-law, or at least sisters in love. Their respective parents never would have allowed the union between the two boys, for it would have been shameful for someone so poor as Damien to be with someone so middle-class as Luis, but the four of them could have escaped to another town, where no one cared about caste so much as people did in uptight Aeril. Or perhaps right out of Athering altogether -- life had to be better in other countries. Maybe we could have lived with the gypsies of the Southern Desert, Molly thought with a grim smile. Now there was a thought. The gypsies certainly had no love of Athering, but Molly wasn't entirely sure what their view was on boys loving boys, girls with girls, and everything in between. She'd heard their views were...strange, differing from the norm. They might have been just as ostracised there as in Aeril. 

That was neither here nor there. Damien and Luis were...dead, she forced herself to think as the tears invaded her eyes and the lump in her throat choked her breath from her again. Dead, and Jester would never be Molly's sister -- not in reality or her wildest dreams. 

Jester hated her, she was sure. It had taken Jester's yelling at her to snap her out of her catatonic state following their finding of the harem, and Jester had kept things going when she and Lucy were completely useless. Molly would hate herself, too. 

Did hate herself, truth be told. She'd had time to think about things. To come to realisations about the truth and depth of her feelings for her brother. His death had made them clearer to her and the thought of them made her sick. Her love for him was not what a sister's love should have been. Her love for him had been a lover's love, and that was forbidden by Athering traditional custom. Disgusting. 

It was strange, because, had he been a cousin or a sister, there would have been no problem -- not for her, not for Athering. Because she was his sister and he her brother, however, she felt sick to her stomach every time she thought about it. If anyone else knew the truth she was sure they'd have much the same reaction. If only she'd been born a different gender! Then Luis and she would have been free to love. 

But would he have loved me that way? She closed her eyes and felt a fresh tear run down her cold cheek. Two wracking sobs came and went and left her shuddering on the cot, salt stinging her eyes and cheeks. The one piece of information that could save me, purify me of my wickedness, I'll never be privy to. And so am damned to Tyvian. 

She sniffed, as silently as possible, and opened her eyes. The darknesses behind her closed eyes and before her opened ones were similar but soon she could see as well as before. Using her not-so-scratchy-as-it-could-have-been blanket, she dried her eyes gently, resolving not to cry any more. With difficulty she moved into a prayerful position beside her cot, one knee bent, her bad leg stretching out behind her straight, unable to genuflect as fully as she'd like to. 

Since waking up in Aeril, she'd started to pray, pointless though it may have been. Would the Goddesses listen to one damned as she was? Doubt it, she thought, placing her hands together and resting her forehead against them. Breathing in deeply, she started praying to the Goddesses -- any Who would listen, but mostly Muerta for mercy, and Althea for cleansing. And this time she said an extra prayer, one for Jester. 

Amora, Compassionate Lady, hear my plea. I care no more for my life -- I know I am doomed, and accept this fate calmly. Someday I'll have another chance, and that is enough for me. I pray for my sister who never was, I pray for the sister of my brother's lover -- Jester, or Autumn, who is in the cell beside mine. Please, Compassionate Lady, cover her with Your cloak and protect her in the days to come. I can go to my death peacefully if I know she will be protected, and given another chance at life. 

Her prayers finished, she crawled back onto her cot and curled up under her blanket, facing Jester. Looking at the tension on the other woman's face, she hoped her prayers were heard and answered. She did not know why, but she felt strongly that despite Jester's seemingly cavalier attitude towards her own life, the woman did not want to die. This was why Molly prayed -- Jester was in here because of her. She deserved another chance under a more benevolent leader. 

The unanswering silence that met her prayers every time did nothing to ease the sinking feeling in her stomach.
  


Ghia




"Surprised" would have been the wrong choice of words for Ghia's reaction to Yarrow's behavior at the charnel house. Caught off guard worked better. But Ghia had not been found on the streets of the city yesterday. She figured out rather quickly what in Tyvian to do. She wrapped her arm around the bellica's waist and leaned into Yarrow's embrace with a great display of affection. It felt awkward but the bellica gave no indication that she was fecking up and no one looked at them sidelong as the Domina led them to a room, Yarrow's usual, it seemed. 

A perfect plan, really. No one would be surprised (and indeed, no one was) to see Yarrow take another conquest to The Queen and the Rogue. Such tales were long since old news in Athering, and no one would care enough to 'accidentally' eavesdrop on whatever the bellica spent her time doing at the charnel house. It was the most private place for them to talk, and the safest. 

But such a plan might have unintended consequences that Yarrow has maybe not considered, Ghia realised. When the door to the room shut behind them she asked Yarrow as much. 

The bellica, already moving around the room to check every nook and cranny, shook her head briskly. "Caelum's smarter than he seems. He'll figure it out. If he doesn't, it's still my choice to do as I please. We're not committed." 

"I was referring more to what might happen when all the dust settles -- might be a scandal in Queen Yarrow having been seen with her cousin at The Queen and the Rogue." 

Yarrow was still moving throughout the room, her eyes sweeping over every surface. Ghia stayed by the door, her arms crossed over her chest. 

"Burn that bridge when we come to it, Princess," Yarrow said, directing a saucy wink towards the healer before going back to securing the room. "You're suddenly very keen on the whole 'being my cousin' and 'ruling Atton' thing." 

Ghia rolled a shoulder in a shrug, though Yarrow missed the gesture, back turned to the healer as it was. "Not much of a choice, from where I'm standing. May as well make the best of it." 

Yarrow nodded briefly, and Ghia felt the bellica understood far more of that sentiment than she let on. She said nothing, however, and when the silence stretched on Ghia changed the subject. "I'm a bit surprised that you and Caelum aren't committed. You're undoubtedly together." 

Yarrow sighed and moved to the bed, the securing of the room apparently done. "Nothing official, Healer. Been too caught up in the glow of it all to really discuss anything -- which, frankly, I'm fine with. Doing enough talking these days." She looked at Ghia pointedly, but the healer didn't waver. With a sigh Yarrow fell onto the bed and, for all anyone could see, relaxed, though Ghia knew the bellica was tense as a cat. "We're not here to talk about my love life, Ghia," the bellica said. "I shouldn't have to tell you that." 

Ghia shrugged and took a seat at the lavish table -- lavish like everything else in the room. It was a thin veneer to hide the poverty beneath. "Curiosity." 

"Killed the gato. Francesca knows that well and is discreet. We'll not be spied upon." 

"Well that's a blessing." Ghia tucked her legs up underneath her and made herself comfortable. "What did you want to discuss?"

Yarrow smiled sardonically at her. "What do you think?" 

"Oh, well, I was really looking forward to an earnest discussion of our love-lives, complete with obligatory munchies, giggling, and maybe a pillow-fight." She smiled brightly at her cousin, and ducked as the pillow Yarrow lobbed at her came sailing towards her face. "Missed me." 

"Never was any good at long-range weaponry," Yarrow responded as she got settled back against her remaining pillows. "Alright, fine -- tell me about your love life, cuz." Yarrow smiled at her, challengingly, and Ghia felt her face heat. 

"Haven't got one, so terribly sorry to disappoint. You'll just have to spill the beans about yours."

"You're a terrible liar, Ghia Lihin."

Ghia raised her left hand in the air. "Healer's Honour." 

"Doesn't apply here. You mean to tell me you and Jules have absolutely nothing between you?" 

Ghia looked away, unwilling to talk about the fresh hurt where Jules was concerned. "We're friends." she said quietly, and there was an awkward silence. 

Yarrow cleared her throat suddenly. It was an embarrassed sound. "Let's put our love lives -- or lack thereof -- aside, alright cuz?" she said, her voice uncharacteristically gentle. 

Ghia nodded and looked at her cousin again. "So let's get on with this cousin bonding session, or whatever it is." 

Yarrow let out a bark of laughter. "We can call it that. Specifically, though, I want to talk to you about your role on the third."

"What's special about the third?" Ghia asked, wrinkling her nose. "I thought the second was your..."

"My birthday, yes," Yarrow said, finishing Ghia's sentence. "We have to wait until Zardria is fully in power to stage a coup or the legality of my new sovereignty may be called into question by her supporters. There'd be no end of trouble."

"There wasn't for Zanny," Ghia pointed out.

"That was different. It was perfectly legal for Zanny to rule as regent, which she has done, technically. Zardria is the next in line to the throne and I'm not an heir at all; so I must call challenge on my sister once she's sworn in and not before." 

"But if she were dead, then you would be the next in line..." Ghia said, trailing off as she saw the look on Yarrow's face.

"Your point?" Yarrow asked, too quietly. 

Ghia sighed and quirked her mouth. "You know what I'm suggesting, Yarrow, and you know I'm not the only one who will, or has."

Yarrow got up off the bed and started pacing the room. "Zardria will stand trial for her crimes against her citizens, Ghia, make no mistake of that. I can and will make sure that justice is served. But not by my own hand, without benefit of a trial." 

Yarrow fell silent, and Ghia watched her pace for a moment before commenting on the obvious. "There hasn't been a professional lawyer in Athering for over a hundred years, Yarrow. You going to be the first?"

"No, but I am going to follow the spirit of the law here, and that means calling challenge to my sister the day after the Ceremony, when she's officially en-Sceptred," the bellica said sternly. Clearly that was the end of the matter. "It's just more of Athering's complicated inheritance law, Ghia. Don't worry about the details and just trust me when I say the third is the key. I'll call challenge, and if I win the fight --" here Ghia snorted, because the thought of the trained bellica losing to her court-soft sister was laughable -- "Zardria will not hold to the conventions, and will try to usurp me. That's when we need to strike."

Ghia suppressed a groan and tried to will away her headache. This was all far too involved. "Why not just take it tomorrow and say bugger the law?" 

Yarrow stopped her pacing and sat down across from Ghia at the table. She sighed, a tired sound. "There may be few things on this earth that I care about, Ghia, but the law is one of them. I'll not take this country wrongly." Ghia nodded, feeling silly for not having known as much. But then, Yarrow was a private person, and someone Ghia had stopped reading for a while. This fact was not one that was well-known at any rate. Caelum knew it; maybe no one else. 

She had nothing to contribute to the fresh silence; so gestured for Yarrow to go on. The bellica shook her head as if trying to pick up where she'd been a moment ago. "So. Anala and I have discussed our regiments' roles -- should be fairly easy to disarm the other regiments -- just going to give their watch a sleeping draught and lock 'em in the barracks." Yarrow smiled, obviously pleased with the simplicity of her plan. "We've got most of the castle covered except the most important part -- that's where you come in." Ghia raised her eyebrows in surprise. "The hospitalis. We need you to secure it."

"Why is the hospitalis so important? It's no danger to anyone," Ghia said, but she felt the nagging sensation there was a key fact she'd missed. 

"Have you never noticed, Healer, that in the top floor of the hospitalis there is a strange looking square in the middle of the ceiling?" 

Ghia frowned, trying to remember anything like the bellica described, but her memory could not piece together a picture. She shrugged helplessly. 

"Your mother hasn't prepared you fully for your post, then. The hospitalis sits right underneath the spire, Ghia. That square leads to the Elevator, which leads directly to the Queen's quarters. If you hold the hospitalis, you hold the castle."

Ghia sat absolutely still, in total shock, as the significance of her post hit her. How had she never noticed such a key part of her domain before? How had it never occurred to her? And why hasn't my mother fecking told me?

"Sweet Althea," she breathed, hardly able to believe it. Hardly able to believe she could hold the most important area of the castle. "I'm not a soldier, Yarrow," she said, in a mild protest she knew wouldn't work. 

"No, but you have the will and leadership qualities of a good bellica. You'll have a large amount of the second regiment under your command -- including your paxwoman, Aro, and Anala's paxwoman and Honour Guard. They've already sworn to protect your life with theirs, and you can be damned sure if they fail in that I'll bring them back from the Forgotten Realm myself so I can kill them again." Yarrow grinned, and Ghia let out a nervous laugh. "I'm counting on you, cuz," Yarrow continued, more serious. "Can you do it?" 

Ghia sighed, a long breath let out shakily. "Of course I can," she said with a game smile. "I'd be a pretty lousy Magi if I couldn't." 

Yarrow grabbed Ghia's hand and squeezed it gratefully. "I knew you were related to me," she said with a wink. "Good. Let's hammer the details out, then, shall we?"

Ghia nodded and the two women bent their heads over the task in front of them eagerly.
  


Jules

Jourd'Selene, 39th Primera, 4020




Seven days was the prescribed time for cleansing. Seven days of rituals to rid the soul of a family blood-curse, or of feelings of guilt or shame. Seven days to rid the heart of its ache. Seven days of rituals to make sure the soul of the deceased received an Audience at all -- seven days of rituals and three days of funeral rites to give the soul a chance of an afterlife. Without those seven and three days, there was a chance the soul would wander the earth restlessly for all time, unable to take corporeal form but still in the belief of life, tormented by people and food and drink it could not touch or taste or drink. No relief for the thirst and hunger it would feel; no cure for the loneliness. 

Jules had spent seven days in service to the goddesses. He had spent seven days fasting, burning incense, bathing in the sacred water, cleansing his body with the heat of the sauna, being anointed by the holy ground of the temple, pouring libations, and even the most serious of rituals: self-flagellation and blood-offerings. Seven days doing what was required and more, to give his father a chance at an Audience, to ease his own heart-ache, and still -- still he felt no relief from the grief that pressed down upon him and made his every breath labored. 

"What do They want from me, Sarai?" he asked his sister at the end of their seven days. They had spent the time in isolation from the rest of the temple's denizens, aside from the priestess and priest who had officiated their cleansing. Now, at the end of the seven days, they were allowed to break their fast and be together as a family, though they were still alone. Looking at Sarai's face, Jules knew with the intuition of a brother that where he felt no relief from the rituals, his sibling the High Priestess felt even less. 

She sighed and picked at her food listlessly. "It's not about what They want, brother," she said, in a voice that almost sounded like she was speaking to herself. Jules stopped his unenthusiastic eating and reviewed what she'd said, because he was sure what had just been uttered couldn't have come from his devout sister. 

"What do you mean?" he asked, giving up on the meat and taking a sip of wine instead. It did nothing to slake his thirst, and he couldn't taste anything beyond ash. "These rituals are all done for Them, I thought. To show Them that Dad is worthy of the afterlife -- that his family care enough for him to be granted an Audience with the Blind One. Right?" The last was hesitant, and Sarai said nothing. "Right?" he asked again, his voice breaking. 

Sarai cleared her throat and set her glass down on the table. When she replied, she did not meet his gaze. Her eyes stayed steadfast on her hands. 

"Religion is a trapping for us, Jules. Not for Them."

Jules shook his head in denial as his world spun to a stop. "The Scriptures say -- we all know it's in service for Them, Sarai! Why else would we do it? I do it, and I don't even particularly care about it, beyond not getting struck by lightning by an angry goddess or making sure Da makes it to the afterlife. We follow it because it's Divine Law. How can you say it's for us, not Them? Sarai, you're High Priestess!" 

"Which is why I know it," she said, her tone exasperated. "It's one of the Mysteries. By rights I shouldn't be sharing it with a layperson, but you're my brother." She broke off and looked out the window again. 

"Sharing the heavy burden of truth with someone else?" he asked. 

"No. I just think that if I can handle the truth, you certainly can. Nathaniel wouldn't be able to," she said, an afterthought. 

Jules nodded in agreement. Their very religious brother would never accept what Sarai had just said. Religion for him was not a career choice, or something he ignored until Jourd'Aradia, as it was for Sarai and Jules. It was a part of life. If Jules and Sarai were opposite ends of the spectrum, Nathaniel was in its middle. He had no desire to explore the deeper mysteries -- going to the Temple, reading the Scriptures, and saying his prayers with his family was enough for him and always would be. Knowing the goddesses were there was enough for him. 

"So," Jules said as a thought occurred. "Are you saying that They don't exist? They're not real?"

"No. They are real. I've met Them, Jules. Some of Them, at least. They are just as real as you and I, even if we can't see Them all the time. And They told me the truth -- well, the Sisters did. While there are rites for certain goddesses that are required, because those goddesses require it -- Juno's yearly sacrifice is something She wants regardless how we feel about it, for example -- those rites are given because they are actually demanded, they are actually wanted. But the funerary rites?" She shook her head and got up out of her chair to begin pacing. "Muerta and the Blind One are the Sisters of Mercy, Jules. They grant Audience to all who pass through Muerta's door, regardless the rites we do or do not do. We could very well dump Da in a hole and piss on him and he'd still get an Audience." She turned away from him, as if ashamed of her outburst.

His heart twisting in pain at the distress he was causing his sister, Jules forced his voice to be gentler with his next question. "Then why do the rites at all?" 

Sarai paced some more before making her way back to her chair, where she sat down with the grace of a woman many years older. "When Muerta saw the suffering we went through upon the death of a loved one, She spoke unto Her prophet Libitina and bade her make the new Divine Law be known -- that there were to be funerary rites that lasted seven and three days, and that these were to be done without fail. She decreed this to bring Her children solace in their time of grief. She made it law so we would never fail to take care of ourselves and ease the pain, until such time as She can take away all our pain." 

Jules sat back in his chair in disbelief. "Why do I feel no relief then? If these rites are for us like you say then I should feel something other than this constriction of my breathing and the inability to face another day." He blinked as tears came to his eyes, and looked away from Sarai, not wanting to meet her gaze.

"Some grief needs more than the rites. Sometimes time is the only cure. And sometimes time cannot do anything but a small, almost minuscule lessening of the pain, and it only sees you through until sweet oblivion takes it all away." Her voice was quiet and choked, as if she could hardly bear to say what she had to.

A silence fell between them. He should have felt angry, to discover such a large part of Athering's religion was based on lies but, beyond a momentary surge of livid disbelief, he didn't. It made too much sense, and his brain and heart were too emotionally battered for him to fight what was logical. Grief was all he had strength for right now. 

"Are you going to Dedicate soon?" he found himself asking, as much in interest of his sister's life as for a change of subject. 

She shook her head and made a small coughing noise. "Not for another year at least. I've yet to be Called, so for now I stay here and serve all the goddesses. It's why I've been chosen to perform the Ceremony."

Jules choked on air. "The Birthright Ceremony?" he coughed out, and tried to take a sip of wine to soothe his throat. Sarai nodded. "And when were you planning on telling me?"

"I just found out myself this morning. It's a great honour, to be chosen," she said, but the claim was weak, lacking any conviction. 

"Or it would be if it were Yarrow ascending to take the Sceptre and not Zardria." 

Sarai made a small noise in her throat, as if a laugh had gotten caught half-way out and so died before blossoming into a full-grown chuckle. "Can you read my thoughts now, brother?"

"Always," he said with a half-smile, continuing the old family joke. "You'd be awfully close to her for a day," he added in a neutral voice. 

Sarai burst out of her chair and started pacing again. "I knew you would suggest that. And don't think it hasn't crossed my mind." She looked back at him sadly. "It has, so many times I'm ashamed to say it -- it's unconscionable of me. But even -- even if I was fine with abusing my power, I would not do it. The Temple and the Order have been politically separate from the Throne and Sceptre for centuries. I have no wish for one entity to control the other. We're not Nighttide." 

Jules bowed his head in embarrassment. "You're right. I'm sorry." 

"Don't be," she said, sitting again. "You're only human. We all are. I'm sure there are other people in the Temple thinking the same thing. I'm sure most of Athering is thinking the same thing."

They both fell silent, Sarai looking out the window and Jules deciding to make another attempt on his food's life. He got half the bit of meat and most of the vegetables down before he gave up again. He simply was not able to enjoy the meal. As the noon hour left them, servants silently came and cleared away the plates from the table, leaving the empty slab of wood between them that Jules felt should be filled with something. To avoid looking at the emptiness he directed his gaze out the window, watching the rain fall on the city outside. Afternoon turned into evening and still brother and sister sat, unable to move or speak, trapped under the lethargy of grief. 

When she spoke he jumped, unable to categorise the strange sounds in the room after so much quietude. "What was that?" he asked, realising it had been his sister's voice. 

"I can't remember him," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. Her eyes glistened with wetness in the late afternoon light. "I haven't seen him since I was eleven and when I think about him I can't put together a clear picture of him in my head." Tears spilled down her cheeks and landed on her lap, making her twisting, wringing hands damp. Hastily Jules got up and sat beside her slight form on the klina, wrapping his arms around his elder sister. "I should be able to remember his face, right? All I can picture is someone taller, a big bushy beard that scratched and tickled when he kissed me and how desperately I wanted out of the family because they'd never understood what I felt -- especially him because he didn't even really believe in the goddesses -- he was so irreverent and I -- " her voice had risen and she was sobbing hard, rocking back and forth in her brother's embrace as he made soothing motions and noises. "I -- I just wanted him to believe as I did and I resented him for it and now I don't even remember what he looks like, for Muerta's sake, and I must be the worst daughter in the history of the whole universe!" She shouted the last and put her hands to her face, raw sobs escaping her like sounds ripped from the earth when it shook in agony. 

Jules pulled her back into his arms and let her rest against his chest, and was struck by how small she was compared to him despite the years between them. She was coming up on forty and still was a smaller woman then their mother had been. Gently he ran a hand down her long black hair and whispered gentle nothings of comfort, offering her what solace he could. "You're not the worst daughter in the history of the universe, Rai-Rai," he said, using his childhood nickname for her. "I daresay a certain Empreena was much worse." He smiled down at her, hoping to make her giggle with his small joke, but to no avail. 

"But, Jules," she choked out, sniffing and wiping her eyes, "what if he doesn't get an Audience because of me? What if I keep him wandering the earth forever, tormented and lost?"

"Sarai." He tilted her chin upwards so she was looking at him and frowned at her. "You just said yourself that those rituals don't count for shite with the Sisters of Mercy."

"I know, but what if -- "

"Hey," he said, firmer. "Are you having a crisis of faith here? Should I call the Mother Superior? Cause I will, and I don't know about you but she scares the starlights out of me."

She let out a small nervous laugh and looked down. "Maybe a small crisis. But don't call her, please -- she scares me too." She sat up straight then, smiling, and smoothed her robe, looking more composed than she had all day. 

"Now that's more like it," he said, glad to see his capable sister back. "You're the strongest of us, Sarai. Nathaniel and I will be leaning on you heavily. Hate to say it, but that's your lot -- guarding your dumb kid brothers."

She smiled, a touch sorrowfully, and reached behind her to start braiding her hair again, unbound as it had been for the seven days of rituals. "So long as you watch out for your dumb elder sister from time to time."

Jules responded by brushing her hands away and doing the braiding himself. "What are brothers for?" he murmured gently. 

A soft laugh was her only response.
  


Caelum

Jourd'Muerta, 2nd Duema 4020

Midspring




0700 came too quickly that morning. He longed to stay in bed with Yarrow, to give her a happy-birthday awakening, but he had to prepare himself for his new life. He had bags to pack, an exterior to shape into a perfect calm, and a soul to sell. 

Still he had not told her. He didn't think, now, that he had ever really planned to. He'd told himself he would, but honestly couldn't see how it would be better for her to hear it from him than it would be to hear it at the ceremony itself. Telling her now could drive her to action too soon -- to trying to take the Sceptre illegally. He'd already ruined her relationship with the law -- the only important, continuous relationship in her life -- once. He wouldn't do it again. 

Instead he got out of bed as carefully as possible and got ready to go without waking her. It wasn't hard. She was out cold. Bathed and dressed, he gazed upon her sleeping form, his heart twisting with the truth he knew he held from her. Not taking his eyes off her, he opened the secret compartment in the desk she thought he didn't know about and slipped his goodbye to her in, beside her efemira. 

Then, as ready as he could be for this future that would ruin both of them while saving her simultaneously, he bent and kissed her one last time, tenderly on the lips. "Goodbye, love," he whispered, and before she could stir he was out the door, no more than a ghost in her life now.
  


Anala




The absence of a warm body beside her woke Bellica Anala from her after-party slumber. Stretching and rolling over, she blearily rubbed the sleep from her eyes and checked her water-clock. Ten ante-meridian. Not too bad, she thought to herself. Almost seven hours. Really good, actually, considering they'd been at the party until far past midnight, and then had continued said party when they'd reached her quarters. 

She smiled, listening to the sound of the shower running. Last night had probably been the most fun she'd had at a party -- even considering the party's occasion and what was scheduled for later on today, just after the noon hour. For once, no eyes had been on her and Aro. They had been invisible, as the gazes of courtiers and journalists alike had been fixed on the subtle dance of insult and privilege played out among Zardria, Zanny, and Yarrow. The three women had stalked each other like cats throughout the entire party, insulting one another, taking one another's dance partners, making thinly veiled remarks and -- in the case of Zardria to her sister -- threats. It had never been so clear as on the night of the first of Duema that the twin daughters of Zameera were anything but twins. 

It had been rough on Yarrow, Anala could see, and while she was concerned for her friend, there had been nothing she could do. So she had been selfish -- Fer once! -- and taken the chance to drink her fill of wine, eat her fill of dessert, and dance all night with her lover -- and then take him back to her room for what might well be their last free night together for a while. 

And we dinnae waste it, she thought, stretching and groaning at the soreness in her muscles, pleasant as the feeling was. Well, pleasant save for the wound in her side, which, though completely healed thanks to Ghia, still hurt from time to time, usually when there was a change in the weather. 

She'd heard of such a phenomenon before -- peoples' old wounds acting as barometers for the world around them -- but hadn't imagined it would ever apply to her. She hadn't imagined that about a lot of things. Akin bein' Magi, fer one.

Since her escape from Voco, and before and after the deployment to Aeril, Anala had talked a lot with Ghia -- both women had had questions, and their conversations brought them closer to answers then they'd been before, as well as fostering a good friendship. 

It was strange, because the old Anala would have wildly denied all that Ghia had told her, and probably denounced the girl as a witch, feeling righteous as the flames consumed the healer's form, smoke obscuring the same truth about the bellica. She was no longer that person, as if leave and Voco had ripped away a shell she'd been wearing for years, exposing the real woman beneath. As if Aro's love, and that strange catharsis she'd had at her father's table, had cleansed her old wounds, allowing them finally to heal. 

She'd been open to the truth, when Ghia had presented it. Her mother, Hope, had been part Magi, as had her Aunt Chairty, Ghia's mother. That was the truth as far as they knew it. Accepting Ghia as her cousin had been easier and more of an honour than accepting her Exsil Vis lineage. Or the possibility that she was the product of an incestuous relationship -- Ghia had shown her the necklace with the crest of their family on it and shared her conclusion that Hope and Charity were not Exsil Visian by marriage alone. That combined with Lares' report of Hope's actual age seemed to cinch it -- Hope was probably of an older generation of the Exsil Vis family, and had married back into the line for some strange reason neither Ghia or Anala could fathom. It went against all convention and common decency. 

As did bearing children in such a relationship, but Hope had borne Anala, secured her sister's escape with the baby bellica through a liaison with Merry, and had then borne Miranda, many years later. The little spy had disappeared, for Anala had searched the castle high and low looking for her. When I find 'er she'd be 'aving some explaining ta do, too. The girl was young, though -- maybe they could rehabilitate her into Atherian society, get her to break her ties to her father. She couldn't have much love for the man: he was a monster. She certainly couldn't suffer the usual fate of spies -- she was naught but ten years old! And, spy or nae, she'd be me sister, and a mite too young ta be sure what she'd be doing. 

That depended on finding her in the first place. She could be on her way back to Voco already, for all Anala knew -- and if that was the case she was out of their sphere of influence until Yarrow took the Sceptre from her sister. She wondered if Miranda's childhood had been better or worse than hers. Monster or no, Lord Exsil Vis had said he liked to dote on his daughter. Perhaps she got some small happiness in return for the abuses she no doubt suffered. She certainly had had Hope to guard her back, at least until recently. If Miranda hadn't left Athering yet, she probably didn't know her mother was dead. Anala wondered how she would take the news. Not well, in all likelihood. 

Anala herself had taken the news...well, without much emotion. She felt sorrow for the woman she'd not had a chance to know, and now never would, but there had not been a great deal of grief. Nothing, compared to what Jules was no doubt going through over his father's death. She supposed when Tenea's time came, she would feel that pain. because Tenea was the closest thing to a mother she had. Her foster mother had shown her little to no motherly affection when she had been a child; her foster father had used harsh words and blows and slaps to get his point across. Adem had always been their favourite, and when he died they blamed her for it. The truth, as she knew it now, did not excuse anything her foster parents had done -- but it had clarified many mysteries in her life. 

Her high tolerance for alcohol, for one. According to Ghia, full Magi couldn't get intoxicated from it at all, and there were, apparently, differing tolerances in human-Magi. Her fast healing capacity, for another. She had always recovered from scrapes and wounds with amazing speed, and the wound she'd received in Voco should have killed her, even with the healing store Ghia had given her. Then, her immense charisma, that made men and women pledge and give their lives for her. She'd had no idea what possessed the frenzied, passionate devotion that her regiment and her Honour Guard had for her, or what had driven Trent and Merrik to give their lives for her in her flight from Voco. 

Tears stung her eyes, and she knew they shone gold, as they always had during peak emotions. Now she knew why. 

She wanted the whole story, dammit!

Not even Magea Rosa had been able to give them that. Upon her return from Aeril, Ghia had introduced her to her Magi mentor, and while the old Anala would have screamed, run the tree-being through with her sword, and set it on fire, the new Anala had just made a small "o" shape with her mouth and nodded, as if it was a normal, everyday occurrence to talk to trees. Perhaps for the devotees of the Meliae, it was, but she was not a priestess sworn to tree nymphs. She was a bellica whose most religious experiences consisted of praying for victory, blessing her sword, and occasionally blacking out during battle only to wake and find that she'd fought like the goddess Bellona Herself, which she could only assume was an instance of being possessed by a goddess or demi-goddess, unbelievable as that seemed. For the most part she did not talk to things that usually didn't talk back. Like trees. Or swords. 

There was a first time for everything, and this tree did talk back. With quite a lot of intelligence and a flair for conversation. Rosa was full of good advice for Anala's newly found Magi self, so the bellica had started going with Ghia to her training sessions and, more recently, to a few one-on-one sessions with Rosa. She wasn't getting the full gamut of magekal training that Ghia was receiving, for Rosa said her powers were not fully awakened, and most likely not the same as Ghia's, although they were as yet untested and unknown. Her Magi self was something Rosa had never seen before. Anala didn't know whether she should feel flattered or scared. She settled for a middle ground between the two. 

Presently the water in the shower shut off, and she heard footsteps as Aro got out. She didn't move, though she knew she should get up and shower herself. Aro stepped out of the bathroom then, wearing nothing more than a towel and some droplets of water on his skin. Seeing her still in bed, he laughed softly. "Wake up, you," he said, teasing.

"I'd be awake," she said.

"Then get up, lazybones," he said and ducked the pillows she flung at him. Then, before she could get up of her own volition, he picked her up and flung her over his shoulder. She flailed wildly, hitting his back with her hands and kicking her feet, trying to get him to let her go. 

"Put me down, Aro," she said, trying to keep the laughter from her voice. "Ye'd do it if ye'd know what was good fer ye." 

"Alright," he said, but they were already in the bathroom by that point. Gently he let her down, holding her close as he slid her naked body down against his damper one. When her feet hit the ground he kissed her fervently and held her tight. Anala wrapped her arms around his neck and surrendered to the embrace, wishing she'd awakened earlier, so they'd have more time alone. 

As if reading her thoughts, he broke off the kiss and spoke. "We have a few hours before the Ceremony," he whispered, nibbling her ear gently. 

"Aye, but ye've just showered."

"I could shower again." He paused as he moved to nibble her other ear. "With you."

She kissed his neck tenderly and shook her head. "As temptin as it'd be, today'd be a friend's birthday, and I'd only have this time ta spend with her." She looked at him pointedly. 

He sighed and nodded, letting her go so she could shower. "I hear and obey, Bellica," he said, only a little teasing in his tone.

"Good," she said, and grabbed his towel from his waist. He protested and moved to grab it from her but she held it out of reach with one arm and held him back with the other, hand pressed flat against his bare chest. "Ye need ta get dressed, Major, and I'd be out o' clean ones besides," she said sweetly. 

He growled, pulled her close and kissed her again. "Have you know that towel was the only thing keeping me from ravishing you right here," he said against her lips. 

"Well, now it ken be me orders. Go. Get dressed." She gave his arm a light swat and Aro laughed. 

"Yes Ma'am," he said, saluting smartly and about-facing from her. "Foul temptress," he muttered, though not soft enough for her to miss it.

"Aye," she said good-naturedly and, after admiring the view as he left the bathroom, climbed into the shower for a good, hot wash. 




~




Anala was well received by Yarrow once the other bellica stopped growling about being waked up so early and saw her gift. 

"It'd be eleven ante-meridian a'ready, Yarrow. Hardly early." 

Yarrow snarled at her and sat down at her desk, head in hands. "It is, when you're this hungover." Blearily she stared at her empty bed, a lack of comprehension on her face. "I could have sworn Caelum was in that bed last night," she said. "Or was I just that drunk?"

"I'd not know," Anala said practically, kicking the door closed behind her. "Ye left the party far after we did." 

Yarrow snorted, an expression that took her entire body to make. "If you can call that a party. More like a bitch-fest for my family and me." 

"Aye, that it was." She grinned in the face of Yarrow's glare. "But I dinnae care much, fer it was a time when no one cared sa much about Anala the Harbourtown Cretin and her major -- or what her major may be ta her behind closed doors." 

Yarrow gave her the most sardonic look she'd ever given anyone, and then sighed and relaxed back in her chair. "Well, I'm glad someone had a good time. But your happiness is not helping my hangover nor my mood, so I hope you have something like a puppy, or -- better yet -- porn behind your back, because I need some cheering up." 

Anala shook her head, bringing the cloth-wrapped gift around from where she'd held it behind her. "Nothin' sa good as that -- but it'd be summat a hangover cure, ye ken."

Yarrow took it from her hands, stared at it a moment, then ripped off the string and cloth as quickly as possible. Underneath was a bottle filled with a golden-brown drink that sparkled like liquid fire. "Pyra's Breath, aged 15 years," she read the label out loud. "From the Smoke River Distillery. Anala, this is...this is really nice," she said, looking up at the other bellica.

"Happy Birthday," Anala said.

Yarrow smiled and carefully placed the bottle on her desk before getting up and embracing her friend. "Thank you," she said, nothing but sincerity and real gratitude in her voice. "This is the best gift I've gotten in years." She let go of Anala and gripped the younger woman by the shoulders. "Let me shower and put your gift somewhere safe, and then we can go out for a late break fast."

"Best idea I'd've heard all day."

"Oh?" Yarrow tilted her head and raised her eyebrows, looking fairly impish. "Somehow I doubt that, if you waked up next to Aro this morning." 

"Well, if ye'd rather eat alone, I ken just get back to that other idea," Anala replied without missing a beat, and turned to go. 

"Not so fast, Bellica," Yarrow said, holding Anala back from the door and laughing. "It's my birthday and I order you to break fast with me."

"Oh, well, when ye put it that way, how can I refuse? Go on, get yerself showered. I'll sit in yer chair and pretend I'm ye." 

Yarrow clapped Anala on the shoulder and headed to her bathroom, and soon Anala heard the water turn on from her perch in the chair that looked comfier than it was. "Oh, and can you contact Ghia too?" Yarrow yelled over the roar of the water. "I want her to break fast with us."

"Sure thing!" Anala leaned back in the chair, trying to get comfortable for the first practical testing of her newfound Magi communication powers. 

Ghia, she sent, finding the thought pattern of the healer. 

Anala? I can barely hear you. What's going on? Ghia's voice was clear and strong in Anala's head, and she had to keep from jumping. It sounded like Ghia was in the room with her, speaking in a normal voice. 

Yarrow wants ye ta break fast with us. Are ye free?

I will be soon. See you at her room in about 30.

Aye, that'll do.

The contact faded away. 

"Well, that was a mite easier than I'd thought it'd be," Anala said out loud and to no one in particular.

The shower shut off sooner rather than later, and Yarrow was a sight to behold as she tore about her room in a towel, searching for clothes and shoes to put on. Still in her towel, she grabbed the bottle of Pyra's Breath and got down on all fours in front of her bed, where she proceeded to lift up a floor panel. Inside was a quarter full bottle of the same drink; Yarrow put the new bottle beside the old one and closed up the hidden compartment. 

"Ye know," Anala said, unable to resist, "it's not that I dinnae appreciate a nice view of a nude arse, but I dinnae ken it'd be yer intention to give me a private show." 

Yarrow got up and straightened her towel before going back to tearing through her clothing. "Nothing you haven't seen before, you old lech," she said with a wink at Anala. The other bellica snorted. 

Yarrow sifted through a pile of clothing on the floor, sniffing at each piece and throwing most of them into the laundry chute. Finding what Anala assumed was a clean shirt, Yarrow flung it onto her messy, unmade bed, before heading to her closet and dresser in search of something to put on her bottom. A flurry of curse words left her mouth as she flung out each piece of clothing onto the floor, none apparently suiting her. 

"So, ye think now that ye're thirty ye might actually grow up a bit?" Anala asked drolly, watching Yarrow's juvenile antics. 

"You should talk, Bellica 'Nice Arse, Yarrow'," Yarrow flung back, in good humor. "Be helpful if I knew how nicely I should dress."

"How formal could it possibly be, Yarrow? We'd be going ta a tavern. I'm no exactly dressed fer fancy dining meself," she added, gesturing to her outfit, which she generally wore for traveling, hacking, and killing. 

"Yeah," Yarrow said, stopping her searching and grabbing a pair of pants, "you're right. Besides, I'll look good no matter what next to what you're wearing." 

"Another birthday present for ye."

Yarrow started getting dressed in breeches and linen top. She was sitting on her bed, pulling on her boots, when there was a knock on the door. Anala opened it to reveal Ghia. 

"Happy Birthday, Yarrow," she said, stepping in to the now very messy room. "You wanted to see me?"

Yarrow grunted as she pulled on her second boot and laced it, standing up and stamping her feet to get them to fit properly. "Damn right. It's my birthday and I want to spend it with my two closest girlfriends," she said, buckling on her sword belt and checking her boot knife. 

Ghia's eyes flickered from Yarrow's arsenal to Anala's, noting both bellicas carried at least one visible and one hidden sharp and pointy object. "I feel a little out of place," she commented with a small smile. "You both look as if you're dressed for war, and I'm just in a peplos and soft shoes."

Yarrow shrugged. "Force of habit. You'll need a cloak, though -- here," and she shoved her spare wool cloak at the healer, whose arms were bare in her working peplos.

"A'sides," Anala added to further ease Ghia's mind, "yer weapons'd be up here." She tapped the side of her head and smiled at her cousin. 

"I suppose," Ghia said as they headed out of the room and Yarrow closed and locked her door. "You really consider me one of your closest friends, Yarrow?" 

Yarrow shrugged, on Ghia's right side while Anala fell in on the left. "Okay, so I want to spend the morning with my cousins." She glanced at Anala. "Well, my cousin and my cousin's cousin. Or whatever the relationships are here; I can't keep them straight at this point." 

Ghia giggled and flung on the cloak while Anala answered. "I'd think friends should work. Ta the Cauldron then?" It seemed the obvious choice. 

Yarrow was looking at the ground and took a moment to answer. "Yeah, let's go...hold on. Ghia, do you own any other shoes?" She stopped, looking at Ghia's feet, which were adorned with soft leather slippers with no discernible protection for the soles. 

Ghia stopped too and looked at her feet. "No," she said, sounding self-conscious. "These suit me for most things, though they are getting rather worn."

Yarrow shook her head in disbelief. "I can't believe I didn't notice before. You wore those to Harbourtown?" she asked, an incredulous note in her voice. At Ghia's nod she took off down the hallway again and the other two women followed, but instead of turning right they turned left. Anala raised her eyebrows at her superior officer, and Yarrow pointed down the hall to the door to Requisitioning. 

"That'd be against the rules, ye ken," Anala said, but there was no censure in her voice. Just a statement of fact. 

"Like I fecking care. Ghia needs some proper boots and I don't trust anything below military grade."

At this Ghia protested, but ineffectually. "Yarrow, you don't have to get me any boots -- my shoes are fine, really. It's your birthday today; what are you doing, getting me a gift?" she said when it seemed nothing else would get through to the bellica. 

Yarrow just smiled. "Then consider this your belated birthday gift, as I didn't get you anything before, and your gift to me can be just accepting the damned boots and saying thank you. Okay?" 

Ghia's protests stammered to a stop and she stood gaping for a moment before blushing furiously and looking down at the floor. "Thank you, cuz." 

"You're welcome. Now, let's get you some boots and then get me some food. I'm fecking hungry."




~




Sixteen hundred was not an hour that Anala welcomed with open arms. It heralded the beginning of the five-hour-long ceremony that would end with the solidifying of everyone's worst nightmare. The only ray of hope was that Yarrow planned to challenge the next day. But of course only the small team of rebels knew about that, so there was no hope, so far as anyone else could see. 

The ceremony started with a large, lavish supper, a feast that was meant to see everyone through the next three hours of ritual. Zardria and Zanny were not present for the dinner, as tradition dictated. Zardria's last meal as heir had been the night before, and her first meal as Empress would be supper that evening. Between the two she was to fast, to show her discipline and devotion to her reiaume. Zanny was expected to do the same in support of her heir. 

The feast took two hours for everyone to complete. It was a twenty-course meal and the biggest of any of the traditional banquets. That evening's meal would be much smaller, though no less rich. 

At eighteen hundred everyone started to file into the Receiving Room, where the ceremony would begin at about half-past. Anala had the schedule memorised so she could count the minutes until it was over. There was some confusion as to where people were to sit, with courtiers jostling for front seats and military officers jostling for the back. Eventually the housekeeper, who was in charge of all organising of this huge event, got it sorted out and the courtiers were seated by rank on the right, the military on the left, and the back filled up by everyone else. Anala took her seat at the front between Major Caelum and her own. CMO Fanchone and the other ranking officers of her regiment sat directly behind her. To her left, beside Aro, were Anita and Leala, and to her right Yarrow occupied the aisle seat. The seating stretched that way all the way to the edge of the hall, where the bellica and majora of the tenth regiment sat, and then it started again on the far right, behind the first regiment. Behind the twenty regiments were the professionals -- guild leaders, healers, and the like. 

Beyond the aisle on Yarrow's right were the courtiers. The Ladies of Athering and their entourages -- larger than most regiments -- and families sat in the front; behind them were the Duchesses, and behind them were the considerably fewer Eorls. Anala glanced back and caught the eye of Eorl Gray, and the two exchanged a nod. Beyond the Eorls were the rest of the professionals and a large gathering from the Temple, though the Mother Superior and a High Priestess would be doing the ceremony. 

Anala was about to turn around in her seat again to look at the front of the room, but a glinting of light in the back shadows of the hall caught her eye. Looking more carefully, she noticed a man she didn't recognise standing in the corner. He was dressed in the Atherian fashion but there was something strange on his belt. It took Anala a moment to realise it was a pistol like the one Lares carried. 

Her heart skipped a beat. What was a Vocan doing here? No doubt an envoy from Lord Exsil Vis, and no doubt regarding the message that Anala had carried across the water to the island. What if he were here to kidnap her and take her back? Quickly she looked forward again. I best not to be seen. If he wanted to kidnap her, well -- let him try. She'd die first before going back there. 

She tried to calm herself, but her breathing came fast and her palms were sweaty. She wiped them on her peplos nervously and tried to take deep, calming breaths. 

"Anala," came a voice, directly beside her left ear, and she jumped, her heart hammering in her ribcage. "What's wrong?" she looked up into Aro's face, and saw worry in his eyes. 

"There'd be a Vocan in tha back of tha hall. Don't look!" she hissed when he turned to see what she meant. "E'll see ye. Just trust me, e's there."

"And it's not Lares."

"Nae. Lares'd be sitting behind the regiments, ye ken, by Ghia."

Aro sighed and adjusted his seat. "What are we going to do?"

"Not a damned thing. We cannae do anything until we know why e's here. Jes...keep yer sword ready." She fingered her own sword, buckled over the court peplos she had to wear. 

"May not be effective against his sidearm," Aro said, grim resignation in his voice.

"I ken." They spoke no more of the matter.




~




At 1830 everyone was settled, and the Mother Superior of the Temple stepped in to say the opening prayer. Although Anala was not particularly religious, even she felt a swelling in her heart as the woman's clear voice rang out, awed by the beauty of the language. 

She was glad her head was bowed, so no one could see the emotion on her face. At the conclusion of the prayer everyone looked up again and the dithyramb was started, the traditional singing to ask the goddesses to be present and bless the occasion. It was sung by a chorus of priestesses, and the sweet chords echoed in the high-ceilinged room. If the goddesses existed, there was no way They could ignore such a song. 

Then Zanny and Zardria were led in, the Empreena in a peplos of the deepest royal blue with a black velvet trim. She wore the traditional veil, dyed blue, which, when lifted, would signify her awakening into womanhood and acceptance of the responsibilities of ruler. Zanny looked small and fragile next to her niece, and she was clothed in a peplos of white, the colour of mourning -- also traditional, to signify the death of her leadership and the birth of a new one. Anala felt sure, watching the Empress's face, that Zanny knew as well as anyone that the death of her rulership was not the only one she would suffer. The bellica felt a small twinge of pity for the woman, but ruthlessly pushed it aside. I cannae be wasting me energy on one who'll so soon be dead, and is in no position to beg for mercy besides. Weakness or no, Zanny had allowed her country to fall into ruin since her sister's death, committing deeds that doubtless made this age memorable as a dark one by the historians. 

The High Priestess led aunt and niece to a spot just before the throne. Another priestess handed her a bowl of water. She bid the royals kneel, facing each other, and she set the water between them. 

Zardria lifted back the veil as the High Priestess anointed their foreheads with the water and said a blessing in a language -- or several different languages -- that Anala didn't recognise. Regardless, she understood that what was happening was the Blessing of the Elements, and next would come air, earth, fire, and aether. 

Sure enough, another priestess came forward with a censer, which she waved so the smoke enveloped Zanny and Zardria, and the High Priestess said another prayer in that strange language or languages. A bowl of sacred earth was given to the High Priestess and she rubbed some dirt on each woman's face; a bowl of sacred fire was brought, and Empress and Empreena bathed their faces in the heat of the flame. 

There was no physical representation of aether, so the High Priestess supplicated to the Heavens with her prayer, and Zanny and Zardria looked up, waiting for the blessing from the stars. 

After a period of time they apparently received it, for the High Priestess stood and spoke to the two women. "You have been anointed and purified by the Elements in the name of the Goddesses Whom you serve. All that shall take place now shall be done in service to Them and Their children. Are you prepared to serve, Empreena Zardria?"

"Yes, I am," Zardria said, her voice loud and clear. 

"Empress Zanny, are you prepared to pass on the Sceptre, and to support your heir as she takes her first steps in leading her reiaume?" 

"I -- I am," Zanny stuttered, her voice shaking. Anala was close enough to see the perspiration shine on the woman's face and the small shudders her body made as she tried to hold back her fear. Another twinge of pity twisted the bellica's heart. 

"So be it. I take this crown of purest silver from your head, O Empress, and place it upon the head of your heir. May it bring her wisdom, and forever remind her of the weight she bears in service of her people." The High Priestess took the coronet and placed it upon Zardria's head. 

Zardria bowed her head in acceptance as the crown was fitted on her. "I accept the crown of purest silver, may it bring me wisdom and remind me of my service to my people," she intoned gracefully, though Anala could have sworn there was a hint of mockery in the tone. Zanny looked smaller, as if the crown had been giving her most of her form and substance. The High Priestess continued and, dreamlike, the Empress raised her left hand for the next part. 

"I take this signet ring of purest copper from your hand, O Empress, and place it upon the finger of your heir. May it bring strength and justice to her, that she may rule with a firm and righteous hand." The High Priestess slid the ring onto Zardria's left ring finger. 

"I accept this signet ring of purest copper, that it may bring me strength and justice so I might rule firmly and righteously."

Anala felt herself holding her breath as the next part came -- the coronet and ring were just trappings, just pretty things the Queen -- Empress could wear. The Sceptre held the real power in Athering. It had been the Queen's symbol of rule for several thousand years and its symbolism was firmly ingrained in the people's consciousness. Regardless her obvious puppeteering of her aunt for the past dark age, this was the moment Zardria would truly become ruler of all they knew.

Zanny raised up the Sceptre to the High Priestess and the final step of the Investiture began. "I take this Sceptre of purest gold from you, O Empress, and place it in the arms of your heir, that it may remind her that mercy is the better part of valour, compassion the better part of strength, and that these qualities are never strained."

"I accept this Sceptre of purest gold to remind me that mercy and compassion are the better parts of valour and strength, neither being strained by their own weight."

"Rise, Empress Zardria, and rise, Zanny deZora." As one the two women stood, Zanny looking half the size she had been upon entering, and Zardria suddenly a great, terrifying, dangerous majesty. Zanny moved off to the side quietly, and Zardria faced the High Priestess, her very movements regal. 

"Do you, Empress Zardria, promise to serve and protect your people to the best of your ability?"

"I do."

"Then place your hand upon the Book of Aradia and repeat after me." She held out an old, large copy of the sacred book, and Zardria placed her left hand upon it solemnly. "I, Empress Zardria --"

"I, Empress Zardria --"

"Do affirm and avow --"

"Do affirm and avow --"

"That I will serve the people of Athering --"

"That I will serve the people of Athering --"

"In my capacity as Empress --"

"In my capacity as Empress --"

"Come war, famine, flood or pestilence --"

"Come war, famine, flood or pestilence --"

"With the will of the goddesses --"

"With the will of the goddesses --"

"For as long as I shall live --" 

"For as long as I shall live --" 

"Or until such time --"

"Or until such time --"

"As my duties may terminate --"

"As my duties may terminate --"

"In favor of my heir --"

"In favor of my heir --"

"And that even through graceful retirement --"

"And that even through graceful retirement --"

"I shall follow this same vow --"

"I shall follow this same vow --"

"And always keep my country --"

"And always keep my country --"

"My people --"

"My people --"

"And the goddesses --"

"And the goddesses --"

"In mind with every thought, word, and action." 

"In mind with every thought, word, and action." 

"Upon the Scriptures, the most Holy Book of Aradia, I so swear it, and may Juno strike me down now should I be telling a falsehood."

"Upon the Scriptures, the most Holy Book of Aradia, I so swear it, and may Juno strike me down now should I be telling a falsehood." 

Zardria removed her hand from the book then, and the High Priestess bowed to her. "You are officially Empress, Zardria deZameera." She moved back and gestured to the throne. "If you take your seat, the Pledges may begin."

Anala settled into her seat more comfortably, as this was the long boring part that would take a while. Across the aisle, Lady Subverra of Atherton arose and came to kneel in front of the throne, her hand on her heart. 

"As Lady, I pledge that all my decisions and rulings will be made in accordance with your rule, my tithes will be made with appropriate good faith, and that I will adhere to the wills of the goddesses as you so deem them."

Zardria nodded beatifically, a small smile on her face, and responded with the traditional "So be your word true, under pain of death should you falter," reminding everyone just what serious business it was to run this country. So on the Pledges went, though every single lady, duchess, and eorl.

Anala sat up a bit straighter as it got to the end of the nobility, for it would soon be her turn. Though truth be told she'd rather be run through with her own sword than get up there and speak in front of everyone -- but this was a matter in which she'd had no choice. Majors couldn't take the oath for their bellicas. She watched Yarrow walk up, an image of grace in her mother's black peplos, draw her sword, and Pledge herself. It was over in what seemed less than an instant to Anala, and next thing she knew her feet were taking her to stand before the throne. She drew her sword, knelt, and held the tip of the blade to her heart, hilt towards the Empress and within grabbing reach. It was an exercise in trust. 

"As Bellica," she said, nervousness making her voice shake, "I'd be pledgin' me sword --" she broke off as she heard the laughter ripple throughout the room at the sound of her accent. Her face flamed in embarrassment and she was unable to continue speaking. 

"Quiet!" came a deep, booming voice, and Anala looked up to see Zardria glaring at the congregation. Then, in the almost eerie silence that followed her command, she turned to Anala and her face softened. "Go on," she said in a tone almost gentle.

Putting aside her confusion at Zardria's uncharacteristic compassion, she bowed her head again and found her place back in the oath. "I'd be pledgin' me sword in tha defense o' yer life and ta the safety o' yer land and people, Yer Majesty." 

Zardria took Anala's sword by the hilt then and touched the flat end of the blade to Anala's left shoulder, then over her head to the right, and then back to the left again. "Your pledge is as good as blood. Arise, Bellica Anala," she said, turning the hilt towards Anala again, "so you may better serve your Empress." Anala shakily got to her feet, bowed, and took her sword back. 

"Thank ye, yer Majesty," she said, and somehow her voice was steady though she didn't know how, and she sheathed the blade and walked back to her seat, head held high as she could make it as she refused to meet anyone's gaze. When she reached her chair it took all her remaining will to sit gracefully and not collapse into it shaking. Aro grabbed her hand and squeezed it; when she managed to look up at him he gave her a smile and mouthed words of encouragement at her. 

"You done good, kid."

She returned his smile weakly and tried to relax herself for the remainder of the ceremony. 

She didn't notice with any great clarity the rest of the twenty regiments' bellicas making their pledges, and it was only the barest buzzing in her mind that signalled her awareness that the professionals would be making their pledges. She watched without great interest beyond wishing to get out of there, when with a start, the shock of recognition went through her weary brain as her eyes registered the flaming red hair over the dark green peplos. 

What in Tyvian'd be Ghia' up there fer?

Zardria apparently wondered the same thing, for she asked where Head Healer Helene was. 

Ghia curtsied prettily and bobbed her head nervously. "Apologies, your Majesty -- Helene is still recovering from the fever and is not well enough to leave her bed. She has sent me in her place, as her heir."

Zardria leaned back in her throne, still frowning, and nodded. "Proceed."

Ghia curtsied again and then knelt before Zardria, placing her hand on her heart. "As Head of the Guild of Healers in Athering, I pledge my abilities to the task of keeping your body and the body of your reiaume healthy and safe -- no matter the illness or injury, I shall never falter in my sworn duty to my Empress and to the people of Athering."

Zardria nodded again and said the traditional response, and Ghia rose and strode back down the aisle, returning to her seat. Anala looked over her shoulder to watch the healer go and saw Jules, sitting behind Yarrow, staring after Ghia with some intense emotion in his eyes. His head swivelled to follow her progress down the aisle until she was obscured from view. 

Anala wondered if he could be any more obvious. Or if Ghia could be any more oblivious.

Turning to the front, she saw the Mother Superior was in front of Zardria, hand on the Book. It was the last pledge.

"I duly swear to uphold the Teachings of the Aradian Order, to maintain law and goddessliness in this land, and to be available as a spiritual advisor to Empress and people for as long as I shall live."

"In the name of Aradia, so be it," Zardria said, and tapped her Sceptre three times against the throne. 

It was done. 

She was fully Invested. 

The High Priestess came to Zardria's side then, to bring about the final step in the Ceremony: the choosing of Consort and subsequent pledges of loyalty to him. 

"If your Majesty has not decided on a suitable candidate, this part can be put off till later," the High Priestess was saying, but Zardria cut her off with a sharp movement of her hand. 

"I am ready to make my decision," she said, and the High Priestess nodded, bowing to Zardria's will. Zardria stood, then, and faced her people with a regal air she'd never possessed before that day. Her eyes shifted over the crowd, but Anala had no doubt the Empress had made this decision months in advance and the "looking for him" was just for show. Her eyes moved from nobles to military officers and hovered on Aro for long enough to make Anala seize up in fear, and the bellica realised she still stupidly held his hand but couldn't make herself let go. Zardria's eyes moved away after a moment, and Anala breathed a sigh of short-lived relief.

"Major Caelum! Do you accept the honour of Consort?" the Empress said, and her voice echoed in the silence that had fallen. 

Had Anala been drinking anything she would have spit across the floor. Looking around, she waited for the walls to blur and run together, signifying the end of this bad dream. The stone and wood stayed terrifyingly solid, and she watched Caelum rise and stand before Zardria, to whom he bowed. "I do, your Majesty." 

"And you understand the duties and privileges this position entails, and you swear to faithfully execute them such as they are?"

Anala couldn't hear what Caelum said, her head was buzzing so loud. She looked over at Yarrow, who sat stock still. The older bellica's face held such heartache, such pleading disbelief on it, that Anala wanted to hold her friend and tell her everything would be alright. 

She looked to Aro, whose face held the same incredulity she felt, and wondered if anyone had seen this coming. Then she looked at Caelum, who was saying his oaths with perfect clarity and accepting the Consort's ring, and saw no surprise on his face -- only a dark determination, mingled with other unidentifiable emotions. He'd known. He'd known for a while now -- she could see that. And he dinnae tell Yarrow?

Anger flooded her at this betrayal of her best friend. How could 'e? Unless 'e's sided wit' Zardria all along. Cold realisation came crashing down on her. Of course. Even with their romantic liaison there had been some issue of trust between Yarrow and Caelum, some rift that could not be mended. Anala wondered now if it was because Yarrow knew, on some level, that he'd been playing them all along. 

Oh, they were royally fecked now. They'd be lucky to make it through the day alive.

"Bellicas!" Zardria shouted, and Anala jumped in her seat, and then to her feet as she saw the others do so. "Do you pledge your loyalty and keep your promise to me to Consort Caelum as well?"

"We swear it!" the bellicas shouted, more or less as one, and Zardria moved on to the Guild professionals.

As Anala took her seat again, she silently pledged something entirely different, directing all her hate and anger on Consort Caelum: I promise, ye mangy cur, that afore this all ends I'll stand above ye prone form, me sword drippin' yer blood.
  


Jules




Jules could feel the shock reverberate through the woman sitting in front of him as palpably as if he'd been hit in the face with a shovel. 

Caelum as Consort? What a political blunder, to choose that man for a position that required the best in court manners, etiquette, and diplomacy. 

Was Zardria crazy? Jules hastened to think what use could she possibly have choosing Major Caelum as Consort. Besides hurting Yarrow. 

Maybe that was it. Period. Maybe Zardria felt that, for whatever reason, there was no need to choose someone actually suited for the job and so had calculated her decision to cause the most hurt. Which would make her either really stupid, or so terrifyingly intelligent no one could see it.

"Now that that's all done with," Zardria said then, to a ripple of laughter from the courtiers, and Jules realised his musings had almost made him miss the next part, "I would like to make a few decrees as your new Empress." She smiled a smile that made Jules shudder. 

"First, I am revoking the monarchical decree that made the Temple its own political entity and bringing it back under the rule of the Sceptre. The Temple will now answer to me on all counts and will follow my rulings as I make them." 

The general outcry that came at that comment mimicked the sound in Jules' head. His eyes made contact with his sister's and he saw the same fear he felt reflected there. 

"Those first rulings," Zardria continued, grabbing control again, "are thus: primary worship is no longer to be focused on Aradia and her pantheon. Umbra is now this nation's principal goddess."

A louder outcry erupted at that. Serve Umbra? The Maiden of Darkness that feasted on the hearts of children? Who flew through the night looking for victims and if you saw Her it felt as if your skin was ripped off and pepper was poured all over your fleshless body and that was the feeling of Her taking your soul? The ruler of Tyvian who held dominion over the damned? Kore's dark twin, who imprisoned the Goddess of the Sun in Her domain? Zardria wanted them to serve the Goddess no one dared supplicate and none dared ignore?

She was crazy. Or evil. Or both, Jules decided.

A loud noise cut through the outcry. It was Zardria banging the Sceptre on the throne.

"Silence!" she shouted, and all went still. "My next ruling is that High Priestess Sarai be made Liaison between myself and the Temple, and my own personal spiritual advisor. Sarai, you are to Dedicate to Umbra at your earliest convenience," she said as an almost non-chalant aside. 

Jules looked at his sister and every muscle in his body urged him to scream "NO!" at this, but Sarai, ever graceful and ever bowing to the wind, simply stepped forward and bowed. 

"I am honoured to serve, Majesty," she said, and that was that. 

"Good," Zardria said with a self-satisfied smile, another soul broken on the altar of her malevolence. "Next, I hope you all will join me in the Square tomorrow for a public execution of the rebel leader from Aeril, after which I will hear petitions here in the throne room." There was no outcry there, but that was to be expected. The only people who didn't want the execution were rebels themselves, and were working hard at keeping that quiet.

"Now -- and I promise this is it for today -- now it has come to my attention that we have a traitor among us."

Jules felt a cold stone drop into the pit of his stomach and, with a flash of insight, he knew who Zardria was talking about.

"A bellica who, under the guise of following orders, committed the most heinous crime known to us as a people." She paused for effect before turning her gaze to her sister.

"Yarrow. You stand accused of using terrabane on Lord Timor during the East Campaign. How do you plead?"

To Jules' disbelieving senses, Yarrow stood, faced her twin, and said in a rock-steady voice: "I plead guilty, your Majesty."

A murmur broke out in the room, but Zardria did not let it get out of hand before she spoke again. "Then you are hereby charged with murder of the first degree, dereliction of duty, dishonourable conduct in your service to the Empress, and use of a forbidden substance under the Drug and Poison Act of 3800 -- the penalty for which is death."

There was a pause, during which Yarrow bowed her head in acceptance and the murmur faded away into silence. Jules was sure the whole room could hear his thumping heart. Yarrow was going to die. Yarrow was going to die and he couldn't do a damn thing about it. 

Old feelings he thought he'd buried came flooding back, and he knew he couldn't bear for that to happen. No matter what kept or faded away between them, he did not want to see her die a traitor's death. Bellica Yarrow deserved a warrior's death -- on a distant, blood-soaked battlefield Bellona would call her home. 

Not hanging from a rope in the Square. 

"However," Zardria said, and Jules started, hardly able to believe there might be clemency from the treecat, "I cannot bear to order the execution of my dear twin sister." Jules had to choke back a laugh at his, and saw that Zardria was also having trouble keeping a straight face. He sobered then, and wondered if it was possible to hate someone as much as he did her. "So instead I strip you of rank and surname, Yarrow Achi deZameera, and banish you from my reiaume. You have two safe days -- until the end of tomorrow -- to take yourself beyond the borders of Athering; after that your life will be forfeit."

Yarrow bowed low and turned and left, not sparing a word for the Empress or a glance for anyone on her way out. 

"Bellica Anala," came the smooth voice of the Empress, and Jules saw Anala jump in her seat -- not for the first time that afternoon. He wondered what had made her so jittery. 

"Aye, Majesty?"

"I offer you the position of First Bellica. Do you accept?"

Anala stood and bowed. "Aye, Majesty. I do."

"Good." The Empress banged her Sceptre three times against the throne. "Let the festivities begin."
  


Yarrow




Yarrow couldn't think as she flew down the hallway to her room. When she reached the stone and wood chamber the slam of the door was the only thing that penetrated what felt like a thick wad of cotton around her head. Hastily she unbuckled her sword-belt and stripped out of her peplos, getting changed into the much more sensible leather breeches, linen undershirt, and lambskin jerkin. She laid her cloak on her bed and, grabbing her two bags from the closet, began to throw clothing into them, clean into one and not-so-clean into the other. 

When the not-so-clean bag was half-full she grabbed the stash of Pyra's Breath -- the full bottle and the quarter-full one -- from the hidden compartment in her floor and tossed the bottles in, securing them with the remaining clothing so they wouldn't clack together and smash. There was still room so she grabbed her pillows -- they were two fairly expensive nice ones and she wanted whatever luxury she could squeeze out of her life of exile -- and shoved them in top, then tied up the full bag. She was dumping her bathroom things into the other bag when she realised her favourite shirt -- and other pieces of clothing -- had been tossed down the laundry chute earlier that day. 

"Fecking son of a motherfecker!" she shouted, and headed to the door, intent on claiming her clothing, clean or not, wet or dry, from the laundry. 

She swung the door open and almost walked into Lyla, her maid. The woman bobbed a curtsy and extended her arms, which had bundles of fabric. "Begging your pardon, Ma'am, but I was just bringing you your clean civvies and linens." 

Yarrow took the bundle from Lyla and wrapped the woman in a quick hug. "Lyla, you're a lifesaver. I hope whoever they assign you to next isn't a total beast." 

The woman looked up at Yarrow perplexedly. "Assign me next...where are you going Ma'am?"

Yarrow shrugged as she flung her clothing into her bag. "Away. I've been exiled, Lyla. I won't ever be back." It took a few moments for Yarrow to realise that Lyla hadn't left the door yet. When she turned to look, she saw tears in the woman's eyes. 

"It's been an honour serving you, Ma'am," she said thickly. "I hope you stay safe on your journeys."

Yarrow felt the thick layer of apathy that she'd coated herself in, the wad of protective emotional cotton, become thinner at the woman's words, and she looked away so Lyla wouldn't see the answering emotion in her own eyes. "Thank you, Lyla. I will miss you, and not just because you've been such an excellent chambermaid." 

She looked up and smiled, and Lyla curtsied and left.

Dabbing at the wetness in her eyes, she tossed her two extra pairs of boots and her two other non-military pairs of shoes into her bag and looked around for anything she'd missed before she tied up this bag and attached her bedroll and blanket to it. 

"No, I think that's -- shite," she broke off, her eyes falling on her desk. My efemira. Of course. Disastrous to leave that behind.

Falling to her knees beside the desk, she reached under and felt for the clasp. Releasing it, she tried to catch the book but it fell to the floor. Cursing, she grabbed it and was about to leave when something caught her eye. A piece of paper she did not remember being with her efemira before. Falling back on her ankles, she grabbed the piece of paper and unfolded it. 

There, in Caelum's barely legible writing and terrible spelling, were scrawled the words: 




Yarrow,

I am sorree. Plees forgiv mee. I kood not tel yu beecuz I am week. I wil allwaiz luv yu.




-Caelum




The sense of urgency that had propelled her and kept her going beyond sadness, the cotton wad of apathy she'd grabbed and pulled around herself like a cloak, both dropped from her then, and she let the tears spill forth. Sitting back, she curled up into a little ball, her hand closed around the note and crumpled it, and she wrapped her arms around her knees and shuddered with the force of her sobs. 

"Caelum," she moaned, a pitiful sound, barely human. "You stupid feckless bastard!" In a sudden fit of anger she flung the note across the room. It hit the wall beside the door and landed unceremoniously to the floor. 

She sobbed, long and deep. "Why do I have to love you?"
  


Lares




Lares was sitting beside Healer Ghia during the Birthright Ceremony. He'd grown rather fond of her, and had taken to shadowing her in uncertain circumstances -- much to her disgust, he knew. Regardless that, she was friendly enough with him, if maybe a bit more closed off than she'd been in Harbourtown.

Everyone was on guard constantly here in Atherton. Even more so now that the new Empress's decrees had been made. 

When they were all dismissed, he and Ghia stood and waited for the aisle to be less crowded so they could leave.

"What are you up to now?" he asked her, sotto voce.

"Going to talk to Yarrow," she said, her voice the same level. Tension made ugly lines appear on her young face.

"Could be dangerous."

"Don't care. She's my friend." There was more to that statement, Lares could see, but she said nothing more. 

"Alright, I'll go with you," he was about to say, when he noticed Jules walking up to the throne and bowing before the Empress. "I'll catch you up," he said instead to Ghia, and she disappeared into the now-smaller crowd exiting the throne room.

Pretending his boot laces were undone, Lares bent to re-lace them and cocked his ear to listen to the exchange at the head of the room. 

"...our father has just died, most venerable Majesty, and so I am asking, on behalf of my sister the High Priestess Sarai and myself, for leave to Atton so we may perform the proper funerary rites."

There was a pause before Zardria gave a response; Lares moved to his other boot.

"As nicely as you ask, CMO Jules, I'm afraid I cannot let you or your sister leave at this time."

Lares glanced up at this; funerary rites were sacred, an important ritual whether they were in honour of Vulcanus or Muerta. Jules looked visibly agitated.

"Empress, if we don't do the proper rites with the whole family my father's soul may never get to the Sisters of Mercy. He could wander the earth, lost and hungry for all eternity."

"That's very sad, I'm sure, but I believe you were here when I declared primary worship to Umbra? Her rites are the only ones that you should concern yourself with, CMO. The Sisters of Mercy cannot do anything for you now. You are to stay here," and she said it with an air of finality, as if she'd ended the matter.

Jules took a deep breath and stepped back a bit before speaking. "With all due respect, Empress," he said, and started walking backwards down the aisle, "go feck yourself." He stormed out of the throne room.

Lares straightened then and walked towards the aisle, curtsied to the Empress, and headed to the door. 

"Lares, is it?" the Empress asked. 

Lares turned to face her and nodded. "Yes, your Majesty. How may I serve?"

"Lares, I want you to follow him, and keep him here in the castle. Use force if necessary."

Lares curtsied low in acquiescence. "Your wish is my command, your Majesty." Then Lares the Fop, back in full form, sashayed out of the throne room.
  


Jules




He couldn't believe himself. What on earth had possessed him to say that to the Empress? 

"Am I insane?" he said out loud, and half-expected a voice in his head to answer him.

"Probably." 

Jules jumped, and looked around. Behind him Lares was catching him up, and he sighed in relief. "Scared the starlights out of me. What are you doing?"

Lares looked at him calmly. Their pace did not slow as they walked down the hall. "The Empress has ordered me to keep you in the castle."

Jules' left hand drifted to his sword hilt. "And I suppose you're going to try. You'll have to use your blade to keep me from Atton, friend." 

"Well," Lares said equably, his hand on his scimitar's hilt, "I had planned on a good sword-fight. But not with you," he added, and nodded to the end of the hall.

Several members of the twentieth regiment had stepped out from around the corner, swords drawn. 

Shite.

The leader nodded at Jules as he and Lares slowed to a stop. "Nothin' personal, but we've been ordered to kill you."

Jules drew his sword and heard an answering song come from the steel as Lares drew his scimitar and short-blade. "Nothing personal, but I don't plan on letting you."

The leader shrugged and lunged then; Jules easily beat him back. He and his friends attacked at once then, and things got decidedly harder. The odds were against them, no matter how much better he and Lares were. Lares took on the three that attacked him, executing flawless dual-wielding maneuvers that the soldiers weren't expecting. Jules fought conventionally, but this did not put him at much of a disadvantage, as he was stronger and better than the women he fought and he fought dirty. Something as damned silly as honor is not going to get me killed now, he thought vehemently as he kneed the leader in the groin and punched another assailant in the face. 

He glanced over and saw Lares disable one opponent with a slice to the back of the knees; the man fell screaming and Lares kicked his weapon away while parrying blows from the other two he fought. 

His attention returned to the remaining three just in time to duck a blow from one of them. He punched the man in the stomach with all his might and the soldier crumpled to the floor, trying to breathe. A woman lunged at him and he knocked the sword out of her hand with a dazzling attack. He felt Lares back up into him then, and realised his friend was still engaged with the two he hadn't disabled. One of the men to the left of Jules attacked Lares, and the crippled leader and the woman he'd just disarmed got up and joined the fray again. 

Six to two. Surrounded. Not good.

Jules was bleeding already from several wounds. Lares was undoubtedly suffering the same. They barely had the strength to continue. One more tired parry, another riposte -- their attackers saw they were weakening and were attacking harder now. "It has been an honour to fight beside you, Stout-Heart."

"The honour has been mine, Jules of Tania, and I am grateful to die by your side."

Wearily he parried another blow, but another hit on his rib cage. He hissed with pain and clutched his side. Looking up he could barely see for all the blood in his eyes. "Well," he said, letting his sword drop from tired fingers, "this is it, then."

The leader had a look of triumph on his face as he raised his sword for the killing blow. Jules stood, swaying on his feet, and waited. He conjured up an image of Ghia in his mind's eye and held it, wanting her beauty to carry him to the Sisters of Mercy and the afterlife. 

The leader swung his sword. 

Before it connected, before Jules would fall to his knees, lifeless, a knife came sailing down the hall and landed Jules' executioner dead between the eyes. The man's head whipped back with the force of the throw as his sword fell from his hands and he dropped like a stone. A blur of red hair and silver steel came in then and cut down two more before she picked up Jules' sword and tossed it to him. 

He caught it by the hilt and they both turned to help Lares, who was bleeding profusely from several wounds and just barely keeping off his attackers. "I've never been so happy to see you in my life, Ma'am," Jules said gratefully, a surge of new energy flooding him as his lady fought beside him. 

Yarrow snorted as the three of them faced off the three remaining enemies. "I've never seen such shoddy fighting before, soldier. Mind telling me why you couldn't beat back soldiers of the twentieth regiment?" she asked, cutting down one more. 

"Well, Ma'am," Jules said equably as the remaining two surrendered, dropping swords and falling to their knees, "they did outnumber us." He hit both women with his sword hilt, knocking them unconscious. "And we wanted to save a few for you."

Yarrow shrugged. "Whatever your reason -- I'm grateful for the chance to break in my new sword."

Jules raised his eyebrows in surprise as he cleaned and sheathed his own weapon, before helping his friend up and tending to Lares' wounds. "First Blood? Really?"

Lovingly she wiped down the blade of her sword. "Didn't draw any in Mudflat or Aeril. Haven't had a chance since. But now it's a weapon." She held it up to gaze at it, smiling that bellica's smile that fit her so well. Stripped of her rank or not, she was a warrior to the core. "So, CMO," she said, sheathing the blade she handled like a lover, "why were these arseholes trying to kill you?"

Now done looking after Lares, whose cuts were many but shallow, Jules shook his head and wiped the blood from his eyes. "I did something rather daft."

Yarrow raised her eyebrows when he didn't continue, and then Lares spoke. "He told your sister to go feck herself."

Jules had never actually seen someone's eyes bug out before that moment, but that was exactly what Yarrow's were doing. "You did what? Sweet Aradia, man -- you've got some serious eggs in you, you know that?"

"That or no brain," he said, knowing she was thinking the same thing. 

"Well, shite, Jules. I was going to travel alone but it looks like you'll have to tag along now. Can't leave you here to die." She grinned, clapped him on the shoulder, and headed off down the hallway, where he saw a few bags and a cloak on the floor. 

Seeing no alternative, he moved to follow her, but Lares stepped in front of him. 

"I have my orders, Jules," his friend said softly.

"Don't make me hurt you, Lares," Jules said, pain lancing his heart as salt stung his eyes. 

Lares smiled, an expression filled with sorrow instead of joy. "You'll have to. I'll keep her safe for you."

"Thank you," Jules said, voice barely able to go above a whisper. He kissed Lares once on the lips, and then knocked the man out with a well-placed punch.

"What was that about?" Yarrow asked when Jules jog-trotted up to her. 

"It was that or come with us, and he won't leave Anala."

Yarrow nodded and grabbed the rest of her stuff, swinging her bags onto her shoulder and holding her cloak over her arm. Things situated, she headed off towards the barracks. 

"Come on. Let's get your stuff and leave."




~




There was a general chaos in the barracks, but it subsided when Yarrow stepped in and was replaced with calls of "Bellica! Bellica, what's going on? Are the rumours true?"

Yarrow held her hands up for silence while Jules ran to his rack and began to pack his few belongings.

"Quiet. I know you have a lot of questions, and I'm going to try to answer them, but time is short for me. Yes, I have been exiled. I am not your bellica, or anyone's bellica, anymore. Your new bellica is Anala; you will obey her as well as you have me in the past. Understood? Good!" 

She gave them no chance to answer. "You will also have a new CMO, though I do not know who, and so far as I know Aro will be your major. Caelum is now the Royal Consort." There was a pause there; Jules didn't have to look at Yarrow to know its purpose was to give her a chance to keep back the tears. "Jules and I are leaving tonight; so I wish you all the best of luck. It's been my very great pleasure and honour to be your bellica."

She stepped to the door, and Jules hastened to finish grabbing his things, tying his bedroll up with some difficulty. A young Captain stepped forward then and asked Yarrow to stop, giving Jules some more time.

"Yes, Coalette?" Yarrow said, looking over at Jules impatiently. He gave the "almost" signal.

"Is it true, Ma'am? About the terrabane?" 

Silence fell. A hundred-plus ears were trained on Yarrow's answer; a hundred-plus lungs held in a long breath.

Yarrow clasped her hands behind her back and faced them all squarely. "There was terrabane on my sword, yes. I did not put it there, but I am as guilty as who did. My sword was my responsibility, and there is no excuse for my lapse in judgment. I hope you can forgive me that," she said into the ensuing shock.

Jules tied up the last of his things then, including a small set of cooking-pots for the road, and swung his pack on his back. Yarrow tried to say farewell then, but another question caught her. 

"Do you know who did put the terrabane on it, then?"

Her jaw twitched before she spoke. "No, I do not. That is all. Jules. Let's go."

They reached the door when a hand grabbed his arm. It was Chris, a friend of his from the medic-aux corps. "Wait. Why are you going, Jules?"

He shrugged. "Because I refuse to serve Empress Treecat, and I said about as much and where she could shove it to her face. Goodbye, friends. Stay safe."

Then he and Yarrow were heading for the stables, and towards their dubious freedom.
  


Ghia




Ghia paced at the doorway to the stables in frustration. She'd gone to Yarrow's room, the barracks, and places in between and had missed Yarrow everywhere. Now she waited here, because she knew Yarrow hadn't left yet. Pyrrhus was still in his stall and Yarrow wouldn't leave without her warhorse. 

She heard footsteps then, which must be Yarrow's. She ran to meet the bellica. Ex-bellica. 

And collided with Jules. Just the person she didn't want to see. 

She mumbled some sort of apology and looked around him to see Yarrow. 

"Cuz. You aren't really going, are you?" She grabbed Yarrow's arm, but Yarrow shrugged her off and moved to Pyrrhus' stall. 

"Got no choice. Death warrant's out for me and I can't challenge anymore. I'm through." She flung a blanket and saddle onto Pyrrhus and began to tie on her bags. Jules moved into the stables, grabbed Suki, and started to do the same. 

"You can't just leave us to her!" Ghia said, not caring that she was shouting.

Yarrow looked up sharply. "What would you have me do, Ghia? Outnumbered already, with no legal means of taking the throne I can't hope to win! Everyone will die." She punctuated each word with a tightening of her horse's saddle.

"Everyone could die anyway!"

"Could. Not will. And it is a certainty if I try now and others throw their lots in with me. No, Ghia. It's over." She finished tying her bags to her saddle, and grabbed Pyrrhus' reins to lead him out of the stable. 

Ghia felt any lightness and air she'd ever had go out of her, as if she were deflating into a little puddle on the floor. Her head hung forward and she couldn't bear to take another look the cousin she'd never see again. "Where will you go?" she asked, and didn't recognise the spectre that was her voice. 

"Atton. Jules knows some people who will hide us for a while. If that doesn't pan out we'll head into the Blood Mountains. Lots of caves in the mountains. Beyond the borders. We'll be safe there."

Ghia thought she nodded then, and saw Yarrow's feet and her horses' walk past her, out of the stables. Jules and Suki followed, but stopped right in front of her. When he didn't move she looked up again and saw him staring at her. "What?" she asked wearily, too tired and defeated to be upset with him anymore. 

He grabbed her by the shoulders, pulled her close and before she knew it was happening he was kissing her deeply, like she was the only thing tangible in his world. Her arms moved up of their own volition to wrap around his neck, and she twined her fingers in his un-combed hair as her body folded against his, fitting perfectly, as if she were falling into a well-worn piece of furniture. His arms had slid down to her back as he held her as close as he could, crushing her to him in desperation, and soon Ghia began to feel light-headed from the sheer force and passion of the kiss. 

Just when she was sure she was going to faint, he broke off the kiss. She kept falling forward, but their lips didn't meet again. 

He looked at her as if he were trying to memorise her face, and she realised that was in fact what he was doing. "Ghia, I love you more than you could possibly know. I'm sorry I was such a prize idiot for so long, and I wish I hadn't been, so I could spend every day of the rest of my life showing you exactly how I feel for you." 

Her mouth opened in shock as she stared at him, hardly able to believe what she was hearing. Desperately she groped for words, for anything to say, and then he kissed her again -- brief and sweet, where the first kiss had been long and commanding. "Goodbye, love," he said, and then she was standing in the fall-out of his release, swaying and trying to find some balance in a wildly twisting world. 

Jules led Suki after Yarrow and Pyrrhus and, once they reached the road, mounted. Then he and the bellica were riding off, towards the North Gate, before Ghia had a chance to pull her thoughts together to say anything. 

A full minute passed before her losses hit her; then she ran after them, down the road, down towards the Gate. She ran faster than she ever had in her life but they were still just tiny figures by the time she could see them. 

"No," she wheezed out, still running, and then tripped on a loose stone. She went flying and landed face-first on the cobbles, where she lay for a moment, her body ringing in pain. Finally able to look up, she saw Jules and Yarrow were now just specks on the road to Atton, horses at full gallop as they made all haste to become ghosts. 

"Dammit," she said, tears in her eyes. "You're my prize idiot, Jules."
  


Jules




It didn't hit him until they were far away from Atherton, riding down the long road that would take them from all familiarity into a new, dangerous territory that would most likely kill them. 

Then, like suddenly running into a wall, the realisation that everything was over and he'd never again see the woman he couldn't live without, in all likelihood, slammed into him and he nearly fell off his galloping horse.

He looked to his left. Yarrow, galloping beside him, had tears streaming down her face. He wondered if they were from the air that rawly scraped past them, drying out the most moist of skins, or if she was only now letting the emotion out, dropping the bellica mask she'd worn back in Atherton. 

She turned to look at him then, and he saw the truth that had just hit him mirrored in her own face. 

"Dammit," he muttered, and faced forward again.

So much for the hope that this was all just a dream. 




~




An hour after they'd kicked their pace down to save the horses, the sun setting in the west and casting long shadows out to their right, he heard a yell behind them. Jules twisted in his saddle at the sound, and saw a figure on horseback in the distance, advancing steadily. 

"Shite," he said, and turned back. "Yarrow, we have company." He kneed Suki in the sides and urged her into a canter, not wanting to gallop quite yet if he could help it. 

Yarrow was beside him in an instant and they were both cantering away, hoping it would be enough to outrun the newcomer. He glanced behind again and saw the rider hadn't gained, but hadn't fallen back either. He breathed a small sigh and silently lent strength to his horse, praying she had the stamina to keep them safe. 

A few minutes passed and there was another shout, louder this time, though Jules couldn't make out what was said. He glanced back again and saw the figure was much closer. "What the..." he muttered to himself, wondering how on earth the rider could have caught up that fast. "Yarrow, we need to go faster," he said, and they both kicked their horses into a gallop, though they knew that it was only a matter of time. They'd galloped out of Atherton, and Suki and Pyrrhus were tired. 

Still, they pressed on, hoping to elude the rider. Why the Empress would only send one after them was beyond him, but -- 

"Jules!"

JULES!

He heard the cry on the air and in his head simultaneously. Without checking behind him he pulled on the reins hard. Suki came to a sharp stop from her gallop and reared back on her hind legs, landing hard. He pulled again and she turned slowly, but refused to go any further when she stood sideways on the road, a wall of horseflesh preventing passage. "Suki!" he scolded, wanting to ride to meet the woman he could see clearly now, a petite figure with red hair bouncing as she galloped up on her dark brown mare. Suki regarded him out of one eye, glaring, snorted, and looked away. 

It wasn't necessary to meet Ghia halfway in another second. She rode up next to him then, and before he could ask why Amora didn't look tired after her extended gallop Ghia had leapt from her horse and was on his, kissing him ferociously. 

Suki danced in irritation at having a human she disliked mount her so unceremoniously, but Jules ignored his horse in favour of his love. He wrapped his arms around Ghia's waist and, grabbing her hips, pulled her up so she could sit on his thighs instead of backwards on the saddle. She responded by wrapping her legs around his waist and intensifying the kiss, and Jules -- getting lost in the sensation overload of Ghia's well-formed backside under his hands, her firm lips pressed against his, the delicate smell of her mingled with horsesweat and his own, considerably less-delicate scent, and her shy tongue hesitantly dancing with his more aggressive one as they kissed -- felt himself getting hard. 

A throat cleared to his right and they broke off the kiss. He'd forgotten Yarrow was there. Actually forgotten everything except the fact that Ghia was in his arms. 

"Far be it from me to break up a happy reunion between lovers, but as mentor to my young cousin here I feel obligated to inform you that sex on horseback is not nearly as fun as it sounds." Suki interjected with an angry neigh then, and stamped both front feet hard enough to shake Jules in the saddle, pressing Ghia more firmly against him. He suppressed a groan. Yarrow looked at Suki's reaction to her statement with mirth on her face. "And I think it may piss off your horse," she added dryly. 

Jules snorted and made a mental note to tell off Suki later. Ghia had turned the colour of her hair, but she didn't remove her arms from around his neck or her legs from his waist. Fine by me, he thought, keeping his hands on her rump. "Yarrow," he said, something suddenly occurring to him, "did you say 'cousin' just now?" 

A look of "oh, crap," passed between the two women, and Ghia looked at him guiltily. "I um. I sort of found out who my real parents are," she said sheepishly. 

"And you didn't tell me?" he said with a mock-stern glare.

"Only Yarrow and Anala know. And Magea Rosa," she said. "It was a need-to-know basis."

"Fair enough," he said, giving her a quick kiss and adjusting his position on the saddle. 

"Ow!" Ghia exclaimed, and moved her left leg away from his right one. "What is that? It's hard and digging into my thigh."

Yarrow burst into hysterical laughter then and had to ride off a ways when she caught Jules' death glare. When she was far enough away for them to talk and hear each other, Jules looked at Ghia, his turn to be sheepish. "It's not that, is it?"

Ghia cocked her head and gave him such a sardonic look that she only could have picked it up from Yarrow. "No. That I didn't mind. It feels like a wooden box, and I think it's in your pocket."

Realisation dawned on Jules and he felt like a prize idiot. Again. "That," he said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out the small wooden jewelry box. Ghia replaced her leg where it had been and he smiled a bit at her eagerness. 

And suddenly froze up, looking at the little box. 

"Jules. What is it? I want to know." 

"It's...it's for you," he said, and it was all he was able to. He gave her the box. "Open it."

Confusion reigning her features, she took the box from him and looked inside. Ghia fell quite still then, staring at the box's contents in disbelief. "Jules," she said finally, "this is a commitment ring."

"Yeah. It is. I've been carrying it around for a while. Waiting for the right moment. Guess I'm an idiot no matter what I do --" he was cut off as she kissed him again, the ring already on her finger. 

"Yes, you are, but that's fine because I like you that way," she said against his lips, and kissed him again. Jules pulled her close, a smile tugging at his mouth. 

After a long embrace, he pulled back a bit to ask a question that was still pressing on his mind. "So. Who are your parents?"

"Oh. That," she said, and her arms slid down until her hands rested on his chest. "I was hoping you'd forgotten about that."

"No, and I'm rather curious what family I'm marrying into."

Ghia had a look on her face like she'd just bit into a lemon while killing a cat. "How does Exsil Vis sound to you?" she asked, her voice too bright. 

There was a pause before he could answer, he was so shocked. "Are you serious?" 

"As Muerta. My mother was Charity Exsil Vis; my father was Terence Lihin. I'm to be Lady of Atton. Or I was, when Yarrow was planning on being Queen again," she said, her words coming out in a rush.

"Wow. That I did not see coming," he said, then shrugged and went to kiss her again, but she pulled back. 

"You don't care?" 

"Why would I? It doesn't change who you are, and you are whom I love." She let him kiss her then, and he savoured it, because he knew this was one of the last. "Now. You have to go back to Atherton."

"What? After that -- albeit clumsy -- proposal? I'm coming with you, Jules -- it's why I'm here in the first place." She glared at him, and he did not look forward to this argument. 

"No, you're not. They're trying to kill me, and they'll be trying to kill Yarrow after tomorrow. It's too dangerous to travel with us."

"And it's not dangerous for me to go back to Atherton?" 

He sighed. "It is, but not so much if you throw your lot in with me."

"As if I wouldn't! You're my fiancé!" She was shouting at him, anger making her cheeks pink. She was very fetching like that, but in the interest of his life he kept himself from saying so or smiling. 

"And it's best if they don't know that, Ghia. You need to go back to Atherton and...just forget about me. It's safest that way." 

Her face crumpled as tears ran down her face, and her fist connected with his chest, though the impact wasn't enough to really hurt him. "Damn you, Jules. What was the point of proposing if you're just going to leave me forever?" 

He opened his mouth to respond, but didn't have an answer. Instead he wrapped his arms around her and held her tight, wishing they were anywhere but Athering. "I'm sorry. It was selfish of me to do so," he whispered into her hair, starting to cry himself. "But if anything happened to you because of me, Ghia, I --"

"I know," came her muffled voice from his chest, where her face rested. "I feel the same."

He sighed. It was a pained sound. "I don't want to let you go. Ever."

She pulled back from him then and wiped her eyes, sniffling. "But you have to. And you can't come back." She was staring off down the road, back towards Atherton and a life he knew she didn't want to return to. 

Determination suddenly solidified in him, and before he knew it he was making a promise to her. "But I will. I'll find a way to come back."

"They'll kill you, Jules," she said sadly. 

"I know. But I won't be satisfied until I've married you in the Temple, Ghia, and I'll die trying to come back to you."

She laughed a little then. "You're just determined to be all sorts of useless fiancé to me, aren't you? First gone, then dead...I'll be a widow before I'm a husband." 

"Anything to frustrate and irritate," he said, smiling back. 

"Yeah," she said, sniffing and put her arms around his neck again, "yeah, you're real good at that." 

"Shush," he murmured against her lips, kissing her deeply. There was a longing attached to the kiss, the wish that they could linger where they were and spend what time they had left in each other's arms. 

That was time they were out of. 

"You need to go now, love. Go back to Atherton and take care of Helene, and stop your paxwoman from having a heart attack over your disappearance. I'll be back for you. Someday."

She nodded and clicked to Amora, who was grazing by the road. Her horse trotted over to them cheerfully and immediately got into a position so Ghia could get back onto her. 

"You've trained her well," Jules said plaintively, loathe to let go of the warm body he held in his arms. 

"Magi secret," Ghia replied, extricating herself from his arms and getting onto her horse. For the first time since he'd seen her, Jules noticed she was wearing pants, and not a peplos. 

"Ghia. You're wearing pants," he said stupidly. 

"With those powers of observation, I'm going to assume it will be too much to ask for you to remember our anniversary," she said in good humour. 

"Hah," he said, and reached across the gap between them to cup her cheek with his hand. He then drew her close and kissed her again -- an activity he never got tired of. "I'm the one who proposed, remember?"

"Not really, you just handed me a box and said it was for me."

"Wench."

"You love me for it."

"That I do. Now go." 

She nodded, and started to turn Amora around, then stopped short. "I don't have a ring for you, Jules," she said suddenly.

"Don't worry. I won't forget I'm engaged."

"Still. You need one. I'll find a way to get it to you."

"What are you going to do? Address it to 'Jules, traitor and exile, somewhere outside Athering'?" he teased gently. 

"I'll find a way," she said firmly. Amora pressed up against Suki, and the horses said their goodbyes. Ghia grabbed Jules' hand and squeezed. "Stay safe."

"You too," he whispered, kissing her hand, and then she was riding away, a figure that disappeared too quickly into the coming darkness. 

"Jules," came a voice, and Jules turned to see Yarrow was back, though when she'd rejoined them he didn't know. He pulled on the reins, urging Suki towards Atton again, and the two horses walked beside each other, bellica and medic riding them, on towards their bleak future. 

"We're not going to make it, are we?" he asked quietly after a few minutes of riding. 

A sigh. Then, "No." That was that.
  


Yarrow




The rhythm of the horse's trot kept her from thinking, lulling her as a ship would her friend Anala.

She couldn't allow herself to think. If she thought about what had just happened, about what she'd just lost, she'd be unable to function. She'd be unable to continue her inexorable journey to the North. To exile. 

Beyond Athering, beyond her life -- past everything she'd known for thirty years. It was almost too much to take. If she thought about it, a weight pressed against her chest until she couldn't breathe and felt as if she should just get off her horse, lie down on the road and die. 

So don't think about it, Yarrow. Don't think about what's gone. Don't think about it. 

That became her inner chant, the words she said to herself to keep her sanity, as she and Jules rode on towards Atton. 

She glanced at the medic, his horse keeping pace with hers, the fading light casting shadows on his face. His loss was as great as hers. Perhaps greater. He had a fiancé waiting for him in Atherton, a woman he'd likely never see again. She had a man who'd left her for her sister, a man who, even if she were not exiled, could never be touched by her again. She probably wouldn't even be able to look at him with the longing she felt in her heart, lest her sister become jealous. Perhaps exile was preferable to that living Tyvian.

Instinctively her hand drifted to her pocket; pressing, she felt the crinkle of paper and reassured herself that Caelum's note was safe. It was all she had of him now, and she didn't intend ever to give it up. 

The reasons didn't matter. She didn't care why he'd made his choice. She just wanted him back. 

There must be something that makes this worth it.

She didn't think she could hold on to that kind of hope anymore. They wouldn't make Atton in the two days she had. The Empress' assassins were probably already after Jules. How or why they hadn't caught up to Ghia, Yarrow couldn't fathom. She did know she and Jules were fecked for time, with nothing to look forward to but sleeping on the cold ground and hoping that those who were after them didn't find them in the night. 

Feck that. She wanted her last night to be in a warm bed with a warm wench beside her. 

Spend yourself in sex, Yarrow. Forget the sorrow, she thought sardonically. Lose yourself in meaningless liaisons. Try to forget your pain in a man's flesh. She grimaced as the full truth hit her: whatever sex had been before, a fun activity she liked to share with many different people, sometimes simultaneously, it would never be the same again, because all she would see would be Caelum's face in every one-night lover.

Such was the danger in falling in love so deeply. 

She hated herself for it. She was Bellica Yarrow -- or had been -- foul-tempered, bedding anything with a pulse, always ready for a drink or a fight. Not some silly young noble with starry eyes and a head filled with notions of romance. That had always seemed ridiculous to her. 

Always? No. Not always. Since mother died -- but it may as well have been always. When Zameera left Yarrow's life, the young princess had locked the door on emotions. It hurt too much to love someone that much, and she'd vowed never to do it again. 

No wonder the Goddesses hate me so. I can't even keep a promise to myself. 

She shook her head in disgust. Well, then. Not even casual sex to look forward to. Nothing except Jules' company. She glanced at her ex-CMO, his horse cantering beside hers. Could be worse. At least he was a good drinking partner. 

She felt damned awful about dragging him down with her. Damn my obsession with legality. None of this would have happened if she had just done as Ghia suggested and said, Bugger the law. 

She never could have done that. The law, fickle and sententious as it might be in Athering, was the only thing stable and true in her life. It had been that way for years. Law is the only thing that keeps a society together. It may not work perfectly, or at all in some cases, but we are much better off with it than without it. And if I am ever to be Queen, I will not start by pissing all over it.

As if in response to her thought, a big drop of rain splatted on her head and rolled down her face. She held her hand out and another drop landed on her palm. Of course. 

"Jules," she said out loud. "Rain," though she failed to see how he could have missed it. 

He nodded, looking up and blinking quickly. "Damn. Time to find a place to camp, then."

They slowed their horses to a walk and kept their eyes open for a likely camping spot. "Are we near one of the mail caravan's stopping places?" she asked, knowing nothing about this road. The last time she'd been in Atton had been the occasion of her uncle's suicide. 

He looked both ways down the road before replying. "Maybe another quarter klick. We'll be soaked by the time we reach it, though." The rain was coming down heavily now.

"We'll get soaked anyway. At least the caravan's rest point has some shelter. Let's hoof it."

They spurred their horses to one final gallop and came upon the campground in a matter of minutes, by which time the rain was coming down in sheets. Quickly, they rode under the shelter and dismounted. Yarrow set to work on their horses and Jules immediately started to set up camp. By the time their poor, overworked horses were resting and eating comfortably Jules had a roaring fire going and water boiling to make their soup. A vent at the top of the roof allowed smoke out but kept the rain from getting in; below this were several bars, high enough to safely catch the fire's heat but not the flame. Whoever built this shelter thought of everything, Yarrow thought as she hung her damp woollen cloak on one of the bars. Next she stripped off her jerkin and wet linen shirt; the jerkin she put back on, letting the fur on the inside warm her cold skin, and the shirt she hung above the fire to dry. 

"Pass me your shirt, Jules," she said, making the medic jump. He'd been staring into the fire dazedly for the past few minutes; Yarrow saw exhaustion on his features.

"Oh," he said, seeing her shirt where it was. He ripped his off and tossed it to her, and she quickly hung it to dry. Good thing she was the one still buzzing with energy. Had Jules been the one to hang their clothing, it would have been an awkward comedy of errors for him to reach the considerably high bars. Yarrow, standing just under two meters, could reach them with ease.

Noting that he had no jerkin and that his chest was bare, she grabbed their bags from the horses. "Did you bring your cloak?"

"In my pack," he replied automatically.

She frowned and tossed it at him. "After you eat, go to sleep. I'll take first watch."

He only nodded, so she set up her bedroll and blankets. 

During their sparse meal she watched his head nod several times until finally, done with his soup, he crawled into the makeshift sleepsack and was instantly unconscious.

Yarrow's mouth quirked slightly as she took up her watch, patrolling the perimeter of their camp much like the animal her sister was often named after.




Jourd'Umbra, 3rd Duema




It had to be the most boring two-and-a-half hours of watch she'd ever spent. 

After prowling for a bit and checking their surroundings, she'd sat by the fire for a bit, before restlessly getting up to prowl again. After a more thorough check of the campground, she'd sat yet again, knowing that there was no reason to worry, yet. The rain made the road to Atton, the least-developed road in the country, nigh-impassable, thick with mud and sludge and guck that would trap the best of horses. The only person who could catch up to them now would be a Magi; therefore Ghia, who was back in Atherton. So Yarrow stayed by the fire, keeping warm, until the heat made her lethargic. Then she got up again and walked the perimeter, checking on the horses, trying to avoid the rain as much as possible, and occasionally talking to her sword. Boredom descended. 

Traveling with only one other person was not that much fun, especially when said person was off-limits for fun and games in the bedroll. Not that she particularly wanted Jules in that way, but his recent engagement to her cousin made it more than a little improper to consider the thought and made exile seem bleaker than before. No promises waiting for fulfillment back home, plus a long time alone with her fellow refugee, normally meant they'd start to look mighty good to one another. But he now had something to keep him going. She would have been happy for him if she had the same benefit. As it was, she felt bitter and jealous. 

She stoked the fire a few more times and sat down again, nothing in her possession to entertain her -- not even a deck of cards with which to play solitaire. She'd given her only deck to Coalette, as she and Caelum always used his deck on watch anyway. 

Her face twisted in tandem with her heart, and she banished thoughts of him once again. Sighing, she drew her sword instead and started to clean it absently, holding it in her lap. Soon her hand stopped moving up and down the blade, and she stared into the fire, an abundance and absence of thought in her head simultaneously. Shapes and forms leapt out of the flames and danced in front of her weary eyes, and her head started to nod forward when there was a step behind her. 

One fluid motion had her on her feet, facing the darkness and blinking furiously as she cursed her stupidity in staring into the fire. 

First rule of basic and I break it. 

"Who's there?" she asked out loud, trying to point her sword at someone she couldn't see. 

"Put down the sword, cuz. It's me." 

"Ghia?" she said, hardly able to believe her own ears and, now, eyes as Ghia stepped into the light. "How in Tyvian did you get here?" she asked, sheathing her sword. 

Ghia shrugged and gave a little smile, but she was soaked through and shivering. "I'm a Magi, remember?" she said as if that answered the question, and sat in front of the fire. 

"I hadn't forgotten," Yarrow growled. 

Ghia looked over her shoulder at Yarrow, a sheepish expression on her face. "I flew," she said, and turned back to the fire. 

Yarrow stopped in her progress towards her seat, trying to absorb that information. "Alright," she finally said, deciding to just go with it and sit down. "You know you can't travel with us, Ghia," she started to say, sitting beside the girl. 

Ghia was already shaking her head. "That's not why I'm here. I have something for Jules." She gazed over at her sleeping fiancée, and Yarrow felt her heart twist for the two of them. 

"I'm sorry," she said after a minute. 

Ghia looked at Yarrow, surprised. "For what, cuz?"

"Everything. For not acting sooner. For bringing your hopes up only to dash them. But most especially for taking him away from you." 

"Jules is an adult, Yarrow. He's perfectly capable of making his own decisions," she said, looking back at her sleeping betrothed. "It's not your place to apologise for him. I know why he's out here with you."

"Really. I don't."

"Loyalty," the healer said simply. "When you get right down to it, it's loyalty. Yes, he wants to bury his father properly and yes, that's what drove him to such madness in the throne room, but his main reason for being here now is loyalty to you. He has a need to protect you, despite your being perfectly capable on your own. That's why he followed you at Nucalif, and that's why, even after you hurt him so deeply in Mudflat, he still follows you, he is still by your side." 

Yarrow sighed. "Shouldn't the same be true for you? Isn't it?"

Ghia let out a small sound that could have been a laugh or a sigh. "Yes, it is. Which is why he is so torn now. But you have a longer claim than I, Yarrow, so for now, yours will prevail." She gazed at him fondly. "Sooner or later, though, he will leave. He will come back for me, and if he comes back alone, he will die." Ghia fell silent, sadness on her face. 

Yarrow looked from healer to medic, a cold lump settling into her stomach. "Do your Magi powers include prophecy, Ghia?"

A small shake of her head. "No. I just know Jules too well." Suddenly she got up and walked over to where the horses were tethered. "They're tired," she said, running her hands down Pyrrhus' flank. "You won't get far tomorrow."

"I know," Yarrow said. They'd run out of time before even reaching Atton.

There was a prolonged silence. When Yarrow looked up, Ghia had both hands on Suki's side and her eyes were closed in concentration. "What are you doing?"

The healer didn't open her eyes. "I'm making sure you get to Atton."
  


Ghia




She leaned over Jules to shake his shoulder, careful not to drip water from her still-soaked peplos onto his face. The fire had not been enough to dry her, and her power levels were low. After giving the horses that extra boost she'd only have enough strength left to get her back to Atherton and to do what she had to do there. She didn't dare waste it on getting her peplos dry. She'd have to go back out into the rain again, anyway. 

Gently she shook Jules' shoulder again, but he still didn't wake up. She tried again, a bit harder, and his eyes opened briefly. He looked up at her, mumbled, "I must be dreaming," and turned over to go back to sleep. 

She shook him again. "No dream," she said, and he sat bolt upright, making their heads crack together. "Ow!" she said, falling backwards and clutching her skull. "You have a hard head."

"So do you," he growled, and she knew he was referring to more than her skull bone. 

There was a snort of laughter across the fire and both medic and healer directed twin glares at the ex-bellica. 

Yarrow held up her hands in surrender. "I'll walk the perimeter of the camp, alright?" she said, getting up and moving away. "A good, thorough check," Ghia heard Yarrow mutter as she disappeared into the dark. 

A blush heated her face and she felt suddenly nervous, alone with her betrothed. There were two possible ways this evening could go now, and honestly -- she wasn't sure which one she wanted. 

Jules stopped rubbing his forehead then and directed his glare on her. "What are you doing here? I told you to stay safe in Atherton." His voice was stern, but not angry. He sounded relieved, if conflicted. 

"And I told you I'd find a way to get you a ring," she said pertly, crossing her arms in front of her chest to hide a shiver. She was farther away from the fire now and her damp peplos was clinging to her skin unpleasantly. 

The glare dropped from his features, replaced by incredulity. "You went back, got me a ring, and came all the way out here just to give it to me? Knowing you couldn't stay?"

In response she reached into her pocket and pulled out the small wooden box that contained said ring. She'd chosen gold, studded with jet and emerald stones to match his hair and eyes. On the inside was an engraving of the words Sariayanedo Ey demro para siempre y siempre, a sentence that was in a combination of Ereneden and Atheē. It had cost a lot, but was worth it. She could see no further use for her savings now, anyway. She wanted to spend them on something that would matter. 

Watching Jules' face when he opened the box told her that she'd chosen right. "Dear Goddess," he breathed, taking the ring out and slipping it onto his left hand, where he examined it further. "Ghia, there's no way you could afford this," he said, and then looked at her ring. "And it's much better than the one I got you." 

She smiled and laughed a bit at that, grabbing his left hand with her right so their rings clinked together. "Your ring was made today. Mine has sentimental value." He frowned at her, because he hadn't told her its history -- that it had belonged to his mother. "You didn't need to," she said, smiling again, but another shiver ran down her spine and this time she couldn't hide it from him. 

"Juno, Ghia, you're soaked," he said, getting out of his bedroll and helping her to her feet. "Your clothing needs to hang up to dry," and before she could protest he was behind her, unlacing her bodice. 

At the feel of his fingers against her back a rush of heat went through her; but, still nervous, she made a few mild protestations, a tremor in her voice. 

Jules' hands left her half-done bodice and moved to her shoulders in a reassuring gesture and she almost asked him to go back to what he'd been doing before. "Ghia, I'm only removing your peplos so it can dry and you can warm up under the blankets," he said, his breath tickling her ear. "I promise not to do anything you're uncomfortable with, ok? I won't even look if you don't want."

She nodded shakily, unable to speak, and wanted to die of embarrassment. She had to be the only person in Athering who was this nervous about sex! And Jules is my betrothed, she thought angrily at herself. It's not as if he's some stranger off the street. 

Her bodice unlaced in the back, she unbuttoned it in the front and slipped it off, handing it to him to hang up. He turned to the bars and stopped, frowning. They were very high up. Certainly too high for Ghia, and she could see it would be hard for Jules to get up there. 

"Where's Yarrow when you need her?" she asked, trying to make a joke, and he laughed. 

"Yeah." Finding a rung on one of the support poles for the shelter, he started to climb up. "Her height would definitely be useful right now." His eyes flickered back down to the healer briefly and his mouth quirked. "But I'm not sure you'd appreciate her presence, dressed as you are."

Hastily Ghia looked down and realised her peplos was completely see-through when it was this damp. She folded her arms across her chest and looked away. "You promised you wouldn't look," she said, slightly miffed -- but not really. 

"No, I said that I wouldn't look if you said you didn't want me to do so," he said, making it up to one of the bars. He hung her bodice and then started the climb down. "Which you didn't." 

She had nothing to say in response, so stared at him instead as he climbed down. She noticed -- not for the first time tonight, but now she really looked -- that his chest was bare. He wore only his leather breeches, and she found herself staring at his muscular back. The firelight that fell orange on his skin made shadows from his scars dance across his flesh, and she stood entranced by the beauty of it. 

He turned then, and she didn't look away quickly enough. He smiled at her looking and she felt her face heat. She fidgeted self-consciously, scuffing her booted feet against the dirt ground. He stepped closer to her, slowly, and she made herself stand her ground and look him in the eye. His smile grew, and then he bent down and kissed her. 

It was a soft kiss, meant no doubt to calm her down. It did. His hands cupped her face and he stroked her cheeks gently with his thumbs. Ghia felt her entire body relax under the slight pressure of his lips on hers, and soon she didn't feel self-conscious or nervous at all. Her arms dropped from her chest and she took a step, closing the remaining gap between their bodies. Pressed up against him now, her arms slipped up to rest around his neck.

He broke off the kiss then and placed tiny butterfly kisses on her cheeks and closed eyelids. "So," he said, his voice husky, "what were you staring at a moment ago?"

Her eyes fluttered open and she shrugged a little. "Your scars. So many. More than I've seen on other soldiers."

He rolled a shoulder and the muscles rippled underneath her arm. "Twenty years in the service is a long time. Especially with no medics quite so good at their craft as Atherton's healers." She blushed at the implied compliment. "Are we too close to the fire? Because your face keeps turning this very fetching shade of pink." His lips quirked in a small grin and she smacked him good-naturedly. He responded by kissing her again, more passionately this time. His hands slid to her shoulders and began to undo the knots on her peplos. 

She pulled back enough to speak. "You tricked me." In truth she didn't care. 

"No," he breathed against her lips. "Your peplos is making me cold."

She huffed in laughter and dove into the kiss again as he worked on sliding her peplos off her body. Soon they were both naked to the waist, and Ghia shivered again -- though it was no longer with cold. He stopped then and pulled back a bit; before she could ask what he was doing he'd gathered up her skirt and pulled it over her head. "Didn't want you to get mud on it," he said by way of explanation, and turned to hang up the peplos on the posts. 

"Least of my worries," she muttered, folding her arms over her chest, and not sure if she was happy or not that he hadn't looked at her as he'd stepped away. She stepped closer to the support pole he'd climbed up and waited for him to climb back down again. It was cold, and he generated a lot of heat for someone wearing so little. When he reached the ground again she wrapped her arms around his chest before he could even turn around. She was just tall enough to place a kiss between his shoulder blades, which she did tenderly. Her hands fluttered nervously for a moment before she made them rest on his abdomen. It was hard and flat, muscular as she'd expected, with a light dusting of coarse hair. She spread her fingers through the small forest of hairs and let her hands sink a bit lower, to where his breeches were tied. 

Jules had gone still when she'd first surprise-embraced him from behind, arms still up, hands on the rungs he'd last held. Now his body went rigid. "Are you sure you want to do that?" he asked, his voice a strained whisper. 

She paused in her exploration. She wasn't sure. She was sure about him, but not the time. As if he read her mind he reached down and grabbed her hands, linking his fingers with hers and moving them to a safer area on his torso. 

"Now, as difficult as it is for me to not know you're half-naked behind me, I won't look if you don't want me to. I'll wait until you're in the bedroll to turn around."

Ghia bit her lip, considering. "You're allowed to look, Jules," she said after a minute. 

"Because I'm your fiancé or because you want me to?"

"Both. But it's cold, so hurry up."

This elicited a small laugh from him, and he drew her hands up to his mouth to kiss each palm before dropping them and turning around slowly. Ghia forced her arms to stay at her sides, though her instincts wanted her to cover the flesh now exposed to cold air. 

Jules didn't say anything for a long while as he stared at her, and she began to feel self-conscious again. 

When he didn't speak, just continued to stare with this funny look on his face, she started to fidget nervously. "Is something wrong?" she asked finally. 

Jules looked up as if waking from a dream. "Wrong? Sweet Amora, no. I'm in just in awe; that's all."

Ghia wrinkled her nose and looked down at her partially naked body. "You've seen lots of naked bodies, Jules. What's so special about mine?"

He laughed again, a breathier sound than before. "It's yours," he said pointedly, and suddenly she got what he meant, realised that funny look on his face was desire. 

"Oh." Her face heated again and she wished he didn't have such an easy time making her blush. No one else did.

Suddenly needing to feel in charge again, she placed her hands pertly on her hips. "Well, do I get to see you in your underwear? Seems only fair."

The movement was so quick she didn't catch it, but the next thing she knew his hands were on hers and she was pressed flat against him. Well, as flat as possible with the curves she was blessed with. His lips brushed against her ear and when he spoke, his tongue grazed the lobe. "You already have, Healer," he whispered, and a shudder of pleasure went through her. "Or did you forget Midwinter?"

"No," she said, desperately trying to retain her composure. "I just wanted to see them again."

"Too bad. I'm not wearing any."

Composure gone.

"Oh," was all she could say, feeling very flushed. The leather of his breeches was pressed against her abdomen and rubbed slightly with the breaths they drew; the smoothness of the material was incredibly sensual. Sensual? Since when do I use that word? What would it be like to pull his pants off with her teeth? 

Jules pinned her with his intense gaze. "Are you alright, Healer? You seem...flustered."

"Maybe a little," she said, voice catching with her laboured breathing. 

He kissed her and nibbled her lower lip. "We should get you into that bedroll. It's cold out."

"Right."

"Well," he said after a pause in conversation that was filled with more kisses, "what are you waiting for?"

"You to let me go?" she asked impishly, a bit of her old composure back. 

He laughed a bit. "Wench," he said, and then he'd picked her up and was carrying her to the bedroll. She yelped and protested, pointing to her feet, still heavy with her boots. Jules frowned with confusion. "How did you get military grade boots?" 

"Yarrow," she explained as she worked on kicking them off. It was harder than she'd hoped and she wished she hadn't tied them so tight. "Set me down so I can take them off." 

"How about I take them off for you?" he said, voice husky again. How could he make such a mundane sentence so sexy? 

Kicking back the cover, he set her down gently and knelt by her feet, untying the laces of her boots and setting them near the fire when they were off. He then joined her, pulling the cover back up. "There," he said, wrapping his arms around her. "Nice and warm."

Ghia nestled closer to him. "Frankly you're warmer than the blankets," she said against his chest.

"Well, I haven't been walking about in the rain."

"Flying," she absently corrected him.

He leaned back to look at her. "Flying."

"You heard me."

"You don't have wings."

She looked up and glared at him. "Just because you can't see them," she said.

"My mistake," he said, and kissed her lightly on the forehead. "Now go to sleep."

"I can't. I'll have to fly back soon."

He was silent a moment before responding. "It's a long time before dawn yet."

"I know." She went quiet, not wanting to tell him why she had to get back. He'd try to stop her, and that couldn't happen. "I want to visit Molly before the castle wakes up," she said, settling for a half-truth. "We've built up a friendship during her incarceration. I want to say goodbye." Goodbye to her cell, that is. 

"Ah." His voice was quiet as he no doubt remembered the fate decreed for the rebel leader of Aeril. "Sleep then. Your clothing needs to dry anyway. I'll wake you."

"I didn't come all the way out here to sleep, Jules," she said, a bit frustrated. Take the initiative, man. I never will.

His hand reached up to brush stray tendrils of hair behind her ear. "Really. What did you come out here for?"

"To give you your ring, for one, and, for another, to spend as much time with my betrothed before he leaves me forever."

She hadn't meant to be that harsh, and regretted speaking when she saw the look on his face. "I'm coming back, Ghia."

"I know," she said, a look of chagrin on her face and a sigh on her lips. "But it may as well be para siempre. Even if we both survive to see each other again, it will feel like it. I know it will for me." Impulsively she moved her head up and pressed her lips to his, using all she'd learned in her short introduction to kissing. "Let's just take this moment for what it is, Jules, and pray They'll let us have many more," she whispered, pulling away a bit. And then frowned. "Did I just make a move on you?"

He laughed a little and held her tighter. "Yes. But don't worry -- I'll do the rest of the work tonight."

She smiled up at him, and then he was kissing her deeply again, and the rest of the night was lost in a haze of pleasure. 




~




The rain had stopped and the first pink glow had appeared on the eastern horizon when Jules finally fell asleep in her arms. 

Talking and lovemaking. Lovemaking and talking. She could have thought of worse ways to spend what could be her last night on earth. Especially when she had such a considerate lover. She smiled at her sleeping spouse-to-be. During the first time and the rather lengthy time before the actual deed, he'd concentrated almost exclusively on her pleasure. The next few times she'd been bold enough to try some things out on him -- and apparently the ease with which she read him, whether Magi-power-inspired or not, helped her be a natural at it, because he had a permanent smile on his face. The best part about the night was how it hadn't even hurt her, in spite of the many reports that promised it would. 

She'd asked him as much after collapsing beside him, exhausted with pleasure. 

"You sound disappointed it didn't," he said with a small, breathless laugh, perspiration glowing on his face in the firelight. 

"No," she said, laughing with him. "Just confused."

He shrugged and wrapped her tightly in his arms. "It doesn't always. Depends on the person and some certain factors."

"Did it for you?"

"Yes. A bit. But I got over it," he added, a roguish grin on his face. 

"I can tell, oddly enough," she said, and snuggled up to him. They stayed locked in that embrace until mutual need stirred them both, and limbs and fingers entwined, rings clicking together in shared passion. 

Lips curving upwards in memory, Ghia slipped from her lover's arms and the bedrolls, tiptoeing around to get her clothing. Her smile turned to a grimace as she tried to reach her peplos and bodice above the fire. It may not have hurt at first, but damn, if she wasn't sore now.

Frowning at her shortness that placed her clothes out of reach and not yet wanting to brave the dangerous looking makeshift ladder that Jules had used, she took to trying to find her underwear first -- which ended up being tangled up in the bottom of the bedroll. Quite a task to remove it without waking Jules. 

Finally getting them free, she started to fall backwards and hopped around desperately, trying to regain her lost balance. Before she could right herself her back collided with something solid as a tree. 

A flush creeping up her neck as she realised not what, but whom she'd run into, Ghia looked up behind her into the face of her incredibly tall cousin, who held the healer's peplos in hand. 

"Good morning," the bellica said in a low voice, placing Ghia's peplos into her mortified hand. "Have a nice night?" Ghia heard Yarrow ask through the fabric already over her head. 

She pulled her peplos down and pulled on her underwear underneath before starting the process of knotting the shoulders of the piece of fabric. "Yes," she said, managing to keep her voice steady. "Sorry we took up all your rest time." Guilt flooded her as she realised that Yarrow must have been up since morning the previous day -- and looked it, too.

The ex-bellica just shrugged and deftly did up the last of the peplos' knots before grabbing the healer's bodice for her. "As if I could sleep," she said, tightening the laces of this last piece of clothing for her cousin before putting a few more sticks on the dying embers of the fire. "Feel as if I've had near a damned gallon of demitasse. Don't know when I'll drop. Besides. Had my last night with Caelum already, though I didn't know it was such. Couldn't deny you yours with Jules." Yarrow glanced up from her squatting position by the fire and focused a look on Ghia that made the healer fidget uncomfortably. 

"Were you eavesdropping?" She didn't need to ask how Yarrow had figured out what Jules had missed from her cryptic answers to him. 

"Walked too close on my patrol. Don't throw your life away, Ghia."

Ghia kicked her boots back on and stamped her feet down, not feeling like tying them. "Unlike you, I haven't given up hope yet, Yarrow. And I won't stand by and let them kill Molly." She went and grabbed her cloak from where she'd rested it on Suki's flank to keep the horse warm and said goodbye to the two animals. Stepping away from the camp and into the waiting morning, she turned to speak to Yarrow again. "You'll get to Atton by nightfall, but don't push your horses any further." She worked on gathering her strength for one last flight. "Who knows. If we escape, maybe Molly and I can start another rebellion. One that will win."

"You won't escape," Yarrow said, and Ghia turned away from her cousin. 

"I know," she said, and then she was gone, flying away to Atherton.
  


Molly




She considered it lucky they made it as far as they did. 

It had been a fool's gambit. Fitting that a healer would come up with it, she thought, looking at the now-occupied cell on her left. 

Ghia looked at her glumly. "I'm sorry we failed." She talked through a fat, bloody lip, her breathing a whistling sound. 

Molly shook her head and reached her hand through the bars to touch Ghia's working one. "We tried. Foolish though it may have been." She gave a wan half-smile. 

Ghia shifted position painfully, bringing her broken right hand to rest in her lap. A small gasp escaped her. She turned her head and regarded Molly through her right eye, the other one hidden under a mass of swelling. "I'm not ready to die, Molly."

Molly had nothing with which to respond, having been long resigned to death herself. She just stroked Ghia's hand, knowing it could bring no comfort. 

They'd made it to the stables when they'd been caught. Molly had already been astonished by Ghia's breaking her out -- she'd watched the guards fall unconscious as one, and then Ghia stood, her hand outstretched, and the doors to hers and Jester's cells stood open. 

"Come on," the healer had said, pale and swaying on her feet.

"What are you?" Molly asked in wonder, allowing her thunk-step thunk-step gait to follow Ghia to an unlikely freedom.

The healer didn't answer, just turned to Jester. "We're escaping."

One eye flickered open. "Yeah. Good luck with that."

"You're not coming?" They were already walking away, not wasting time.

"I'll just end up back here. Saves time this way."

They'd fled then, flying through the halls as fast as stealth allowed, not even stopping to say goodbye.

"Ghia," Molly dared to whisper as they got closer to the stables where horses awaited. "Why now? I thought Anala and Yarrow were going to finish it today, and then I'd be free."

"Yarrow's gone," Ghia said, cutting her off as they flew down the last stretch to the stables, "Zardria's Empress, and you're to be executed today."

Molly fell flat against Ghia's back then as the healer ran into something -- a wall?

Maybe it would have been better if they'd been caught only by guards, helpless peons taking orders. Maybe not. She didn't know.

They both looked up into the smiling face of Empress Zardria, who stood just inside the entrance to the stables, resplendent in a dark red silk peplos. 

"Why, Healer Ghia," the Empress purred, "you wouldn't be depriving me of my post-birthday celebration, would you?" Then she'd hit Ghia across the face with her Sceptre. 

Molly had flung herself at Zardria, but the time in the dungeons had weakened her, and from that moment she watched events unfold from her spot on the ground. 

Ghia rose shakily to punch the Empress but Zardria caught the healer's hand in a vise-like grip and Molly heard bones crack audibly. Zardria's leg darted out from the slit in her peplos, then, fast as lightning, and kicked in Ghia's left knee, breaking more bones. As Ghia's other knee buckled in pain and she fell to the ground, Zardria drew back her other fist and and punched the healer square in the eye. Ghia went flying back with the force of the impact and landed on the stone floor with a thud, her head making a sickening crack against the rock. 

The Empress' Guard stepped out of the shadows then and a few of them picked up Ghia's prone form. Zardria looked at Molly sharply. "I don't expect you'll resist now -- or are you as stupid as your friend?"

Molly shook her head and let them take her, not wanting to give Zardria an excuse to do any more damage. 

The trip back to the dungeons had been much quicker than their flight to the stables, which seemed an insult, as if the very castle were laughing at their failed exploit. 

Ghia had waked up soon after they'd been locked into their cells, and now the two women sat, looking at darkness. 

"I said goodbye to my fiancé this morning," Ghia said, her voice slurred and cracking. "He didn't know that's what it was. I left before he woke."

Molly's finger brushed the band of metal on Ghia's crippled right hand and she felt like crying. "I'm sorry, friend."

A slight head movement. "It's an honour to die beside you. Even if I'd really rather put it off." To Molly's great surprise, Ghia giggled. 

The laughter was infectious and Molly giggled too, and soon the women were giggling hysterically about nothing in particular, inciting looks of confusion from a guard or two. 

"What are you two fools laughing about?" Jester asked from Molly's right. 

"I don't know," Molly said, her laughs subsiding to breathless gasps, tears sliding down her cheeks. "But what else to do in the face of Muerta?"

Jester looked up sharply. "What are you talking about?" she asked, but before Molly could answer there was a small commotion at the dungeon's entrance. 

A foppish man came down then and stood in front of Molly's cell. She thought she recognised him, vaguely, but couldn't place his face. 

"Lares. No," came a gurgled noise from her left, and she turned to see a tear slide down Ghia's cheek. 

Before any questions could be asked or speculations made, the man spoke. "Molly deRosie, you have been charged with counts of high treason, the penalty for which is death. Do you resist your fate?"

Molly shook her head, in a bit of a daze that this day was finally here, and she staggered to her feet, putting her hands out in front of her. 

Her cell door opened and two guards came in to put leather cuffs on her wrists and ankles, and she was then slowly led out to follow the foppish man. 

She turned to say her goodbyes to Jester, and saw the woman stood at her cell door, reaching for Molly. Her hand grasped the clothing of the condemned briefly before it was beat back by a guard's discipline stick. 

"Sister!" she cried out, and Molly let herself cry at the family she'd never know.

"Stay strong," she said, and then was out of the dungeon, out of reach of her fellow doomed. 

The walk to the Square was long and arduous, crippled as she was and hampered by cuffs. She was not beaten for her slowness: a small mercy, she supposed. There was a crowd -- probably all of Atherton -- a silent mass of people that watched as the cuffs were taken off her ankles; silent still as she awkwardly climbed the stairs; even quieter as she crossed the wooden platform to where a bare-chested woman with a black hood waited -- the executioner, said to represent Muerta Herself. A slow drum beat penetrated her numb senses, and she suddenly realised it had been going all this time, a beat that would end when she did. 

She was led to the centre of the platform then and made to stand on a wooden box, which briefly gave her a nice view of the country beyond Atherton's walls. She took one last look at her home, breathed in the fresh air, drank in Athering in spring, and then the hood was dropped over her head. She felt them fit the noose around her neck, heard them take a step back. She heard a voice reading out her crimes over the drum beat that seemed more insistent now, though she knew the speed hadn't changed. An eagle cried out once, twice, and then there was a sudden drop in her stomach and in that moment between life and death she saw a brilliant flash of light behind her eyelids, and Luis' voice bid her welcome home. 

Then a solid crack, and all was darkness forevermore.
  


Jester




She knew the exact moment Molly died. She couldn't hear the drums with her own ears but knew when they beat through Molly's; couldn't see the rope as it was placed around Molly's hooded head but felt the scratch of hemp as if it were around her own neck. She closed her eyes and her body went rigid as the rope that snatched the life from Molly's body, and then limp, so limp she may as well have been a corpse. 

She was surprised she wasn't. She couldn't move. There was a great emptiness in her where something she'd felt for a lifetime was now gone. After eighteen years of feeling Molly's every emotion, every cut, scrape, scratch, and broken bone -- of living Molly's life with her but from across town, never speaking or playing with each other because their families would never allow it -- after two decades of being the other girl's echo chamber, she should be dead. Molly was dead. Why did she still live?

She'd spent so long hiding it. Maybe she'd killed the connection somehow. When Molly had lost the full function of her leg, Jester had had to cover up her own limp. During puberty she'd had to deal with her own body's changes and Molly's, and all the lovely emotional swings that went with it. When their foster brothers had died, the pain had been double for Jester, feeling her own loss and Molly's just as sharply. 

It wasn't fair that she would not get the peace of death at the same time. Not fair that she had to live with what was now the absence of sound in her head, the absence of taste in her mouth, the absence of colour in her sight. Everything was now halved and it was as painful as living with nothing. 

If she'd had the strength for anger, she would have blamed the twins' birth-mother, who'd given up each of the girls to different, childless families. Had it not been for this strange connection Jester had had with her sister, she never would have known -- never would have questioned her parents about her true origin and thus discovered what must be the never-said truth. A truth perhaps known by no one else. 

Whether Molly had ever felt what her twin had, Jester didn't know. It didn't matter. She'd now spend the rest of her life regretting not knowing the family she'd been too afraid to connect with -- too afraid to be truthful with. 

That hurt more than anything else. 

Slowly she curled up into a little ball on the floor, wrapping her arms around her legs. She tried to hold back the tears, but they didn't listen to her. 

"Were you two close?" came a voice, hesitant and slurred, and followed by the sound of someone spitting.

She looked up and wiped her eyes. "Not so close as I would have liked," she said to the healer who regarded her from one eye. "You're injured for life, aren't you?" she asked, and a sudden rush of guilt flooded her empty self. 

Ghia moved a little, a gesture that could have been interpreted as a shrug, and spit again as blood leaked from her mouth. "If I don't get to the hospitalis soon," was all she said.

Fresh tears sprung to Jester's eyes. "I'm sorry. I should have come with you two."

"What's done is done." There was no censure in her voice, only compassion, and Jester felt worse. 

Her hand moved to the side she kept away from the guards and surreptitiously she fingered the hard shape hidden in her pant leg. She could have used this to free them. Fear had kept her sitting in her cell, allowing Ghia to get maimed and Molly killed when she could have freed them all. 

When will I stop being a coward?

Ghia looked over her again and frowned, as if she saw into Jester's mind. Why not? She made the guards fall asleep and unlocked the cell doors with no apparent work. The healer moved her head slightly in a negating fashion, and she tried to smile, but it didn't work that well. She spit out another gob of blood before speaking. "We'll get out of here soon, Jester. Don't worry." 

Jester leaned back against the wall and snorted, her face wet with tears. "Why would I worry?"

Ghia made a small "hmm" noise too tired to be a laugh. Jester stopped talking, letting the healer rest. She looked forward, and her eyes fell on the same guard who had been with them since Aeril. She didn't know his name. His face was a familiar sight, and he'd always been kind to them, so she had no hate for him. She let her eyes rest there as she tried to fall asleep against the wall, unwilling to get up and move to her cot. 

Just as her eyes were closing, she thought she saw him look from Ghia to her and wink. With a start she woke up again, but when she took a closer look, he was just staring straight ahead.
  


Empress Zardria




The hallway was dark. 

This was a good thing. The tower was closed off, so the hallway to it should be dark and unoccupied...yet it showed signs of recent use. There were fresh footprints in the thick layer of dust on the floor, and she could sense, with that part that was not wholly hers, that a certain young healer had come through here often. 

Pleasure at her sound whipping of the young bitch flooded her again, and she allowed herself a large smile. Stretching that other-her's senses a bit more, she noticed other energies mingling with the healer's...something not wholly identifiable, though she knew what it was, and -- two bellicas? Yarrow was no surprise. But Anala -- what a pity. I'd thought she may be a bit more faithful. 

In a while it wouldn't matter. Magea Rosa's help would be locked in a room, unreachable by anyone but her -- Empress of the Reiaume. 

She would have done it sooner, for the psychic noise coming from this end of the castle had been unbearable. She lacked the power herself to lock the Magi in her tower. That would change someday, but for the moment she still needed help. 

She fingered the ring on her hand. 

Who would have thought that the greatest power in the reiaume was contained within the signet ring and sceptre of office? They were meant to be symbols, nothing more. They were both ancient magekal artifacts -- pieces of history that had been passed on down through the line of queens since the early Second Age. She thought the coronet was too, but she had so far found no information on it in her studies. Regardless, none of the items ever left her possession. 

The information she had found had been relegated to myth or legend, but something -- no, someOne -- thanks be to Umbra -- had told her that it was true, and had given her the confidence to try to use the ring as it was intended. 

It had five stones embedded in the copper, and she'd soon discovered that four of them were for the Towers, and the fifth for the Spire. The ring was the key to the whole castle. Heavens forbid it should ever fall into the wrong hands. 

She smiled a little at that thought, and more at the memory of her testing the ring out. She'd gone to the West tower first, where she knew Yarrow kept that disgusting little shrine to their long-dead mother. She'd destroyed the shrine soundly and wrapped up the broken sword to be melted down by the metal-workers in the smithy. What a waste of recyclable material to have it sitting around in pointless homage! Then she'd used the ring to lock off the tower. Forever, so far as she was concerned -- unless she had a sudden need for more room in the future. She doubted it though. 

The sword dropped off at the smithy, she'd hurried to the next tower she wanted to lock. The North. 

She stopped as she reached the door and looked for where her hand should go. Around each Tower door was a bit of a mosaic with semi-precious stones, and hidden within that matrix of stones was a place to fit the ring so she could do the locking. She was working off instinct now, a sense heightened by her years-old deal with Umbra, and soon she found the spot. Turning the ring and placing her hand flat against it so the green stone matched its space on the wall, she closed her eyes and concentrated. 

Umbra's sweet, dark, mad power filled her and she felt her other self flare to full strength, stoking her anger, making her lust for blood. Before she could regain control of it it moved through the Tower, using the ring's power to perform the sealing before rushing back into her body with a speed that knocked her back, off her feet and onto the ground. 

A minute or so passed before her eyes opened, and when she sat up there was a slight ringing in her ears. She sat still and listened with all her senses, and it was as if there was a blanket over this part of the castle. Nothing but blissful quiet and no more Magi-chatter. 

Getting to her feet gingerly she moved forward and tried the door. Locked. 

Thank Umbra, she thought, another smile taking her features as she walked away, heading to her next task as Athering's new ruler.
  


Yarrow




True to Ghia's word they rode into Atton as night fell, their horses barely breaking into a sweat. The latest leg of their trip had been passed in silence, both ex-bellica and Chief Medical Officer deep in thought. 

Yarrow reined in her horse as they reached the main street in town. She surveyed the surroundings, ignoring confused stares from townsfolk not yet gone home for the night. News hadn't reached them yet. She didn't want to be the one who told them the truth of her arrival. 

She turned to Jules. "We need a place to stay. Preferably where we'll both get a night's sleep." He nodded, understanding her meaning. "It's your town, Jules. Lead the way."

The look on his face said it wouldn't be his town for long, but he urged Suki into a walk. Yarrow clicked her tongue and Pyrrhus followed medic and mare up the hilly streets. Up and up they went, until at each turn Yarrow had a spectacular view of the countryside. Her breath caught in her throat as she glimpsed the sparkle of the Spire in the fading light. 

Athering truly was beautiful. Too bad it wouldn't stay that way. Not with Zardria holding the Sceptre. 

She shook her head and continued to follow Jules up the hill, hoping there wouldn't be too many more. Soon they'd run out of Atton. Despite her bloodrights, she had no wish to stay at the Lihin Manor that overlooked the town. 

Reaching the turn, they stayed on their course instead, Jules leading them up a small dirt road to a tavern that perched on a rocky outcropping of the hill, the back of it leaning against the cliff. Yarrow had seen its lights when they'd first arrived in town and it was obviously a busy establishment. A large sign out front proclaimed the tavern's name in bold letters: 

BACCHANALIA

Yarrow suppressed a groan. Not only was the place high class, it was famous, known across Athering as the best tavern to stay since the decadence of the Second Age. Tyvian, it was the reason to go to Atton at all! 

"Jules," she said, unable to keep the growl out of her voice, "isn't this place a little conspicuous?" 

He looked over his shoulder with his first real smile since the day before. "Exactly. They won't expect it. Besides, I know the people who run the place. Aurora and Dion will keep us safe for the night."

She glared at him, unwilling to concede although she couldn't argue with his logic. 

"Look," he continued, "if they do catch up to us tonight there's not much we can do about it. We may as well enjoy what may be our last night, and Bacchanalia is the perfect place to do it."

Yarrow snorted. "You sure know how to hit me in my vices. Lead on, then. I want a bath, a meal, and a wench on my lap." 

He smirked and turned back around. "Yes Ma'am." 

Bacchanalia lived up to its reputation. As soon as they rode up, a servant came to take care of their horses, leading the beasts to a very large stable around the corner from the entrance. Impressed, Yarrow tossed the man a gold piece. He bowed low but said nothing; only gave her a piece of leather with a number etched on it. She raised her eyebrows at Jules. 

"For claiming our horses later," he explained as they climbed the staircase to the grand doors. She merely grunted. 

Upon entering the main doors, Yarrow gasped. 

The foyer was as large as the one in Lihin Manor, with parquet flooring cut from the finest deathtree and polished to a high gloss. A golden chandelier wrought with a grapevine motif hung over the room, illuminating every corner. A grand staircase directly opposite them curved upwards to the second floor and, presumably, the rooms. To the right, a door led to what looked to be an equally gorgeous dining room. Before she could take a closer look, her attention was taken up by the man who now approached them. 

Older, but not frail, and impeccably dressed, the man curtsied low before them. "A very good evening to you both, Dama and Sir. Will you be dining only or staying the night as well?"

Yarrow raised her eyebrows but said nothing, and Jules laughed a bit.

"Edward, you don't recognise me? It's Jules deTania," he said, and the man did a small double-take before smiling in a decidedly more friendly fashion. 

"Forgive me, son, but you've changed so -- you're all grown up!" Jules laughed again and the two men clasped hands, old friendship easily picked up again. "What brings you here after all this time?"

Jules leaned in and lowered his voice. "Achi and I need a safe place to stay for a few days," he said, and Yarrow almost jumped at the sound of her middle name. Made sense. 'Achi' was a far more common name in Athering than 'Yarrow' and not many people knew it was her middle name. At least she didn't think they did. "Do you think you can arrange that with some discretion, Ed?"

The man smiled. "But of course." As if by magek he produced a key from his jacket pocket and handed it to the medic. "Fifth floor," he said, and Yarrow frowned in confusion when Jules' face lit up in understanding. "Now if I may have your slip, I'll have your bags brought up."

Both men turned to look at her, and before she could protest she didn't wear a slip, she remembered the leather piece the servant at the stables had given her. Hastily she shoved her hands in her pockets, searching for it, and then thrust it at Edward, who took it and disappeared as silently as he'd arrived. 

"Why didn't he give us a room number?" she asked when they were halfway up the staircase and out of earshot of the dining hall. 

"Only one room -- well, a suite of rooms really -- on the fifth floor," Jules said in an equally low voice. "Nicknamed the Queen's Suite. Most people don't know about it. Reserved for royalty usually."

"Does he know who I am?" she asked, worried. 

Jules gave a brief head shake. "No. He just understands we have special needs for our stay."

Yarrow fell silent, understanding what hadn't been said, and changed her initial opinion about staying in such a 'conspicuous' place.

She thought she'd been impressed with the servants for her horse and the beauty of the foyer, but upon seeing the suite she realised she needed to revise the facts as she remembered them. That had been merely unexpected. This -- this was impressive. 

There was an antechamber where a guest could hang coats and kick off muddy boots. Once she and Jules had done so and gone into the drawing room, her eyes widened. The drawing room was a common room, extravagantly decorated, that linked four bedrooms and the balcony. The doors that led to the balcony were made in the style of the Third Renaissance, when beauty had been revered along with the Goddesses. Large panes of glass, tinted in various colours, were joined by small panels of wood painted white. Gold handles adorned the two doors that opened out onto the equally beautiful balcony. Yarrow had no idea how Aurora and Dion had gotten their hands on such an out-dated style of furnishing, one that not many people could replicate in the present day. 

Upon further investigation of the balcony, she saw it joined all the bedrooms as well, with each room having its own set of beautiful glass doors. The balcony itself looked out on Atton, Black Forest, the road to Atherton, and the rolling countryside of Athering. If she walked to the far right of the balcony she could see the tall peak of Mt. Impri, cold and forbidding looking in the shadows, with the little silver moonlight that fell on it. The far left revealed a further view of Atton and the East Wood, and the land that stretched towards Aeril. So fine a view she'd seen nowhere else but Lihin Manor. 

Luna and Hecate were full and rising on the eastern horizon, and Selene was gibbous and at her meridian already. In the silver light, Athering looked clean, scrubbed and fresh, and Yarrow gripped the railing in front of her, tears coming to her eyes as she wondered if she'd ever have this view again. 

Probably not. 

A step through the doors behind her and Jules joined her, the same melancholy awe on his face. 

"Who would have thought things could get so fecked up, eh?" he said, and against her will she smiled. 

"Count yourself lucky," she said, and he raised his eyebrows at her. "At least your lover didn't leave you for your sister."

He snorted, laughter more to ease tension long-held by both of them than out of mirth. "No, she didn't. But my sister has been held captive by yours. So I think we're even."

"Fair enough," she said and they fell into a silence less strained than the one shared on the road, running for freedom or maybe just another breath. 

"It truly is a gorgeous land, isn't it?" he said after a while, but before she could respond there was a noise behind them.

An instant return of tension and fear had Yarrow drawing her sword and and leaping back into the common room, making the poor servant drop their saddlebags with a squeak, hands flying up in defence. 

"S-s-sorry, Dama," she stammered, pale and looking ready to bolt but unsure if it was a wise idea or not. 

"Don't worry about it, kid; you were just doing your job," Yarrow muttered, as close as she'd get to apologising to the girl. She sheathed her sword and Jules went to calm the girl down. 

"For your trouble," Yarrow heard him say. A flash of gold went from his hand to the girl's before she, too, flashed from the room. 

"That reminds me," she said, grabbing her bags as he lifted his, "you didn't get a chance to withdraw your savings before we left, did you?"

He shook his head and led the way to the main bedroom, on the far right hand side of the suite. "Most likely been seized by the Empress by now."

"Bank here wouldn't know that," she said, tossing her bags onto one bed and immediately looking for the escape route she knew must be in the room. 

She glanced back to look at his silence and saw he was giving her a reproachful look. "That would be wrong and you know it."

"It's your money --"

"And what would the Empress do to the poor teller who thinks she's only doing her job?" 

She didn't say that she didn't particularly care either way, but stopped arguing the point. "It's in the bathroom," he said suddenly, and she stopped her search of the room.

"Could've said that before."

"Yes, but this way you were distracted long enough for me to claim the bath first," he said, grinning as he closed the door. 

There was a thump as the pillow she'd flung hit the door, and then she grabbed her clothing and stalked off to search the suite for another place to bathe. 




~




Two showers and changes of clothing later, Yarrow and Jules were down in the foyer, walking into the dining room. They were both dressed semi-formally, Yarrow wearing one of the few peplos she owned -- not her mother's, which was far too telling as to her station. Who else would own Nucalif silk? Or dare to wear it, in the current political climate? No, she wore a simple black long-sleeved piece, tailored to fit her strange form with grace and beauty. It would have been modest, for it was ankle-length, had it not had a long slit in the skirt, and had the back not been so low cut. As it was everyone could see most of the tattoo she had down the right side of her back, though few if any would know what it meant. 

She'd been tattooed at fourteen, at some shady back-alley tattoo parlour on the seedy side of The Tracks. Tattooing had still been relatively new to Athering -- a Suncoast import -- and in the sixteen years since she'd gotten hers the art had disappeared from the city completely, and most likely the rest of the country. She was glad she'd done it when she'd still been able to. She'd done the research for some tredicems before, finding various words in Nighttide hieroglyphics. When she'd been satisfied with the design she'd gone with her savings of gold and convinced the artist that she was of age to get something inked on her body. Doubtless the man had probably been willing to take gold from anyone. In retrospect, he'd likely known exactly who she was and how old she was. Tattooing had never become popular in its short life in Athering. Well, not with the nobility. 

The design was a large piece and three pain-filled hours had passed before the artist was done. She'd heard no end of reprimands from Head Healer Helene, whom she'd gone to when it had become infected. She'd never regretted it. It was a far more permanent shrine to her mother than the one she'd set up in the West tower. It gave her an edge in the barracks -- a girl who could withstand that sort of pain was not one you trifled with. 

She snorted in memory, and Jules raised his eyebrows at her in query. She shook her head. "Nothing."

Jules wore his dress greys, though the top three buttons of his jacket were undone. She doubted anyone but she understood what that meant -- that he was currently in military disgrace or exile but wore his uniform anyway. She wondered that he bothered to make the distinction at all. Who here would care one way or the other? She certainly didn't. We're all level now.

She scanned the dining room, which was full not only with the upper echelons of Atton society but the lower as well. That was a surprise. "Where are your friends?" she asked Jules sotto voce. 

It was an unnecessary query. In the next second Jules was enveloped in an enthusiastic hug from a short, buxom, vivacious woman. "Jules," she said, but not loudly, for which Yarrow was grateful. "We've missed you so -- come on up and sit at the bar and talk to me and Dion, why don't you?" Jules was already being led through the dining hall to the back, Yarrow following close behind, a smile on her face. 

"Good to see you too, Aurora," Jules said warmly as they reached the bar and took their seats. "Dion," he added, with a nod to the tall man who was working the bar. 

Dion -- who was solid as a boulder, but not fat like some tavern owners, smiled, his teeth shining white from under his dark beard and moustache. "You sure have grown, boy," he said before turning his warm gaze on Yarrow. "Finally brought a woman home, I see!" He laughed, a deep rolling chuckle. 

Jules said nothing, just smiled and shook his head. Yarrow extended her hand to Dion. "Achi," she said by way of introduction. 

Dion took her hand and lifted it to his lips for a gentle kiss, his eyes never leaving her face. "Enchanté," he said, and Yarrow felt a small flip-flop in her stomach. She said nothing as she reclaimed her hand; feeling her face heat up she wondered what in Tyvian was wrong with her. She hadn't blushed since...well. Ever. 

Aurora appeared beside Dion then and gave him a swat. "Dion! Jules is your friend," she said reproachfully, and now that they stood side by side Yarrow could see they were definitely related -- same gorgeous eyes that she'd first noticed on Aurora, the colour of the forest in sunlight, a veritable sea of veriditas. Their hair was the same shade of dark brown, almost black, with hints of gold and copper within its depths -- though Dion's was mostly on his face, receding as it was from his forehead, while Aurora's was long and braided back, reaching down to her generous hips. Though she was much shorter than Dion, both had that same refreshing, comforting solidity to their figures, reflected in the high cheekbones and generous mouths of their faces. All in all, a very pleasing pair to look at. She guessed they were siblings. 

"You'll have to excuse my brother," Aurora said then to Yarrow, confirming her speculations. "He tends to think he's Desirelle's gift to women and men alike." She glared good-naturedly up at her brother, who smiled unrepentantly and embraced his sister in a one-armed hug. Aurora laughed and asked the pair of weary travellers what they'd like to drink. 

"Surprise us," Jules said as Yarrow asked for a glass of water. That earned her a quizzical look from him. 

"Not in the mood for alcohol," she murmured, noting the strangeness of it herself. She'd thought she'd want to drink upon arriving, but she had no more desire to. Probably for the best, at any rate. Keep my head clear. 

"And you'll want a meal, of course," Aurora added, almost to herself, and sent a piece of paper with the order through the window to the kitchen. Mouth-watering smells already wafted out of that window and set Yarrow's stomach to rumbling. "So," she added, her eyes twinkling as she regarded the two of them, "when do you two braid the rope?" 

Jules choked on air and Yarrow had to stifle a laugh. "We're not --" they both started to say, and then Yarrow did laugh. "We're just friends," she said earnestly. 

"Glad to hear it," Dion said, setting their drinks down with a wink at Yarrow. She smiled at him warmly, feeling that strange sensation in her stomach again, and Aurora frowned. 

"What about your ring, then?" she asked Jules, not to be dissuaded. 

Jules looked caught between safety and honesty to some of his oldest friends, so Yarrow leaped in to save him. Again. 

"He's engaged to my cousin, but she had to stay and work in Atherton, so I agreed to accompany him as his trip couldn't wait," she said, glad of her ability to lie convincingly, honed by years as bellica to her aunt and sister. The trick was to weave truth and lies together until even the teller could no longer tell the two apart. 

Aurora made a small "o" with her mouth while Dion busied himself with wiping down the bar, a sadness present on each of their faces. Aurora grabbed Jules' hand supportingly then. "We heard, Jules -- can't believe it didn't occur to me till now! I feel a right idiot." She made a sound of frustration in her throat. "Nathaniel came in and told us on the first. Seemed doubtful you'd make it up for the funerary rites, but I assured him you wouldn't miss it. Glad to see you proved me right," she said with a sad smile. 

Jules returned the smile and gave Aurora's hand a squeeze. "I take it you'll be there?"

"Not even a direct order from the Empress could keep us back," she said, and then headed back into the dining hall to take care of other patrons, not noticing how Jules blanched at her mention of exactly what was keeping his sister away. 

Yarrow said nothing, just placed a hand on his leg to let him know she was there. He gave her a brief smile and she removed her hand, leaning forward to engage Dion in conversation. 

"Tell me about this building, Dion, for I'm quite curious. How did you two come by it?" She smiled winningly to show that all she meant by her question was a genuine curiosity, though she didn't think she needed to bother. Dion was more than willing to converse with her at length about the tavern. Or anything else, I gather. 

The building had once belonged to the Lihin line, and had been the family manor. That piece of information suddenly clicked with something Yarrow had learned as a child, and she suddenly understood her family history much better. Eventually, as the town grew, a new manor was built on the northernmost edge of town, where it stood today, overlooking everything in Atton and beyond. It was easily defensible, with escape routes into the mountain behind. The old manor was kept on as an auxiliary home, for guests and the like, but it was impractical and unnecessary as the new manor grew larger. Soon it was abandoned altogether although still kept on as a family asset. 

Then, around the time of Yarrow and Zardria's birth, Lady Lihin finally decided to be rid of it, and put it up for auction. Dion and Aurora, having just come of age and into their inheritance, were in the right place and the right time. 

"So we snatched it from Lady Lihin quick as fire. It took considerable fixing up, abandoned for so long as it was, to bring it to its current state, but we got it done -- eventually." He flashed her his quick and easy grin. 

She smiled and took a sip of her water before speaking again. "It's truly beautiful -- the two of you did a wonderful job."

He shook his head. "That was Jules' da's work there. Carpenter, you know. He helped us from beginning to end with the place -- Tania too," and here his voice dropped considerably, "making sure all was safe and defensible as could be. Jules and his best friend spent their boyhood running underfoot of us. Eh, Jules," he said, his voice lifting a bit, "whatever happened to Aro?"

Yarrow choked on her water. 

Jules responded without missing a beat. "Thought you'd heard he's become major of the second regiment." 

Dion shrugged, his shrewd eyes on the ex-bellica who now was the picture of absolute composure. "Didn't know if it was the same boy. You stopped talking about him at some point. You two still friends?"

Jules stared at his drink for a long moment before replying. "No," he said, taking a swig. "We're not."

Yarrow didn't say anything.
  


Anala

Jourd'Juno, 5th Duema




Not even three days had passed and already there had been rebellion and an execution. 

The latter had been expected -- it had been announced at the Ceremony, after all. But Anala had not thought Ghia would be so stupid. 

She mourned Molly as much as the healer would, she knew. As a bellica, she knew that there were times to act and times to let the inevitable happen and haunt you the rest of your days. 

Yarrow was gone. So was any hope. 

Had Ghia told Anala, perhaps they would have gotten away. Tyvian, if reports she heard were accurate, perhaps they would have ended things then and there. 

Whether the healer had kept it a secret out of that annoying need to do things herself, or to keep Anala safe, or -- Goddesses forbid! -- because she now saw Anala as the enemy, which was unfortunately likely, Anala didn't know. She cursed the luck that had now landed the young healer bloody and broken in the dungeon, not much use to anyone anymore -- and feck-all that Anala could do about it. 

Keeping her frustration and anger tightly reined in, she and Aro walked to the barracks of the first regiment, now hers to command. She'd integrated most of her second regiment into Yarrow's old one, filling holes left by the East Campaign and Jules' defection. The remaining soldiers had been put on reserve status. She'd then set to work calling back the regiments stationed elsewhere in the empire and switching out with new ones, as well as sending various regiments to places currently without a military presence. Southland, she knew, had been relying on its civilian police force far too long; its resources were stretched thin and every year more police officers died than could be trained up again. Along with other towns, Southland needed protection so civilians could flourish. A military presence would add the benefit of upping recruitment levels, which were at an all-time low across the country. That problem needed a fast remedy. 

She hadn't thought, when she'd accepted the banished Yarrow's job, that it would include all this -- and by rights it shouldn't have. Then, Empress Zardria had granted Anala admiralty powers, something that hadn't been done in Athering for over eight thousand years. For the Queen's other title in Athering was Admiral, and military and civil power were one. 

As Zardria had shifted things in Athering so that civil and religious power were one, she also had made the military separate. Anala wasn't sure if this was a good idea or not. She just accepted the change and did her job. 

She wondered idly if Zardria knew the extent of her Admiral's involvement with the short-lived rebellion led by Yarrow. Probably. It seemed doubtful she was that uninformed. 

Keep yer friends close...she thought. 

They were close to the barracks when a messenger ran up and saluted. She and Aro stopped, giving a salute back. 

"At ease."

"Admiral, one of your captains has been refused entry at the hospitalis for her fever."

Her eyes narrowed. "Why doesnae Fanchone see ta 'er?"

The messenger swallowed nervously. "He says he has not the capabilities to do so, Admiral, and sent her to the hospitalis himself."

Anala thanked and dismissed the man, who ran off gratefully. "Aro, walk wit' me," she said, and turned her steps to face the direction of the hospitalis.

"Yes Ma'am," he said, his behaviour the epitome of a proper major's, as it had been for their entire working relationship.




~




Anala could see before speaking to Jera, the healer currently in charge, that the hospitalis was a goddessdamned mess. She didn't need to ask why. 

Still, she played her part. 

"Healer Jera, one o' me captains'd been refused treatment from ye here. I'd be much obliged if'n ye could enlighten me as ta why," she said, an admiral's sternness gracing her features, belying her deceptively mild tone of voice. 

Jera paled but did not flinch, and stood her ground before the admiral. "With respect, Admiral: look around you. We're in no shape to take care of civilians, let alone your women. Three of our healers are sick with a new wave of the fever; half our staff is still scattered throughout the town as per Ghia's last orders and no abatement of the fever, and Helene is sick again -- we doubt she'll even make it this time. I'm the oldest healer here but I never aspired to leadership. I am doing all I can but frankly, I'm not made for this!" Her voice rose at the end and she stopped herself, shame flashing across her face. "Forgive me. I'm tired." Resignation settled onto her face then, and Anala could tell the woman expected a stern reprimand for speaking so to a superior officer. 

The admiral merely nodded in understanding. "Let me see what I'd be able ta do fer ye, Jera," she said, and the woman's face lightened considerably. 

"Thank you, Admiral. I will not forget your kindness."

"Dinnae take it for kindness. Ye keep me women healthy. I need me soldiers ready ta go." 

Jera nodded, saluted, and turned back to her work. 

Anala turned from the hospitalis then, and Aro followed silently. 

"Major," she said, sotto voce, "'ave ye 'ad word on Ghia's condition?"

"She's alive and apparently sane, Admiral," he said, his voice just as low. 

She said nothing more; just made a small "hmm" sound as she thought. They continued walking to their quarters in that silence, Aro letting Anala form something from the thoughts that danced in her head. 

When they reached the doors to their adjoining quarters Anala told him to get his paperwork finished -- for with her admiralty came a new, unending mountain of it for both of them -- and disappeared into her own quarters to change. 

Clothing changed to something more formal, she opened her door to leave again and jumped, startled at the sight of her major leaning against her doorframe. 

She frowned at him. "I told ye ta finish yer papers, Aro."

"I've got time," he said with a nonchalant shrug. "Where are you going?"

"To tha Empress. Try'n get things back on track in tha Healer's Guild, ye ken," she replied, a bit irritated with him. 

His gaze didn't waver and he didn't move out of her way. "Not down to the dungeons."

Now she really was irritated. She pushed him aside with a snarl. "Nae -- or had ye not noticed tha formals I'd be wearing? Hardly dressed fer a prison break." 

He sighed and murmured an apology, but she was quite past caring. "I'd be seeing ye later, Major," she said, and then was heading down the hall.




~




The Empress was less than accommodating, but that had been expected. 

"You're asking me to declare martial law, Anala," Zardria said in an exasperated voice. 

Anala failed to see the problem Zardria would have with doing so, but she didn't say as much. "Not exactly, Yer Highness. I'd be asking fer either a return ta tha order o' tha Healer's Guild, or fer ye ta give me tha power ta right things." In other words, free Ghia and reinstate her, or declare martial law. Just not in so many words. 

The Empress flung down the quill she was holding and collapsed back into her chair, sighing and rubbing her temples. 

"You put me in a difficult position, Anala," she said, her voice tired but no less strong. "Ghia is a traitor, plain and simple. By rights she should be executed -- I certainly do not wish her let loose on the castle again. However, the alternative is not such an easy choice to make." She stood and paced the study, hands clasped behind her back, her long peplos swishing on the floor. "You failed me in Voco, Anala -- not only failing to exact a peace treaty with Lord Exsil Vis but angering him and bringing war to our western border. Umbra knows if Harbourtown will ever recover. Now you want me to put you in charge of all of Athering?"

Anala stood and took the unfair criticism, not letting it stoke her ire. With tight control she said "With respect, Majesty, if'n I'd be such a failure, why did ye promote me?"

Zardria turned to face the admiral again. "Pray tell me what choice I had, Anala. It had always been my plan to separate civil and military power -- to give a bellica admiralty powers. With my sister breaking laws left and right and just generally being a pain in my side, and no other bellica with her skill -- save you, of course," she said with a smile that was almost kind. "I had thought maybe such a promotion would make you less likely to fail me in the future."

"Have I failed ye since, Majesty?" Anala asked equably. 

Zardria stared at her a moment before responding. "No. You have not. Very well," she continued, expelling a sigh through her nostrils, "I shall consider very carefully each option, with all due seriousness. That is all I promise. Dismissed," she added, almost carelessly.

Anala bowed low, expressed her heartfelt thanks, and left. 

Beginning her arduous climb down the stairs with a nod at the guards posted outside the Empress' study, Anala wondered if she would ever understand the capricious, dark-haired leader. With a shudder she thought of her father -- no, she could never use that term -- of the man who had sired her and of the similarities between him and the woman she now served. Of the similarities between the admiral and empress. 

Lord Lihin was officially Zardria's father. Anala doubted that claim to be true. The Empress not only looked more like Queen Zameera's second consort, but their behaviour wildly shifting between pleasant and maliciously tyrannical from one moment to the next, and the seeming lack of a conscience...the resemblance was uncanny. 

She thought of herself, of the mood swings that had plagued her as a young girl, tempered only by military discipline and too many emotional wounds to name. She thought of her almost cruel treatment of her women that nonetheless inspired an almost fanatical devotion. She thought of her growing devotion to Zardria, and realised that she understood more of the Empress than she'd thought possible. 

She realised, too, that along with that understanding came a growing respect for the leader of the world as they knew it. 

That thought was truly terrifying.




~




Anala had no reason for wandering the castle that night aside a weary need to escape her quarters and her lover, who was wearing a hole in her rug with his pacing. 

He'd done it each night since the Birthright Ceremony -- only three times but already she was tired of it. He ranted and paced and paced and ranted, trying to puzzle out what they could do now Yarrow was gone. 

She never said anything, never answered. She laid back on her bed and watched him move, admiring the way his muscles rippled as he propelled himself into insanity on her floor. There was not much else to do when she had nothing to say. What could she tell him? "Actually, Aro, I'd be starting ta like the Empress." 

That would go over well.

So every night she let nothing come to her lips except the desire to kiss him till he shut up, which usually she did once he'd expelled the first large rush of rant. Then she'd push him back on the bed and get him to stop saying anything for a long while. 

Tonight she only felt tired. Her earlier epiphanies combined with his determined drive to get himself killed in the name of things like honour and justice and freedom -- it was all too much. 

She left her room before he could even really begin, saying she needed to walk tonight. 

"Do you want company?" his voice followed her, a lost little boy.

"Nae," she barely said before she was gone, where, she didn't know. 

She'd walked for almost an hour, just going up and down the hallways of the castle, and still could not formulate a coherent thought to save her life. It was as if all the thinking had been done already, on the stairs of the Spire as she'd left the Empress' audience, and now her brain could carry on no more -- done, done, done, it was, done and it would leave her to die herself, in ignorance of any sort of truth she could have grasped. 

She found her feet leading her to the stables, and decided, on the basis of the first real thought of the night, that she could stand to pay a visit to her horse. Endymion would not expect conversation from the admiral; would not need any deep realisations or philosophies born out of a time of war and revolution. All Endymion would need would be a scritch on the nose and some loving touch, some sweet nothings murmured to assure the stallion that he was the only male in Anala's life. 

Sometimes she felt he really was. 

When she reached the stables she stopped short at the sight in front of her. 

There was the entire first regiment, from the looks of it, saddled up and in the process of leaving silently. In the middle of the night. Without her leave. 

Her entrance caused a stillness to settle over the group, and they gave her furtive looks filled with guilt. 

Recently promoted Captain Coalette, the highest ranking officer closest to the admiral, spoke for the group.

"We're sorry, Admiral," she said, and Anala thought the girl might suffocate from the guilt on her face, "but we can't stay here. We're leaving to join Yarrow." 

Anala stood still, staring at her women -- no, Yarrow's women -- blankly until, like settling into a horse's trot, everything clicked into place in her head and she could suddenly think again. 

Nothing was ever simple in this world. 

She stepped forward, coming beside the flank of Coalette's horse. "Well then. Ye better make it real," she said, and offered the side of her head to the young captain. 

Coalette looked confused. "Ma'am?"

Anala sighed in exasperation. "Yer sword. Hit me wit' tha pommel."

"Oh," she said in sudden understanding, surprise now dominating her features where guilt had fled. "Are you sure?"

"Goddessdamnit yes I'd be sure," Anala snapped. "Now do it afore I'd be like ta change me mind!" She gave them her Bellica's Glare. 

Guilt came in to invade Coalette's features again, successfully routing any other emotion that may have camped out across her face, and the captain drew her sword and swung the hilt down towards Anala's head. 




~




It must have worked, for Anala awoke later on the stable floor with a pounding headache and the feeling of dried blood on her face. Aro's face hovered above her, looking worried. 

"What happened?"

She grunted and sat up slowly, explaining to him of the first regiment's mutiny. For some reason, she forgot to tell him the part where she let them go. 

He frowned. "Let's get your head checked out by Fanchone."

"Nae," she said, standing up unsteadily. "I'd be fine. 'Sides, I'd need ta tell tha Empress."

Aro nodded and got up to follow her, his face a careful blank, but not before she'd noticed the look of betrayal that had stolen across it. 

She sighed inwardly and turned her face forward. 

It was the only direction she could go.
  


Empress-Mother Zanny




She was surprised, to say the least, that she had lived this long. She had expected Zardria to do away with her worthless life long before the Birthright Ceremony -- indeed, had been expecting it for years. The fact that she'd been allowed to draw breath for as long as she had was completely unexpected. 

Not wholly welcome. 

It was stressful, to not know when one's time was gone. To expect it for so long and never have it realised.... Nightmares were made of this. 

Add to that, the very idea that she might never make it into any sort of afterlife, that the Goddesses might not even take her for Tyvian, and the source of all of Zanny's many neuroses suddenly became very clear. 

When the message came, three days after the investiture of her niece and in the middle of the night, that she was to attend upon the Empress in her study it had been a relief. Indeed, she had laughed out loud, a sound that she'd not made for a long time. Before the messenger's baffled eyes, she said a last goodbye to her rooms and went to meet her end with all the dignity and grace she could muster. 

She descended the stairs slowly, enjoying her last physical exertions in this lifetime. 

Mayhap her last, ever. Would she be reborn? She doubted it. 

Despite the weight of nothingness that loomed up in front of her and pressed down on her, a tiny spark of hope flared to life in her soul -- hope that a Goddess would take pity on a woman and let her have more than mere oblivion. Even eternal damnation would be preferable to that terrifying blankness that threatened her, that came closer with each step she took towards the study. That spark of hope turned into a small flame and stayed deep within her, secret and small, un-confessed even to herself. 

"Come in, Aunt," Zardria said, and Zanny jumped, suddenly realising she'd been standing in the open doorway to the study for a while. She took several steps inside and the door swung shut behind her, though no one touched it. She heard the bolts slide into stone, again untouched, and if she could have felt fear she would have felt it then, faced with the young woman who gazed upon her in a decidedly predatory fashion. Thankfully she only felt numb. 

"I assume I've underestimated your power, Zardria."

"You have," the Empress said, rising and coming around to the front of her large desk. "But when have you ever been right about anything?"

Zanny didn't even flinch. The words no longer cut.

"What are you, Niece?" The question was stupid. Zanny regretted it. Zardria would never tell her -- not even with Zanny's death a tangible, inevitable thing in the air between them. 

Zardria smiled slowly, showing her teeth, and Zanny thought she saw pointed fangs, equidistance from each other, white and shining in the Empress' mouth. 

No. That wasn't possible. 

Her thoughts trailed off as she noticed the young woman's nails. 

Or rather, claws. They were black and thick and sharp, and reminded Zanny of the talons of a hawk or eagle or some other predatory bird. Large claws, more than capable of disemboweling a lesser creature with one livid swipe. 

A lesser creature like me. 

Her eyes darted back to Zardria's face, and she swore the girl's eyes had changed from gray to black, the whites totally occluded. 

A shiver went down Zanny's spine as she felt fear, real, honest-to-goddess fear, for the first time in months. 

Fast as a snake, then, Zardria's hand darted out towards Zanny's chest, and the older woman stumbled back, grateful to have avoided the strike, although it could only have put off the inevitable. 

Then, before Zanny's disbelieving eyes, Zardria's hand held up a bloody lump, and the Empress's smile widened. 

"Surprise," she whispered. 

Zanny collapsed to the floor, the air around her rushing up and into the hole she could now feel in her chest. Lights danced in front of her eyes as shadows flew in to obscure her sight, and she could swear she saw Zardria begin to eat the organ that had once resided behind its sturdy cage of ribs -- supposedly safe from the world, but Zanny knew that to be a lie. Then she could no longer see her niece but perceived a rushing in her ears; a feather brushed her face and as she looked up she saw black wings, a scythe strapped to the strong back of the bare-chested woman who now gathered Zanny up into Her arms. 

Zanny tried to look upon the woman's face, to glean her identity, but it was hooded, and it struck her as oddly fitting that things should be hidden from her in death, just as they had been in life. Then nothing more reached her but the steady rush of air as she was carried up, up, and up, past all mortal knowledge.
  


Caelum

Jourd'Althea, 6th Duema




The funeral, against all custom, was the day after Zanny had been found, asleep in her bed. She'd passed peacefully in the night, it was said. 

This had to be a lie. 

Caelum didn't know exactly how Zanny had died, but he knew Zardria had killed the woman. The rumours he'd heard from the servants when they thought he was out of earshot had made his skin crawl.

"Heart ripped right out of her chest --"

"No, that's impossible, a wild animal'd have to have done that--"

"Or a Twisted Sister--"

"You suggesting the treecat'd be one of them--"

"And why not? That or she'd really be a treecat--"

"That's even more impossible--"

"Nothing's impossible anymore."

He didn't get to check himself. Zanny's funerary garb was a peplos that buttoned right up to her neck, in a fashion so severely outdated it could only add weight to the rumours. With the doing away of any rites except those to Umbra, funerary rites were no longer ten days long. How convenient: there was no time to get a confirmation of what he'd heard. 

He didn't want to think on it, but it rang a bell of truth somewhere deep inside him. If Zardria were a full servant of Umbra, a Twisted Sister of the Night, then there had never been any hope from the beginning. 

He thought of other things instead -- like Yarrow, and other members of the core rebel group. He hoped they were all well, but most of all he hoped Yarrow had gotten out of Athering before her time was up, impossible though he knew that to be. 

Maybe she and Jules would be able to hold their own against their assassins long enough to be able to escape. They'd left together, he knew that much. Knowing Jules, he was sure the two would travel together.

The old Caelum would have been jealous at the thought of Jules, who had harboured a deep love for their bellica for years, traveling alone with Yarrow in such circumstances, each looking for solace in exile. The new Caelum hoped against hope both were safe, sending secret prayers to now-forbidden Goddesses. 

Truthfully he didn't mind so much Zardria's decree that all shall worship Umbra. Religion was, and always had been, in his heart -- not in the temple. A change in outward behaviour spoke nothing of what one believed within. 

So he went with Zardria to pray at Umbra's altar, made the appropriate sacrifices once a sevenday, and acted the perfect Consort in public. In his heart he still prayed to the rest of the pantheon, and hoped They still listened to his prayers. 

It was strange, but in just his four days as Zardria's Consort he found himself not hating her anymore, despite the rumours that were circulating now. Perhaps he was so far beyond feeling anything that he'd been as numbed to it all as his body would be with a winter in Atton, or maybe seeing the side of Zardria that no one else saw was slowly changing his initial opinion of her. 

They'd fought the first night. It was a fight he'd started and lived through. 

"You promised, Zardria," he'd said, rounding on her angrily when they'd gotten back to her quarters. 

"Yes, and I kept my promise," she said, her voice tight but under control as she set her Sceptre down on her vanity. "Yarrow is alive."

"Barely -- you exiled her on pain of death! You may as well have killed her!" He was shouting at her, which some sane part of him was saying might be unwise. 

"You would prefer that I do?" she snapped, her eyes flashing with anger, the gray darkening to an almost-black. "Give the order, Caelum, and I will send my assassins after her early. She lives or dies by your word, Consort." He could hear the irony with which she injected his title. 

He sighed in defeat. "No. Of course not. Just.... This was not what I expected when you made that promise." 

Her back was to him as she took her jewelry off and set it on her vanity next to the Sceptre, but he could see her face in the mirror. He could have sworn she looked sad as she spoke her next words to him. 

"Don't ever expect anything from me, Caelum. You'll always be disappointed." In the next second the look was gone, as if she'd caught his eyes on her countenance. She waved her hand. "Your quarters are downstairs. If anything you need is lacking, feel free to kill a servant." He frowned, unable to tell if she was joking or not. When she sighed in exasperation and turned to face him, he decided she had been -- but it was too late to laugh now. "Go," she said.

"What about my Consort's duties?" he said, looking pointedly at the bedroom door. 

She waved her hand and walked past him. "You're off the hook. I'm tired."

Was that -- hurt? in her voice? No, impossible. He turned and curtsied. "Very well. Good night, Highness. Sweet dreams."

She paused, her back still to him, hand on the doorframe, as if such a small kindness was alien to her. "You too, Consort. Good night."

Then she'd walked into her bedroom and shut the door. 

He'd frowned in confusion. He'd half-expected her to kill him for starting an argument right after the Ceremony -- had hoped for it, actually. At the very least, she'd maim him. Instead she'd said a few words and dropped it. She'd even told a joke.

The only other time he'd been this surprised was when Isidora had confessed her feelings to him. 

His head full of confusion, he'd gone to bed, hoping his mind would sort it out in dreams. 

It hadn't, and in the next few days, his bewilderment had grown. She'd been forgiving of servants who made mistakes, when all rumours said she would beat or kill errant valets. What he saw made him wonder if there was any truth at all to those rumours, or if it was something the servants said to give themselves airs. He decided either possibility was likely. She did have a temper. 

She was harsh with her words, he noticed. With everyone, including him. He soon realised that most of it was caustic humour -- much like Yarrow's actually -- and the rest, while not in jest, was half-hearted at best. It almost seemed as if the harsh things she said and did were not coming from her, but from something that took control of her body and personality at odd times. The only things she seemed fully engaged in when she was being harsh were her condemnations of her mother and sister. Caelum could see she was passionate about hating them. 

After the first night, he took care not to mention either. 

He took a lot of care to keep Zardria calm and stress-free. He sensed her confusion over his compassion for her, and for a while was confused himself. It soon became apparent to him that when she was calm and mostly happy, that harsh thing that took control of her didn't take over as often. She was still harsh, but it was more in good-natured jesting, and there was a definite difference in everyone's morale when she was herself more often. Which she was when she was calm. 

He was the perfect Consort, both in the public eye and out. He didn't fight with her, he lent her moral support on particularly trying days. There were plenty of those, with most of the populace unhappy and petitioning daily. He even made sure she ate regularly and that the servants brought her tea during the long hours she spent in her study, the only place in the castle forbidden to him. 

Such behaviour had sealed his fate. None of his old friends would look him in the eye anymore, not even newly-made Admiral Anala, who seemed to be warming up to Zardria as much as he was. No doubt they all saw him as a traitor. 

He could live with being hated. 

He wondered if they saw Lares Stout-Heart the same way. Within minutes of the Birthright Ceremony ending, Lares had become the Empress' new favourite servant. Caelum could see why the man had been so valued on Voco before his defection: he played the part expertly. A fop to everyone except his mistress, no one took him seriously. Much to their damage, for Lares used his role to spy on everyone. 

Not that anything of import had come to light yet. Either Lares was covering things up, or there had not yet been enough time to expose anyone or anything. Caelum was incredibly curious as to the truth. 

When it came to the funeral procession for the dead Empress-Mother, Lares was one of the pallbearers with five other servants Caelum didn't know by name. 

Directly behind the wood that held Zanny's body in state walked Zardria and Caelum, the only real royals there. Behind them came the nobles who were still in town from the Ceremony -- Lady Lihin, Eorl Gray, Lady Subverra, and Duchess Ereven, to name a few, next to high-ranking military officers. Following them were the courtiers who always resided in town. Commoners had gathered up and down the length of the funereal road to watch the procession, though they were forbidden to join in. 

Everyone wore white, a stark contrast to the dark river that traveled beside them on their way to the traditional funerary place for the royal family. 

They walked for most of the day, mud collecting on the bottom of Zardria's peplos -- a gift from the night's rain. She didn't seem to notice or care, and Caelum remembered she always seemed tired when she wore her formals, a long-suffering look on her face.

The priestesses were waiting at the launch. Caelum recognised the one -- Jules' sister, Sarai -- but the others he'd not seen before. The three other priestesses wore a full archery set each; Sarai had a permanently melancholy look on her face. He supposed she took the new theocratic rule and worship of Umbra harder than most, especially being ordered to dedicate to a Goddess to Whom she'd not been Called. He wished he could speak to her, but she probably wouldn't want to spend any time with him. 

The pall-bearers walked out onto the small dock that jutted into the swiftly flowing river and set their burden down into the boat that was tied there, built the night before for today's purpose. Sarai stood in silence next to a fiery brazier, her priestesses equally stoic as they waited for the servants to return to their places in the procession. 

When the pall-bearers stepped back and took their places behind Zardria, Sarai started to read from the Book of Muerta, but Caelum noticed the words were different from what he'd heard before. The word 'Muerta' had been replaced with 'Umbra' and instead of 'eternal peace' she talked about 'eternal service to the Dark One'. He supposed there was no Book of Umbra and they'd had to make do on short notice. 

It was a fair bit unnerving, though. 

"Let us take a moment now to pray for Empress-Mother Zanny's soul, that it may find its way to the Audience hall where the Dark One waits. Let Umbra decide Zanny's fate, in all Her glorious wisdom."

Caelum bowed his head with the rest, but nothing came to mind for the prayer. He couldn't focus. Instead he found his hand bridging the gap between him and Zardria, fingers questing for hers and clasping desperately when they found each other.

Whether the rumours were true and whether his previous thoughts were true, She's just lost her aunt, he thought, justifying his hand's action. It is my duty as Consort to comfort her. 

"So may it be," Sarai's voice cut through the silence, signifying an end to the prayer. Caelum looked up with everyone else, then, and saw Sarai draw a ceremonial sword. The high priestess spoke as she walked out onto the dock. "We release your body, Zanny deZora, to the water, the blood of this land that binds all creatures in life, death, and rebirth. Go in peace and rejoin with Umbra." With one great swing the sword cut through the rope that held the boat and it was swept away in the current of the river, heading towards the sea. 

Caelum watched the small woman in her boat, her final journey, hands folded over her stomach, eyes closed peacefully, and wondered if anyone would miss her. 

Would it be only in the afterlife that she would finally find compassion? 

The figure got smaller, and Sarai shouted "Ready!" Caelum almost jumped. The priestesses each drew an arrow, which had torch ends rather than tips, lit them in the brazier, and pulled back the strings on their bows. 

"Pull!" came the order from the high priestess. 

The arrows flew up through the air and Caelum was sure that they'd never make it. The boat seemed too far away now but with unerring precision they hit, one, two, three, and within seconds Zanny went up in flames. 

The procession stood watching the great flame move onwards until it was a distant orange glow, and then, in the light of the afternoon sun, they turned to the horses and carriages waiting to take them back to Atherton. 

Zardria and Caelum stayed to the last, until even the orange glow was gone. 

The Empress turned to leave, but Caelum's hand on her arm stopped her. 

"Are you alright?" he asked, gently. 

She didn't look at him, and sighed heavily. A moment passed before she responded. "I didn't like my aunt, but she understood me in a way that Zameera and Yarrow never could or would. We were kindred spirits." She stopped abruptly and walked briskly away, to their carriage, as if suddenly realising she was talking to another person rather than herself. 

Caelum stood a moment longer, looking down the river, until her shout of "Consort!" made him turn his heels towards the carriage as well.
  


Ghia




Her bones were setting and knitting in their broken positions. She could feel it happening, and knew that surely as she would die by Zardria's hand, she would die a cripple. 

Her hand was the worst of it. She could live with the thought of not being able to walk properly -- she'd need a cane -- but without her right hand she couldn't write, couldn't heal. She was one of the strange Atherians who was right-dominant -- which was why she had stupidly tried to punch the Empress with that hand. Tears pricked her eyes at the sight of the claw her hand was becoming. 

What did it matter anyway? She'd never get out of this dungeon, except to be executed. She'd received only two meals in her time here, but that didn't really faze her. She was used to long periods without food. What was the point of caring about anything anymore? With no hope, caring took far too much effort. 

She'd not been able to contact Rosa at all in her time imprisoned. At first she'd attributed it to her powers being drained, but then -- after some sleep -- they'd replenished, and she was able to make tentative contact with Anala, though they'd not chatted much. She could sense conflict in Anala when she'd made contact, but was not able to do anything about it, aside from writing the Admiral off as a lost cause. 

Ghia hated the Empress with such a passion, she could not see how anyone -- especially sensible Anala! -- could feel otherwise. Mayhap it was more understandable for Caelum to cave so easily. She never really expected great things from him, anyway. Lares, she was sure, was just putting on an act -- he'd done it in Voco. He was doing it here. She didn't need to read him anymore to know that. What she'd read in Anala, however, had made her not want to try anymore. What was the point, when everyone was giving up so easily? 

Still she'd not been able to reach her Magi teacher. 

She was getting worried. She could think of no reason why her teacher was being silent. The Magea couldn't be dead; Ghia would have felt it. Had Rosa left them, then? Written them all off? The thought made her convulse in physical pain. 

Rosa's disappearance from her mind had ended all hope. If Rosa was gone, Ghia was doomed. The Magea was the only one who could heal Ghia's hand and leg at this juncture -- and the only one who could free her. For the first time, she felt the true limits of her powers and saw what a life-and-death matter it really was. Childishly, she'd thought she could handle anything. 

Hubris. Downfall of many great people. 

And some not so great, she thought in disgust. 

A noise at the stairs made her stir, and she squinted as a bright light came through the doorway, silhouetting a figure Ghia would recognise anywhere. 

Loathing surged through her as the Empress came down the steps and stopped in front of Ghia's cell. Not wanting to face her nemesis on uneven footing, Ghia struggled to stand. With incredible difficulty she righted herself, scrambling up with help of the bars at the side of her cell, on which she then had to then lean to stay upright. Her knee throbbed viciously. 

A guard opened the door and Zardria stepped in. Ghia didn't flinch, just stared at the woman levelly. The Empress smiled. 

"It seems you have friends in high places, Healer. I had planned to execute you for treason -- a matter of course, really -- but Admiral Anala has convinced me otherwise." 

Ghia kept her face blank, though she was surprised Anala would have pleaded on her behalf. The Empress didn't say the Admiral did just that, she corrected herself. Anala is probably just trying to make things convenient for herself. 

The Empress was regarding her steadily, expectantly. Ghia forced herself to speak, moving her words around her twisted lips. "What exactly does that mean, Highness?"

"It means you are reinstated in the hospitalis. Starting now." Zardria looked almost bored with the proceedings. Ghia forced herself to be grateful. 

"Thank you, Highness." She didn't bother trying to bow. It would hurt too much. 

Zardria's smile turned feral. "Don't thank me. I'd rather see you dead. But I'd be a terrible empress if I didn't trust the words of my advisors." She turned to go, then stopped. "Oh. Almost forgot."

Before Ghia could ask, Zardria's hand was on her forehead, nails digging into the healer's scalp. She tried to move back, to get away, but found her entire body paralysed, helpless before the Empress. She couldn't speak; couldn't think. All she could do was stare into the bottomless depths of Zardria's dark gray -- no, black -- eyes. 

As suddenly as it had begun it was over, and Ghia found she could move again when the Empress removed her hand. She started to ask what in Tyvian Zardria had done -- and stopped, gaping, when she could form no sound. 

Zardria still smiled, teeth bared. "Can't have such a little chatterbox causing me any trouble, can I?" Ghia felt a chill descend over her and make its permanent home on her spine as she realised what had happened. With a last bit of hope she tried to reach out with her mind -- to anyone, anywhere, it didn't matter. Her mental breeze hit a wall, all around her. 

Zardria shook her finger admonishingly at the girl. "Ah ah ah. Don't try. It'll only hurt you, Magi," she whispered, and Ghia realised that it had all been over before it began. "Don't worry," the Empress continued in a louder voice, "you can still heal. That's what I need you for, after all.

"Guard, escort her to the hospitalis," she added as she left. 

Ghia felt like crying as the guard helped her out of her cell and down the hallway. She turned to face Jester, to say a silent goodbye, but the woman was asleep. 

Choking back tears, she slowly climbed the stairs to start her life again.

She wished she'd died in the dungeons instead.
  


Yarrow




The next morning, she and Jules would begin their arduous trek into the mountains, beyond the borders of Athering. Legends held that Mt. Impri was full of caves, made livable by some exiled Queen or other. Yarrow hoped that was true. As wonderful as it was to stay with Dion and Aurora, she knew that she and Jules endangered their lives a little more every day they delayed. They didn't want to push Fortuna harder than necessary. 

"Until the last day of the funeral," she'd said to him on their first night there, and he'd agreed readily. The next two days he'd spent with his family, joining them for two-thirds of the time during which the family was to sit with the body and prepare it for burning. He'd missed the first day altogether, as that was the day they'd ridden into Atton. He'd spent the required seven days at the temple, so Yarrow did not think that the Sisters of Mercy would begrudge him one day. 

Yarrow, with nothing to do except lie as low as possible, found herself spending any time she didn't use to pace her balcony or practise swordplay in the drawing room with the brother and sister team that ran the tavern. She and Aurora had become fast friends -- as friendly as she could be with someone from whom she was hiding her identity. She found herself spending a lot of time with the shorter woman -- no doubt to assuage the loss she felt at leaving Ghia and Anala. 

"Why 'Bacchanaila'?" she'd asked Aurora the first day as she sat at the bar. She'd taken to keeping her hair tightly tied back and slicked with some pomade she'd found in town, making it look almost brown, and wearing clothing that showed off her tattoo as much as possible. Not many people knew Bellica Yarrow had a tattoo. It was a mark of a commoner. 

Aurora was wiping down the bar, considering her answer. "You're from Atherton, so you've been to services at the Temple on Jourd'Aradia, right?"

"I've been a time or two," the ex-bellica hedged, having never been for sevenday services in her life. She'd gone for other, more specialised cases. 

Aurora smiled, and Yarrow got the feeling that the woman hadn't gone that often herself. "Ever notice the list of Goddesses is really incredibly long?"

That she did know, having read a few books on mythology. There were myriad Goddesses in Athering. All were honoured at Temple, but most people just focused on their regional cults. Yarrow had never looked past Bellona, the Sisters of Mercy, or Juno -- the last usually as a curse more than an actual working relationship between deity and supplicant. She nodded at Aurora, her curiosity piqued. She'd never heard of a Goddess named Bacchanalia. 

"Well," and here Aurora leaned in closer to Yarrow, as if she was sharing a big secret, "some Goddesses are actually...Gods." She winked conspiratorially. 

Yarrow laughed. "Really." 

Aurora held her hand up and laughed with Yarrow. "Tavern owner's honor! Some Atherians actually worship...Gods." She whispered, as if it were a scandal. Yarrow laughed some more.

Then stopped, thinking back. She'd heard some Nucalif folk call out for a 'Poseidon' as their battle cry. During the Campaign she'd thought it a figure from history or somesuch, but now she wasn't so sure. Perhaps they'd been calling to a god peculiar to their area. Too, the Vocans worshipped a god almost exclusively. Mayhap it was not so strange as it sounded. 

"I take it They're paid more attention in Their regional cults," Yarrow said. 

"Oh, to be sure. I'll admit I don't know much about the others, but here in Atton we are blessed with a type of grape that survives our cold weather, and makes a wonderful wine -- our most prosperous export." She smiled around at the tavern, and Yarrow noticed anew the many bottles of wine they had. "It's thanks to the bounty of the Wine God that we prosper here in Atton, so at Temple we pay heed to Bacchus. As well as the rest of the Goddesses," she added hastily, and Yarrow almost laughed. Aurora didn't need to fear Yarrow would find her blasphemous. 

"Of course," Yarrow agreed, returning the smile. "Bacchanalia is His festival, then?" 

"When the first batch of grapes ripens," Aurora said with a wistful smile on her face. "Usually sometime between Midspring and Midsummer, but we've had it as late as the end of Quatra before." 

"I hope I'm able to attend this year's," Yarrow said politely, but she doubted it would happen. 

"It would be wonderful to have you there, Achi," Aurora said, and Yarrow smiled harder, trying to conceal the truth about her name. It was so strange to be referred to by her middle moniker. "It's a beautiful festival -- a full sevenday long, with feasting and carousing and partying. It's where I met my wife," Aurora added, then stopped speaking, her face melancholy. 

Yarrow had already noticed Aurora wore her ring on her left hand, middle finger instead of ring, and so said nothing. Casting about for anything to change the subject, she settled on her meal, though she was far from finished. 

"The meals you serve here are absolutely splendid, Aurora," she said with a smile, and saw her friend come back from wherever the far-away place she'd gone to had been. "I'm sure they don't serve things so fine in the castle itself." 

Aurora waved her hand. "It's just humble food," she said, blushing, and Yarrow saw her guess had been correct: Aurora handled the food menu herself. 

"Well it's the best recipe for humble food as I've ever tasted," Yarrow said, and Aurora blushed deeper. She smiled more that day, and Yarrow didn't see the melancholy pass her face again. 

The next day was spent much the same, except Dion was in all day and Aurora out running her errands, so Yarrow spent her day talking and flirting. Jules had come by briefly to tell them the time of the funeral the next morning, then gone, leaving Yarrow to Dion's attentions. 

At some point in the day it occurred to her that Dion was not as cavalier with his flirting with her as he was with the other patrons; she could sense real interest there. She spent the afternoon mentally debating the pros and cons of returning his attentions in earnest, continually falling back on the decision she'd made on the road, namely, that sex was no good without love, and would never be the same without Caelum. 

Oh, come now, her old self scolded. You're being a little melodramatic, don't you think?

I've earned the right to be melodramatic, she replied with a sniff. 

Her old self rolled her eyes at Yarrow's current thinking. So you're swearing off sex forever because some stupid man broke your heart?

No! Yarrow protested vehemently. The thought of no sex ever again was abhorrent. It's just. Well. She floundered, unable to think of a single good argument. Her old self gave her a self-satisfied smirk and said nothing more. She didn't need to. She'd won. 

That night, Yarrow threw caution to the wind and invited Dion into her bed. When he accepted passionately, she felt her old confidence return a bit.

She had absolutely no regrets about it, she decided, lying in the comfortable bed next to him. He was a passionate and considerate lover, and she'd be lying if she said that his interest in her since her arrival hadn't awakened something long-forgotten within her. She hadn't been this flustered with a lover since...since the first time, she realised. So used to being dominant with the people she slept with, she didn't let anyone make her feel anything. Not even with Caelum, for all that they had gently warred with dominance during their time together. She'd still been indubitably in charge -- and well he knew it. She was always in control. Tonight, Dion had made her lose her composure. She realised that being flustered could be a really, really good thing. 

She lay awake for a long time afterwards, staring into the darkness. She still couldn't sleep that well; hadn't been able to since leaving. Frankly she didn't want to. What sleep she got was punctuated with nightmares. 

She wondered that she'd moved on so quickly from Caelum. She didn't really feel anything towards him anymore. No hate. No anger. No love. She couldn't. 

Mayhap I'm just ignoring it till the right time. 

When would be the right time to come to grips with it? 

Never. 

She sighed. When she should care, she didn't and when she shouldn't, she did. Nothing was ever simple. 

"What's his name?" Dion's voice came out of the darkness, startling her. 

"What?"

"The man you left behind," he said, his voice gentle. 

"Oh." She paused. How obvious it must be to everyone else! She tried to think of a name; if she said 'Caelum', he'd know for sure who she was. Which he probably did, but at least this way he could truthfully deny ever having met Yarrow. "Cepheus," she said at last, falling on a name out of mythology. 

"What happened?" Dion shuffled closer to her and put a caring arm around her. 

Yarrow almost laughed. "He left me for my sister."

He kissed her forehead. "Want me to kill him for you?"

Now Yarrow did laugh. As solid as Dion was, the thought of him taking on a seasoned military officer was just priceless. "No," she said, laughter fading. "I'm not mad at him. He didn't really have a choice." Though she couldn't see him very well in the darkness, she could feel Dion's sardonic look at her. "Family and inheritance reasons. I'm the younger sister."

"I thought arranged marriages didn't happen anymore," he said, his tone lightly searching. 

"They don't. But blood is thicker than water, and family can still screw your life up royally." Even past death. 

He laughed. "That it can."

They cuddled in silence for a while, just enjoying each other's touch, until Yarrow's curiosity got the better of her. 

"What happened to Aurora's wife?"

Dion sighed. "No one really knows. He died a few years back. Up on the mountain."

"Avalanche?" she hazarded. She knew it was a ready enough danger in Atton.

"No. I wish. Would have been easier to take." He stopped for a moment, and Yarrow was silent, letting him gather his thoughts. "Galen had a group of friends who were convinced they'd find treasure in the caves of Mt. Impri. He was more sensible than that, of course, but loyal to a fault. Characteristic of Atton-folk. Don't know when to take care of themselves." Yarrow thought of Jules and smiled. "As I'm sure you know," he added and she knew he'd sensed her smile. 

"That I do," she murmured. 

"So they got together for an expedition up the mountain. Despite the danger and my sister's protests, Galen went with his friends. They were gone for a full tredicem. It was spring, and Thaw made the passes treacherous. Aurora waited at the window every day and night, consumed with worry, looking for his return. I couldn't even get her to clean -- something she does to ease her mind.

"Took some convincing to get her some rest. That's when they returned. Didn't wake her right away -- didn't want to upset her with the sight of him." 

There was a longer pause, and Yarrow grabbed Dion's hand and squeezed. His thumb stroked her hand briefly before he went on. 

"Torn to shreds, he was. Looked like the work of a treecat -- but they'd gone above the tree-line. When I asked his friends what had happened, they raved about Flesh Screamers." 

"I thought those were legend," Yarrow said, swallowing.

"I said as much, but they would not be deterred. Said none of them could move while it screamed and tore Galen to bits." 

He fell silent. Yarrow let him for a while, thinking about the terrifying idea that Flesh Screamers may exist. Then something occurred to her. 

"Dion," she said matter-of-factly, "if none of them could move then how did they survive to bring his body home?"

Dion stretched and moved to rest on his back, and Yarrow moved to her side so she could continue to look at him, dark though it was in the room. "That's the strangest part of the tale," he said, voice barely above a whisper. "The youngest of them told me they'd been saved by Queen Zameera -- that she'd appeared and killed the creature with deft strokes of her two vicious looking blades. 

"That was when I was sure they were crazy -- she'd been dead for years past, and even if she were alive...why would she be on Mt. Impri killing Flesh Screamers? And how would the young pup even know what she looked like? He'd never seen her. Then Geoff, the eldest of the group, confirmed the kid's story. And he'd seen the Queen a time or two in his life."

Yarrow felt a chill run down her spine at this branch in the story. Goddess, what awaits me in the mountains? "Do you think they were lying? That it was foul play?" she said out loud. 

She saw him nod, slowly. "I did. So I called in the priestesses but they confirmed the men were telling the truth. Gave them sanctuary, mad as they were. They had to be. Couldn't be otherwise.

"We had his funeral. The town moved on with life. Aurora's never healed fully, but I didn't expect her to. Some people mate for life. Galen was a good man -- only person she'd ever brought home that I actually approved of. I never told her their tale. Said they'd gone below the treeline and been attacked by a treecat," he said, an afterthought. 

Yarrow found herself smiling despite the melancholic mood that had settled. "You're very protective of her, I gather." 

She could see his teeth glint in the little light in the room as he grinned back. "Damned right. She's all I've got. When our parents died I basically raised her."

"I thought you two were twins," Yarrow said in mirth. 

"She's still my baby sister," he said staunchly. 

She giggled, and Dion rolled onto his side to face her. "Are you laughing at me?"

"Oh, not at all," she said, and burst into giggles again. 

"I think you are," he said, and pinned her to the bed expertly. "Good thing I know how to fix that." He kissed her deeply.

When she could breathe, she asked if he was sure it was Bacchus and not Desirelle he was devoted to. 

"Can't it be both?" he said with what she could see was a roguish grin, and after that they let all thought drift away for the rest of the night. 




~




Yarrow had to borrow some of Aurora's clothing for the funeral, as she owned no white. It was awkward, as the tavern-owner was almost two feet shorter than the ex-bellica, but somehow she improvised -- the woman had a non-fitted sleeveless peplos that Yarrow could slip into, and in order to make it go past the middle of her thighs, she found a fairly inexpensive clothing shop where she bought an underslip in white. She also purchased an inexpensive cardigan that would fit Aurora as well, so she could leave it with the woman when she left. For her hair she borrowed a white shawl from her new friend. "To show respect," she'd said in explanation. 

Aurora had nodded in acceptance, but Yarrow saw the twinkle in the shorter woman's eye. 

All in all she didn't look too terrible -- not that a funeral was a time to be vain, but she didn't want to look as if she didn't care at all about Jules' family. 

It was a simple service, held outside the Temple, and beautiful. Jules' father was well-loved, and most of Atton had turned out for it. Yarrow stood at the back, behind Eric's remaining family, though she was sure Nathaniel and his husband both knew exactly who she was. As she watched the pallbearers load Jules' father onto the pyre and the priestesses move forward with torches and prayers, she noticed Jules was edging backwards, closer to her. Soon he stood next to her, and she looked at him sidelong. He didn't return her glance and so she left it alone. 

The main prayers were being said by a priest -- unusual, but it did happen. Yarrow bowed her head with the rest of the mourners. When it came time to pray for Eric's journey to the Sisters of Mercy, she prayed very hard -- for her. Then she watched a priestess light one end of the pyre, and throw her torch up onto it. The remaining three priestesses followed suit, and they stood and watched Eric burn. 

Eventually mourners drifted away, as the day wore on. Afternoon turned into evening and evening into night, and Eric still burned, Only Nathaniel, his spouse, their children, Jules, Yarrow, and Dion and Aurora remaining. Out of the corner of her eye Yarrow saw tears running down Jules' face, reflecting the orange glow that was now his father, and she put an arm around his shoulder and squeezed. He leaned into the embrace and they stood there until they were the only ones remaining, and longer still until the fire was out, orange and yellow lights dancing in front of their tired eyes. 







Jourd'Aradia, 11th Duema




She'd been warned about Thaw, but somehow she'd not believed it. Despite the warmth that was making snow melt and turn the road up the mountain into slush, it was a bloody cold four days that it took them to reach the caves. They were soaked through by the time they reached the first cave, and the wind that blew fiercely down the mountain had done nothing to warm them. Yarrow was sure she'd never feel anything in her hands and legs again. In most places they'd been unable to ride their horses, because of the treachery of the melting snow, and so had to wade through in their breeches and boots -- which were supposed to be waterproof, but apparently had never been tested in Atton in spring. A few times they'd had to turn back and find another pass, for the one they were going to take was blocked off with a pile of snow, or a rockslide. There was no map to the mountains. There was only tenacity and luck to get them through. 

When they entered the cave, she actually fell to her knees and kissed the ground. "Thank Aradia," she exclaimed, chapping her hands and trying to get feeling back into them. "I thought I'd never stop feeling the wind. Isn't it supposed to be warmer now that it's spring?" she asked Jules as she got up and lead her horse deeper into the cave system, looking for the warmth of the earth that should be inside the mountain. 

He laughed quietly, without mirth. "It's never 'spring' in Atton, Yar. Out of four seasons, we have three winters -- early, middle, and late, sometimes called Thaw." 

Yarrow snorted. "So what's the fourth?"

"Tourist season," he replied dryly. 

They went through a few caves with their horses, each opening luckily big enough to admit the animals. The third cave they came across was a shock. It was a fully-stocked, very large, stable. 

Yarrow let out a low whistle. "SomeOne is looking out for us."

"Namely Cayusee," he replied. 

Yarrow made a sound of agreement in her throat and they led their horses to some empty stalls. They were all empty, but they chose the stalls closest to them. The warmth that Yarrow had hoped to find inside the mountain was present here, but it seemed more than it should be from just the rock itself, as if the cave had been heated. 

Must be an internal heating system, she decided, but the idea didn't do much to quell her sudden nervousness. If there was an ancient internal heating system in place from when the mountain had been inhabited by that exiled Queen Whatshername, then who in Tyvian was keeping the fires stoked now? 

And who had stocked the stable with fresh hay?

Swallowing, she finished tending to Pyrrhus, who was the epitome of a happy horse now they were out of the melting snow and cold wind. The ex-bellica turned to Jules, who had just finished curry-combing his own horse as well and was now inspecting the room at large. 

"There's a door here," he said from the corner, consternation in his voice. 

She went to join him. "You mean an opening."

"No. I mean a door."

She saw he was right, but it was unlike any door she had ever seen before. 

It was flush with the rock wall, with no apparent hinges or handle, and it didn't seem to be made of wood. She stepped in front of him, moving closer to it, and placed her palm upon the smooth plane. It was cold, in contrast to the room at large, and felt more like steel than wood. But it was a white, opaque color, unlike any steel she'd ever seen before. When she looked closely she could see it contained pores, as wood did. Or flesh, she thought, and suppressed a shudder. 

Slowly, containing her nervousness, she moved her hands all over the door, looking for a crack or hinge or anything that would open it. It was the only way out of the stables aside from where they had come in, so unless they got it open they were sleeping with the horses. Which wouldn't be so bad for a night, but she wanted to rest inside the mountain for a while yet before they moved on again. 

She finished her exploratory circuit of the door and let out a breath she didn't know she'd been holding. Nothing. About to give up, she stepped back, and then noticed a small square just to the right of the door. It was level with her hip, and made of the same material of the door itself. She measured it mentally, and saw it was just big enough for her hand. Not daring to believe it would work, she pressed her palm against the square, fingers straight. 

The door slid up into the rock. 

Yarrow stumbled back, landing against Jules. He steadied her with one hand, the other brandishing his sword in front of them. She'd not even heard him draw it. Before either of them could speak, a voice came out of the walls. 

"Bienvenue a la maison, nuestra la Reigna."

A strained pause passed. "What in Tyvian was that, and what the feck did it say?" Yarrow asked, thoroughly scared now and considering turning tail and running. She turned to Jules, wanting to gauge his reaction. He had a concentrating look on his face. 

"It's Ancient Atherian, and I think it said 'Welcome home, Queen.'"

Yarrow was flabbergasted. "How on Althea's green earth do you know Ancient Atherian, Jules?" 

He shrugged. "I don't. Not fluently, at least. I studied it rather extensively in school -- gave me an edge over Sarai, who could speak the lingua franca in the Temple with ease where I stumbled over those words." He smiled, but it was not with laughter. "Frankly, though, this place gives me the creeps and I'd like to leave," he added, and Yarrow felt a bit of bravado come back.

"And face certain death?" she asked.

He gestured with his sword to the still open door that led to darkness."We could die here!"

"Yes, but it's not certain."

He made a noise of exasperation. "Fine. You first."

I'd planned on it, she thought, but only nodded and drew her boot knife.

Slowly she stepped forward through the door, into the dark hallway beyond. A blue light passed over her face and body, making the small hairs on her skin stand up on end. 

"Identificada confirmennen," came the voice again. Yarrow jumped and turned in time to see the door slide shut again, Jules on the other side. 

"Feck!" she exclaimed, and heard similar invective from his end. 

"Dammit. Yarrow, are you alright?" His voice was muffled by the door. 

"I'm fine!" she shouted. "Can you open it again?" 

A pause. "No! I'm going to break it down," she heard him say. 

"No, wait!" she took a deep breath. "Let me see if I can open it again."

She heard nothing from the other side, but knew he grumbled. Reaching her hand out in the complete darkness, she found the door with her fingers. Slowly she walked her hand to the right until it found rock. Working her hand up and down, she searched for another small square like the one on the other side of the door. 

She found nothing. 

Quelling her rising panic she moved her hand back over to the other side. The further down her hand got the more nervous she became, until -- finally! -- smooth and cold material touched her fingers and, before her surprised eyes, glowed in the darkness. The door slid open then and a worried-looking Jules stepped forward quickly. She released the square and the door shut, leaving them in unmitigated darkness yet again. 

"Wonderful," she growled, but before she could stumble forward the blue light came again and ran over Jules' face and body. 

"Identificada obscura," the voice said, and Yarrow noticed for the first time it was a pleasant baritone. "Adits a la basidatan?"

Yarrow stood, utterly confused and hoped Jules had an answer. His voice whispered in her ear then: "Say 'ouinta ne sera,' Yarrow."

"What? What does that mean?" she whispered back. 

"Just do it."

"Fine. Uh. Ouinta ne sera," she said loudly. 

There was a long silence, during which Yarrow's heart skipped several beats. What in Tyvian was going on here? 

The voice spoke again, then, in a very long sentence that totally escaped her comprehension. A second passed, and Yarrow found her eyes adjusting to the dark. She thought she could see Jules' hand pressed to the small square that had opened the door, and in the next moment he called out his full name. 

Very strange. 

The square glowed again, brighter than it had before, and Jules hissed in pain. 

"What?" she whispered, really wanting some answers. 

"It's hot," he said, but didn't remove his hand. 

In the next few seconds the glow disappeared and the voice came again. 

"Identificada confirmen. Bienvenue."

There was a click somewhere, and they heard no more of the voice. Looking around, she thought her eyes were adjusting to the dark more, but soon she realised it was slowly lightening in the hallway. 

She turned to Jules, who she could see now. "You know what's going on here, don't you?" she said, directing a piercing glare at him. 

He shook his head. "Not really. Well. Sort of. I barely remember it, but one of the texts I read in school said that Atton was the first capital of Athering, and the royal family lived in 'a palace of stone caves until the City Upon the River was built.' I can only assume they meant this place."

She repositioned the boot knife in her hand for easy throwing and started to move down the hallway. "What about the voice, the glow, the strange recognition of me but not you?" she asked, still not satisfied.

He laughed softly. "Recognition of you is an easy one -- you're a descendant of Aradia. You probably resemble one of your ancestresses, enough to make whatever being guards this mountain think you are she."

She rolled her shoulder, a shrug conceding his point. "And the rest?" They were nearing the end of the hallway now. She could make out a room ahead. 

"'Ancient mageks' is the only thing I can come up with," he said. "Though the text did mention some sort of defence system. I assume that was magek, too."

She made a sound of disgust in her throat. "Magek doesn't exist, Jules. Just a silly superstition."

A pause. "You have met Ghia, right?"

Before she could retort about the girl not being fully human and therefore not counting in this case, both were struck dumb by the sight of the room in front of them. 

The roof curved high over the huge room that had obviously been used as a ballroom or banquet hall in the past. Parquet flooring, perfect for dancing, covered the ground, and large tables covered in sheets were pushed to the sides. Coloured lamps dotted the ceiling, casting a rainbow of light across the floor and walls. 

"Holy Goddess," Yarrow breathed, looking at the room before her. 

"Took the words right out of my mouth," Jules said, equally awed.

Across the hall were three more doors like the one they had come through. Yarrow jerked her head towards the leftmost one, and Jules followed her, their footsteps echoing in the large cavern. 

Yarrow stopped at the door and gestured for Jules to precede her. 

"You have to open the door," he said, eyebrows raised. 

"I have a hunch it will work for you this time," she said, regarding him steadily. When he didn't move she waved her hand impatiently. 

He shrugged and pressed his hand against the square as she had to open the other door. The door slid up into the rock. 

"Told you so," she said with a saucy grin, and went inside. She heard him sigh and knew he shook his head at her as they explored the room beyond. 

Turned out it was the kitchens and the servants' quarters. After a quick search, they determined it was void of living things but, strangely, not food -- the icebox was stocked full with unidentifiable meat, and there were even things like grains and such in the pantry. Yarrow felt that chill that had been her best friend since they'd arrived come back to say hello, and she tried to banish it by moving onto the next room. 

This room prompted a yell and throwing of her knife from Yarrow, and the steel blade hit the throne she'd aimed it at, clattering to the floor at the feet of the skeleton who sat and regarded them with empty eye sockets. There was a crown still on her head. 

"Congratulations," Jules said wryly as he walked around Yarrow, "you killed it."

That prompted a well-deserved smack on the shoulder. 

Jules didn't respond as he walked to the throne and retrieved Yarrow's knife. Before he could walk back to her she'd joined him, staring at the long-dead Queen. 

"Who's this, then?" she asked into the long silence. 

"Beats me," Jules said, face earnest. "I'd hazard a guess and say it's the last Queen who was exiled to here."

"Thanks, Chief Officer of the Obvious," she said sardonically and explored the rest of the room. 

Finding nothing of interest, she suggested they move on to the third door from the main hall. 

"And never come back in here again," she added, looking at the skeleton. 

"Agreed."

The third doorway led to some stone stairs, which then opened to a long stone hallway, doors on either side all along it. 

Yarrow opened the first one and it slid back to reveal an extremely small double-bedroom. So did the next five on each side, and each sixth door led to a huge communal privy and washing room.

"Rooms for guests and lesser nobility, I assume," she said, and Jules nodded. 

They were more than halfway down the hallway now and saw it ended in more stairs. Not bothering to check the rest of the doors on this level, they went up to the next one, and found the rooms up there to be larger. The third floor was bigger than the second with bigger rooms, and the fourth, fifth and six floors held entire suites of small, medium, and large sizes. The seventh floor held what obviously had been the Queen's, Consort's, and Queen-Mother's (or heir-apparent's) quarters. Yarrow gave each of these a cursory glance, not particularly caring. 

"So," Jules said, stretching now that he'd re-sheathed his sword, "which rooms do you want to take?"

She shrugged and replaced her boot knife. "We don't need much room. A suite on the fourth floor would do. Let's get the bags."

He didn't argue, which was only a mild surprise to her. He'd done so less and less, and she was getting used to it by now. They set about preparing for their new lives deep in the gut of Mt. Impri. 







Jourd'Muerta, 16th Duema




Yarrow was looking for food, despite Jules' many protests. Finally -- he'd started arguing with her again! Things were getting back to normal. As normal as they could be.

"Kitchen fully stocked or no, we need to find our own food," she'd said. "As good as our meals have been -- I don't even know what we're eating! I'd rather start hunting and finding some vegetables, too, as soon as possible." And I need to go outside before I go crazy.

Their five days in the mountain had been comfortable -- not only were the beds plush and the food plentiful, there was hot running water too! -- but, all the same, creepy. Yarrow waked to strange noises each night, disturbing her already restless sleep, and her tired eyes caught a shadow in her room that was just as soon gone, so fast she managed to convince herself she'd dreamt it, come morning. 

She'd not asked Jules if the same had happened to him, for she was sure it was just her imagination. Besides, he looked well-rested so far as she could see and she was practised at noticing these things. She, on the other hand, had shadows under her eyes and looked more gaunt than usual, for despite the plentiful food, she found her appetite gone most days. 

Her continued exploration of the mountain palace had not revealed the source of the voice that had welcomed them and now occasionally spoke to them. She'd mentally nicknamed it Aro, for it sounded a bit like him, and giving it a name made her feel as if there were another person with them, keeping them company. 

She wished there was, in truth. Jules didn't say much anymore, and she knew his mind was on Ghia. Not for the first time, she wished she'd stopped the girl from going to what Yarrow knew was a certain death. Attempting to free Molly? There was no way either girl could have survived to escape. She wished...oh, Tyvian. If wishes were jackahares I wouldn't have to go so far down this fecking mountain to hunt.

She was below the treeline, on the north face of the mountain, searching for any edible animal or plant. She'd even welcome a treecat -- I've faced one before. I could probably kill it now.

Maybe. 

The forest this high up the mountain was silent, and the trees not strong enough for the felines besides. So she trekked further down, as far as she dared before she lost the chance of making it back home in time. Home! What a jest! Thank the Goddess it was past equinox, and the days were now longer than the nights. Winter's grip had been shaken off in the rest of Athering and even Mt. Impri was navigable now. It was no longer slushy. That was a blessing. High up on the mountain, where the entrance to the caves were and where she had to go back when she was finished hunting, there was still snow, a light dusting -- gentle, even. 

Just when she was about to give up, she came across a jackahare gathering nuts from below a tyrn tree and placing them into its pouch. Silent as a cat, Yarrow dropped into a moving crouch and crept up on the animal, readying her knife for a quick strike. 

SNAP.

A twig broke under her boot and the hare bolted. Cursing, Yarrow took after it at a dead run, weaving as effortlessly as it did through the trees. 

At the base of a large oak there was a huge leafy bush and it was under this the jackahare dove. Yarrow slid to her knees in front of the bush and pulled back its leaves. 

The jackahare stood in her den and hissed at Yarrow, guarding her clutch of babies -- not even a few days old, their eyes were still closed. Yarrow sighed, for the mother was big and would have been a good meal, and apologised to the animal, who did not think much of this and continued to bare her large teeth and hiss. The ex-bellica dropped the branches of the bush and rose, brushing the dirt and leaves off her pants. 

"Feck," she said vehemently, and began the long trek uphill, back to the mountain, empty handed. At this point she'd be lucky if she made it back before midnight. 




~




True to her pessimistic prediction, the sun had set by the time she reached the treeline, and she laboured up the rocky, snow-sprinkled slope in the dark. Soon the moons rose and cast their silver light, giving an eerie shine to the rust-coloured rock of the rest of the Blood Mountains that stretched away in a long range, far to the north, and the river with the same name that ran through them. 

Yarrow stopped to look at the view behind her several times, and wondered what lay further north, beyond the mountain range that spanned the earth from her spot to the horizon. Did anything lie beyond it or was it just mountains and forest forever, as far as the earth went? 

Maybe in summer, if Jules and I still live, we'll journey north. See what there is to be seen. 

She turned back and continued her zig-zag hike up, cursing the Moirae and Fortuna with every step. It was windy and cold and miserable again, and all she could think about was the warm bath that she knew awaited her in the mountain. 

A sound like a song came over the wind, and Yarrow frowned and looked around. It came again, like a woman singing mournfully. Damn mountain gets creepier every day. The thought was half-formed in her mind when the sound became a high-pitched keening scream. She tried to clamp her hands over her ears but stood paralysed, rooted to the spot. 

Out of the darkness came a lumbering white shape, galloping towards her with deadly purpose. It continued to scream and Yarrow felt her blood freeze in her veins as she realised what it was. 

Flesh Screamer. 

She stood, unable to move, desperately trying to draw her sword. Her body wouldn't obey. Her skin felt tight and hard, all suppleness lost, as if it had turned to stone around her and locked her in place. 

The shape came closer, and she saw six legs -- no, wait, now two legs and four arms as it moved to trot upright, large iridescent wings behind it for balance. It was covered in a thick white fur, but that was all she noticed for in the next instant a blur of white and black collided with the creature from the side, knocking it down and rolling away with it, locked in fierce battle. 

The screaming stopped abruptly, and Yarrow, suddenly free, collapsed and started rolling down the mountain. She flung out her arms to stop herself but it was too late, and she rolled until she landed in a crevice, her head landing hard on a rock. For a second she struggled to rise, but then darkness consumed her in a wave.
  


Anala




Aro stood with his hands clasped behind his back -- a familiar stance -- face stoic as he watched her read the paper in her hand. Her eyes scanned it once, twice, three times, and then she set it down on her desk and looked up at him, keeping her face unreadable. 

"I cannae say I expected this o' ye, Aro," she said quietly, after a long silence. 

He cleared his throat and looked at his feet briefly before meeting her eyes again. "Neither can I," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. 

She nodded once, a brief movement that settled the matter. "Verra well then. Ye have a day ta clear out your room." 

He stood at attention and saluted. "Thank you, Ma'am." 

She nodded again and stepped back, needing distance from him. "I'll miss ye, Aro," she said, and by some miracle her voice did not break. "Ye've been a damned fine major. I daresay tha best I could've known." 

They looked at each other then, eyes searching the other's face. This was it, then. It was as plain as night. Even though she screamed inside for him to say something -- anything -- to stop what was happening; even though she could see his eyes begging her to make the move that would save them along with his military career; even though it was obvious neither wanted this, that all they wanted was to embrace, crushed chest to chest, and never let go, neither of them spoke. 

The eye contact broke and she turned her face away, stony as ever. "Go," she said, voice ragged. 

She did not look as he left her, refusing to view him so blurrily. It was only when she heard the door shut and his footsteps recede that she sank to her knees, covering her face and thick tears that ran down it with her hands as her body was violently racked by silent sobs.
  


Aro




Packing up his things shouldn't have taken so long. He didn't own that much to begin with. 

Every few seconds he was stopped, the breath stolen from his lungs, as he thought of her. They'd never spent much time in his room but for some reason, everything he owned made him think of Anala. 

He stopped beside his closet, hand resting on the wall, and leaned his forehead against the cool stone. 

There was nothing he wanted more than to march back into her room and beg her to take him back. Apologise for being so stupid. Ask for forgiveness. 

He moved his head back from the wall a bit and then bore it down again -- not hard, but enough to wake him up. 

No. They both knew it was time. They'd been drifting apart since Midspring. And while there was nothing that said they couldn't stay together as lovers even as he handed her his resignation, he knew that it wasn't possible. Anala didn't understand why he had to resign. As much as he wanted to be with her, he wouldn't stay in the military, in a career that was slowly crushing his spirit, to stay with her. 

He'd meant it when he'd said forever. He'd never stop loving her. 

He didn't think she could return the sentiment. It was apparent that, love or no, they could not stay together. 

So he packed his belongings into his bags and said goodbye to the room that had been his for too short a time. 

No sooner had he closed the door than a messenger ran up to him. 

"Package for you, Major," the boy said, holding out a large item wrapped in cloth and twine. 

He frowned and set down his things to take it from the boy. "Who's it from?" he asked, starting to unwrap it. 

"The master clothier at Corrisa's." 

Realisation dawned on Aro as he pulled away the last bit of cloth. There, folded neatly, was a cape made of jackahare-fur, dyed a deep, dark blue with a violet trim. 

Anala's birthday gift. 

He wouldn't be able to give it to her now. Her birthday wasn't until Septema, and she'd probably never want to speak to him again. Even if she did, this was not a gift for an ex-colleauge to give. It was a gift for a lover to give.

Numbly he thanked the boy with a gold piece and carefully rewrapped the cape in its cloth. Finding some paper in the room he'd just vacated, he jotted a quick note to Anala and left the package outside her door. She should have it, even if he couldn't give it to her in the way he'd imagined. 

Then he turned and walked down the hall, not looking back once. 




~




He didn't know who was more surprised when he walked into the hospitalis and asked for a job, Ghia or her assistant Jera. 

He'd barely been able to keep steady at the sight of Ghia -- she walked with a cane to support a leg that was misshapen, gnarled like an old apple tree. Her right arm was clutched tightly to her side, hand curved like a claw. Her lower lip was swollen and a large scar ran vertically through her mouth, marring her pretty face. She looked tired and defeated, and she spoke not a word. 

At his request she nodded and gestured to Jera, who called for an acolyte. 

"Yana here will take your bags, Major," she started, but Aro cut her off. 

"Not Major anymore, Jera. Just Aro."

She smiled graciously, in better spirits now that Ghia had been returned to her rightful place at the hospitalis. "Aro then. I'll make sure you get set up nicely in the dormitories." She and Yana left with his things. 

Aro turned back to look at the head healer, who was regarding him in an almost hawklike fashion, her face twisted as an after-effect of the beating she'd received. "Can I speak to you privately?" he asked, and she nodded and gestured for him to follow her. 

He walked after her slowly, careful not to step on her heels as they headed to her office. 

Once there she closed the door and waved the torches to life with her hand. Aro breathed a sigh of relief, glad to see her Magi powers were still in working order. Was it trauma that kept her silent, he wondered. 

She waved for him to sit and got her chair out herself, settling into it with a whump and setting her large cane down beside her. 

Throughout this long procedure she made not a single sound, not one grunt or wheeze or sigh, though Aro was sure she must be in considerable pain. He could see it in her face -- or was that grimace permanent now?

She reached out across her desk and grabbed a quill and some paper, then, with enormous difficulty and agonising slowness, scrawled out with her left hand a short note. She then passed the paper to him. 

What's on your mind?

"What's happened, Ghia? Why won't you speak?" he asked, launching directly into it.

She turned her head, her profile no less proud now than it had been before, and paused a long time before writing something else on the page. 

I cannot.

He frowned. Had Zardria cut out the girl's tongue? His stomach lurched at the thought. 

"Are you still...whole?" He was unable to be more direct than that, fearing the answer. 

A brisk nod and a wave of her hand was her answer, and he relaxed in his chair. Only slightly. 

She was staring at him, intently, a strange gleam in her eye, and he got the sense he could ask no more, that she could say no more. What had been done to her? 

Painfully she scrawled out another note, longer this time. 

As for you? Why have you left Anala? Are your Oaths no longer important to you? 

It was harsh and to the point, which he expected of her. He almost smiled. 

"Comes a time, Healer Ghia, in every woman's life where she's got to choose which oaths to keep, and which to break," he said, falling on an old aphorism to explain his actions. "I've made my choice."

She made a jerking motion with her head, the look on her face showing the comparative value she held for his Paxwoman's Oath to her over his Major's Oath to Anala. Her next note confirmed it. 

Anala needs you more than I. 

He looked at her present physical state and pointedly raised his eyebrows. She glared. 

Besides, can you not see she loves you desperately?

He shook his head and sighed, letting his gaze wander and settle on something of no import in her office. "I don't think she does anymore, Ghia. She's been incredibly distant of late, only getting close when..." he trailed off, raising his hand to his chin and lowering it to his lap again in an incomplete nervous movement. "I'd still be with her, if she'd allow it. Anala's proud, and my resignation hurts that pride. She doesn't see herself as I do -- bellica and woman, each separate from the other, and so can't imagine Aro the man is separate from Aro the Major, and that each one loves her differently." He sighed, feeling helpless. "I couldn't be a major anymore. It felt wrong," he said quietly, then looked back at Ghia. "I've already failed once in my duty as your paxwoman. I won't do it again." He regarded her seriously.

She shook her head, a small smile on her face, and patted his knee awkwardly. He suddenly felt young again, as if he sat at his foster-grandma's feet, looking for comfort and solace. 

How strange to feel that in the presence of a girl ten years -- or more -- his junior. 

Her next note signalled the end of the conversation. 

On account of your skills, I'm putting you on clean-up, gardening, and security duty. That includes making sure certain healers take their scheduled breaks.

He smiled slightly at that. "Like you?" he couldn't resist asking, and she shook her head vehemently. 

I'm special, she scrawled. Dismissed. 

He stood and saluted. "Yes, Ma'am."
  


Caelum




Things had continued to grow stranger as time went on. 

For one, he actually found himself enjoying time with Zardria. There were things he disliked about her, but on the whole, her company was something he liked. 

She was funny, for one. That same caustic humour he'd first noticed in her had proven prevalent throughout her life, and she was continually making jokes. Usually no one else noticed them for what they were, however. Once he got used to her sense of humour, which, if somewhat skewed from the way Yarrow saw things, seemed quite familiar, he found himself chuckling quite a bit. 

She was also very intelligent and loved to discuss things like history, politics, religion. He had little to contribute himself, but her voice was pleasant and so he just happily listened to her talk over their evening meal. 

He had the feeling that was something she'd been sorely lacking before he came along. Someone to listen. 

There were times, as they sat at the table in her drawing room and spoke, that one or both of them would stumble over a subject that brought a change to her, and she would stare at the table for a moment, a sadness to her face, and then a second later the storm was over and she was smiling again. 

He wished to know what troubled her, as he flattered himself that if she told him, he could help. 

Strangely enough, he wanted to help. 

This he could not figure out. 

Another thing he couldn't figure out was why she'd still not had him fulfill his full role of Consort. Over a tredicem had passed and still they had not bedded. Not that I'm eager, he thought quickly. No. It was just that her offer to him back in Decima -- was it already almost two months past? -- had led him to believe that as soon as the doors were closed she'd rip his clothing off and claim him for her own. 

She'd put him off each night, saying she was tired or had some other ailment. Until the night before, when she'd turned to him and said:

"Stop trying so hard. I know you do not wish to touch me." Then had gone to her room, closing the matter with her door. 

Or so she thought. 

Tonight he sat determinedly on a klina in the drawing room, half-heartedly looking through a book he'd found in the library, though he wasn't really reading it. Not now. He was free most days, and had taken to spending his time in the castle library, painstakingly reading old texts about mythology and legend. His mind was on other things at the moment; he was just giving his hands something to do. 

He'd sworn an oath, and he was going to keep it -- even if only because she'd have reason to punish those he cared about if he didn't, he reasoned. Only for them. 

It was a sacrifice he had to make. 

Yes. A sacrifice, he thought, but his mental voice sounded unsure. 

A few minutes before their evening meal was to be served, the door to the drawing room banged open and in stormed a furious Empress. She was muttering loudly to herself as she strode to her vanity, nearly tossing down the Sceptre in her rage. It was only when she glanced in the mirror that she saw him and stopped. 

"Rough day?" he asked unnecessarily, setting his book to the side. 

She made a noise in her throat. "Infuriating! Petition after petition after petition after petition -- you would think they had nothing better to do with their lives. One man actually asked me why did I not just cede the Sceptre to my sister -- can you imagine the absolute gall of that?" She was flailing her arms wildly in her rage now, and trying to undo her bodice but failing in her anger. He rose and came up behind her, gently moving her hands away to undo the laces himself. 

"What did you do?" he asked, trying to get her to expel her anger in ranting. 

She snorted. "What could I do? The man is a metal-worker in the smithy, so I couldn't kill him. I may need his skills. He's cooling his heels in the dungeon right now, but I daresay that won't fix the underlying problem." She sighed, looking exasperated but not spent of her anger just yet. 

He finished removing her bodice and started to knead her shoulders. "And what do you think is the underlying problem?" he said gently. 

She rolled her neck. "Oh, well, of course it's that the Goddesses dared to make me heir and not Yarrow. Of course they can't see that I didn't choose my life any more than they chose theirs, but common sense is not so common with commoners -- Oh!" she exclaimed as his hands found a large knot. "Mm. You're very good at that." 

She leaned forward to give him better access to her back, and he worked diligently to relax her tense muscles. Soon he could feel her relaxing, her anger seeping out as he worked the knots out, and as she stood up straight again his hands slipped to her hips and encircled her waist, pulling her close to him. He dropped his head to the curve of her neck and placed a heated kiss against her cool flesh. 

Her eyes had closed as he'd massaged her. Now her eyelids fluttered open and she regarded his visage in the mirror, her eyes searching his face with a near desperate quality, looking for something she did not appear to find. 

"I don't disgust you?" she asked it calmly, but he could hear the years of pain built up underneath the words. 

"No," he said, moving his head to plant another kiss under her ear, and then nibbled on her earlobe. "Why would you?"

She said nothing and instead turned in his arms, a guarded wonderment in her eyes. He kissed her lips then, pulling her hips flush with his as her arms floated up to wrap themselves around his neck. He could tell from her shy hesitancy that she was inexperienced, which came as an honest surprise to him. She was not an unattractive woman -- on the contrary, her features and form were quite pleasing to the eye. He thought that someone would have surely have sought her favour long before now. 

As his hands found their way to the buttons of her peplos and slowly started working them through the fabric, his mouth made a trail of faint butterfly kisses down her slender throat and to her breasts, still sitting high though her bodice had been removed. 

She gasped then, a small sound that seemed surprised to have left her mouth. A smile curved his lips briefly, and he raised his head to regard her. Her eyes were glassy with desire, her breathing short. 

"Shall we retire to the bedroom, Highness?" he breathed against her mouth, giving a soft nibble to her lower lip. 

She nodded and made a sound like a whimper, more animal than human. With swift gentleness he picked her up and carried her into the adjacent room, where Empress and Consort both allowed the supper served in the drawing room a few minutes later to get very, very cold.
  


Zardria




The Empress lay awake in the darkness long after her Consort had fallen asleep, his arm draped over her waist, and wondered what was to become of her. 

There was something in her -- she could sense it sure as she could hear Caelum's soft breathing -- that was shifting. Changing. 

She feared it might break her Vow.

She turned over, carefully so as not to wake him, and lay on her back, head turned to regard her lover. 

Lover. She supposed that was what he was now. A laugh echoed in her head and she suppressed it from escaping through her mouth with difficulty. 

His sand-coloured hair fell gently across his face, which was peaceful as he slept. Freckles dusted his cheeks and the bridge of his aquiline nose, and his wide, full lips were turned slightly up in the hint of a smile. 

Quite an attractive man, she thought. 

And for some reason only the Goddess can fathom, that attraction is mutual, she thought, somewhat bitterly. 

It wasn't an act, that much she knew. He didn't feel revulsion touching her, as others always had. He had to be the only person in Athering who felt that way. 

The only human contact she'd received as a child had been pinches and slaps designed to correct her behaviour, ostensibly, although, when very young she'd not been any more naughty than Yarrow. Yet her damnable twin had received all the love and attention that their mother had refused the heir. She could not recall a single time when her mother had kissed her, or hugged her, or even picked her up. The wet nurse had been her only friend at the beginning of her life, and then even she, too, pulled away. 

The only person in the castle who had shown her any sort of caring had been her Aunt Zanny -- and that had been hardly worthy of the word. 

To be fair, her sister had tried, once or twice, to be, well, a sister to the heir-apparent. Zameera's frank disapproval had curbed the red-head's behaviour quickly and soundly. Zardria had never forgiven her twin that. 

Once, when she had been seven years old, she'd run away from home. She'd packed a bag of clothing, stolen some food from the kitchens and a horse from the stables and escaped the castle. She'd also packed along her favorite toy, a stuffed jackahare named Jared that was well-loved. No one but she knew the toy's name, for she was afraid she'd be punished for naming it after such a famous historical figure, but no one had cared enough even to ask her the jackahare's name was; so it hadn't mattered.

No one had noticed, or cared, that she was gone until the next day's supper, when she hadn't appeared. Search parties had been sent out but they didn't find her. They didn't look hard enough. By the time she got back, it was too late. 

She'd made it to the East Wood by the time the search left town, and her food had run out. Her horse was tired, she was tired, and all she wanted was her bed and a nice meal but some inner stubbornness prevented her from turning back. 

The forest was dark and filled with strange noises, and Zardria clung to her horse and Jared, terrified. She wished she'd never left the castle. 

There was a creaking in the branches above, and before she could look up to investigate, a treecat leapt to the trail in front of them and roared. Her horse reared, knocking her from the saddle, and turned and bolted out of sight before she could rise. 

As Zardria slowly got up, she saw the cat moving towards her with a slow, predatory slink. She froze in terror, and the cat froze too, its movement-based sight impaired. Its tongue stuck out as it tasted the air, searching for her scent. She stood for a long while, watching the cat search for her, her heart beating wildly in her chest, when she noticed something strange. The cat hadn't blinked in over a minute. 

A new terror gripping her, she wondered what devilry was at play in the forest. 

Suddenly there was a flash of light that blinded her and made her fall back on her behind. When she opened her eyes again she saw a tall blonde woman walking towards her, smiling with deceptive gentleness. 

Zardria wanted to run even more now, faced with a strange woman who was like as not a Goddess and mayhap not so nice as she looked, but the girl was frozen to the spot. 

The woman -- Goddess -- crouched in front of Zardria and opened Her arms, as in entreaty. 

"Little Zardria," She said, Her voice rippling with power and darkness. "Come into My arms." 

Zardria wanted to shake her head no, but instead found herself standing in front of the Goddess and flinging her arms around the blonde's neck. The Deity embraced the girl then in the first real hug of the princess' life, making small cooing noises meant to soothe. 

"There, there," She said into Zardria's ear. "No need to be frightened. Aunt Umbra is here to take care of you."

Zardria pulled away. "You're Umbra?" she said in a strangled whisper. "The priestess who instructs me says You're...bad." Her voice dropped on the last word, afraid to say it lest the Goddess become angry. 

Umbra merely smiled and shook Her head. "Oh, no, Little Zardria. I'm afraid the myths about Me that you learn in school have been greatly...exaggerated. I'm not all that terrible. I just...keep the other Goddesses on Their toes, is all." Her smile grew wider. "Besides -- if I was so bad, would I have Chosen you?"

Zardria's mouth fell open in wonder. "You...You chose me?" she asked in a squeak, barely daring to believe it. 

Umbra nodded solemnly. "Yes, Little Zardria. I have. When you were born I saw greatness in you, and have claimed you for My own. The other Goddesses were quite jealous," She said with a conspiratorial wink, and Zardria felt her spirits lift considerably, "but I got you first.

"However," She continued, then stopped, looking down.

"What? However...what?" Zardria was getting worried again.

"Well, Little Zardria, it's very unfortunate -- you see, I was hoping you'd stay in the castle and grow up, and then when you were older you could pledge yourself to Me, and I would guide and support you. But because you ran away..." and Her gaze ambled sidelong to regard the treecat before coming back to rest on Zardria again, "you're going to die here, tonight." 

"What?" Zardria said, tears springing to her eyes. "No! I don't want to die!" She flung herself into Umbra's arms, sobbing. 

"I'm sorry, child," the Goddess whispered into Zardria's ear. "It's out of My hands. The Moirae would be very upset if I intervened, you see. Fairly soon you'll meet My sister Muerta -- but Who knows when you'll be reborn again, if at all? Your family would have to be very diligent with the funerary rites to grant you an Audience...." She trailed off pointedly. 

"No," Zardria wailed, crying harder. "Please, don't let me die, Umbra! Please! I'll do anything." In that moment, so terrified was the young girl of the death that awaited her, she would really do anything -- would give her soul to be able to live. 

There was a pause before Umbra answered. "There is one thing," She said thoughtfully, then shook Her head. "No. I can't let you. You're far too young -- I'm sorry, Little Zardria, but you'll just have to accept what the Moirae have laid out for you."

Zardria pulled back to stare at Umbra, unable to believe the Goddess would offer hope and then pull it away again. She sniffled, her tear-stained face shining in the dim moonslight that filtered through the branches of the trees. "What? No, I'm not too young. Tell me, please -- what can You do?" Her voice was becoming shrill with desperation now, and she felt lightheaded, like she was about to faint. 

Umbra sighed, and a cold breeze blew through the forest. "You'd have to pledge yourself to Me, Little Zardria, and believe Me -- it's no Oath to take lightly. It will bind you to Me for eternity. I'm sorry, but it really is no Oath for a seven-year-old to make." 

Zardria's face fell, and the reality of her doom settled around her like a cloak made of fog. There was no hope. She was going to die. 

And Mom and Yarrow won't even care, she thought bitterly, wiping at her tears roughly. They won't even bother to get me an Audience. I'll wander the earth forever in torment. She shuddered in fear, not wanting to face such a fate. She'd never be reborn!

She stopped her lamenting then as a thought struck her. 

"Wait. If we really do get reborn then maybe I already pledged to You in a past life!" she said, looking brightly at the Goddess.

Umbra shook Her head, but there was a ghost of a smile on Her face. "Trust Me. I'd know."

Not to be discouraged, Zardria pressed on. "Ok, well, maybe I served You loyally in a past life but never got a chance to pledge. Maybe this pledge would just be a lifetime late."

Umbra looked thoughtful for a moment, then nodded. "I suppose that could be possible -- I have had a lot of followers over the millennia. It can be hard to keep track of them all."

"So can I pledge?" Zardria pounced on Umbra's admission, a starving kitten. 

Umbra let out a small laugh that sounded like a waterfall of blood running over a succession of bells. "You sure are persistent," She said with a smile. "I knew I'd chosen well." Then Her face turned serious. "You must understand, Little Zardria, that you make this pledge to Me for eternity -- and you will be giving up a few things."

Zardria wrinkled her nose, suddenly uncertain. "Such as?"

"You won't ever get your moontime, for one, and you'll lose the ability to have children." Umbra stared at the girl earnestly, and Zardria just smiled.

"I wasn't looking forward to those things anyway."

Umbra smiled in return. It looked triumphant. "Okay. You're sure."

Zardria gave a big nod and backed up her affirmation verbally, and Umbra placed Her hands on Zardria's head, cupping it from the back, Her thumbs resting behind Zardria's earlobes. 

A searing, white hot pain entered Zardria from where the Goddess' thumbs touched her and shot down to her toes and back again, ricocheting off her organs in its passage. She was sure she cried out from it, for it was worse than any pain she'd ever felt -- even worse than when she'd broken her arm the previous year while riding her pony. Her insides were being stirred around like the morning's eggs for her omelette. Then there was a great sucking sensation and she was sure her soul was ripped out and taken through Umbra's hands. Emptiness filled her, the pain gone, and she felt cold. Then warmth came from the Goddess' thumbs and poured into Zardria, filling her with a molten comfort that made her feel solid again -- but wholly different. 

She remembered nothing after that, and waked the next morning in her bed, safe in the castle. 

She'd been punished severely for running away, but the blows across her backside no longer hurt. Numbness coated her, and a smug self-assurance that she was destined for greatness. 

She supposed she could have convinced herself it was all a dream, a hallucination, over the past two decades, if it hadn't been for the fact that Umbra had never really left her. She felt the Goddess' presence with her always. Throughout her adolescence, her Goddess had spoken to her, giving her instructions and comfort when she felt all alone. Umbra always called her 'Little Zardria' even after she grew to be as tall as her sister and was seen as little by none -- save maybe Caelum, who stood another three inches above her. Throughout her life she began to see Umbra as the mother she felt she'd never had. Umbra gave her love and attention where Zameera had given her the cold shoulder. So Zardria did not resent the things her Goddess asked of her, no matter how difficult they were for her to do; she did not resent being made a full servant of Her, dual-sided and uncontrollable. Nor did she resent the special needs of her new, other half. 

A still-beating human heart was not terribly tasty, she knew. And it was hard to come by. She only needed it twice a year; so she didn't complain. 

Not out loud, at least. 

Umbra had stayed true to Her word. Zardria had become great. Would continue to be so, for years to come. She could feel it. 

She looked at Caelum again in the dim light of her bedroom, and felt a small twinge in her stomach, a small spasm that signalled the beginning of a deeper feeling for him than passion or lust. 

Umbra had warned her once, during her infatuation with Isidora, never to let someone into her inner sanctum, behind her walls. Never to let anyone know her, or love her. The only One who loved Zardria was Umbra, anyway. She knew that. To let anyone else in, Umbra warned, would be Zardria's downfall. 

She had pushed aside her feelings for Isidora and turned them to feelings of hate. It had been easy enough. 

The twinge in her gut now was insistent, however, and it was with more difficulty that she ignored it, pushed it to the side. She could not turn the feeling to hate, she found. She managed to convince herself that she felt nothing but physical desire for Caelum -- strange, true, but not her deathknell. 

She hoped. 

She wished she could talk to her Goddess about it, but Umbra had been strangely silent since the Ceremony. She didn't understand -- she'd done everything Umbra had asked, continued to make appropriate sacrifices, and had received dead silence in return. 

Was Umbra displeased in some way? Had she incurred her Goddess' wrath? She hoped against hope she had not. It was a worry that plagued her mind every day and night. 

A chill brushed against her breasts then, and she realised the quilt was still around her waist. She reached to pull it up and dislodged Caelum's arm in the process, waking him up. 

"Whuzzat?" he said in a voice thick with sleep. 

"Cold," she replied.

"Mmm," was all he could manage, but to her complete surprise he took the quilt and tucked it tightly around them both before wrapping his arms around her and pulling her close, letting his body heat warm her better than any fire. 

"There," he mumbled, and planted a kiss on her forehead. "All better." Soon his breathing changed into the steady regular rhythm of sleep. 

Zardria lay there, sensing her doom come closer on steps in tune to the rise and fall of his chest.
  


Jules




He was coming to truly hate this mountain. 

Though the suite they resided in was comfortable and warm, with two baths, even, and luxurious comforters on the beds -- he could not allow himself to enjoy it. Completely preoccupied, he could not stop thinking about Ghia. Her absence made the luxury an obscenity, the comfort cloying. 

He punched the wall in frustration -- and immediately regretted it, for it was stone. Why hadn't he just let her come along? Oh, no, you'll be safer in Atherton. Atherton needs you. Blah blah blah -- well, now I need her! Dammit.

It would have been fine -- he and Yarrow had made it safely, had friends behind in Atton guarding their backs -- before they'd left Bacchanalia Dion had come to Jules and assured him their secret was safe.

"What secret?" he'd asked nonchalantly. He didn't think his friends stupid, but he'd hoped they'd be willfully blind. 

"The secret you're trying to hide by leaving without saying goodbye," Dion said, a twinkle in his eye. "Don't worry. Mt. Impri is Atton's capricious guardian. There was an avalanche here just the other day, didn't you know? Buried two travellers in it -- a tall redheaded woman and her companion. Very tragic." 

Jules stared at Dion for a moment before it clicked. "Oh. Yes. Very tragic. Thank you Dion. For everything," he added, and the two men embraced. Yarrow was already mounted, waiting at the start of the dirt path, impatient to begin their journey. Dion gave her a wave, then headed back into the tavern. 

When Jules had joined her she'd looked unaccountably sad. 

"What?" he asked, urging Suki in front of the ex-bellica. "Thought you were glad to be out of here."

Yarrow sighed and turned her face forward. "Of course I am." 

Jules turned sharply around to regard her, but her face was blank. 

They'd ridden in silence most of the way, talking only when communication was necessary. "This pass is fecking blocked too!" "Back again," "Juno's tits, it's cold!" Upon their settling down inside the mountain, Jules had retreated into his own thoughts. 

An enclosed space shared with Yarrow was not doing much for his sanity. The inside of the mountain was large, but there was only so far they could go to get away from each other before they started to double back again. So he'd breathed a small sigh of relief when she'd gone out to hunt, though he'd strongly protested her going out alone. She'd ordered him to stay put. 

"You can't order me to do anything, Yarrow," he'd said. "I'm not your Chief Medical Officer anymore and you're not a bellica."

She turned and glared at him until he started to fidget, but he refused to capitulate. "No," she said at length, "but you are my in-law, and if anything happens to you, Ghia will flay me alive." Neither of them said what the other was thinking, namely, that Ghia could be dead herself. Jules didn't argue regardless.

"Besides," the redhead flipped over her shoulder as she left, "I hunt better alone." 

While part of him cursed vehemently at her stubbornness, the other part was glad she was gone and he was free to do...

What, exactly?

He'd spent the day bored out of his skull. There was nothing to do in the mountain all alone -- there was nothing to do in the mountain, period, but when Yarrow was around they idled their time with snapping at each other and sparring, keeping their tongues sharp and muscles toned. Since she was gone, he trained by himself for a few hours, but soon he was done with all his exercises and then some -- a shower to wash off the sweat wasted a little more time, but it still came down to the fact that he had nothing to do. 

Somehow the hours ticked by, and now it was getting late. There were accurate clocks scattered throughout the mountain, much to their surprise, and the one in the hall where he paced said it was 2545. Only half an hour to midnight, and Yarrow still had not returned. 

He was getting a bit worried, but quieted his mind by assuring himself that she was a trained bellica and perfectly capable on her own. When that didn't work anymore he decided to explore the servants' quarters again, if only for a lark. 

They'd already explored most of the mountain, discovering such things as a huge room below the banquet hall whose purpose they could not fathom but guessed must be an extra dance hall, or a place for townsfolk to stay in an emergency. But they'd not given much attention to the servants' quarters, only enough to discover that there were also seven levels, but going down instead of up as the nobility's did. He didn't see how this was efficient, but reminded himself that ancient mageks had built and continued to guard this palace of stone -- ancient mageks probably also transported servants around. 

Now he jogged down the steps to the last level, figuring he'd work his way from the bottom up. It was dark, but Jules had discovered the secret to turning the lights on and off in the mountain. They were voice activated and he knew Ancient Atherian -- it hadn't taken long for him to figure it out. Yarrow struggled with it, even though he'd patiently told her how to do it several times. It usually ended with her swearing and calling for his help as she was trapped in the dark. 

The more he practised the long-dead language the better he spoke it and the more he remembered. He thanked the Goddesses he had studied so much of it in school as a child, and that he'd received his mother's gift for languages. Except what they speak in the Temple, he mentally amended. I have no idea how the priestesses handle that tongue. He tried not to think of Sarai, trapped as she was with the Empress and ordered -- ordered! -- to dedicate to Umbra. Sarai was strong, he knew, and could handle it -- but he didn't forgive himself for deserting her. Even if he had gone to their father's funeral for both of them. 

Shaking his head to clear his thoughts, he paid more attention to the hallway he was going down and the rooms he intended to explore. Before he could turn to either door on the sides of the hallway, he noticed something strange at the end. 

A door that he and Yarrow had not seen before. He didn't know why he saw it now -- it was exactly the same color as the rock and blended in expertly. It was no trick of the light -- there was a door there. There was even the little square to the right of it. 

Curiosity got the best of him and he pressed his hand to the square. The door slid up and revealed a staircase made of stone going down into the mountain. A strange light glowed where the staircase curved away. 

Taking a deep breath for courage, Jules started the descent.
  


Yarrow

Jourd'Umbra, 17th Duema




She awoke to the sensation of lying on a soft bed, her head pounding. 

Assuming she must be lying still in the snow drift in the ravine into which she had rolled, and somehow was still alive, she struggled to get up, to get her body to safety. 

A hand pressed her back against her resting place. 

Her eyes flew open. 

Things were fuzzy for a moment, but soon blurry shapes resolved themselves into clarity, and she found herself looking at the face of Queen Zameera. 

So I'm dead then. Wonderful. 

Zameera regarded her steadily, and then disappeared from Yarrow's sight. Before the ex-bellica could follow her mother with her eyes or get up, the woman reappeared, cup in her hands. 

Yarrow sat up a bit and took the cup from the late Queen. It was water. Thinking it strange to offer her water if she was dead, she nodded her thanks and drank, for she was -- inexplicably -- parched. Need to talk to the Goddesses about that -- shouldn't be parched if I'm dead. Unless I'm a shade. That would be less than ideal.

It was then her mother spoke, and Yarrow realised that the woman couldn't be Zameera. 

"Quien es ten sera?"

Her heart sank as she recognised Ancient Atherian and realised she must still be unconscious in the ravine, having a crazy dream in which a woman who looked like her mother offered her water and babbled to her in a long dead language, but not, as she'd previously thought, dead. 

She'd prefer the latter. Though if she was still in the ravine she probably would be soon. "I'm sorry, but I don't understand," she said to the woman in Atheē, deciding that if she was having a crazy dream in her last moments she wanted to see where it would lead. 

The woman sat back on her heels and stared at the ground, a contemplative look on her face. When she raised her head again she spoke in Atheē sans grammar and syntax, using body language to extrapolate her meaning. 

"Who?" she asked, pointing at Yarrow.

It took a moment for Yarrow to understand the question, so thick was the woman's accent. "Oh. Who am I?" The woman nodded happily, and Yarrow was glad her dream-lady understood Atheē better than she spoke it. "I'm Yarrow Achi deZameera," she said out loud, stopping herself before saying 'Zarqon'. No. That was not her last name anymore. She was just a commoner. 

A smile broke out on the woman's face, and she pointed to her chest, and then her head. "Thadea...thought. Yes."

The name made Yarrow sit up straight. Where had she seen the name Thadea before? 

"Your name is Thadea?" Yarrow asked, hoping the woman could clarify more. 

"Thadea. Yes. Thadea deZora."

Yarrow felt the bed drop out from underneath her. 

Thadea deZora. Her mother's twin -- ostensibly dead in childbirth, for that was what her mother had told her. Yarrow had been young and fascinated with her family's genealogy. She studied every book she could find, and one had listed Thadea as a daughter of Zora. Zameera had told her what had become of the princess' aunt, a story the Queen herself no doubt believed, and Yarrow had never questioned it again. 

Now that she thought about it, there had been no date of death written next to Thadea's name. 

This wasn't a dream. This was real. 

Yarrow took a closer look at her aunt. Thadea had Zameera's features, it was true, but now that Yarrow actually paid attention she could see the small differences. Thadea's eyes were snow-gray, almost white, whereas Zameera's had looked like a storm-cloud reflected in the ocean. Her hair, while the same lustrous shade of blue black, fell in tight ringlets and curls down past the woman's shoulders, where Zameera's had been slightly wavy and down to her thighs. Their eyebrows, too, were different: Thadea's matched her hair, but Zameera's had been a dark brown. Her facial structure was the same and she had the same fair skin, but it was crisscrossed with fine white lines -- scars, Yarrow realised. One large one ran right through the woman's eyebrow, just missing her eye, and another one cut diagonally across the bridge of her nose. 

The ex-bellica's eyes fell to Thadea's garb, and she realised the woman wore clothing made of the same white fur she'd seen on the creature who'd attacked her. She'd killed enough of them to make a cloak that hugged her shoulders and fell down her back, opening in front to reveal a white jerkin and breeches made out of some leather-like material, though Yarrow could see it was not the standard cowhide used for most clothing in Athering (except military issue, of course). The belt the woman wore was of the same material, and held two vicious looking blades -- curved, and black, like the claws of a great predatory bird. 

Yarrow's eyes took in her surroundings, and she saw they were in a room somewhere in the servants' quarters -- and she wished that she'd been more interested in those before. The bed she rested on had blankets made of the same white fur Thadea's cloak was made of, and she saw the small shelving unit installed in the wall held a longer blade, also black, and two spare dirks like the ones Thadea wore at her belt. There were some carvings as well, that Thadea must have whittled in her spare time. Yarrow wondered where she found the wood. 

She turned to address her aunt, who had been looking at her patiently during her inspection, a small smile on the woman's face. "Aunt Thadea," she said, and Thadea's smile grew and she nodded, "how long have you lived here -- in the mountain?"

Thadea rose then and patted the wall of her room affectionately. "Whole time. Impri home." 

Oh Goddesses. It seemed Yarrow's grandmother had followed the grand tradition that dotted the history of the Zarqon family -- sending away one child, as a babe, with an entourage of nurses and body guards, to live in exile. It had begun with Mina in the First Age, who had then come back when she'd grown to purge the wickedness wrought upon her land by her twin sister Eradola, and the story cropped up again throughout the legends and history of Athering. As it had cropped up now. 

Except this time Thadea's twin had not been the one to purge -- Zanny had. Which had no doubt been done, by Yarrow's own twin sister. 

The Goddesses had a wicked sense of humour. 

Thadea turned then and offered a hand to Yarrow. Yarrow took it and got up, standing in front of her aunt. They were of a height -- Thadea resembled Zameera in that, too, for Yarrow had grown to gain her mother's height. Thadea patted Yarrow's cheek gently, then, and the ex-bellica almost stumbled back. That was exactly what Zameera had done. 

"Yarrow niece. Thadea protect family," the woman said, still smiling. 

"Thank you -- for saving me," Yarrow said. Had it not been for her aunt she would be dead now. 

Thadea waved her hand as if to say it was nothing, and judging from the amount of dead Flesh Screamer in her room it probably had been. "Come now -- eat." She tugged at Yarrow's hand, drawing the ex-bellica to the door. Yarrow let herself be led, and when they exited she saw they were at the end of the hallway on the bottom floor of the levels of servants' quarters. She'd not taken a look inside the rooms down here. 

She was about to turn to head to the kitchens with Thadea when she noticed her aunt was staring at where the hallway ended, a queer look on her face, her head cocked as if listening to something. 

"Thadea?" she asked, wondering if her long-isolated aunt was about to flip out. 

"Friend Briony bothered."

So, yes, but not how I expected. "Pardon?"

Before Thadea could say anything the wall slid up to reveal Jules, a wild look in his eyes. He saw Yarrow and smiled. 

"I've discovered the secret of the voice in the mountain."




~




The voice in the mountain was Thadea's 'friend Briony', and he was hidden in a deep cavern, far below everything else in the mountain. 

Yarrow almost didn't get to see Briony, and Jules almost didn't get to see another day. No sooner had he spoken than Thadea had pulled one of her dirks and pressed it to his throat, shoving him in the corner of the hall. 

"Bother Briony. Thadea hurt," she said, giving Jules a vicious glare that Yarrow knew intimately. 

It had taken some negotiating to convince her to let him go. Eventually Yarrow had to permit her aunt to kick him in the ankle once but that was it, a deal which earned her a murderous glare from Jules. There followed even more negotiation to persuade Thadea to let them see 'Briony'. Jules bent over, rubbing the red line at his throat and catching his breath while Yarrow spoke to Thadea. 

"Aunt, what if we promised not to...bother him? I just want to meet him," she said, her voice engineered to calm. 

"Briony keep Thadea safe. Thadea keep Yarrow safe. Briony keep Yarrow safe," Thadea said, as if it settled the matter. 

"Which is why I want to meet him," she smiled, kept her voice bright. Thadea looked suspiciously at Jules. "He won't say a thing," Yarrow said quickly, reassuringly. "Right Jules? You won't talk to Briony?" 

He nodded eagerly, hand still at his throat, and smiled at Thadea. The woman continued to glare. 

Thadea looked at Yarrow then and sighed. "Ok. Yarrow meet Briony. Yarrow friend stay quiet," and she glared at Jules again while sheathing her dirk pointedly. 

She headed through the door then and down the stairs, gesturing for Yarrow to follow. 

"Aunt Thadea, eh?" Jules said, voice raspy. Yarrow nodded. "So apparently wanting or trying to kill me runs in your family."

She snorted. "No. You're just irritating."

She headed off down the stairs. Jules' voice followed her. "Ah, princess, I love you too!"

"Don't call me that. And shut up lest I let Thadea kill you this time."

Eventually they came to the end of the major curve in the stairs and the door behind them was no longer visible beyond the bend of the wall. This didn't bother Yarrow, however, as the wall fell away on one side to reveal a huge room. Large crystals, coloured and clear, jutted out of the walls, ceiling and floor at odd angles. It looked like the inside of a rock she'd found as a kid and broken open, to discover a world of light and colour within. 

"Juno's tits," she said in wonder. 

As they got further down she could make out details of what they were walking towards. At the bottom of the stairs, in the centre of the cavern, was a large field of the crystals. In the middle of the field, raised up, was a throne of clear quartz. A figure sat on it, a dark silhouette against the lights. 

They reached the bottom and went to stand in front of him, and Yarrow could see the figure was a man -- or looked somewhat like one. His skin was almost translucent, and he wore a strange, silver outfit -- where shirt and pants should have separated they were joined. His eyes were closed, but Yarrow could see they were twitching, as if he were dreaming. 

"This is Briony," she said to Thadea, her voice a whisper. Thadea nodded. "And he's the voice?" Another nod. 

Yarrow felt cold, and knew she had to be in the presence of a God. But she'd never heard of the name Briony in mythology, and why a deity lived in the bottom of Mt. Impri she couldn't fathom. 

Unless I really am dreaming. 

"Jules," she whispered. "Pinch me."

"No," he said, voice low. "You'll hit me."

"Then how am I supposed to know whether or not this is a dream?" she asked, fairly exasperated. 

Without hesitation he gave her a slap on her backside like those she'd been wont to give various tavern-wenches. She turned and punched him. He stumbled back and held the side of his face. "Ow! Dammit, Yar -- are you satisfied you're awake now?" Though angry, he still kept his voice low; it seemed one was not able to speak loudly in the cavern. 

"I didn't hit you that hard," she said, standing upright again. "And not really."

"Do you dream of punching me that often, then?" he grumbled. 

"Only when you don't do what I say. You should have pinched me."

He came to stand beside her again. "There's not much to pinch."

Before she could glare at him, Briony opened his eyes and looked at them. Yarrow swallowed nervously. His eyes were totally white, as if they had cataracts. She knew, somehow, that he wasn't blind -- he was looking right at her. He spoke, then, in what she recognised as Ancient Atherian, and in the voice that had greeted them -- the one she'd nicknamed 'Aro'. She almost laughed thinking that if she ever saw Aro again she'd tell him that she'd met a god in a mountain who had his voice. The look on the major's face would be priceless. 

When Briony finished Thadea turned to them with a translation, broken though her speech was. 

"Briony bienvenue Yarrow, Yarrow friend." She didn't call him Jules, though she knew what his name was. Yarrow decided it was her aunt's way of establishing a pecking order. Thadea didn't fully translate, but Yarrow understood that particular word of the ancient language. "Briony want know -- Yarrow need anything?" 

Yarrow felt quite flabbergasted. "Um," she hedged. Why would a being this powerful ask her what she needed? She should be serving him! Wasn't that how it went? Instead of protesting, however, she decided to take advantage of a deity's boon. "An army would be nice." 

Her own words surprised her, as well as Jules, she could see. Both had thought she'd given up. I guess I haven't. 

Thadea spoke to Briony and received a reply; before she said anything Yarrow knew the answer. "Briony sorry. No army here since Vara."

"Vara. As in Queen Vara?" 

Thadea nodded.

Sweet Althea. There hadn't been a Queen Vara since 3300 -- ousted by her sister in legal challenge, the mad queen had chosen exile over the amnesty offered her. She'd taken a few regiments and bellicas loyal to her and disappeared. She was best remembered for her refusal to wear the official coronet -- the crown passed down from generation to generation in the Zarqon family. She'd said it caused a buzzing in her head and she couldn't think, and so had a different crown made for her. There was a ballad about her, come to think.... The Madness of Queen Vara. Very well known, even seven centuries after her rule. 

"Must be the skeleton in the throne room," Jules whispered, though Yarrow had already figured that out. 

Briony was staring at her expectantly, she saw, and she shifted nervously. In this being's presence, with the knowledge of how long he'd been here, she felt small and insignificant -- not a feeling comfortable to the six-foot-six warrior. She cast about for something else to say to the deity and settled on being grateful. 

Before she could finish relaying her thanks to Briony for even considering her needs, Jules jabbed her in the side. "Ask him for food," he said. "You said yourself we'll need more; ask him where the food in the kitchens comes from."

It was a good idea. Yarrow didn't know why she hadn't thought of it. "Thadea, does Briony know where the food in the kitchens comes from? And can he get us more?"

Thadea didn't even speak to Briony before she answered. "Food not from Briony. Thadea -- " she jabbed her thumb to her chest proudly " -- hunter."

"That's a bonus," Jules muttered. Yarrow nodded, but she felt nauseated. Flesh Screamer was not high on her list of animals to try for supper. 

"Thadea, tell Briony we thank his greatness for all he's done for us, and ask him if there's anything we can do in return." 

Thadea spoke to Briony and had a strange frown on her face when she replied. "Briony say he grateful serve Aradian Queen again. Yarrow do nothing."

Confusion reigned on Yarrow and Thadea's faces; Jules just looked like his suspicions had been confirmed. Yarrow bade Thadea to direct her thanks to Briony regardless, and their meeting was concluded. 

Upon reaching the top of the stairs, Yarrow started to try and convince Thadea to 'move in' to the suite she and Jules occupied. 

"Thadea room," her aunt said, as if it were obvious. 

"Yes, but wouldn't you rather be closer to me?" Yarrow said. Thadea looked torn, and Yarrow pushed the family card a little further. "I'd like the chance to get to know you, Thadea. You're family. We're blood." And I'd feel safer with you in my sights, she didn't say. 

Thadea grimaced. "Thadea close Briony." 

Yarrow raised a hand placatingly. "You can still see Briony, Thadea. But it will be easier for you to protect me if you're close by," she said, and saw Jules working hard to keep his laughter back. She almost kicked him. 

That did it for Thadea, however, and they went into her room to pack up her things. As Yarrow took a closer look at the carvings she could see one was of Briony, another of a woman Yarrow didn't recognise, and a third was of a Flesh Screamer, dead, with a carved knife handle sticking out of its back. She'd ask Thadea about them later, for her attention was now taken up by two, soft spongy items on the shelf below. 

"Thadea," she asked, holding them up, "what are these?" 

Instead of answering verbally Thadea demonstrated, taking the items and placing them in her ears. She then snapped her fingers beside her ear and shook her head, and Yarrow realised they were ear plugs -- that was how Thadea faced the Flesh Screamers. 

She smiled, for the answer had been obvious -- I'm just tired -- and they finished grabbing Thadea's things before heading up to the suite the three of them would now share. Thadea was given the room next to Yarrow's so she could 'protect family,' and the three of them then took the opportunity to sleep, for it was 0068, a quarter to one-hundred hours. 

With Thadea moved in and part of the family, their lives were never quite the same.
  


Lares

Jourd'Umbra, 24th Duema




Lares Stout-Heart sat with Caelum deTerra, Consort to the Empress of Athering, in the library. 

He'd found the ex-major there almost a sevenday before, quite by accident, as he'd searched for a quiet corner in the book stacks to be alone and breathe. There were few people with whom he could be himself these days. Anala was it, really, but since Aro had resigned she'd become even more withdrawn, taken to spending long hours within her quarters, wrapped up in a blue fur cloak, bottle of whiskey in her hand, face expressionless as she stared at nothing. Lares tried to be there for her, but he had little time to himself to begin with, and besides, Anala didn't want his company. He'd eventually given up. 

Ghia didn't speak to anyone anymore, and though he saw her often, he didn't know where he stood with her. She had withdrawn from everyone. Aro was polite to him but the camaraderie they'd shared in Harbourtown and on the road was gone. Jules had been gone for three sevendays, and it was doubtful he even still lived. Yarrow had never liked him to begin with. And Dagon...Lares didn't even know where Anala's Honour Guard was anymore. The man had completely disappeared after Midspring. Anala didn't know either, and strangely didn't seem to care. 

The Rebel Company of Nine -- well, Seven, maybe, as he and Dagon had been there for Anala only -- was truly broken. He had long since given up pretending to be from Harbourtown; he was sure the Empress had noticed, but she'd not said anything to him. He prayed this meant he'd been made Atherian enough for her to think he was just from some other part of the country. Still, the worry preyed on his nerves. 

Lares found places to be alone. He had to change these places frequently, of course. It wouldn't do for him to be seen favouring any one place in particular. People would start to wonder -- about what didn't matter. He just couldn't have people wondering about him. Period. 

So it was he'd happened upon the Consort while in search for a new place to spend his time alone, deep within the palace of books, sitting amid a pile of particularly old texts and poring over them intently. Before he could make a silent and hasty retreat, Caelum looked up sharply and noticed his presence despite Lares' skill at walking silently. He supposed Caelum's senses had sharpened considerably in Zardria's company. 

"Lares," the man said with a nod. "Have a seat and join me if you wish."

He didn't wish to, in truth, but it would not do to be rude to the Consort of the Realm. He bowed and took a seat opposite the table from Caelum. "What are you studying, my lord Consort?" he asked, slightly curious. 

Caelum's eyes flickered up and regarded Lares' face briefly. The Vocan kept his expression schooled to formal politeness. "I think we're a little past such formalities, Stout-Heart. I'd prefer if you called me Caelum," he said, his eyes going back to the book in his hands. When Lares said nothing in reply, Caelum sighed and answered the Vocan's earlier question. "I'm studying the myths and legends of Umbra, but it's slow-going."

"Are the myths so few or obscure, my lord?" Lares refused to call the Consort by his given name. Stout-Heart hadn't been inducted into a court environment yesterday. He knew that Caelum was not play-acting the affection he held for the Empress. No matter how Lares felt about Athering politics, Caelum was a traitor to their group. 

Caelum closed his eyes and rubbed them with thumb and forefinger as if he wished to avoid a headache. "No. Quite the contrary -- our history is full of them. However many are written in older forms of Atheē, and I never had the benefit of a formal education, so comprehension comes slow to me. Southland has lacked in resources for a good many years," he added as an answer to Lare's quizzical look. 

Lares felt a sudden surge of pity for the man before him. "I was not aware the towns of Athering were in such disrepair during your childhood, my lord," he said, gently fishing. 

Caelum gave him a shrewd look, confirming Lares' suspicion that Caelum was not so dense as he was taken for. "They weren't. Southland is a harsh place to live. Not many tutors wish to take up residence there, and so my sister's education took precedence over mine with the one tutor we had. However," he added, with another shrewd look at Lares, "I daresay it's quite different there now."

"Yes," Lares said, a smile faintly tugging on the edges of his mouth. "Quite."

Caelum did smile then, albeit bitterly, and leaned forward to regard Lares earnestly. "I'll be frank about it, Stout-Heart -- I could use some help with these texts. I'm aware you're busy with Zardria's business as it is, but any time you could spare to help me would be greatly appreciated."

Lares sat and regarded Caelum, whose honesty sat on his face plain as day. He thought about the man's current position and realised Caelum, like him, had no more friends. Caelum spent all his time with the Empress, and while Lares could see how they felt about each other, he doubted they were friends as well as lovers. He thought of how embarrassing it must be for Caelum to have trouble with letters and words on the page in a land where education ran like water, and saw how much of the Consort's pride the man's admission to Lares alone had cost. 

"If I may ask, my lord Consort, what is so pressing about this research?"

Caelum's face shuttered closed as he looked away, withdrawing anything he'd extended to Lares, hope gone. "Nothing," he said shortly, picking up his book again. "Personal curiosity."

Lares accepted the lie with a nod. "As you say, my lord, I don't have much time. But," he added, and Caelum's eyes met his, disbelieving, "I will share what little time I do have in helping you, my lord."

Caelum smiled and Lares felt the wall of ice around his heart crack a little bit.

This was Lares' third meeting with Caelum in the library, and while he didn't know if they were making any headway with the research, they were making headway with each other. Their patchy, low-toned conversation had moved on from the topics that were safe to talk about -- weather, mainly, and occasionally the state of the food from the kitchens -- and ventured forward into more dangerous territory: their personal lives. Caelum had made the first overture of real friendship, and Lares found himself responding in kind, for reasons only God could fathom. 

"What do you miss most?" the Consort asked today, out of the blue. 

"About Voco?" Lares hazarded. Caelum gave a small nod. He thought for a moment, rubbing his clean-shaven chin. "Smoking," he said at length.

Caelum looked at him, confusion on his face. "You lost me."

Lares laughed softly, remembering the man hadn't been around in Harbourtown when Lares had explained to Aro and Dagon, and told Caelum about Voco's trade with the Southern Isles and the long paper cylinders of tobacco it brought in. "I had to quit when I came here, for it would mark me as an outsider. They're terribly addictive. I still get cravings from time to time." He fell silent, thinking about those nights when he'd wake, shaking, desperately needing one more smoke, having to dig his nails into his palms until he bled to stop himself from finding where he'd hidden his remaining cigarettes. It had not been a pleasant experience. 

Caelum nodded, and they both went back to their reading. They sat in companionable silence for a while longer before Lares asked the question that had been sitting as a lump in his chest for over a tredicem now. 

"Do you love her?"

Caelum was a long time looking up from his book. When he did he regarded Lares blandly, and Stout-Heart wondered if he'd crossed the line. 

"Zardria." It wasn't a question, but Lares nodded anyway. Caelum looked away, resting his chin in his hand as he thought. "I do not know," he said at length. "All I know is that I do not hate her."

There was another long silence, and Lares was not sure if he felt better for asking or worse. When Caelum spoke again he nearly jumped. 

"Do you think she loves me?"

Lares' heart beat wildly in his chest. "My lord, I wouldn't know," he demurred.

Caelum's look was just as bland as before. "You're a spy, are you not? You observe things," he said, and his voice was carefully neutral. 

Lares swallowed his nervousness, and looked away, unable to meet Caelum's gaze as he replied. "Yes, my lord. She does."

Stout-Heart looked back at the Consort, and Caelum nodded and turned back to his book. 




~ 




That night found Lares more dominating than his lover was prepared for, though her protests were playful and soon turned to cries of pleasure, her nails digging into his back as he took her against the stone wall in some dark corner of the castle. 

"Mmm," she murmured afterwards, slowly letting her feet come to rest on the floor again so he wasn't supporting all of her weight, "I think I like it when you take control like that." She nibbled his ear lobe and neck affectionately.

Lares chuckled, his breathing coming short. "I shall have to be sure and do it more often, then," he said, and kissed her deeply. 

"Often is good," she said dreamily, a contented smile on her face. She glanced down the hall ruefully. "I have to get back to work." She made no move to do so.

He laughed softly and patted her backside affectionately. "You don't want to get on the Head Healer's bad side, Giselle. Go. I'll see you tomorrow." He kissed her again, caressing her cheek as he did so. 

She gave him a smile that was dazzling, straightened her peplos, and ran off down the hall. 

Watching her retreating form -- incredibly pleasing to look at -- he put himself to rights and waited a full minute before exiting the hallway himself. He'd been pleasantly surprised at Giselle's advances at the banquet and dance that had followed the Birthright Ceremony; they'd met a little earlier when she'd treated the black eye Jules had given him. Since then they'd met as and when they could. Oft-times their meetings were too far apart for his liking but he did not complain. Giselle was sweet and passionate, and not unintelligent. Their pillow talk was the part he enjoyed most, as much because she was fascinating as because it didn't happen so often as their trysts. 

Mayhap later he'd have more of a life to himself, and their relationship could develop more.

His thoughts trailed off as his eyes caught a movement down the hallway, opposite the direction he was planning to go. Grimacing in recognition, he took off after the figure already disappearing down a side corridor. When he reached the hallway the small form was already halfway down it, but his legs were longer. He caught up to the girl in a matter of seconds and pulled her to face him. 

"Miranda," he spat, suspicions confirmed. 

Her eyes widened in fear. "Lares? What are you doing here?" 

"I should ask you the same," he said, his hand tightening on her upper arm. "Your father said you were being fostered in Perch."

Miranda's eyes darted wildly from side to side as she sought for an answer. "Um. I was! I ran away."

"To Athering?" he asked sardonically, and her face said she knew she was caught out. "Come on," he said, tugging her away. 

She pulled back in resistance. "Where are you taking me?"

"To see the Empress. See how she feels about having a spy in her castle." He pulled again, but she still resisted.

"Ha! I am a spy for the Empress herself, so good luck with that!" She said it haughtily, but he heard the doubt in her voice. 

He knelt in front of her and looked her in the eyes until she fidgeted uncomfortably. "Tell me, Miranda deHope Exsil Vis, does Empress Zardria know where you're from? Who your parents are? Or have you conveniently left that part out?" His look hardened. "You may have fooled everyone here, but that ends tonight." 

She said nothing, only stared at him intently. Her eyebrows knit together in her concentration. Lares felt a fog surround his thoughts and a lassitude enter his limbs. Let her go; she's only a child; what does she know of politics; she's innocent, a voice whispered in his ear. 

Briskly he shook his head and the fog cleared. He frowned at Miranda, making a tsking noise. "Really, kiddo, you tried that on me once before and it didn't work then. What makes you think it will now?" When she didn't answer, he stood and pulled on her arm again. "Come on."

"I'll scream!" she said, trying one last tack -- one that had worked when she was younger. 

"Go ahead. One child having a tantrum because she's up far past her bedtime won't attract much concern," he said with a glare. 

She didn't scream, and they headed to the Spire. 




~




The Empress was less than pleased to be roused from her sleep, and did not even see Lares in her study. They met instead in the antechamber of her suite, servants and guards hovering uncertainly at the corners of the room. 

"I do hope you have a good reason for bothering me at 2430, Stout-Heart," she said tightly. He could see she kept a firm rein on her temper, for which he was grateful. 

"My most humble apologies, Your Highness," he said, bowing low, his hand still gripping Miranda's arm. "But I thought you may like to know that there is a spy in your midst." He pulled the resistant scion of the Exsil Vis line forward. 

Zardria looked unimpressed. "Of course she's a spy. She's in my employ, much as you are, Stout-Heart. Are we quite finished?" She turned to go back to her rooms. Miranda had a triumphant 'I told you so!' look on her face, and Lares stepped forward, speaking up in a way he usually wouldn't dare with a ruler. 

"Wait! Please, Your Majesty -- this girl is a Vocan spy."

Zardria froze, tension in every line of her body, then slowly turned to face Lares again. Her face was blank, and Lares took a step back in fear. 

"Really, Lares," she said silkily, almost a purr. "How on earth would you know?"

Here it was. His betrayal of himself. He glanced down at Miranda and decided it was worth it, to keep Maurice out of Athering. "I am Vocan myself, Majesty. I was in the employ of Lord Exsil Vis until Admiral Anala brought me back to Athering in my defection."

She'd probably kill them both now, but Lares was no stranger to seeing his death loom above him. He stood unflinching, waiting for her decree. 

Zardria stood, arms akimbo in a very un-Empress-like fashion, and stared at him steadily. Her face was just as unreadable as before. "Am I supposed to believe you loyal to Athering when you did not even see fit to tell me where you were from?" Her voice was the same silky purr it had been, but he was not fooled. 

He bowed low again, and stayed bent over, showing as much submission as possible. "No, Highness. That was a very large mistake on my part and I beg your clemency. All I can give you is my word that I want nothing but the best for this country and have no sympathetic feelings for Mt. Voco." Or Maurice, he thought savagely. 

She was silent a long time and Lares' back started to ache. Miranda whined, and asked to be let go since it was 'obvious' she wasn't the real spy here. Lares glared at her, trying to get her to be quiet, but to no avail. The girl had never known when to shut up.

"Stand up, Lares," the Empress said at length, sounding almost irritated. Lares stood and faced her. Her expression was stony. "I am choosing to believe your story -- for now. Do not make me regret my choice to let you live."

"Thank you, Highness," he murmured, eyes downcast. 

Zardria turned to look at Miranda, and Lares suddenly noticed how similar they looked. Yet Miranda was the spitting image of her father. 

Very curious. 

"Guards," Zardria said, coming to a decision, "throw this girl in the dungeon. I'll deal with her on the morrow." The guards came forward to obey and Miranda's protests fell on deaf ears. Zardria's eyes flickered back to Lares. "Get some sleep," she said in a tone that brooked no argument, and before he could respond was back through the door to her own chambers. 

He did, eventually. But his dreams held naught but Hope's face, and when he woke his pillow was wet with tears.
  


Yarrow

Jourd'Muerta, 37th Duema




"Jules is leaving."

Yarrow dropped the stance she was in and turned around. Thadea -- whose speech had improved considerably, thanks to Yarrow's gentle tutoring -- stood with an impassive look on her face, arms crossed over her chest. Yarrow had finally persuaded the woman to stop watching her while she slept, which she'd apparently been doing since Yarrow had arrived at Mt. Impri. Yarrow's sleep was much better now, and soon the three of them fell into a routine. She convinced her aunt to start calling Jules by his name, and she and the ex-CMO now had an extra sparring partner -- someone they could teach more things to, which alleviated the boredom of living in a hollowed-out mountain. 

Yarrow wiped the sweat from her brow and took a drink of water. "What do you mean?"

Thadea gave a jerk with her head behind her, towards the far right door in the banquet hall, which they used for sparring and training. "Packing. Get ready for a trip."

"Getting ready," Yarrow corrected absentmindedly, placing her knife back in her boot and walking past Thadea, towards the suite. Her aunt rolled her eyes. 

Jules was indeed packing, calmly and methodically. Yarrow leaned against the doorway to his bedroom until he favoured her with a glance. 

"What gives?"

"My loyalty," he said, a small sigh escaping his mouth. 

"That's unexpected." She tried to ignore the pang of hurt his words brought to her heart. 

Jules tossed things in his bag less calmly, frustration lining his features. "You knew this day was coming, Yarrow. We both did. Don't deny that."

Yarrow rubbed her forehead, dispelling the itch from her sweat. "Ghia's dead, Jules." 

He paused, only for a second, then continued with his task. "You don't know that." 

Yarrow sighed, not wanting to tell him like this -- not wanting to tell him at all, actually, but it was time. "Yes I do. Do you know what she planned, upon returning?" 

He looked up at her, face stricken. "She didn't tell me anything. How do you know?" His tone was accusatory. Yarrow weathered it with ease. 

"Because she did tell you, only you didn't get the meaning behind her words. Think, Jules."

Realisation dawned on his face and he closed his eyes as if in pain. "Molly," he said. One word. The confirmation of his worst fears. 

"Even so," she said, and sighed. Jules didn't stop his packing, however. "Jules, what are you doing?"

"I go to join my betrothed."

She raked her hand through her hair in frustration. "They'll kill you, Jules." Dammit, you're family to me.

His bags packed, he hefted them and headed to the door. "Exactly," he said, his face a mask of stone. 

She stepped aside to let him pass. "Will you at least wait until morning?" She hated that she was pleading, but what else could she do? He was determined to get himself killed. 

He shrugged, and his words confirmed it. "Doesn't really matter when I leave, does it, if I'm only heading towards certain death." 

She stood in front of him again, not letting it go so easy. "Is that what she'd want, Jules?"

He paused, not meeting her gaze. "No," he said at length, and then looked up at her. "But it's what I want."

"You're damned stubborn, you know that?" She let a small smile curve her lips. 

"I'm a medic," he replied, an answering smile on his face. 

She laughed and enveloped him in a comradely hug. He returned the embrace with one arm, the other holding a bag in hand and on shoulder. "Good riding, Jules. Goddess-speed."

He thanked her, then stepped back. "So this is it. You're staying here."

Her smile turned rueful and she moved away to lean against the wall. "Yeah. Turns out I'm just a feckless coward after all." 

"You've never been a coward, Yarrow."

She shrugged. "Maybe. But I am feckless right now -- don't know about you, but exile has killed my sex life."

He shook his head, a soft laugh escaping him, and headed for the door to the suite, where Thadea had watched the proceedings from her position leaning against the wall, arms folded over her chest. Jules flipped his free hand up to his forehead in a mock salute. "So long, Thadea. Keep Yarrow safe."

Thadea looked unimpressed and said nothing. In the awkward silence between them Jules left. 

Thadea's eyes met Yarrow's, the snow-gray orbs showing as little emotion as the woman's face. "Just family now."

The ex-bellica pushed herself off from the wall and walked to the door, intent on continuing the training she'd interrupted to say goodbye to Jules. 

"No," she said, pausing at the doorway with a smile at her aunt. "It's just blood now."

Thadea nodded. "Thicker."




~




He was back in under half an hour. 

Yarrow, already on her third set on forms since she'd started her exercises again, raised her eyebrows at his re-entry but did not stop her work out. 

"Forget something?" she started to ask, then stopped dead at the sight of who accompanied Jules. "Dion!" she shouted, her heart and stomach both doing that flip-floppy thing that only the tavern-owner could cause in her. 

Thadea already had her knife in hand and was gliding across the floor with deadly grace. 

Yarrow sprinted across the room to stop her aunt. "No no no no no no--" she guided Thadea's knife away from the direction it had headed. "Dion is a friend. He is no threat." Thadea glared, but subsided and went to take her place against the wall again, making the "I'm watching you" sign to Dion as she did. 

Considering a woman the spitting image of a long-dead queen had just tried to skewer him, Dion bore it all with remarkable grace. 

"Sorry, Dion," Yarrow said, feeling embarrassed. "My Aunt Thadea is...protective."

"I gathered," he said dryly, and didn't comment further on the matter. 

Impulsively Yarrow grabbed his hands. "What brings you up here? I gather it's not a pleasure visit." The gravity of his trip she could see in his face. She smothered that small, unworthy part of her that was upset he hadn't come up just to see her. 

"It's always a pleasure to see you, Achi," he said, and she felt her face heat up. "But not the reason for my trip, no. A group of soldiers -- almost a whole regiment -- has arrived in town, horses hard-ridden and themselves starving. They claim to be the first regiment of Athering, in search of their bellica."

His eyes searched her face, which she kept blank. She dropped his hands and moved away. "Then they should go to Atherton -- 'tis Bellica Anala they seek." 

"Actually I hear it's Admiral Anala now," he said casually, and Yarrow rounded on him, unable to contain her surprise. "And Captain Coalette asked specifically for a Bellica Yarrow Achi deZameera Zarqon," he went on, a small smile on his face, "about yea high --" he held his hand up to Yarrow's height "--prone to drinking, cursing, and wenching. Of course I know no one who fits that description and I told her as much, but they continue to stay in the tavern." His smile grew and his eyes twinkled. Yarrow glared down at him. 

"Of course," she muttered, then turned to Jules. "Zardria knows we're no match for an entire regiment. Could be a trap."

He shrugged, not looking surprised at the goings-on in front of him, and she sort of felt like punching him again. "Could be."

"But we're going anyway," she said, finishing the thought he left unspoken. 

"Death in Atton, death in Atherton, or death in Mt. Impri. Decisions, decisions, decisions," he said, and Yarrow laughed against her will. 

"Fine. But tomorrow," she said, punctuating her words with a glare at Jules, "because it's fecking late and if I have to meet my ex-regiment after riding down a mountain all night I'll stab one of them. Probably Lt. Peter," she added. 

"He is quite stabbable," Jules said equably. 

"And you," she said, rounding on Dion, suddenly very angry with him, "what were you thinking coming up here at night? When you didn't even know if we were here or not? Did you want to get eaten by a Flesh Screamer?" 

He caught the finger she was shaking at him and kissed it. "Those are just a legend, my dear," he said, pulling her close. 

She resisted, but only tokenly. "No, they're not. Ask Thadea."

"Thadea kills Flesh Screamers," the woman chimed in from her side of the room. 

Dion released Yarrow and curtsied deeply before her aunt. "I believe it, Madam. And I am grateful, for the world would be a sadder place if a Flesh Screamer were to eat the lovely Yarrow."

She gave him a light swat even as her heart skipped a beat to hear the cadence with which he said her first name. "Charmer."

"Aye," and he pulled her close again, "one of princesses, it seems." Her mouth formed a protest, but he covered it with his and she quite forgot what she had been about to say. 

At some point she got him to let her go so she could bathe, and then the four of them retired to three separate rooms to rest before the trying day before them. 

Yarrow and Dion, having much to talk about that night, woke the next morning with shadows under their eyes -- but very large smiles on their faces. 







Jourd'Umbra, 38th Duema




The ride down was incredibly easy compared to their treacherous journey up the mountain. For one, Thaw was over, and the passes were firm again. For another, they knew where the feck they were going this time. Yarrow was quite grateful for that, for if she'd had to spend another night on the side of the Goddess-forsaken mountain she would have screamed. 

Thadea rode with her niece, having no horse of her own, and Yarrow decided it would be best if all of them took their belongings with them. Thadea agreed with little protest, for her attachment to Yarrow had grown bigger than her attachment to her mountain home, and Yarrow had assured her they could always return. Not that I'd fecking want to after this. After all, if it was a trap she'd die in Atton, and if it wasn't -- like Tyvian she'd run back to Impri, tail tucked between her legs, when she had her regiment back! 

They arrived at the tavern about an hour after the midday meal. Yarrow's heart had beat hard in her chest as they'd passed her grandmother's house, for Lady Lihin was sure to be home by now, but they escaped without notice and she breathed a large sigh of relief as Bacchanalia came into view. 

Once it had been decided by Yarrow that her regiment was, in fact, there in support of her, and not for her head on a plate -- Coalette falling to her knees at Yarrow's feet and weeping had been unnecessary melodrama but it had lent strength to the case her women presented -- she arranged for them all to continue to stay in the tavern, adding herself, Jules, and Thadea to the mix, and consequently occupying every single room. 

Aurora had protested Yarrow's paying with most of her gold, saying it was too much and Yarrow had already been too generous to them. 

"Too much! I'd say it was too little for such a fine establishment," Yarrow had argued, but Aurora would hear none of it.

"No -- I could never take money from you at a time like this," the woman said, smiling. 

Yarrow tried another tack. "Please, Aurora -- you don't know my women. They'll easily bankrupt you."

Aurora laughed and waved Yarrow off, saying it was truly not a big deal. 

Despite the woman's continued refusal, it eventually was settled: Yarrow left a bag of coin and a note somewhere the twins wouldn't find it until after she and the regiment had left. 

Yarrow then went into town -- not bothering to hide her identity anymore -- to purchase a horse for Thadea and a few other small items with the rest of her gold. She ordered her women to carouse and generally have a good time in the tavern, and retired to her room in the Queen's Suite -- which she shared with Jules, Thadea, Captain Coalette, and a few other senior officers--to tackle her next problem: planning the attack on Atherton. Her women back and raring for a fight, she couldn't well continue to mope around, doing nothing -- but one regiment was no match for the combined forces of the rest of the army stationed at the capital. 

That was where Thadea came in. Thadea was the key to the attack she planned -- not much of an attack, really. The march would proclaim, in effect, "Get out of the way because Queen Zameera has come back to life--and is she mad!" 

Yarrow would have felt terrible about using her aunt in such a way had Thadea not suggested it herself. 

Once the bellica -- I truly am a bellica again, for I have my regiment back -- had pulled Coalette to her feet again and calmed the tears of the younger woman, the regiment had been chomping at the bit to go back and take the capitol. 

"And how do you propose to do that, you mutinous bunch?" Their faces had fallen at the glares she'd rained on them. "One regiment -- missing numbers, even. Going to take down the remaining thirteen?"

No one spoke. They hadn't thought that far ahead -- all they'd thought about was rejoining Yarrow. Then, to her surprise, she watched them step back as one, shock and fear on their faces. They made signs of blessing and murmured prayers. 

She turned around to see Thadea had stepped into the dining hall. It was the first time the regiment had seen the woman. A glance passed between the two women, and then Thadea spoke. 

"Atherton would bow before Zameera."

"You read my thoughts, Aunt." Yarrow smiled and turned back to her women. "Looks as if my Aunt Thadea has solved the problem, girls. We've got a plan." A cheer, along with some confusion on their faces, went up. Yarrow had gone to complete her errands in town, leaving Jules to explain. It was his job, now, as her new major. 

Thadea had hovered near her for her errands and also when she returned, but finally Yarrow had convinced the woman she was safe, and that Thadea should go and get to know the regiment. Starting on the morrow, she'd be marching with them for a while. Better they lost all fear of her now, and learned for good that she was not Zameera but only looked like her. 

Thadea acceded and left Yarrow alone to her thoughts. Just like old times, Yarrow thought as she looked at the still blank piece of paper. She'd always been terrible at actually planning her attacks -- Bellona knew how she'd made bellica in the first place. Right now she missed Anala more than she could say, for in their campaigns together Anala had always been the one to think ahead, and Yarrow had flown by the seat of her pants. The two women made a great professional team. 

Admiral, huh, she thought, forcing herself to write something -- anything -- down on the page. How did you manage to swing that, you old card? 

It had been confirmed by her women -- Anala was now admiral. By rights Yarrow should have been upset, but she found she wasn't. If anyone deserved the title it was certainly her old friend and not her sister. If I succeed with my plan, old friend, you may keep that title. 

She didn't think Anala could hear her thoughts, but part of her waited for an answer. When it didn't come she sighed and sat back, looking at the markings she'd made on the page. 

There were too many unknown variables. Her regiment had given her what news they could, but they'd been on the road since the night of the fifth. Anything could have happened in that time. She didn't even know if her cousin lived or not, though Coalette had said she'd heard Ghia had been thrown in the dungeons and was still alive when the regiment had fled the city. Yarrow hoped that was a good sign. She knew Anala would try and get the girl out as best she could -- but Goddess only knew how much the admiral could do now. 

She leaned back and stretched in her chair. When she looked up, she saw Jules was leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed over his chest, staring at her. 

"What?" she asked, turning back to her papers. 

"They want their bellica," he said. 

She grabbed the leather sheath that held her sword from where she'd rested it against the desk. "Here. Take my sword and pretend to be me."

He came closer and rested one hand on the back of her chair and the other on the desk. "I would," he said, and she could smell that he'd been enjoying the party for a while already, "but Dion and Aurora would not appreciate it if I danced on tables and broke glasses."

She turned her head slowly to glare at him, but he merely kept the same grin on his face. She made a sound of exasperation and stood, making him stumble back. She buckled on her sword before heading to the door, where she paused and looked back at him. 

"And for the Archives, Jules," she said, "dancing on tables was your idea."

He just laughed.
  


Jules

Jourd'Aradia, 39th Duema




In the predawn light that filtered through the windows of their room on the last day of the second month of the year, Major-CMO Jules held back his bellica's hair while she retched into the privy bowl. 

When her violent heaves had subsided he insisted on giving her a full check-up. 

"It's nothing, Jules. I just drank too much last night," she protested, sitting unsteadily on the lid of the privy bowl, her face ashen and covered with a sheen of sweat. 

He didn't say what he was thinking -- that he'd seen her drink more than three glasses of red wine before with no ill effects. "Regardless. I'm a CMO and you look sick to me."

"You're not a CMO or even a major -- you're a clucking hen," she muttered, but let him check her vitals and ask her questions. 

When he was done at last and conceded she'd drunk too much the previous night, she pulled on her shirt with a "That's what I said," and left the privy. 

Jules breathed out a sigh of relief that she'd still been too tired or sick to notice the doubt in his voice or on his face. 

He'd never seen three glasses of wine make a woman's moontime seven days late. 




Jourd'Selene, 3rd Trinnia




His suspicions were confirmed their third day out of Atton. Cpt. Coalette had noticed as well. 

He wanted to kick himself for not having known before -- for not seeing the weight Yarrow had put on her hips and thighs while they were in Impri. Tyvian, she'd become downright curvy, and that was a word that had never applied to the angular woman. He'd ignored her mood-swings and lack of appetite, putting it down to stress, and hadn't even noticed her moontime was late. Some medic he was. 

It was too late now. They were well and truly in the soup, and what good would it do to tell her?

It was only a matter of time before she found out. The troops as well -- that much was confirmed when Coalette approached him that night as they made camp. 

"Major," she said with a salute.

"As you were," he said, somewhat awkwardly. He'd never aspired to the rank of major. He was happy being a Chief Medical Officer. 

"Major, is Bellica Yarrow alright?"

His hackles raised, but Cpt. Coalette held nothing but guileless concern on her face. "She's fine. Why do you ask?" Lying, like leadership, didn't come easy to Jules, and it was obvious she saw right through it. 

"Ma'am, she's been throwing up every morning," she said with a note of incredulity in her voice. He couldn't hide it this time as he looked across the camp to regard his bellica -- with a tortured look on his face. Coalette's eyes followed his, then went back to his face and widened in understanding. Her hands flew up to cover her mouth as she gasped. "Oh, Goddess, no. Does she know, Major?" He shook his head, closing his eyes against the tears that threatened to come. 

They were silent as they both gazed upon the woman they were devoted to. She was making her rounds among her women with a kind word or sympathetic ear as she did every night on every march. A stone settled in each officer's gut on realising exactly what burden Yarrow carried -- and to what end. 

"Captain, you need to keep this quiet," Jules spoke, barely trusting his voice. 

Coalette looked at him as if he'd struck her. "Quiet! Major, she needs to know."

"And she will," he said, looking at the captain intensely. Coalette took a step back. "Believe me, she will. And soon. So will the rest of them. To what end should we tell her? To what purpose? Do you think it would deter her?" Coalette looked at her bellica again, then shook her head sadly. "Let her have her hope now. To know will only bring her despair." He swallowed, banishing the lump in his throat. "Had I noticed when we hid in the mountain...had I done my job," he said it bitterly, and raised his hand to quell Coalette's immediate protest, her leap to his defense. "No. Had I done my job, things might have fallen out differently. She was quite resigned to exile before you and the regiment arrived." He smiled ruefully at the captain. "So. We're going to do our jobs now, and attend to our duties. Yarrow needs us in top shape now," he said. Coalette looked at Yarrow again, and the life she carried, and the captain and major exchanged a look of complete understanding. 

"Yes Ma'am," Coalette said, and saluted. 

Jules returned the salute and watched the woman walk off. Then, composing himself, he finished setting up the tent he'd been pitching when Coalette had disturbed him. Just when he was about finished, he became aware of someone standing next to him. 

"Major Jules, are you quite finished?" He looked up and saw Yarrow looking down on him with a mischievous glint in her eyes. 

He tied off the rope and stood. "Yes, Ma'am. What do you --" before he could finish he was grabbed from behind by an unknown assailant. He tried to get free but someone else grabbed his legs, and he was carried off while Yarrow followed, a smile on her face. 

"Oh, Goddesses, no -- stop it! No!" Jules shouted, realising what was going on, for the troops were gathering around him now and singing as he was carried off. 

"Major Jules, it is a military tradition," he heard the bellica call out in admonition. "You must participate." 

"But it's chilly!" he shouted, still trying to get free. Lt. Peter, who held his torso and arms, and his friend Chris from the Medicorps who held his legs, grinned at him and laughed. Taunts of pollo, pollo! came from all sides and there was a good deal of laughter. Even Jules was laughing, though he did not look forward to what was coming. 

They reached the bank of the river then and he tried to get them to let him go. "Come on, gals -- we don't really need to do this, you know, not tonight; can't we just put it off?" 

Chris and Peter laughed, shook their heads, and tossed Jules into the river. 

Cold water sucked him down and he kicked to get to the surface, which he broke, spluttering, to cheers from the bank. "I hate you all so much right now," he said, laughing, and immediately swallowed some water. Coughing, he began his swim to shore, grateful they'd chosen an area where the river was calm. Even if it is bloody cold. 

Yarrow was standing at the bank to help him out of the water. Against his better judgement, when he grasped her hand he pulled her in too. Great whoops of laughter came from the troops when Yarrow surfaced, spluttering as he had, and began a water fight with him. When dominance had been reestablished in the bellica's favour both climbed from the water, assisted by others, and were passed towels to wrap around their rapidly de-clothed bodies. 

"I s-should c-court-martial you for t-that," Yarrow muttered, shivering, but she was smiling. 

Undressed, he wrapped the towel around his waist. "You f-forget that's p-part of the t-tradition," he replied, grinning at her. 

She shook her head and gestured to Cpt. Garnet, who came forward with a box and presented it to the bellica. 

"You didn't," Jules said, suddenly serious and feeling a bit embarrassed. 

"Shut up," Yarrow said, and stood in front of him. The women had gone silent, the occasion now solemn. She opened the box and held it in front of him. "Major Jules, on this, the day of your thirty-third birthday and your twenty years in the service, the first regiment of Athering would like to present to you the following items." Here his friend Chris came forward and pulled the first item from the box. "A wreath of laurel, for your victorious twenty years in the service and hopes for another twenty to come." Chris placed the wreath -- it was basil, not laurel, Jules saw, but he was so touched, he didn't care -- on the major's head with a smile, and stepped back. Lt. Peter came forward to take the next item from the box, and Yarrow spoke again. "A jackahare's foot, for luck," she said, and Peter tied the leather thong that held the animal part around Jules' neck. It was something he could have done without, and the smile Yarrow didn't quite hide told him she felt the same way. A young priva came forward then, blushing, for the third and final item in the box. Jules didn't know her name, but he smiled at her to quell her nervousness at being chosen for a part of the ceremony. "And the Blue Shield, for your continued loyalty," Yarrow said, and the priva pulled a medal out of the box. 

Jules felt his breath catch in his throat. It was real, he could see. An actual military medal, and an old one. He looked at Yarrow, asking with his eyes where she got it. 

"Your brother had it," she said gently. "It was your mother's."

Tears sprang to his eyes, and he brushed them away hastily. "Thank you," he whispered, his throat tight. Yarrow only nodded. 

The priva still stood, holding the medal, looking self-conscious. "Bellica," she said, another flush creeping up her neck, "where should I pin the medal?" She gestured at Jules, who was still bare-chested. 

Yarrow shrugged. "His towel would do fine."

They tried to keep the mood solemn as the girl bent to pin the medal on the towel that went around Jules' waist, but her nervousness made her hands shake, and she managed to pull the towel loose. Jules caught it in front before it fell completely, but he treated the soldiers behind him to a view of his bare arse. He heard giggles from behind him, quickly shushed. The priva blushed harder and apologised profusely while Jules tried to right his towel. Yarrow's face was contorted with barely suppressed mirth, and as she tried to hold it in her body shook with it, and her own towel decided to slip loose and fall to the ground. 

A whoop of laughter escaped her, and then there was no going back. The entire regiment burst out in laughter then, great peals of it that formed a deafening cacophony. Jules was laughing too as he helped the priva to her feet and clapped her on the shoulder, telling her she'd done wonderfully with all sincerity. When he got his towel finally tied on properly he was lifted up by his comrades and carried with laughing cheers to the fire, where he and Yarrow sat to warm up while the rest of the regiment stripped down and went for swims and play in the river, festivities in full swing now the ceremony was over. 

"Thank you," Jules said quietly to Yarrow as they sat and watched her women frolic on the banks of the river. "I can honestly say I didn't expect this." 

She smiled at him. "What can we expect for our future if we don't honour our traditions, Jules? The good ones, at least," she said with a small laugh. "I'm honoured to have been able to do this for you." 

He grabbed her hand and squeezed, and they sat in companionable silence by the fire until, exhausted, both retired to their separate cots in the officers' tent.
  


Magea Rosa




Gray walls surrounded her on all sides, boxing her in.

She stood, swaying only slightly, a movement that brought comfort to her, lest they see her and make the pain begin again. 

A skittering noise above her, like a spider becoming acquainted with her branches. She moved to flatten herself against a wall, away, far from the danger. She fell, then, for there were no walls, and landed with a crack against the stone floor. She heard a scream and looked around dumbly before realising it had been she herself, screaming in agony when a branch broke from her head. Hot sap oozed down the side of her head, coating her leaves to her face. The scream echoed around the room and hit her across the face, scaring her back into silence. 

A moment of lucidity descended then, and her sense of self rushed back to fill her so she felt she flew, as once before. Gripped in the exultation of flight and the realisation of her entrapment she scrambled to the window, half-crawling, half-running, thinking -- if I can just make the window, I can drift to the ground; I can leave this tower, for yes, it is the tower I'm in, and not that other place, no that was long ago, they're all dead now they're all dead -- the window! Alas, the window, if only I can make it; I won't be trapped anymore; not trapped; trapped, trapped, trapped.

The word echoed in her skull as she flung herself against the glass and pounded her branch-like arms against it, stick-fingers curled into fist-like shapes. For an hour she pounded, trying desperately to break the glass that was dark no matter where the sun or moons lay in the sky. Sap ran from between her fingers, from the edges of her knotted, gnarled hands, and down her branches to rest on her trunk. She did not notice, and as she did not remember that she'd done this before, she did it again. 

Suddenly in exhaustion she stopped, and with the lack of movement lucidity fled, and she wandered the dark corridors of her madness again. Thinking herself being held, she leaned her head to rest on the window. The sap dried her arms and head to the glass while the window told her that he'd never left her, she'd just stopped looking. 

She murmured happily. Ather.
  


Kasandra

Jourd'Muerta, 5th Trinnia 

0100 hours




It was a loud booming sound that woke the tavernkeeper from her sleep. It shook the very walls of the tavern, and she fell out of bed still half in dreams. 

Is the very earth shaking? she thought, rising and stumbling across her room to the hidden ladder that led to the roof of the tavern. Still in the peplos she'd worn the day before, for she'd collapsed, exhausted, in her bed without bothering to change at a quarter to midnight, she slipped and fell against the ladder, banging her shin. 

Cursing as she reached the roof, she gazed upon her city, trying to locate what had befallen it. 

Atherton was in flames. There, at the South Gate -- there was no more gate, and the walls beside it had crumbled and been destroyed. Along the top of the wall that enclosed the city sentries ran, shouting, crossbows at the ready. She watched a man running to the West Gate, and a few moments later the alarm bell rang. The sound of fighting and the smell of burning flesh reached her ears and nose. 

She covered her face with the sleeve of her peplos and hurried back into the tavern, moving quicker than a cat now. She rushed through the building and woke her patrons and employees. 

Blearily Patrick, the boy she'd taken on to help her when Ghia had left, asked what the noise and fuss was about. 

"We're under attack -- get the patrons to the hidden room. I'll join you soon." Patrick stared at her in shock, but before she could shake him from it one of her patrons grabbed him by the arm. She didn't know the customer's name -- he was an old tar who'd stayed at her tavern for nigh on a month now. 

"Cannae ye see we're in danger, son? Heed the dama's words," the man said, and led Patrick off to get the rest of the patrons to safety. 

Kasandra could have kissed him, but she had other things to think of. She changed into her more sensible breeches and jerkin with a speed that would have impressed a bellica and stamped on her boots hurriedly. She'd tie them properly later. From the hidden compartment in her wall she grabbed her crossbow and bolts and slung them over her shoulder. Into a rucksack she packed the books her family had been entrusted with for generations and a few other family heirlooms. She could hear the sounds of fighting getting closer as she ran down the stairs and down into the cellar. There was no time to bolt the door -- and it wouldn't matter anyway. 

In the cellar she noticed the trap door closed, but the stone still beside it. Quickly she righted it and then moved to stand in the shadow under the stairs, her crossbow at the ready. 

It was not long before she heard the sound of her door being broken down and heavy booted feet running through the tavern. They receded, going upstairs. She stood still and waited. A few minutes passed, then she heard them come back downstairs and travel over the taproom slowly, inspecting. They came behind the bar; she heard them go into the kitchen. She didn't move. They came to the cellar door and kicked it open. Dust and light flew into the room and settled. Kasandra watched booted feet come down the stairs, a quiet deliberation in the steps. 

When the feet reached the bottom and stepped to the side she could see they belonged to a man -- young, as she judged such things -- in a soldier's grey and brown rags. He was tall as she, with a permanent sneer to his face as he surveyed the cellar. His eyes inspected the floor carefully, and when he didn't see the trapdoor Kasandra silently let out a breath she didn't know she'd been holding. He moved to the shelves then and started shoving off her jars of preserves and sundries with such carelessness she winced. The light from upstairs glinted off the two, long, curved blades he wore at his belt. 

Kasandra held the crossbow at her gut, barely daring to breathe. The man finished his inspection that yielded nothing, then turned his attention to under the stairs, eyes narrowing. As he stalked menacingly towards where she hid, she saw he wore a soldier's jacket with a strange insignia on it that she couldn't place, though it was hauntingly familiar. A dagger and rose motif? 

He stopped at the edge of the darkness and glared into it, and Kasandra feared he might come in. Instead he drew one of his blades and held it just to the side. Gripped in fear, she desperately wanted to close her eyes, but knew it would not make him go away. Instead she forced her orbs to stay on him as he slowly raised the blade up, through the darkness she was standing in. 

The edge of the cutlass passed beside the crossbow she held, and she was sure it was only a hairsbreadth away. Up, up, up it traveled until he stopped, the point of the blade not an inch from her eye. 

Kasandra moved her finger over the trigger. 

The man made no change to his facial expression. I know he knows, he can hear my heart beating. I'm sure of it! -- but took a step back, drawing his blade arm back to make a quick thrust. 

"Jason!" a yell came down the stairs and the man jumped, almost dropping his blade. 

"What?" he roared, his hand shaking, making the light dance on the the metal of his cutlass.

"His Lordship wants to know if you're done sticking your dick in the preserve jars," the voice said with a crude laugh. 

Jason snarled and sheathed his sword, glaring at the cellar that held naught to his eyes but broken glass and sticky foodstuffs pasting themselves to the stone. His eyes flickered up the stairs, hatred dancing in them. "Asshole," he muttered, then -- with one last glare at the cellar -- pounded up the wooden slats angrily, shaking dust onto the shaking tavernkeeper who hid in the shadows. 

Only when the footsteps receded completely did Kasandra dare to breathe deeply again and slide her finger off the trigger of her crossbow. In another few minutes, she could will herself to move, shaking the fear from her limbs with effort. She disarmed the weapon she held and swung it back over her shoulders, then moved forward to the trapdoor. 

There was a trick to getting it to swing down, which she'd not yet taught to Patrick. She moved it down now, and -- with a last, sad look at her destroyed food stores -- moved down the ladder that resided under the door. When she was sticking halfway out of the hole still, she pulled the stone close to her. A few steps more down and she could fit it back in place above her, then close and lock the trapdoor from the inside. 

It was pitch dark under the cellar. Gingerly she tested the ground with her feet; when she was satisfied she'd safely navigated the ladder, she turned and moved down the passageway, hand trailing against the rough wall. 

Where the passage joined the sewers there was some small amount of light, for there were torches spaced far apart. She saw Patrick and the patrons from her tavern waited there for her, families huddled together for warmth and comfort. 

The man who had helped Patrick clear the tavern waited stoically beside the shivering boy, looking down the passage for her return. When she stepped into the bit of light he nodded at her respectfully. 

"Glad ta see ye live, Dama." 

"So am I," she said a bit shakily. 

He extended a scarred arm and his hand. "Dagon. Formerly o' a Harbourtown merc ship under Cap'n Meriweather, and then Bellica Anala's Honour Guard fer a short while." 

She shook his hand gratefully. "Wish you'd told me that before. I would have recruited you up there." She laughed, but it was too shrill, too manic. She stopped abruptly. 

"Fer which I apologise. Can ye tell me a mite about the invaders?" His eyes held a wary compassion. Briefly Kasandra explained the soldier's dress and two blades to the sailor, who only nodded, looking grim. "It'd be as I thought, then." Before he could finish another patron cut in, voice shrill.

"As you thought? When were you going to tell us? Who's invading us?" The woman had a small child with her, her daughter, who clung to her mother's pants, looking scared. 

"Mt. Voco'd be," Dagon said, his voice quiet. 

This did not calm the woman, and though Kasandra felt fear settle into her stomach she worked hard to keep everyone calm, telling them they were safe now. 

"Safe! Lord Exsil Vis will find us down here sooner or later," a man shouted, and panic nearly broke out. 

"No," Kasandra said, and it was only when they all quieted that she realised she'd shouted. "No," she said a bit quieter. "I have a safe place to take us. Follow me." 

Patrick, coming out of his shock, assured them that she told the truth, and reluctantly they followed her as she took off down the sewers, navigating the road she knew so well. 

She went to call in a favour with the Queen of Thieves.
  


Anala

0120 hours




She was not sure what woke her from her restful sleep, but all she knew was a moment she dreamt peacefully, Aro's smiling face in her mind's eye, and the next moment she was moving around her quarters, not even fully awake as she dressed for battle and ran to the barracks. 

"Up, up!" she shouted to her women, all sleeping peacefully. 

They awoke, confused and sleepy, but started getting dressed all the same. "There's been no alarm, Admiral," Cpt. Reid said sleepily.

"I ken something'd be wrong," was all she said. It was enough. Her battle-sense was well known, and trusted, by her women. 

They were ready in seconds, but she was already running down the hall, towards where she knew the danger was, and her women struggled to follow. 

Dimly she heard the alarm bell being rung to wake the other regiments and bellicas as she ran onwards, not slowing once in her headlong flight. 

Towards the hospitalis.
  


Ghia

0125 hours




It had all happened so fast. 

It was late at night -- well past midnight -- and so she had been on duty with Jera, Giselle, and Aro. The official night shift team now. They worked well together, and in time had bonded like a family -- though she'd always felt that about Giselle and Jera, now Aro was added to the mix, and it made her happy that he fit in so well. She'd been looking at her staff: Aro making the security rounds with a smile to all the patients; irascible Jera with a stubborn teenager more concerned about missing her friends than her broken arm; sweet Giselle using her good bedside manner with a dying woman whom they could only make comfortable. She reflected how, despite it all, she was very happy with the group. She truly loved them. 

Aro was like the brother she'd never had. Jera was the older relative who'd watched out for her when her mother had been preoccupied with patients. Giselle was a younger sister to Ghia, for all there were only a few months between them. She was sure that her friend would make Lares very happy someday, and for that she was grateful. Lares needed someone like Giselle. 

She'd stood at the back, watching them with a kind and stern eye as she did what herbcraft she could do with her claw-like hand and atrophied muscles. She was getting used to her disability. Could almost live with it. 

Before she could blink there was a flash of steel at the entrance to the hospitalis. Soldiers clad in grey and brown rushed in and dispatched Giselle before the girl could cry out or move. They moved through, killing patients with swift jabs, and reached Jera, who stood with her arms stretched out, trying to protect her patient. Their blades cut her down and she fell to the ground, her blood seeping onto the clean floor. 

Ghia dropped the pestle in her hand and it fell to the ground and shattered. Aro, his sword already out, ran to meet the invaders and before the head healer's stunned eyes he fought them back, keeping them from reaching further into the hospitalis. 

Ghia woke up then and started to move forward, running towards Aro. She left her cane behind and hobbled as best she could with her bad leg, trying to get to him so she could shield him -- her telepathy gone, she could only do it by touch now. She ran as fast she could, but he stayed far away. Come on, body, move! I need only reach him and then we're saved. Oh, Goddess, give me speed! She broke into as much of a sprint as she could. Pain lanced through her leg and then she tripped and landed hard on the floor. 

She could no longer see Aro but knew he'd dispatched several invaders already, knew he must be tired. She crawled slowly over Jera's dead-eyed body and stretched her arm out, stretched, trying to reach Aro's ankle. Finally her hand clasped around his heel and she snapped a shield around both of them. 

A drop of blood landed on her hand. Her eyes moved up, and she saw the end of a curved blade protruding from his back. 

"No." Her mouth formed the word but no sound came out. She struggled to her knees, hand still on Aro's leg, and the motion made him fall backwards. He landed hard on her outstretched arm but she ignored the pain in her claw-hand as she tried to support his head. The blade made a ting sound as it hit the stone floor underneath; in his chest it was buried to the hilt. Her hand fluttered, unsure of whether to pull it out and try to heal him or if she should leave it.

Around her there was a commotion as soldiers tried to cut her still-shielded body and found they couldn't, but the cries of "Witch!" didn't even reach her ears. She grabbed Aro's hand and squeezed, wanting for all the world to tell him it would all be alright, that things would be okay. His eyes moved to her face, but his hand didn't return her embrace, and she realised the sword had severed his spine. 

His lips twitched slightly with last words unsaid, and then in Ghia's arms, Major Aro deSarah, nee Duke Jared deNia Ylfen, died. 

Tears spilled out of her eyes then and she caressed his face, shaking her head in denial. 

No. No no no no. 

"No," she made the movement with her mouth again and this time an agonised scream answered her ears -- but it was not her voice. 

Ghia looked up and saw Admiral Anala cutting her way through the invaders with deadly grace. Her black hair was unbound and spilled down over shoulders like night over the land; her eyes were bright gold and wet with tears. Blood spattered her face and clothing but she didn't notice as she killed soldier after soldier, relentlessly. 

Outside the hospitalis, Ghia saw, more of the invaders clashed with Anala's women; locked in fierce battle. None was able to come in and help the Admiral, who fought alone in the hospitalis, engaging the invaders so they didn't reach the door to the healers' dormitories. 

Ghia watched in teary-eyed wonder as Anala, her face contorted with rage, cut down every remaining attacker with an ease that had to be Goddess-inspired. The healer had heard how Anala sometimes seemed possessed by Bellona on the battlefield. 

Tonight she believed it. 

When the last invader fell to his knees as blood spurted from his jugular, Anala stood motionless, her eyes unseeing. Ghia would have risen, gone to her, but Aro's body trapped her legs against the ground. 

It seemed, in this moment, that her every sense was heightened; that she could see and hear and feel everything. 

The sounds of fighting receded as Anala's troops beat back the attackers. With a shudder of her body Anala seemed to wake, then, and look around her, at the once-white room now painted a grisly red. She said nothing as she took in the carnage -- patients dead in their beds, soldiers dead in a circle of bodies around the admiral's feet, healers lifeless on the floor, and -- finally her eyes rested on Aro, his eyes still staring at the ceiling. 

Her sword fell from her fingers and bounced on the stone floor, flying up to rest on a still-warm corpse. She took a few steps forward, her boots digging into the bodies of those she'd sent to Tyvian with squishes and squelches. At Aro's side she fell to her knees and took his hand in hers, her eyes never leaving his face. Her body gave a shudder then, and then another, and soon she was bent over him, face pressed against his chest that rose and fell no more, her shoulders shaking as she cried more silently than Ghia had ever heard someone cry. 

Ghia's eyes had never stopped pushing tears out to roll down her face; now she cried silently with Anala, her good hand stroking the admiral's loose hair in a gesture of comfort, though Ghia felt she could never offer that again. 

As if suddenly aware of Ghia's hand on her head, Anala rose up, then, and the two women made eye contact for the first time in over a month. All the things that needed to be said were, in that shared moment, and then Anala -- crying even harder, as Ghia was sure she was too -- pulled her cousin close and they embraced, everything forgiven as they mourned the man they both loved, a hero to the last. 

When they broke apart Anala looked down at her once-lover's, once-major's face, and reached out and closed his eyes. Then she leaned forward and kissed each eye and then his mouth, whispering words in farewell. She pulled the blade from his chest and threw it to the side before arranging his hands, neatly folded over the wound. 

Ghia extricated her arm from underneath his head and Anala helped the healer up. She stood unsteadily; the admiral asked where her cane was and Ghia pointed in the general direction of where she'd left it. 

Her hospitalis was profaned. Once a sacred place of healing -- once a temple to Althea! -- now it stood a beacon of destruction and death and pain, and blood and rage. 

Rage. That was what she felt. Her tears were spent now, and all she could feel was anger. She stood, shaking in the force of her emotion, staring with hate and bloodlust at the already dead profaners of her sacred temple -- her domain. Her domain! 

The torches flared to life and the shelves in the back shook. Jars of dried herbs and tinctures and salves fell off the shelves and smashed on the floor with a great noise. The beds inched across the floor and the door opened and closed, flapping as if in a mighty gale. 

Then hands had her shoulders and she was being shaken, someone calling her name. 

She came out of the red haze and the torches calmed and the shaking stopped. The door stayed open. 

"I know yer anger," Anala was whispering, "but ye cannae show yer powers so. Calm yerself." Smooth wood was pressed into her hand and she caressed the head of her cane, where her fingers fit perfectly. She nodded in apology and thanks to Anala. 

She looked to the dormitories then, and saw the thick, almost sound-proof door had opened. An arm clad in a white night gown was holding it open, and then the body the arm was attached to followed it into the room, and Ghia watched helplessly as an acolyte healer -- a girl only fourteen -- stepped into the room and saw what had become of the hospitalis. 

She screamed. 

The long, piercing noise penetrated throughout the hospitalis and soon there were footsteps running towards the noise, coming to see what the matter was -- and then healers spilled into the room and saw the carnage, saw Admiral Anala gathering up her sword and cleaning it, saw the dead soldiers and patients and Aro and Jera and Giselle, and Tyvian broke loose. 

What had happened? they demanded to know. What was going on? Who killed these people? Admiral, where are your women why are you alone? Suspicions ran high, and Ghia watched in helplessness as chaos swallowed her staff as the ocean did the sun each night. 

Then Helene was there, walking with a cane as her daughter did, awake but still ill. She coughed and then shouted for them all to shut up, saying it was obvious they'd all be dead by now were not for Admiral Anala. The admiral's women returned then, and their reports and Anala's own words confirmed it -- then the regiment was put to work cleaning up the hospitalis and arranging the bodies for burial, while her medicorps dealt with the traumatised healers. 

Ghia watched it all with a deadness inside. Her body seemed filled with cotton swabbing and she could not feel anything. There was a buzzing in her ears and it took a while before it translated into words. The admiral was speaking to her. 

"...be given a warrior's burial, I'd ken," she said. Ghia looked at her in confusion. "Jera and Giselle. They'd deserve ta be laid in tha ground wit' Aro," and she looked away again, unable to continue. 

Ghia nodded and placed her hand on Anala's shoulder, though she could not squeeze as she'd intended. 

The regiment was working steadily, and Ghia surveyed the hospitalis, still unable to believe it. There was a movement at the door, then, and her eyes went to it. 

Lares. 

Hasn't there been enough heartache tonight? She thought angrily up at Whoever might listen, and walked unsteadily towards the Vocan man who looked green as he took in the sight of his dead lover, his dead friend. 

Lares' hand was pressed to his mouth tightly, and he was shaking his head from side to side, a small movement of denial. Ghia touched his arm with her claw to make him look at her, trying to break through the shock. Oh, she wished she could speak! 

His eyes focused on her face, and his voice was raw when he spoke. 

"What happened?" 

She gestured with her cane to the dead men that littered the hospitalis, slowly being piled up against the wall. His eyes took in the sight and she could see them widen in recognition. 

"Maurice," he whispered and, her hand still on him, she swore she could hear him, if only for a second. You've taken everything from me.

Then the blankness she got when she touched people was back again, and she shuddered in frustration. 

Grimly, she set her face determinedly and began to put her hospitalis to rights. By the end of the day she would go to see Rosa. They needed the Magea now more than ever. Her recent trips to the Tower had yielded nothing but bruises on her hands from trying to open the locked door. This time, however, she would take along Anala. 

Before that, she had to do her job. The hospitalis was a sacred temple to Althea -- but always, inevitably, inexorably, healers were priestesses of Muerta.
  


Jester

0130 hours




"What's going on?" The question was directed to her new cell neighbour, Lt. James of the first regiment, who'd been deprived of his prison guard status and thrown into Molly's old cell when his comrades had mutinied. 

He shrugged, equally in the dark. She stood up and leaned against the door of her cell, looking down the long, empty hallway to the door that stood open at the top of the stairs leading out of the dungeon. Freedom. So close. "Well, where in Tyvian did our guards head off to?"

She was thinking out loud more than expecting an answer, but James stood and joined her by the door of his own cell, head cocked to listen. "D'you hear that? Sounds like fighting." 

She listened herself for a moment and did, indeed, hear the sounds of battle. "We're under attack," she said, far more happily than those words would normally be uttered. 

"Probably," James murmured, not catching her meaning. 

"James," she said, wanting to shake him for being so stupid right now, "this is our chance!" 

"To escape?" his eyes widened. 

"No. To sit here and do nothing, as usual." 

He glared at her. "Sarcasm unappreciated. How're we going to swing it, Jes? Guard's got the keys." 

She smiled at him, glad she finally had a chance to use the lightning gun she'd smuggled into the dungeon with her. "Leave it to me. And stand back," she said as an afterthought, retrieving the gun from its hiding place. 

James had been at her demonstration of the weapon's power in Aeril. He didn't need to be told twice. 

She took a few steps back herself and aimed the nose of the weapon at the place where their cell doors met and pulled the trigger. Blue fire shot forth and cut through the bars as if they were clotted cream and melted a hole in them, a high-pitched whine coming from the gun. She moved it around, making the hole larger, but soon the fire came out jerkily before fizzling and stopping altogether. Then there was a pop! 

She hit the gun against her hand a few times and tried to fire it again, but all that arose from it was a sizzling sound. 

Disgusted, she flung it into the corner of her cell. "Damn Second Age craftswomanship," she muttered angrily. 

James stood in his cell about a foot from the hole made by the gun, looking not quite ready to go through. The hole was just barely big enough for them to go through one at a time, and the melted edges of the bars were still white-hot and glowing. 

"Maybe we should wait for those to cool," he said, looking nervously at the molten metal. 

"And let them lock us up in a new cell in the meantime -- for good this time?" He had no answer for her. "Come on," she added, looking at the metal herself. "You first."

He snickered a bit at that. "Pollo," he said, before moving to step through the hole. 

She started to reply with "No, intelligente," but found herself holding her breath while he maneuvered himself carefully past the bars, coming within inches of the molten edges. She let her breath out when he was safe on the other side, having made it through with no incident. 

Steeling her own nerve, she stepped forward and slowly worked her right arm and leg through at the same time, bending over to fit through as she straddled the bottom of the hole. Keeping her body angled so she didn't touch the bars in the middle, she had one side all the way through and her left half-way through when she lost her balance and fell, her left arm brushing against one of the bars. 

Blinding white agony rent her and she was sure she screamed, but she couldn't hear it. All went black -- for only a second, it seemed, but when she opened her eyes she'd been moved to the ground, James kneeling beside her and wrapping her arm with strips that had been his shirt. She must have fainted, she thought idly. Then the pain returned and chased any idle thoughts away. 

Fire screamed down her arm, deep in the marrow, and her nerves twitched and jumped. She was sure she'd never use the arm again. 

"Jester, can you get up?" James' voice seemed to come from far away. "We need to go." She nodded dimly, and he helped her rise, near picking her up and setting her down on her feet himself. They made their way out of the dungeon and the haze she felt faded with every step, returning some degree of clarity. 

Her arm hung limply at her side, but she did not need to use it. Their flight was easy, for the forces of the castle were fully engaged in repelling the invaders. Whoever they were, Jester did not care. She wanted only to get free of this wretched place. 

By some miracle they made it to the stables and immediately had to duck into an empty stall and hide behind hay. Fighting raged through the gigantic structure as invaders tried to free horses and regiments fought them back. 

For a long time they lay there, she and James, his arms supporting her gently, avoiding touching her injury. Eventually the sounds of fighting died down but, not knowing what had occurred, they waited longer, until no one had passed their stall for a long time. Finally Jester crawled forward, though James tried to keep her back, and looked out into the building. 

She'd seen no more than a swathe of dead Atherian soldiers when something hard and heavy hit her from behind and she fell forward, her face pitching into dirt and hay.
  


Anala

0200 hours




Once the invading Vocan army had been beaten back out of the castle grounds and the hospitalis and the stables were secured, an order came down to fortify the gates and post a new contingent of sentries along the battlements, for the old contingent had failed to notice the infiltration of the castle until it was too late. Anala didn't know what the Empress planned to do to those women who had fatally failed in their jobs. She didn't frankly care at the moment. 

The damage was great. Three hundred of their own dead, including those who had died in the hospitalis. Three hundred people dead, some eighty horses stolen, three grain silos broken into and poisoned, destroying three months worth of food for the whole population of the castle. They were damned lucky the water supply couldn't be touched, the river flowing through the city as it did. 

Of her regiment, Fanchone, Captain Reid, and several others were dead. Of the other regiments, they'd lost two bellicas as well as many good officers, privas and a portion of the Medicorps. She had two leaderless regiments, a lot of dead soldiers, and not enough new recruits to train up. The bodies of the dead were being prepared for a funeral, when the sun rose. The plain where warriors were buried could not be reached; so they would use the west lawns in the castle grounds, that the strength of their dead would seep into the land while their souls went to Bellona. The lawns had been used as a cemetery in the past; Anala hoped there would be enough room. The bodies of the Vocans were being tossed over the walls, given back to the camp that squatted in the Town Square. 

They'd never had a chance. She'd been in the process of reorganising the military, sending regiments out to fortify Athering's towns. Three had been sent to Harbourtown to relieve the thirteenth through fifteenth, who were no doubt on their way back to Atherton now. She'd sent the twentieth to Southland to ease the pressure on the civilian police force, the ninth to Smoke, the seventh to Mudflat, the eighth to fortify the troops holding Aeril (Bellica Erin had been one that Anala had always trusted, more or less, and she trusted her now with the secret of the rebellion in Aeril), and the tenth to take care of the Nucalif province. The fourth regiment was still at the city-state, and recent letters had indicated their desperation for company. 

That left her own regiment, the third, fifth, and sixth for the capital -- and the sixth was stationed in the town itself. 

Naught even thirty-five hundred people to protect the castle, some of them on leave in town besides. 

Now the castle was under siege, and the admiral had no way of reaching her troops. 

She felt she'd failed in her job utterly. 

I couldnae even protect tha man I loved, she thought, and felt the tears spring fresh to her eyes. 

No. No more tears. She'd cried enough tonight. I'da cried enough fer ever. 

In one last act driven by emotion that night, she'd drawn her knife in the middle of the hospitalis and shorn her long hair, leaving naught but an inch poking up from her skull. It attracted looks of pity, for that was an act of mourning only the utterly bereaved went through -- spouses, lovers, parents. It was easier to bear the pain of one's parents or grandparents, or any older relative, passing, for it was expected, if unwanted. The same, it was said, for comrades in battle. Her act had been telling.

Unable to bear the looks of pity that crossed the faces of her women, and her duties finished, she headed back to the hospitalis. She'd been ordered to report to the Empress when things were said and done, but the treecat could wait as far as she cared. Her cousin was the one who needed Anala right now, and truth be told she needed Ghia's company, too. More than I can say.

The clean up was done and the healers in bed. The hospitalis was empty save for the head healer, who stood still in the middle, looking terribly sad and small and young in that moment. Anala crossed the room and hugged her cousin, and Ghia's right arm came around the admiral's waist, her broken hand unable to return the embrace in earnest, though Anala could feel Ghia's intention in her movement. Neither woman cried, but in that embrace there was some release for them, some shuddering of the bones that left Anala feeling scrubbed clean, empty as the hospitalis itself, and when she stepped away she could see, in Ghia's face, that the same was true for the healer. 

"Let's leave this place, eh?" she said to Ghia, and the healer nodded, a strange light coming into her eyes. The girl still had not spoken, and Anala had figured out that the healer, in fact, could not speak. She didn't know why, but hoped there was an answer out there somewhere. 

Ghia gestured for Anala to follow her, and the admiral complied, not caring where they went so long as it was far away from everyone else.
  


Magea Rosa

0245 hours




In one of her few and brief periods of lucidity she had taken to walking the circumference of the room, to remind herself, even in madness, that it was a room, and not the other place she'd feared so. 

It had worked, more or less. She did not stop moving, wearing a rut in the stone and her root-feet to polished wood in places. Around and around. Around and around. 

Here I am. Here I am in the castle. 

Not the other place. 

Around and around. 

She reached the window for what must have been the thousandth time. A click sound rent the air loudly and she stopped to listen, though it felt as if her body kept moving forward in her circuit. A whine followed the click, and then there was a very loud noise. 

Rosa looked up, her hands still on her ears. A light shone through the open doorway. 

They were back. 

They had done it all again. It had all happened again. 

She felt that terrible anger rise up in her then and she laughed, a mad sound like the clacking of tree branches together in a gale. 

She walked forward, intent on ending it for good this time.
  


Empress Zardria

0246 hours




This day was horrible, and it was only a few hours old. 

First the attack, news of it waking her from one of the few peaceful slumbers she'd had. Instantly galvanised, she'd run around sending out orders but feeling generally useless, as Admiral Anala had already waked up and taken care of things. Had it not been for the woman's battle sense, Zardria was sure the castle would have been lost. 

Only in the aftermath had she been able to do anything of use. Once she'd done all she could and Anala had still not reported to her, she'd decided to get some sleep again. What else could one do in a siege? There was nothing to be done till morning. Well, till the sun rose, anyway, and she wanted some sleep between now and then. 

She looked at the signet ring on her finger. Examined the hole where, just moments before, the green stone had exploded in a shower of dust. Glared at the circle of metal with unequivocal rage. 

There was only one thing the breaking of that stone could mean. 

Somehow the Magi bitch was free.
  


Anala

0247 hours




Her ears were still ringing from the blast that had knocked her back. She shakily got to her feet, all her bones vibrating, and sheathed her sword. 

Ghia had led the admiral to the North Tower, where the woman saw the door was locked. They both tried in vain to open it. Anala could tell Ghia had done so, already, many times. Anala even tried to use her Magi powers, to no avail. Finally, in frustration, the admiral had stabbed the mosaic that framed the door at random with her sword. 

It had cracked a green stone with a click sound. The broken stone glowed, a whine filling the air, and then everything exploded, and Anala was on her back, twenty feet from the door. 

She extended her hand and helped the equally stunned healer to her feet and grabbed the girl's cane for her, which had fallen a few feet away. Together they turned towards the now-open door, intent on seeing if Magea Rosa was alright. 

What they saw stopped them cold. 

A figure emerged from the dark, and though Anala knew it had to be the Magea, the sight of the being made the admiral's blood freeze in her veins. A vicious wind blew around the Magea, sweeping what had been leaf-hair around her head. The once bright green, bushy hair had changed into a tangled mess of vines and tendrils that blew around with whip-crack noises, a green so dark it now looked black. She seemed taller with this mad power that swept around her, and Anala found herself shaking with fear. The ruddy-brown of Rosa's bark-skin had turned a dark, blood-like color, and sap ran from open wounds all over her face and body. Anala wasn't sure it was supposed to be that black and sludgy, though she'd never seen Rosa's sap before. 

The Magea glided towards them, her feet sliding across the floor in a deadly walk. Anala looked the Magea in the face and swallowed: Rosa's face was caught in a terrible rictus, a smile that didn't waver. Lunacy danced in her eyes, and Anala could see that this being -- their mentor -- did not recognise either of them. 

"This may not 'ave been such a good idea, Ghia," the admiral whispered to her cousin. Ghia stood frozen, staring at what had been someone she loved. Anala could see she was in shock.

With a curse Anala drew her sword and stood in front of the girl, like a shield. 

"Magea Rosa!" She had to shout, for the Magea was closer to them now, and the gale whipped words away from one's mouth before they were barely formed. "I'd ken ye'd be a mite angry, but it'd not be us ta get mad at! Magea Rosa!" she shouted again, but the Magea did not hear or understand her. 

With every second the Magea drew closer, and every second Anala felt more torn, as she really did not want to stab the tree-being, but felt desperate to protect herself and her cousin. 

An' even if'n I did, would it do anythin'?

Rosa stopped but a few feet in front of the admiral. Anala held her breath. 

The Magea cocked her head at Anala and her smile grew wider, if such a thing were possible. 

Rosa raised her hand and held it in front of Anala's drawn sword. Before Anala's eyes her sword grew white hot and melted away into nothing, leaving a warm pommel in the admiral's hand. That too started to get hot, and she dropped it before it burned her. 

"Please, Magea Rosa, I'd be begging ye --"

A laugh cut her off -- it ran through her head, a high-pitched keening noise. Anala clamped her hands over her ears but the sound did not abate; in pain she fell to her knees and toppled over onto her side. She curled up into a ball, praying for the sound to cut off. 

Abruptly, it did. 

Anala looked up in surprise. 

Ghia had tackled Rosa, and the two grappled on the floor.
  


Ghia

0253 hours




She hoped this worked. 

Rosa beneath her, Ghia planted her weight on the Magea and placed her left hand on Rosa's forehead. 

Ryll, hear my plea -- heal her!

She didn't know if the Magi deity would hear her, or if she could even summon the Ryllan energy anymore. If that didn't work, nothing would. She could see Rosa was mad -- had embraced the darkness of Lyra. Ryll was the only power to combat that. 

She was knocked from Rosa then, and the Magea rolled on top of the healer. A branchy hand closed around Ghia's throat and she felt a blast of Lyran energy hit her. 

Sinking fast into her own madness and now slippery with her own blood as it leaked from the wounds all over her body, she struggled to fight Rosa off. 

It didn't work. She was too weak.

In desperation she placed both hands -- whole and broken -- on the arm that was working to strangle her, and tried again. Remembering her training, she reached out to the power of the sun, trying to raise all the Ryllan energy she could and direct it to the Magea -- not to hurt, but to heal. 

Ryll, if You can hear me...please....

Spots danced in front of her eyes as her windpipe was crushed. Her peplos was soaked from the pool of her own blood she rested in. Still she pushed her strength, trying to heal her mentor. 

Even if it's the last thing I do.

All was fading; darkness was taking her. Then a flash of brilliant light blinded her, and there was no more weight on her. 

She took a deep breath and her lungs burned. She'd staved off the madness, at least, and if that flash was any indication, Ryll had answered her plea. It was the last thing I did, she thought, feeling the blood sticky in her hair. 

Her eyes fluttered closed and her breathing slowed. She felt arms encircle her and she let them bear her up, sure she was with Muerta now. Her head fell back, and then she knew no more.
  


Caelum

0259 hours




It was the sound of her pacing that woke him. Rolling over, he saw Zardria was walking the length of their bed, in her robe, anger on her face. The water clock said it was thirty to three-hundred hours. 

"What's wrong, Zee?" he asked with a yawn, his voice scratchy with sleep. The nickname was a new one. He'd called her that accidentally, and when she'd not maimed or killed him -- indeed, even smiled a little bit -- it had stuck.

Her face softened a micro-fraction when she looked at him, and she stopped pacing long enough to tell him about the attack and the siege.

Soon he was alert and up, jumping around to get dressed. "Why didn't you wake me? I could have helped!" he said, pulling on a pair of pants hurriedly, before tugging them off again when he realised they were hers. Her only pair -- she never wore pants in sight of anyone but him. They didn't fit him half so well. 

She raised her eyebrows at his display. "With what?"

He put his hands on his hips and glared at her, wishing he wasn't naked. Would have been a more impressive picture. Maybe. "I am a trained military officer, if you'll remember."

The rage hadn't left her face in all this time, but it didn't bother him. He knew it wasn't directed at him. "Sure. Go help people who are no longer your friends. See how long you last." He sighed, knowing she was right, and found a pair of his own pants -- ones he used for lounging. "Besides, it's over with now. Castle's secured, thanks to the admiral. Remind me to give her a medal in the morning," she added almost absentmindedly, moving to the window to gaze upon her city. "Now we just have the siege to deal with," she sighed. 

He regarded her from his seat on the footstool. The rage had left her face. Lines carved deeply into her skin, making her look very tired and far older than her thirty years. Her hands leaned on the window sill, her shoulders hunched over, and she looked smaller than her six-foot-six height. For the first time since he'd been chosen as Consort, he saw Zardria...vulnerable. 

"I don't know what to do, Caelum," she whispered, and he could feel how much it had cost her to say. He rose from his seat and went to her, wrapping his arms around her hourglass figure. 

"Whatever happens, Zee, we'll get through it -- together," he murmured into her hair, which was unbound and wild. "Okay?"

She nodded and turned in his arms till she faced him. Her hand reached up and brushed away a loose tendril of his hair -- it was getting longer, for he'd not cut it in over a month. It was only in private that she dared to show him these tendernesses. "What would I do without you?" 

He smiled down at her. "Probably get more work done," he said, with a pointed look at the bed. She smiled and shook her head at him, not responding. He took the opportunity to kiss her gently, and murmured against her lips: "For now, let's crawl back under the covers, though. Alright, Highness?"

She gave a huff of laughter but didn't pull back. "You truly do have a one-way mind," she said, then stopped abruptly. 

He frowned and regarded her -- her face was blank, her eyes unfocused. "Zee?" she didn't respond, and a second later her body went rigid in his arms. "Zee," he said, truly worried now. She started to shake convulsively, her eyes going from their natural gray to black and then back again. He held her, barely knowing what to do, and then her body gave one last shake and went limp, her head lolling back, eyes closed. A trickle of blood leaked from her nose down past her lips and over the curve of her chin. 

Hastily his hand went to support her head, pulling it upright even as she slid down, her body trying to obey gravity now that she was unconscious. "Zee, wake up," he said, his heart beating wildly against its cage of ribs. He held her upright with little difficulty, for she was light, and tried to wake her up. Her chest rose and fell with gentle, shallow breaths, and he breathed a sigh of relief that she was not dead. 

But he could not wake her up. 

He scooped up her legs and went to place her on the bed, arranging her head on the pillows carefully. He wiped the blood from her face gently and kissed her, trying to get any sort of response. 

None came. 

"Okay, Zee, just wait right here. I'll be back with a healer. Soon. I promise," he whispered, not even knowing if she could hear him, and ran to the stairs, which he flew down with a speed that was dangerous. He didn't trust the guards to get the right healer. Zardria desperately needed Ghia's skills now.
  


Rosa

0259 hours




She'd come back to herself with a magekal backlash that nearly crippled her. An undercurrent of sentient energy came with the flash of light that had knocked her back and into sanity, and she almost threw herself to the floor and wept at the renewed contact with one of her Deities -- for all its admonitions. 

She looked around and saw that Ghia lay on the floor in her own life's blood, her red hair getting redder as her face grew pale. Her breathing shallowed and she did not move. 

No, thought Rosa, knowing it had been her doing, as she crawled towards the girl. Not again. 

She gathered Ghia up into her arms and held the girl as she concentrated on healing the wounds she'd caused. Her powers were scattered, disparate, but she gathered them back to bring back to life the girl she loved as a niece. Soon she heard Ghia's heart beating more steadily, creating more blood to replenish what she'd lost. She'd be weak for a few hours, but she'd live. 

She was still unconscious, and Rosa tried to reach her telepathically, needing assurance that the girl was truly alright. 

There was a block. It was not Magi. 

She frowned, trying to uproot the black wall that she hit every time she tried to reach the healer. She could not remove it, and soon an angry power rose in front of it, telling her to leave well alone. 

It was a Terran Deity, that much she knew. She could not fight this battle alone. She pleaded for Aipri to come to her aid, for as much this was His domain as Ghia was one of His Magi. 

Perhaps Ryll had spoken to Him, for a warm breeze blew through Rosa and flooded her with strength, guiding her as she went to battle the Terran deity that had blocked Ghia's thoughts. 

Rosa grappled mentally with the alien intrusion, using the Aiprorian strength to its fullest. Soon the dark Terran power called for aid, and Rosa felt her hopes sink. Still she did not give up, and her persistence finally won out. The presence blinked out of sight and the block was lifted. She thanked Aipri, and just as He'd arrived, He was gone, the sudden absence of His presence leaving her empty and cold. 

Rosa opened her eyes and looked down at Ghia, who was awake, looking around her in wonder. 

"I'm not dead," she said, and Rosa wanted to weep. 

No, little one, you're not. The Magea smiled down at the girl, and Ghia smiled back uncertainly. 

The healer sat up slowly, and they both looked to see Anala crouched a few feet away from them, her knife held at the ready, looking at them warily. 

"Neither of ye is like ta attack, are ye?" she asked, and Ghia snorted. 

"No. And I can talk again." The last was a question, surprise on her face and in her voice. 

You were blocked by a Terran Deity, but your Magi Deity fought on your side, Rosa said to Ghia alone, getting to her feet and helping Ghia up. Anala rose with them, sheathing her knife. 

You'll have to tell me more about that later, Ghia said. "Thank you," she said out loud. 

No. Thank you, Rosa said, including Anala in the conversation this time around. 

Anala stepped forward then, clearing her throat. "Happy reunions aside, we'd best be makin' a plan. And I could be using a new sword," she added with a lopsided smile at the Magea. 

Had Rosa been able to blush, she would have. I can fix that, she said to both women. But what do you mean 'make a plan'? What's happened?

Briefly Ghia explained the attack and subsequent siege. Rosa could feel the sorrow fresh in each woman, an ocean of it that rivalled the size of the sea where she had grown up. She bowed her head and placed a hand on each woman's shoulder, saying without words she was there for her students. 

A few moments passed, and then Rosa led the two women down to the lawns underneath the North Tower, where, only a few months ago, a furtive-looking major had buried a kettle beside a rockshield.
  


Jester

0330 hours




It was the dull throbbing ache of her left arm that eventually woke her. 

She was lying on her back on a hard surface. A headache pounded in her temples. It was dark. She started to move, but instantly was pressed back down by a hand. 

"Shh," came James' voice, his hands brushing back her hair, "don't try to move."

"Unnh," she managed, somewhat articulately. James asked her if she was alright. She made another sound and tried to sit up. 

"What did I just say about moving?" he asked, but helped her sit regardless. A cup was pressed into her hand, and she drank it, completely trusting. And completely parched. 

"Where are we?" she whispered, her thirst quenched. 

His voice was grim. "We were captured by the invading Vocan army and placed in Lord Exsil Vis' seraglio." A violent shudder racked her body at the sound of that word, and the memories of Aeril it conjured up for her, but she said nothing. "I told them we were just sneaking out of the castle for some time down at the tavern. They almost put me somewhere else," he added, "but I told them I was fifteen." 

She could hear the smile in his voice, and couldn't help but smile herself, though it was more a grimace. "Thank the Goddesses for your boyish good looks," she said, and he chuckled softly. "How tightly are we guarded?"

"Not terribly, but there's a full army camped outside in the Town Square. From what I saw of Atherton, most of it has been burned or occupied. And you're in no condition for another escape, Jes," he added sternly. 

She didn't argue, hearing his concern. That and her arm still throbbed and stormed. She found she could move her fingers and hand without too much pain, however. She'd always been a fast healer. 

"Of course I'm not," she said, and heard him relax. "Just asking. Good information to have for the future." Her eyes were adjusting to the dark, and she saw there were more human-like shapes within the space. Must be a tent. The walls glowed dimly in places, where she was sure there were fires burning outside in the camp. 

They sat in silence for a while, Jester mentally railing at the Moirae -- how is this fair? We escape the dungeon only to be thrown into a harem for the most evil man this country has ever known? You Three sure have a horrible sense of humour. 

Before her thoughts wandered into blasphemy, James spoke again, his tone quiet. "You were unconscious for a long time. I was worried you wouldn't wake up." 

She ran her hand down his arm. "Well, I did, so stop worrying," she said with a smile, and leaned forward to kiss his cheek. She couldn't see properly in the darkness, and his head had turned just at the wrong -- or right -- moment; so her lips met his instead. It was an awkward, clumsy first kiss, the sensations of it laced with the throbbing from her arm, but she wouldn't have had it any other way. It was real.

"I've been wanting to do that for a while," he said when they broke apart. 

She almost giggled. "So have I. And I promise," she added, linking her fingers with his, "that if we both get out of here alive, it'll turn into something more."

"I'm going to hold you to that, you know," he whispered. 

"Hm. You can hold me to anything you want," she said, and kissed him again, stubbornly ignoring the pain she was still in. Feck off, arm, for I am trying to have a good time despite the horrible turn my life has taken. 

This kiss was better than the first, and quickly turned more passionate. They broke apart then, James saying he didn't want to hurt her arm and Jester saying she didn't want to hurt her arm. Nor did either of them want to give the guards an excuse to separate them. They'd been separated by metal bars for too long. Now that she could finally hold him as she wanted, she didn't want anything to pull them apart again. 

It was decided they should get some rest, so they curled up on the ground together, Jester on her right side, James' arms around her waist. 

For the first time in a very long while, Jester fell asleep with a smile on her face.
  


Jules

Jourd'Juno, 8th Trinnia




Yarrow's morning sickness was not strictly a morning affair, now. There was no hiding it from her women. 

Or from Yarrow. 

After a particularly vicious bout, she lay on her back, head in Thadea's lap. Her aunt stroked her hair, silently soothing the bellica. 

Jules sat beside her, as usual when she had her sickness. They were camped by the river again, a few days ride out of Atherton. Major and bellica were far away from the fires of the camp, but the moonslight cast enough light to see by. She regarded him steadily. 

"I'm pregnant." It wasn't a question. He nodded anyway. "How long have you known?"

He took a deep breath. "Since we left Atton."

Her eyes closed briefly. When she opened them again they shone with wetness. "I knew I should have packed my tea when I left Atherton," she said with a hint of humour. 

"And I, mine," he replied. "Some medic I am not having standard birth control with me," he said, smiling wanly at her. 

Her smile was small and pained, but it was a smile. "I don't suppose you have the other drink with you?" 

He shook his head sadly. "We can go back, Yar. Just say the word and we'll --"

"We'll what, Jules? Go back to Atton so I can get that drink but pollo out at the last minute?" She shook her head. "No. I couldn't do it. I realised that when I asked you for it." The tears ran down her cheeks now, but her face was a stoic mask. 

"We can still go back," he said gently.

"And I could raise my child -- mayhap already damaged by my night of drinking -- in exile. No. It's forward we go."

There was silence for a moment, and then Thadea spoke.

"Exile not so bad."

Yarrow laughed, as much a release of tension as in real mirth, and Jules found himself joining her. Soon medic and bellica were laughing heartily, with Thadea staring at them as if they'd lost their minds. 

When her laughs subsided, Yarrow grabbed Thadea's hand gratefully. "Thank you, Aunt. I know exile isn't so bad. All the same, I'd rather not go back to it." She sat up and looked south, towards the capital they marched on. "No," she murmured, so soft Jules had to lean closer to hear what she said. "No, better we both die trying to take back home, rather than live with the damage I've done you, little one."

"Yarrow," he said, his voice the same level as hers, "as medic I should tell you -- three glasses of wine probably won't hurt your ba--"

Her hand pressed against his mouth. "Don't give me hope, Jules. That's the cruelest thing you could do right now." He didn't speak, and her hand dropped as she looked towards the camp. "They know, don't they?"

"Yes." What else could he say?

Yarrow got to her feet, an activity that was not so easy as it should have been. She was starting to show already. With her form, it was inevitable that it would show this early. It wasn't much, and naught more than would be mistaken for a small beer gut by anyone not spending all day and night with her. 

Yarrow brushed the dirt off her clothing. "I'm going to go talk to them," she said, and walked off, still the same proud bellica he'd always known, weight of the world on her shoulders or no. 

It really was, now.
  


Caelum




He'd cried when he'd heard about Aro. 

He wasn't ashamed of it. When he'd reached the hospitalis in search of a healer for Zardria, and the news had been broken to him none too gently, he'd let the tears flow unimpeded down his face. 

Aro had been as a brother to Caelum, the more so because Caelum's family had fostered the other man's sister. 

No matter what the truth about the attack, he felt guilty. As if he could have prevented it. 

I should have been there. 

Never mind that he'd have to have been psychic to reach the hospitalis in time to save Aro's life. Never mind that even Anala, Admiral of Athering, hadn't made it in time, her well honed battle sense telling her something was wrong. It still felt like his fault. 

He felt more alone than ever. Zardria was still bedridden, unconscious. Alive, but Goddesses knew when she'd wake again. 

The only person he could talk to was Helene, when the older healer came to check on the Empress. Ghia hadn't been around when he'd run for help, and Helene had been the only healer willing to come up. 

The woman was thinner than he remembered, and she walked with a cane now, but her eyes were still bright and sharp, and she still spoke with wisdom. She'd seen Caelum was crying as she'd walked up, and she'd patted him on the shoulder -- elbow, rather, for she was much shorter than he -- in a kindly fashion. 

"There, there, son," she'd said, walking beside the Consort. "Aro's spirit is with Bellona now, dining in the Last Hall -- you can be sure of that." 

Caelum dried his tears with difficulty. "I know. I just wish...oh, this is selfish, but I wish he hadn't hated me so before...I wish we could have been friends to the end."

"He didn't hate you," Helene said, the mild surprise in her voice not matching the surprise he felt. "We talked, many times after his reassignment to the hospitalis. He missed you, but said he didn't begrudge you your new life. He understood better than Anala that you only followed orders." The older woman smiled at him. 

Caelum smiled back wanly. "I wasn't ordered to love her," he said, and felt a shock of recognition as he said it. He did. He loved Zardria. 

Helene only chuckled. "Oh, not by the Empress, no," she said. "But can you say for sure what the Moirae have ordained for your life?"

Caelum didn't have an answer for her. 

They got to the Spire, and Caelum somehow managed to convince the stubborn woman to take the Elevator while he took the stairs, sprinting up them as fast as he'd run down. When he reached the Empress' suite, huffing and puffing despite his good health, Helene was already at Zardria's side, checking her over. 

"She's Goddess-touched, this one," the healer muttered, and Caelum wasn't quite sure he heard her right. 

"I'm sorry?" he asked.

"Goddess-touched," Helene said a bit louder, and then pointed to a spot on Zardria's neck, behind her ear. "You never noticed this before?" 

Caelum looked at the skin discolouration that formed a strange shape: Ω. "I just thought it was a birthmark," he said, a chill running down his spine as he remembered the last place he'd seen that shape. 

Helene shook her head briskly. "It's not. I would know. I delivered her myself. No, Consort -- that's the mark of the Goddess Umbra," she said, confirming his fears. 

He swallowed nervously. "What does it mean?"

Helene shrugged. "I don't know. I'm not a priestess."

The healer and Consort stayed silent for a while. Caelum stared at Zardria's face, which was relaxed and made her look younger. Innocent. 

What are you hiding from me, Zee?

Eventually the healer turned from the Empress and addressed Caelum directly again. "Give her fluids, if you can get her to take any. Keep her hydrated. There's no lasting damage, so far as I can tell, so Goddesses willing, she'll wake up. But as I said -- I'm no priestess." 

Caelum rose to shake Helene's hand gratefully. "Thank you, Healer. Do you think Umbra did this?"

Helene shrugged. "Maybe. Could just be late onset of the Zarqon family sickness." At his look, she patted his arm again. "You didn't know? Royal family has a disease that crops up dominant every few generations. Zora's mother had it. Could be Zardria got it too, but usually it shows up earlier than thirty. I don't honestly know, Caelum -- just keep her hydrated. Last thing Athering needs now is for her to die."

Caelum stood, thinking; when he turned to speak again, Helene was already at the door. 

"Helene. You don't hate her," he said, bewildered. 

"No, son. I don't. She's a damn sight better than Zanny." The healer ducked through the door, leaving Caelum feeling...well, not good. Better than he had. 

Helene came in to check on Zardria every day, but there was no change. Caelum knew. He'd barely left his lover's side, getting all food brought up and only making short trips to the privy. 

When he returned from one of those trips he saw her eyes were open. 

"Zee," he breathed, falling to her side and taking her hand in his. 

She groaned and rubbed her face with her other hand. "What have I missed?" she asked. 

He laughed. "Ever the dutiful leader," he teased gently, and she glared at him. "Nothing much. We're still under siege."

"Mmmm." Her eyes closed again, and Caelum tried to keep her engaged in the world around her. Don't you slip away from me again.

"Do you remember what happened?" he asked. 

Her eyes opened again. "Not really. I remember talking to you, and then everything faded."

He breathed an inward sigh of relief. Maybe the mark of Umbra on her skin was just coincidence. Maybe it really was the family sickness. "You had a seizure," he said out loud. "Helene thinks you may have a late onset of the Zarqon family sickness." It wasn't the total truth, but it was close enough. 

Her brows knitted together as she thought about that. "Mayhap," she said. 

"Is there anything you need right now?" he asked, eager to make her feel better.

"Some willowbark tea would be lovely. I have a terrible headache." She smiled up at him in that way that made his heart melt. 

He kissed her hand and rose. "Right away, love," he said, and headed to the door.
  


Empress Zardria




She watched Caelum leave, her heart twisting in pain at the necessity of lying to him. 

She knew exactly what had happened to her, of course. She remembered it all -- going rigid, fighting beside Umbra against the Magea and her Deity. She hadn't thought Umbra could lose -- her Goddess was so strong! -- but the Magi prevailed. She'd thought after that she'd have renewed contact with her Goddess, that Umbra would speak to her again, but the Goddess had withdrawn, leaving Zardria to wander the alleyways of her coma alone while her body healed from the magekal onslaught it had suffered. 

The block she'd put on Ghia had to be gone, now, for she and Umbra had lost, and she knew the Magea was free already. She knew she had two Magi -- at least! -- roaming the castle. She knew naught else, for she could not sense the goings-on of the world around her as she once had. It was if her other side was still asleep, and not able to help her with anything. She felt deaf and blind, and ultimately alone and vulnerable. 

She was doomed. She knew that. When she'd become a full servant of her Goddess, Umbra had granted her immortality -- No human can kill you, Little Zardria, the Goddess had said. But you must beware, for there are Magi still in the world -- they are the only ones with the power to take your immortality away. 

Beware the Magi, she'd been warned, for they could kill her, and beware falling in love, for it would weaken her. 

She closed her eyes against the tears. 

She would fail, in the end. She knew that already. There was nothing she could do about it. Her powers weakened, she could not contain the Magi as she once had. 

And then Umbra will never speak to me again, she thought, and her heart skipped a beat in pain. 

"No," she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. "No. I must not fail. I must please Her."

It was all she had ever wanted to do.
  


Ghia




Ghia sat on a bale of hay, watching Anala practice with her new sword and shield. 

The Naratus was a beautiful weapon. This was an opinion held by Ghia, who didn't like weaponry or fighting in general. 

Unless it's Jules doing the fighting, she thought with a smile. Then I quite enjoy it.

The Naratus, Rosa had told them, was one of the Great Powers, weapons forged by the Magi at a time of great strife for their people. He'd been made together with the shield, his sister the Magisphere. Each Great Power was forged from a pure element. There was more history to it, Rosa had said, but it didn't bear getting into. All they needed to know was the Naratus had been forged from lightning, and the Magisphere from earth. Only one of Magi blood could handle the weapons -- for anyone else to touch them would mean death. 

The blade of the sword was covered in markings strange yet familiar to Ghia's eye. Rosa said it was the ancient, written form of the Magi language, Ereneden, but she wouldn't translate what it said. The hilt was a zig-zag, like a bolt of lightning, and the pommel was wrapped in a black, incredibly tough leather. The thing fairly crackled with energy, and sparks flew when Anala struck the wooden target with him. 

A few more hits and Anala turned to face Ghia, breathing hard, sword tip resting on the hay-strewn floor of the military's training room. 

"I dinnae think 'e likes me," she said with a small smile.

"I'm sure he likes you just fine, cuz." Oh, she was happy to have her voice back! "The wooden target, on the other hand..." she trailed off and looked pointedly at the thing, which was covered in scorch marks. 

Anala glanced over her shoulder. "Aye, but..." she said, regarding the sword. "'e's almost painful ta hold. 'ere, ye feel." She handed the pommel to Ghia. 

Ghia went to grasp the sword, but he moved away from her. Anala no longer held him; the Naratus balanced by himself on his tip, and Ghia's hand chased him around, unable to make contact. 

Soon the healer gave up, not really wanting to hold a sword anyway, and leaned back on her bale of hay. Anala went to grab the sword, but before her hand reached him the Naratus fell by himself into her palm. A happy humming sound arose from him. 

"He likes you," Ghia said decisively, stretching her hand. 

"I ken that," Anala said softly, and she sheathed the Naratus. The leather was the same kind that was on his pommel. "It'd be a mite awkward switchin ta sword and shield after sa long two-handing," she said thoughtfully, looking at the shield that rested on her arm. 

The Magisphere was a circular shield, and even more beautiful than her brother. There was a sun-burst motif of stones -- zircon of various colours, Rosa had told them -- on her face, alternating between green and brown shades as they radiated from the centre stone, which was incredibly large and seemed a blending of the two colours. Rosa had told them the two weapons were connected, and that the grounding power of the Magisphere would absorb any magekal or otherwise energetic blasts directed at the bearer before channeling the same energy into the Naratus so it could be used against the attacker. 

What were you fighting when you made these, Rosa? Ghia had asked. 

The Magea had not replied, though Ghia had seen a shiver shake Rosa's branches. 

"How's yer hand holdin' up?" Anala's voice cut through the healer's thoughts, and she realised she'd been sitting there, absentmindedly flexing it. 

"It's fine," she said, looking at the hand that was no longer a claw. "Still hurts a bit, and I can't hold a quill to save my life. But it gets better every day. Are you done practising?" she added, noticing the admiral looked ready to go. 

Anala nodded and passed Ghia her cane so the healer could get up. 

Before she'd left Atherton -- bearing a letter from Anala to the regiments on their way home from Harbourtown -- Rosa had healed Ghia's hand for her, but not the knee. 

I'll have to re-break both to heal them, child. You won't be able to walk for a while. 

Just the hand, then, Ghia'd replied and gritted her teeth. Unimaginable pain had shot through her as Rosa re-broke each tiny, individual bone in her hand and wrist, re-set them, and used Coran energy to make them start to knit. She'd instructed Ghia to exercise the muscles and be gentle with the hand, for it was not a perfect fix. 

No worries there, she'd said. I have no desire to lose it again. 

Then the Magea had left -- not before teaching Anala the basics of how to use her new weapons, and instructing the women in a few more magek techniques. If you wish, you should teach her more of what you know, Rosa had said to Ghia alone. It's well time she got a better hold of her powers.

Ghia had no idea how Rosa would get the letters and message to the homeward-marching bellicas without causing a small riot. She just trusted her mentor would get help. 

Now the only thing left to do was wait. And practise. 

That was the hardest part -- the waiting. Especially when both women wanted nothing more than to ride out to the Town Square and kill Lord Exsil Vis themselves. The man had hurt Anala so soundly it was a miracle the woman contained her rage, and Ghia was beside herself worrying over her aunt. What they could see of Atherton showed destruction or occupation. Had Kasandra escaped? Where would she have gone? 

Goddesses, she hoped her aunt had made it. She didn't think she could handle more loss at the moment. First Molly, then Jera and Giselle, and Aro -- ah! Aro, her loyal paxwoman. Something she'd never thought she'd have. Jera and Giselle had been family, caustic and sweet members of a group bound to Ghia not by blood but by love. Oh, and Molly.... She'd thought she'd calmed that grief, but the fresh wounds had merely opened the floodgates of sorrow again. Why she felt such a connection to the young rebel, she didn't fathom but she had sensed the moment Molly's heart stopped. As if a mountain of grief had suddenly formed out of the foundation of her soul. 

A thought struck her. 

"Anala," she asked as they made their way down the hall, for Anala was now Ghia's self-appointed escort. "You witnessed Molly's execution, did you not?"

"Aye," the admiral said, sadness on her face. 

"Did you...did you feel anything, physically, when she died?" The question was hard for the healer to voice, but it had to be asked. 

Anala didn't answer right away; her face told Ghia she was thinking back.

"Aye," she said at length. "Twas as if me heart were being buried alive under a mountain of grief and pain. Felt -- suffocated, ye ken. Why d'ye ask?" 

Ghia couldn't breath with the shock of the truth that had just hit her. "Dear Goddess," she said, wondering why she hadn't seen it before. "Anala, when one Magi dies, all the rest feel it."

Anala's eyes widened. "Ye mean ta say..."

"Yes. Molly was Magi." She took a deep breath and thought back to her time in the dungeon. "And unless I'm off my guess, Jester is one too."

"We'd 'ave ta find 'er then," Anala said quickly, determination suffusing her features. 

"I will, Anala. Tonight."




~




Casting her consciousness out from the castle that night, Ghia had little hope of finding Jester. The girl could be in Mudflat by now, for Goddess' sake. 

It was to her great surprise, then, when she found the girl's energy -- and Lt. James' too, she noticed -- in the enemy camp. 

The healer wasn't able to make direct contact with Jester, who was sleeping, but she ascertained that both were safe...well, as safe as one could be in a Vocan seraglio. There were others in there too -- denizens of the city. Mostly women, but a few young boys. And James. She searched for anyone she might recognise, and half-happily found none. Not a huge victory. Nevertheless, she felt better thinking her friends dead rather than at the mercy of Lord Exsil Vis. 

Casting herself further, she searched the town for Kasandra. The Cauldron had been burned to the ground, which brought tears to Ghia's eyes, and her aunt was not in the hidden room below the cellar. She knew Kasandra -- the woman would have escaped. 

So where was she?
  


Kasandra




Cassiopeia was less than pleased to see Kasandra, but she honoured the debt called in regardless -- and more. 

When the Queen of the Atherton Underworld heard what was happening above in her city, her domain, she ordered an immediate counterattack. 

"Secret-like, you understand," she'd said to Kasandra. "You remember how it was."

"That I do, My Lady," Kasandra replied, and the two women smiled at each other in understanding, but not friendship.

"Will you join my women? You can still handle a knife, can you not?" Her smile took on a hard edge and Kasandra looked upon Cassiopeia's beautiful face with regret. 

"You'll call me coward, old friend. But I have something to live for now."

Cassiopeia's smile vanished. "Your niece. I remember. Very well." She turned, moving away from Kasandra, whose body screamed not to let the woman go again. Cassiopeia sat regally on her wooden throne, piled high with furs and blankets, and regarded Kasandra in an almost bored fashion. "You and your patrons are refugees in the Thieves' City. You have a place to stay here so long as the city above is under siege. I want you out as soon as it's safe to go."

Kasandra bowed low before her once-friend, once-leader, once-lover. "Yes, My Lady."

She left before Cassiopeia could see the tears in her eyes, and returned to the rooms she shared with the patrons of her tavern -- praying to any Goddess that would listen that her Ghia was safe.
  


Yarrow

Jourd'Aradia, 14th Trinnia




She knew something was wrong the moment she could see into the city. The north gate stood open, and too many fires burned within the city itself. She thought she saw tents. Her gut twisted, every nerve tingling as her battle-sense screamed in her ear, Atherton's been invaded -- run, you fool!

Instead she turned to face her aunt. "Thadea, you need to ride back to our last camp and wait for us. If a member of the regiment or myself doesn't come back in five days, flee back to Atton." 

Thadea frowned and sat on her horse, unmovable. "Thadea stays with Yarrow. Protection." She touched her hands to her blades. 

Yarrow shook her head, feeling an intense need to get her aunt to safety. "Thadea, trust me -- if I'm right about who's invaded Atherton, you protect me more by being far away." She implored the woman with her eyes. "Please, Aunt -- keep yourself safe. You will not be able to help me where we're riding."

Thadea looked between Yarrow and Atherton, then nodded. "If you not back in five days, Thadea come help," she said sternly, and Yarrow didn't have the heart to correct the woman on her conviction or grammar. 

"Ok," she said. "Now go. Please."

Thadea urged her horse away from the regiment, and then turned and rode it back down the road to Atton. Yarrow breathed a sigh of relief and turned back around to face the city. 

"What was that about?" Jules asked. 

"I think the castle's under siege," she murmured. "And there's only one person I can think who would invade us now."

Jules fell silent, catching her meaning. 

They rode on to Atherton. 




~




Before an hour had passed a rider approached them, and Yarrow saw her guess had been correct -- the man was Vocan. 

"Halt!" he cried, and she noticed that at his belt he carried a pistol similar to the one Lares owned. "An approaching army rides...do you ride to oust his lordship?" His hand rested on his pistol threateningly. 

Yarrow made herself laugh. "Hardly. Tell his lordship the exiled Bellica Yarrow and her regiment ride to join him." She gave the man a smile she'd learned from her sister. 

The man frowned, fingers still resting on his sidearm. "Why should I believe you?"

Yarrow shrugged as if they were discussing the weather and not as if he held her life in his hands. "You shouldn't. But I have information his lordship will want dearly."

His curiosity piqued, the man urged his horse a bit closer. "Really? What is it?"

"Do I look so stupid as to tell you?" She glared at him, and he moved his horse a few steps back again. "Take me to his lordship, and he can decide whether or not I'm valuable." 

There was a pause during which the messenger considered her offer. "Very well," he said at length, "you may ride in with me. Only you, mind -- your army stays here. We'll let his lordship decide what to do with you." He said it with self-satisfaction, as if it had been his idea in the first place. 

"Your offer is acceptable," she said, knowing how to deal with his type. She turned to Jules. "Major, keep the regiment here until you hear from me or his lordship." Their eyes met in the fading light, and she hoped he caught all the unspoken messages she was sending. 

"Yes, Ma'am," he said, and she was sure she saw the answering glint in his eyes. 

She hoped she did. 

Yarrow urged Pyrrhus to a walk, following the messenger back into her city. Behind her she heard Jules give the order to make camp. 

They were not far from the city and soon they rode in through the North Gate. Yarrow could see she'd been right about the degree of occupation. Lord Exsil Vis' army was spread throughout the town like a plague. The gate to the castle was secured, and she saw the walls hadn't been breached. That was a blessing, for, if he'd gained the castle already, then Yarrow's information, and by extension her life and regiment, would be useless to him. 

Looking up at the castle she wondered how everyone was faring -- if the people she loved were even still alive. She could see movement among the battlements, and saw that soldiers with crossbows were stationed there. She looked hard for her dark-haired friend the admiral but did not see her. 

Looking farther up, she saw a light was on in the Spire. Zardria, no doubt in her study. 

She felt a rush of emotion, and prayed the Goddesses would give her and her twin a chance to make things right together. 

Oh, sister. I never wanted to fight. Forgive me what I'm about to do, she thought, and then faced forward, banishing her feelings and keeping her face a careful blank. 

They came upon the Town Square, which was no longer a busy marketplace. Every inch was taken up with tents, campfires, and eating places. One exceptionally large, tall tent stood near the back, further away from the castle, and she guessed, correctly, that it was the current residence of Lord Exsil Vis. 

They rode along the edge of camp, between tents and the buildings that lined the Square. The windows were dark and lifeless, doors broken down on some. Yarrow wondered what had happened to the people -- had they escaped? She was answered, in part, by movement on the south end of the camp. A woman was being led from another large tent, though it was not so tall as that of Lord Exsil Vis, and being sent to entertain the troops. A priestess, Yarrow could see from a glint of gold at her earlobe, yet the woman held no fear on her face -- only a gentle compassion. 

The bellica's stomach lurched. 

She noticed, too, that almost all of Lord Exsil Vis' troops were men. Looking again, and more closely, she saw not a single female face among them, save those who were obviously from the seraglio.

She was not given more time to notice details for they came upon Exsil Vis' tent. Her escort dismounted and told her to stay where she was while he himself entered the tent. A moment later he emerged, just as she remembered him. She fought back the rush of loathing that made her want to throw up and kept her face a mask of pleasantness. 

He smiled up at her, arms akimbo. "Why, Bellica Yarrow -- it's been years. I never thought I'd see you ride into my camp with thoughts of an alliance."

Yarrow dismounted and bowed low before him. "My lord. Desperate times call for desperate measures," she said, praying that she'd made the right assessment of the man from Anala's report. 

Lord Exsil Vis laughed then, and Yarrow breathed out in abject relief. "Stand up, girl." She obeyed, and did not bristle at his diminutive nor show how much hate she held for him. 

I do this for you, she thought to her unborn daughter. 

She looked him in the face -- they were of a height -- and noticed he was regarding her thoughtfully. "What are you thinking, my lord?"

He smiled. She wanted to punch him. "You look more like your father every day, Bellica."

Yarrow stiffened. "You knew my father." Of course he did; he served with mother in the regiments.

Lord Exsil Vis laughed again, long and loud, throwing his head back as he did. "Knew him! Why," his laughter cut off abruptly as he looked at her shrewdly, and she steeled herself, "Why, girl, I killed him."

She smiled at him. "Then it shows which of you was the stronger."

Her smile was returned and he placed his arm around her shoulders. "Glad to hear you do not share his personality as well, girl," he said, and she let herself be led into his tent. "Now, what is this information you think I'd like?"
  


Anala




It was one of her captains who found her and told her the news. 

"Bellica Yarrow'd be back?" she whispered to the woman, who nodded. "Ye're sure -- ye saw her yerself."

"Yes Ma'am," Dina replied. "I watched her go into Lord Exsil Vis' tent. I think she's forming an alliance with him."

Anala's mind raced. "Aright, Dina," she said at length, "pass tha order through tha second regiment ta not fire on Yarrow, do ye ken? And make sure tha regiment gets spread around tha others more like," and she made her meaning clear with her look.

Dina saluted. "Yes Ma'am."

"Good woman," Anala said, and watched the captain go back to her duties. 

Yarrow was back. Anala felt hope for the first time in too long.
  


Lares




He'd not seen Caelum in the library since before the fifth. 

He'd continued to go, for some reason -- mainly so he wouldn't have to think anymore. He couldn't bear to think about anything anymore.

Lares didn't know why Caelum had been researching Umbra and the Twisted Sisters, but he had a small suspicion. So he continued to do the research, hoping he'd find something of use for the Consort. It was, strangely enough, the one thing left in the Vocan's life to give him meaning. 

He was puzzling out a particular passage in a very old book when Anala found him. 

"What are ye doing, Lares?" her tone was one of exasperated affection. 

"Admiral," he said, only mildly surprised to see her. "I was just reading about Twisted Sisters -- the servants of Umbra."

"Aye?" she said tolerantly. "What about 'em?" 

"Well, this passage says they can only be killed by a Great Power -- but it doesn't say what that is, and I can find no other reference to it in any of these books." He threw his arm up in helplessness. "I'm baffled."

Anala leaned over his shoulder then, looking at the book he held open on his lap. "Le'me see?"

He held the book up to her and watched her eyes chase the words on the page. 

"Huh," she said at length. "I'd not ken what it's about, Lares. Fascinatin', though." Her tone told him she was bored. He smiled and put the book down before standing to face her. She looked as a completely different person with her hair cropped short and the new medal on her breast -- a Red Arrow, for bravery in the face of extreme danger. 

"What can I help you with, Admiral?"

She smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes. "We'd not talked fer a while, which ye must admit'd be passing strange fer a woman and her paxwoman." 

He flushed and looked down at his feet. "My apologies, Ma'am. I've been --"

"Betraying yerself ta the Empress, it seems." He looked up sharply. "Dinnae try an deny it, Lares -- I'd just come from seeing her. She asked me why I'd lied ta her upon yer appearance here in town. Now, I'm a mite mad at ye, fer I dinnae appreciate being put on tha spot as such, so I'll ask ye once: do ye ken where me sister'd be?"

She meant Miranda, he knew -- she could mean no one else. "I believe she is still in the dungeons, Admiral," he said. "For spying."

Anala smiled, but looked no less angry. "That wasnae sa hard, was it. Back ta yer reading," she added, and left. 

Lares sighed and sat back down, feeling more alone than ever.
  


Miranda




The dungeons were incredibly cold and lonely. At least at first she'd had the comfort of knowing others were suffering as much as she, but then the other two prisoners had escaped with the use of some strange magek, and she'd been left alone -- aside from the guards. No visitors. Few meals.

More than ever in her short time in Athering, Miranda wanted her mom. 

Her father loved her, she knew, but had wild mood swings and was completely unpredictable. Her mother had far fewer, and passed only into depression -- never into the rages her father would sometimes fly into for no reason at all. She'd always been able to go to Hope for a kind word or loving touch. 

She sniffled and pulled her blanket closer. She'd not felt her mother's presence for a while -- not since she'd felt as if a wave had crashed down on her. She hoped her mother wasn't angry with her. That would be horrible. 

There was the noise of a door opening, and Miranda looked up to see someone coming down towards her cell. 

As the figure drew closer she recognised Admiral Anala, gone though her hair was. 

"What do you want?" she asked sulkily, not wanting to be nice to one who was friends with Lares. That meanie.

"Ta talk," the woman said, and crouched in front of Miranda's cell so they were eye to eye. "Ye can't be comfortable in 'ere."

Miranda sniffed imperiously. "Why would you care? You're not my family."

Anala had a look on her face that seemed like pity. "Ach, child. Ye dinnae ken?"

Miranda felt a stone drop into her gut. "Ken what?"

"Yer father took siege o' the castle o'er a sevenday ago," Anala said, and Miranda felt hope rush through her. 

She came closer. "My father's here?"

"Big man, do I have tha right o' it? Looks like ye?" Miranda nodded eagerly. "Ach, ye poor child."

"What? Why?" What was going on?

Anala scratched her chin before speaking. "Well, ye see, tha Empress thought 'e might be missing ye something fierce. Sa she offered ye up, unhurt, fer 'im ta leave tha city."

Doubt was creeping in, but Miranda was not so quick to capitulate. "And he said yes, right? You've come to take me to him?"

Anala shook her head sadly. "Nae. 'e said 'e wasnae ere fer ye; an sa the Empress said she'd 'ave ye executed. 'Go ahead,' yer father said." 

Miranda shook her head, unwilling to believe it. "No. You're lying."

"Afraid not, child."

"No!" she yelled at the admiral, and went to sit on her cot, wrapping herself up in her blanket. She didn't hear Anala leave through her sobs.
  


Yarrow




Lord Exsil Vis had been very pleased by the information she'd given him. 

She'd not told him the details, of course, but she assured him that she'd lead him into the castle herself once he proved himself trustworthy. 

"And how do I do that, my dear?" he asked. At least he's stopped calling me 'girl', she thought. 

"Call my regiment into camp with your army. If there are no...incidents, then I'll help you."

His smile grew sharp. "If there were any...incidents, there'd be naught you could do about it."

Her gaze didn't waver from his face. "Never underestimate a cornered bellica, my lord."

"I never have," he said, and she remembered with a chill how her mother had died. "Jason!" he barked to one of his officers then, and Yarrow fought the impulse to jump. "Get Bellica Yarrow's regiment in town. Make sure the men know that they are our allies and not to be harmed." Lord Exsil Vis' eyes never left Yarrow's face. "Does that suit?"

"Yes, my lord. Thank you." She smiled, trying to calm the wild beating of her heart. 

"Good. Now let us discuss timing."

Yarrow suggested they wait four days, ostensibly to weaken the castle further in the siege, but really she wanted time to prepare herself and to try and get messages to certain people. Exsil Vis wanted to attack right away. She got him to agree to wait until after midnight on the 16th, to give her women a chance to rest from their long time on the road. 

Soon after they were finished making plans and Lord Exsil Vis had told her to enjoy the hospitality of his camp, her regiment rode into town. She made eye contact with Jules from across the camp, and his brief glance told her that her women knew what to do. 

Thank the Goddesses. 

Lord Exsil Vis was shouting at someone to set a table for Yarrow and her officers; she didn't show it, but the smell of roasting meat nauseated her. Her eyes scanned the camp, and again were drawn back to the large tent at the end, which she was sure was a seraglio. I wonder if anyone useful is in it.

Exsil Vis' voice and an arm around her shoulders brought her back to herself. "I've cleared a tent for you to bunk in, my dear," and he pointed to a tent smaller than his but larger than the others, not too far away. "Your men will have to bunk down with mine, but their leader should have her own tent, eh?"

"Thank you, my lord," she said pleasantly even as she was inwardly frowning at the strange turn of phrase. But accurate, I suppose -- there truly are no women in his army. 

Glancing back to her regiment and the women in it, she saw how Lord Exsil Vis' men reacted to the female presence. And she thought of the seraglio. 

Two days. That's it.

Two days. And then the real battle begins.
  


Zardria




She never thought she'd be happy to hear of her sister's return to Atherton, but life was just full of surprises these days. 

She'd only admitted as much to Caelum, of course, and even then had intimated she'd still kill Yarrow when it was all over. 

"If you feel that's wisest," he said.

"This coming from the man who became my Consort just to save her life, when we both know I disgust you?" she spat.

"You don't disgust me --" 

"I know you still love her, Caelum." She turned away from him. She hadn't meant for her voice to sound so hurt. What did it matter to her? He was a pawn! Nothing more.

She wished she could believe her own thoughts. 

His hand was on her arm and now his thumb lightly stroked her skin. "And if I do?" he asked, his voice gentle. "What of it? It doesn't change how I feel about you." 

She turned her head to regard him sharply. "Of course it does. How could you possibly love twins who hate each other?"

He smiled patiently. "I'm a masochist."

She broke away from him with a sound of disgust and paced the room, refusing to look at him. He didn't try to follow her this time, for which she was grateful. 

Needing to expel energy somehow and not wanting to yell at him -- not overmuch -- she talked about their situation. "Anala told me she was able to get a messenger out of the city. There are three regiments heading back from their extended tour in Harbourtown. With any luck the messenger wasn't killed, and the regiments will arrive in time to support Yarrow's obvious plan to strike. Wish I knew when," she sighed. "But I'm sure we'll rout the invaders."

"And then?" he prompted when she fell silent. "If you kill Lord Exsil Vis, Voco will be yours again. What will you do about the island?"

She stopped pacing, wondering how much she should trust him with. He probably knows all this already. And I'm already doomed, so what does it matter? In a moment of melancholy she decided to tell him. "You were aware that Anala is his daughter, yes?"

"Vaguely." 

She knew he was hedging, but she let it be. "Well. She's a good admiral. I daresay she'll be a good Lady Exsil Vis."

"I'm sure she won't like that," he said, but it wasn't a challenge. She didn't reply. "And what about Yarrow?"

Her mouth hardened into a line. 

"That depends entirely on her."




~




That night, when they went to bed, she didn't let him touch her, for she was not yet over her anger. Yet for some reason, she kept him sleeping in her chambers. After she'd thought him asleep, she felt him move closer and put his arm around her. 

"I do love you, Zee," he whispered in her ear, "whether you ever believe me or not."

She said nothing. She couldn't speak over the lump in her throat.
  


Magea Rosa




She was coming across the regiments' camp when Ghia's voice broke into her thoughts. 

Rosa -- Yarrow's returned with her regiment and has infiltrated the enemy camp! The girl's voice was full of unbridled joy. How far away are the regiments?

Rosa calculated quickly. I can make them arrive in about two days, mayhap a bit longer. 

Good. I'll try to get the message to Yarrow. Stay safe, she said, and the contact was broken. 

Rosa looked towards the camp, and started to Change. 

It was one of the skills she'd learned in the Sarian School that she used rarely. She hated to do it. It was incredibly painful to perform and maintain, and was a tremendous drain on her powers. Bellica Agate and the others would never listen to a talking tree -- so it must be done. 

She had to go by feel, possessing no mirror, and so was sure her new form was not the epitome of beauty. When have I ever been that? she thought with a small smile. Her features sufficiently distorted and possessing working vocal chords, Rosa bent down and picked up the letter from Anala, then ran into camp. 

"Bellica Agate!" the tall, lithe young messenger with a ruddy complexion and green-black hair shouted, and immediately a woman responded, coming to face her. 

"Aye -- what is it, girl?" the bellica asked, other officers coming to surround her. Rosa passed Agate the letter from Anala. 

"Atherton under siege from Vocan forces, Ma'am," she said, only half-pretending to be out of breath. Walking in Terran form had sent knives of pain up her legs, and now her torso cramped. 

The woman frowned, as much at Rosa's report as her accent. "We've just come from Harbourtown and no Vocan army has overtaken us."

"They rode up through the Three Sisters and took the city from the south, Ma'am," she said, her voice grim. "I saw it myself." 

Agate looked less than convinced, but opened the letter from Anala and read it anyway. "Story checks out," she said to her officers, "and it bears the Admiral's seal." She looked upon Rosa with a bit more compassion. "Rest in our camp tonight, girl. You look tired."

Rosa shook her head, the pain of holding Terran form almost more than she could bear. "Admiral Anala said to make all haste, Ma'am, so I go on to warn Harbourtown of possible attack from sea," she said, lying expertly. 

The bellica sighed and looked over her troops. "We're over-tired, but we'll leave before dawn. Good luck on your journey."

Rosa saluted and ran off, stopping beside the road when she was out of sight. With a shudder she shifted back to her natural form, and then turned her attention on the troops. She gave the horses and women renewed energy to the point of restlessness and the speed of huan. When she saw they decided to pack up and leave that night, she let herself fall asleep beside the road, utterly exhausted, and hoped no one would happen by and wonder why a tree that grew only in the north had sprouted up overnight.
  


Yarrow




Dinner with Lord Exsil Vis and his men was an interesting experience. 

No worse in manners than most courtiers, which was not saying much , he had members of the seraglio serve their wine and food. For that was what it was, he'd confirmed shortly into their meal with a comment and a wink to her. She'd replied in kind and taken a sip of her wine to cover her disgust -- a sip she didn't swallow, but spit out discreetly. As much to keep my head clear as....

Her thoughts trailed off as she recognised Jester among the serving wenches. The girl looked surly as usual but was attending to her duties with speed; Yarrow was sure it had to do with the bruises on her face and arms. 

She did not let Exsil Vis see what she thought, but instead kept her eyes heavy with lust as she gazed upon the young girl from Aeril. He caught her look and smiled. 

"You like the difficult ones, I see," he said. 

"She's given you trouble?" she said, careful to keep her voice neutral.

Lord Exsil Vis chuckled. "The first night she nigh clawed my face off. But I taught her a lesson, and let my men help. You only truly learn something by teaching it, I'm sure you know." She made herself return his smile, though she felt she might throw up. "Man who captured her and her friend said they're from inside the castle -- some lesser nobility, apparently trying to sneak away for some reason."

Yarrow nodded, immediately leaping on the story and confirming it. "Aye, I'd seen her a time or two. Bitch refused me."

"Well, my dear," Lord Exsil Vis said, his smile giving Yarrow the chills. "I daresay she'll have trouble refusing you now." He ordered his men to bring Jester to Yarrow's tent, then, and make sure she didn't escape. "You may enjoy her after your meal, my dear. You see. I am good to my allies."

Yarrow nodded, a facsimile of a bow. "You are too generous to me, my lord. Thank you."

She finished her meal with a feigned ravenousness, though in truth her stomach roiled and threatened to expel itself through her mouth, and headed to her tent as soon as she was done, amid calls and whoops of laughter from Lord Exsil Vis' men. 

As soon as the flap closed behind her, Jester leapt at the bellica, hands like claws going for the bellica's eyes. Yarrow was ready for the girl and grabbed her wrists; when Jester tried to kick her in the stomach she wrestled the younger woman to the ground and straddled her. 

"Traitor!" Jester spat at her. 

Yarrow blinked, but did not free Jester's hands to wipe the spit from her face. "Would you calm down?" Yarrow said quietly. "Jester!" she shook the girl. "Look at me." Slowly Jester complied, suspicion still in her eyes. "I need your help, okay?"

Jester viewed her dubiously. "You're allied with Lord Exsil Vis."

"Mind telling me what choice you thought I had?" Yarrow asked with a glare. 

Jester didn't have an answer for her, but still she protested. "You're going to use me as he did."

"What? No," Yarrow said, trying to be reassuring though she was completely frustrated. "What gave you that idea?" 

Jester looked pointedly at Yarrow's hands, still on her wrists, and to where the bellica straddled her waist and pinned her to the ground. 

Yarrow snarled, barely keeping her temper in check. "You attacked me, if you'll recall, you little cat. If I let you up, will you attack me again?" Jester thought about it for a second, then shook her head. "Well then." Yarrow got up herself and helped Jester to her feet. She stood ready, but Jester stayed true and did not attack her. Only now did she take the chance to wipe the girl's expectorant from her face. Her face cleaner, she asked how Jester had escaped from the dungeons. 

"Good thing James is with you," Yarrow said when Jester had finished her story. "I'd worried about him. How many priestesses in the seraglio?" she asked as she pulled off her jerkin and mail, trying to get more comfortable. 

"About fifteen, I think. All dedicated to Desirelle -- they said they gave themselves up so the rest of the Temple would stay safe." 

Yarrow was pacing, thinking what to do. "Ok. We can use that. I've heard the priestesses have a special sort of training, so here's what I want you to do." No sooner had she finished giving Jester her instructions there came a yell from the entrance to her tent. 

"Eh, Yarrow. How does she fare?" It was Lord Exsil Vis. 

"Strip," Yarrow mouthed to Jester, and gestured for the girl to get on the cot. She undid the laces to her linen shirt and waited a full three seconds before going to open the tent flap. 

"She's a bit inexperienced, but I'm quickly remedying that," she drawled languorously as she leaned against the door-pole. 

Lord Exsil Vis glanced inside, and Yarrow hoped Jester was naked enough for him to believe. 

Apparently it suited. He leered at both of them. "Are you going to share her with your men?" he asked with a chuckle. 

"Eh Jules!" she shouted across the camp. The major looked up. "You want a go on her after I'm through?"

He laughed and waved his hand. "Your seconds are never usable, Yarrow."

She looked back at the Vocan. "Guess I'm keeping her to myself. For tonight, at least," she added with a smile. 

He laughed and walked away. 

She dropped the tent flap and breathed a sigh of relief. Turning to face Jester, she saw the girl staring at her. At her belly. It showed more than she thought it did without her mail and jerkin on, and she hoped no one outside had noticed. 

She crossed the tent and knelt before the girl who now had tears in her eyes as she realised what Yarrow risked. "That's the other thing I need you to help me with, Jester. Stay the night with me and help me cover this up." 

Jester nodded gravely. "I'm sorry, Yarrow."

"No, I'm sorry I didn't stay and do what I said I'd do," Yarrow said, feeling the weight of all the wrong choices she'd made. She forced herself to smile at Jester. "But we're going to get through this, okay? Just pretend for tonight. You know what to do when you get back to the seraglio."

Jester nodded again, then suddenly clutched her head, her face contorted in pain. "What's wrong?" Yarrow asked, her heart leaping into her throat.

"A...sudden, sharp pain. Like a headache, but not dull," she said, looking confused. "Then...I swear I just heard Ghia's voice in my head."

Tears sprung to Yarrow's eyes and she let out a single, happy sob. "My cousin lives. Oh Goddess -- she lives?" 

"Yes. She was in the dungeons with me for a while, with horrible injuries. Then I heard she was placed back in her job at the hospitalis," Jester said, looking more confused. "Why did I hear her voice in my head?" 

Yarrow smiled. "It's a long story, but Ghia can do that. What did she tell you?"

"She said three regiments are on their way and will be here in two days." 

Yarrow bowed her head, hope filling her and threatening to make her heart burst with its strength. 

Thank Bellona.
  


Jester

Jourd'Juno, 15th Trinnia




When she returned to the seraglio after her night spent with Yarrow -- her first good sleep in a while -- it was with renewed hope and vigour. Before she set to the instructions given her by the bellica, she woke James, who received her with the same worry, love and relief that he did each time she returned from her rounds among the troops. He had not yet been sent out, and she was sure this was a way to punish them. 

While he hated himself for not being used in place of her, she did not -- only thanked the Goddesses for keeping him safe. She was a fast healer, it was true. She could stand the abuses laid on her. 

She hoped. 

She fell into his arms and caressed him, suddenly seeing a future with the fellow prisoner she'd come to love. "Yarrow's back," she whispered as quietly as possible to him, and saw his face hold a gamut of emotions that all translated into the same one -- hope. "With a vengeance."

"Thank the Goddesses," he whispered, and kissed her. "We're saved."
  


Yarrow

Jourd'Althea, 16th Trinnia

2500 hours




In the quiet of the camp before the attack at midnight, Bellica Yarrow, last hope of Athering, slept and dreamt. 

In her dreams was bloodshed and pain, caused by her and stopped by none. Caused by others, and reached by her too late. Desperately she tried to wake, and failed at every attempt, for her dreams were the sea, and Yarrow was drowning. 

Her stomach twisted in pain and she curled up into a ball, protecting the child she carried within. 

I've doomed us both, her dream-self said, apologising to the young woman with light hair that stood before her. 

Then do something about it, her daughter replied. 

What shall I do? The woman was already fading away, gone in the twilight. 

Yarrow walked alone on a road that stretched away, far as the eye could see, neither coming from one place nor going to another. 

She started to run.

Faster and faster in the dusk, her booted feet pounding heavily on the ground beneath her. A shadow on the horizon rose up and she put on speed. She ran and ran until she was sure her feet lifted from the ground, and she flew.

The shadow was not Atherton, as she'd thought. 

A woman the size of a tree loomed up, and Yarrow skidded to a stop, fear freezing her heart in her chest. She turned to run away but a wall had come up behind her, and it was against this she fell, quaking in her terror. 

The woman, whose hair was the sky and whose eyes the moons, leaned down and smiled with the radiance of the sun. 

Why do you run, Bellica? Does your Goddess terrify you so?

Yarrow gasped and tried to regain her footing. Goddess? What Deity would bother with one such as I?

The woman laughed; it boomed around Yarrow like thunder and she clapped her hands to her ears. Come. Kore has called you forth into battle against the Dark One. 

I don't know what You're talking about, Yarrow said, trying to scramble over the wall. This is just a dream; You're not real.

Would you forsake your people so easily? The Goddess was angry now; She picked Yarrow up by the scruff of her jerkin and Yarrow dangled in the air, in front of the Goddess' face. 

I've never been the most patriotic of people, the bellica protested weakly. Choosing me is a doomed venture. 

I will decide what is doomed or not, Bellica, Kore boomed. Chosen you are and chosen you will stay. Now. Suffer a small death and be reborn through Me to lead your people to victory and dispel the Dark One from Her stolen throne.

What? Yarrow started to ask, but Kore opened Her mouth and swallowed the bellica whole.

Yarrow tumbled through darkness for what seemed like hours. 

A light came on. 

She fell towards it. 

And abruptly, woke up. 

Lord Exsil Vis stood in her tent, carrying a lantern. "Come, Bellica," he said with a smile. "It's time."
  


Miranda

2545 hours




The admiral had come to visit the girl again in the dungeons, a few times now. Each of these successive times the woman had brought some food for Miranda -- real food, the stuff her rank deserved. At first she'd been suspicious, but her hunger had won out in the end. She'd devoured the steak and vegetables and potatoes, so much better than anything she'd ever had at home in Clifton, and then, her hunger finally sated, sat in worry that she'd been poisoned. 

True to her word, the admiral was indeed there just to talk. Miranda found herself spilling her worries to the older woman, who continued to affirm that the girl's father didn't want her anymore. Athering did, the admiral had told her. Was she willing to come to Athering's side? 

She wasn't. She'd spat in Anala's face and Anala had left the girl to her loneliness. 

The woman had come back earlier that evening, with more food. Despite herself, Miranda had eaten again. This time, Anala had told Miranda something the girl found impossible to believe, could never believe! She'd listened politely while she ate, and when the admiral had finished the spiel she'd obviously rehearsed beforehand, Miranda had simply said she'd think about defecting. 

She'd do no such thing. She was sure her father was here for her. There was no possible way Anala could be telling the truth -- that the two of them were sisters. Anala would know how wonderful their father was if that were the truth. The admiral had to be lying. 

After the admiral left, she pretended to go to sleep. The guards had softened to her in her incarceration -- she was, after all, only ten years old, and she used it to her every advantage. After a few hours of feigned rest, she concentrated, and got the guards to open her cell door; her freedom gained, it was only a small matter to make them fall asleep where they stood.

Miranda Exsil Vis was off to find her father.
  


Yarrow

2545 hours




Yarrow felt wholly not herself as she walked with Lord Exsil Vis, his man, and Jules to the infiltration point. She felt as if she'd been made empty and turned into something else; as if her dream with Kore really had made her reborn. She walked hollowly; somehow went through the motions of being on Lord Exsil Vis' side. She'd made eye contact with Captain Coalette as she left the camp and headed to the North Gate; the woman knew what to do. So did Jester -- the night before Yarrow had given the girl further instructions. 

She prayed the message to Ghia had gone through. Otherwise this venture, and the lives of her regiment, would all be over very quickly. 

They walked along the outside of the wall that surrounded Atherton, heading west. Jules walked behind her; Lord Exsil Vis was to her right and his officer, Jason, walked behind him. It was the most mutually beneficial arrangement. It was a fairly short walk, so they had not taken their horses. That would have been more conspicuous to anyone who was watching from the castle, anyway, she and the lord of Voco had both agreed. Not that it really mattered, but she didn't tell him that. 

Presently they reached the point where the Blood River flowed under the wall and through the castle, before being rerouted to go underground until it reached the South Gate, where it flowed under bridges that led out of the city and turned into the Three Sisters, three rivers no longer the red colour of their mother. Not that those bridges existed anymore; Lord Exsil Vis had bragged very loudly that he'd destroyed the entire South Gate with his war machines. Metal that was capable of making things explode; bombs, he'd called them. Yarrow almost didn't believe him, but she'd seen the destruction herself. The broken stone of the bridges and walls had fallen into the river and obstructed it partially, destroying how nicely the rivers had been spaced and set up. She was sure it'd had some effect on the river under the city and through the castle; now, as they got ready for the next part, she noticed the new turbulence of the waters. 

They took off their boots, mail, and weapons to store in oilcloth that they then strapped to their backs. She hoped it would hold for the swim they had to make. 

Down to leather and linen, Yarrow stepped into the water first. It was icy, as it would continue to be until the solstice. She bore it silently and went until she was treading water by the wall. 

Lord Exsil Vis followed, then their secondary officers. Whispering, Yarrow explained what awaited them. The wall went three metres down into the water, and was two metres thick. There was a tunnel underneath the wall that they could fit through. They had to swim that, break water silently on the other side, and continue to swim through the river in the exposed East Gardens until they reached where the water flowed into the castle. There Jules and Jason would leave to go open the gates to the castle and let the troops in while Yarrow and Lord Exsil Vis continued alone, through another swim almost as bad as the first -- two metres down and one across. 

"I hope you have strong lungs, my lord," Yarrow said. Her only reply was his smile. 

Taking a deep breath, Yarrow dove. She swam as fast as possible in the turbulent waters, heading straight down as a queenfisher struck for its prey. Her lungs were starting to burn as she reached the bottom. Quickly she swam underneath, not letting herself bob against the stone, which could catch her clothing. Kicking as hard as she could she swam for the end; spots danced in front of her eyes. Soon she broke free of the wall and let herself float upwards, kicking her legs to help her flight. 

She broke the water's surface silently as possible and took deep breaths. I never want to do that again, she thought, and tried not to imagine the next swim. Soon Exsil Vis joined her, followed by their men. She signalled to be silent, and they followed her as she swam down the river till they reached the shadow of the castle. Here Jules and Jason left the water and quickly got dressed again; Yarrow nodded a farewell to her major-medic, sending a silent prayer to Bellona that he would not die by treachery. 

She had no such hope for herself. 

The next swim was easier, and they could break the water gasping. They were in the bowels of the castle; no one ever came down here, save to relight the torches that went out. There were yellow-orange pools of light on the water that moved with the ripples caused by their surfacing. She nodded in the direction they were to swim, where stairs came down into the water. Soon they reached them and got out; Yarrow was shivering, and she was sure not even the beastly man beside her was immune to the water's cold. As quickly as their freezing bodies would allow, they dressed and put their weapons on again, and headed up the long, curving staircase that would lead them to the end of the dungeons. Through there, they would go on, to the banquet hall, and then the kitchens, and the Elevator. 

She would have lied, to keep him from ever reaching Zardria and Caelum. But there was no point; Lord Exsil Vis knew the castle very well. 

I'll just have to be faster than he is.
  


Jules

2560 hours




He and Jason skirted the edges of the castle, keeping to the shadows, as they headed to open the gate. He hoped Yarrow had a plan, because he really didn't want to let Lord Exsil Vis' forces into the castle. He didn't know what she could have come up with, though, aside from the look she'd given Coalette. Had the two women talked? Or was it that form of communication exclusive to gender, which he'd had with his male comrades betimes?

He didn't know. He hoped it was the former. Less chance for miscommunication. 

Soon the two men reached a servants' door in the wall between the East Gardens and the main entryway; not bothering to try and jimmy the lock he kicked the door down. 

The place was deserted. The doors to the castle were closed, but more easily opened than the gates in the wall. The stables looked dark; the whole driveway was devoid of life. He looked nervously up at the battlements, hoping he wouldn't be hit with friendly fire when he and Jason ran to open the gate, but saw they were empty. Not a single sentry or soldier stood up there. 

Mayhap Yarrow had gotten a message through. If she had, it could only mean one thing: his betrothed was alive. 

Courage surged through him and settled the nervous beating of his heart. He and Jason flew to undo the lock on the gate. He ended up working on it alone, for he was better with undoing locks. When finally he heard the click he was about to breathe out in relief. 

Then he felt the edge of Jason's cutlass against his throat.
  


Coalette

2570 hours




She was getting a mite nervous. Jules was supposed to be through already. Or had she misinterpreted the glance Yarrow had given her? 

From her position close to the castle she surveyed the camp, trying not to let her nervousness show. Several members of the seraglio had come out, she saw, and were entertaining the men. All priestesses. 

That was no change, except she hadn't expected it on the night they were to attack. Mayhap Lord Exsil Vis' men had different -- worse -- discipline from the regiments. They certainly had worse table manners. 

She clamped her teeth together and started to walk the width of the Town Square, as casually as she could. When she came close to a lieutenant of hers, she asked the woman if she'd like to go for a walk. The woman nodded and the two of them walked together, so Coalette's pacing would be unnoticed. 

Where in Tyvian was Jules?
  


Jules

2575 hours 




His luck was unbelievable. As he'd tried to negotiate with Jason, to try and spare his life, the man had suddenly dropped the cutlass, saying nothing. 

He'd turned to see the man had crumpled to his feet, unconscious, and the entire second regiment--first regiment now, he supposed, but Anala's regiment nonetheless -- behind him, ready for battle. 

The captain who'd knocked Jason out nodded to him. "The Admiral said you'd be through. Glad we made it in time."

Jules almost laughed. "Yeah, me too." 

The captain looked up, then, and Jules followed the man's gaze to the battlements. There was a sentry, he saw -- but unarmed. "We're to wait for the signal," he said, and Jules realised the sentry waited before a fire brazier. 

"Signal of what?" 

The man shrugged.
  


Yarrow

2580 hours




Somehow they reached the banquet hall without incident. The castle was strangely deserted. Yarrow hoped that meant what it was supposed to mean. 

Stupidly, she let down her guard for a second, and it was when she heard the click behind her that she realised somehow Lord Exsil Vis had gotten his pistol through without getting the powder wet. How, she didn't know. Probably never would. 

Automatically her hands went above her head in surrender as she slowly turned. They were the only two people in the banquet hall. He stood, his pistol aimed at her chest, with that smile on his face. She stood, defenceless and unable to do anything. She'd left her plate in her tent, unable to swim with it. 

This is it, then. It all ends now. I hope Anala and the rest can finish it when I'm gone.

"Did you really think, Yarrow, that I would let you live? That I believed your alliance for a second?" 

She shrugged slightly. "I suppose I'm just as foolish as my mother."

He laughed, but did not take his eyes off her. Before he could respond, a cry rent through the air. 

"Daddy!"

Both bellica and lord turned to see a young girl, the spitting image of Lord Exsil Vis, standing by the kitchen entrance to the hall. 

"Miranda," Lord Exsil Vis said, but did not sound happy. "Get out of here, girl. You're always underfoot."

The girl looked like she was about to cry, but instead pointed. "Behind you, father."

Lord Exsil Vis whirled to come face to face with a woman he'd murdered seventeen years before. "What," he gasped. "I killed you." 

Yarrow took the chance given her. She leapt upon him and knocked him to the ground, hitting his pistol-holding hand to the floor with special viciousness. "Get the girl out of here," she said to her aunt, who was back far too damned early. Thadea nodded and ran. Yarrow didn't look; she knew the woman would get Miranda to safety. 

On his back, she grabbed his hair and smashed his face into the floor; it had little effect, for the man merely laughed and tossed the bellica off. She landed on the ground hard, and tried to get up, but he was already on top of her. His pistol forgotten, Lord Exsil Vis engaged her in hand to hand combat. For a while they grappled on the floor, throwing punches and hoping they'd land. They rolled over a few times; soon he got her on the floor again and landed a few lucky punches. Dazed, Yarrow couldn't think. Blood ran down her face from her chin and forehead; her sight was blocked by a red haze. She felt hands close around her throat, and tried desperately to fight back, but she was too dizzy, and he was stronger than any opponent she'd faced before. 

Coughing, gasping for air, she struggled madly. All she heard was his joyous laugh, and then everything went black.
  


Anala

2580 hours




The message from Yarrow had come late in the night; it was only at 2500 hours that Anala had received it from Ghia. It seemed Jester had tried most of the night to get the message through, without much success. 

Once they knew what to do, Anala had flown into action; she was still settling her regiments and trying to get the castle ready for the battle ahead. She would not let them attack Lord Exsil Vis' troops until the regiments from Harbourtown were seen coming into town by a sentry; she wanted a victory, not a bloodbath. 

She was at the hospitalis herself, with the third regiment, for it was the most important place in the castle. And she could not stand it if another death occurred there that she could prevent. 

Ghia was sleeping; she'd told the girl to get some rest. She'd wake her if she needed her. 

As she paced the entryway, a cold stone dropped into her gut. Something was wrong. 

Impatiently she shook it off. She was going to stay here at the hospitalis. She needed to protect her cousin. 

A chill ran down her spine. 

She was not so successful shaking that off, and soon her entire body was clanging with instinct: something is wrong! Go go go!

She could not disobey her battle sense again. She turned to Leala, the new bellica of the third regiment. Since the fifth, and the death of Anita, Anala and Leala had bonded, somewhat. Over the lost loves of their lives, if nothing else.

"Leala, 'old it 'ere. Make sure Ghia'd be kept safe, aright?" 

The woman nodded and saluted, saying nothing. She understood how important the Head Healer was to Atherton and not just Anala. 

Orders given, the admiral dashed off down the hallway, hoping she wasn't too late.
  


Caelum

2580 hours




He was sure the man had not expected the blow that knocked him from his position of choking Yarrow and to the ground. Caelum didn't give him a chance to regroup. He landed vicious blows across the Vocan's face, turning the man's once attractive features into a pulpy mass. 

Lord Exsil Vis only laughed, acting as if Caelum had been tickling his face with a feather instead of punching the living Tyvian out of it. 

Caelum paused in surprise, and the other man took the opening. He flipped Caelum over his head in a move that Yarrow had used upon the then-major over two months ago. Except now lives were at stake. 

Before Caelum could rise the Vocan was on top of him, delivering the same blows the Consort had given him, except that these hurt Caelum considerably. He raised his arms, tried to get a blow in, but to no avail.

The lord of Voco was possessed of superhuman strength. 

Caelum felt hands close around his throat and knew his fate was the same as Yarrow's. 

I'm sorry I wasn't good enough, he thought, though to whom it was directed he wasn't sure. He was just sorry. He'd failed, in so many ways. 

Then, before his eyes that could barely take in sight anymore, he saw olive-skinned arms go around Exsil Vis' neck, fingers clawing at his face, and the face of a very pissed-off Empress over the Vocan's shoulder. 

Lord Exsil Vis fell off Caelum to fight this new attacker, and the Consort breathed in fresh air to his lungs. He could barely move, but he forced himself up, and when he did, he froze at the sight in front of him. 

In hand-to-hand combat with Lord Exsil Vis, Zardria was winning.
  


Zardria

2583 hours




She felt an anger she'd never felt before flood her. It was not her other side, she could tell. No, this rage was pure Zardria. 

Somehow, against all logic, the empress with no formal fighting training was beating a man who had served beside her mother, and killed her sister -- best bellica in the realm -- and beaten her Consort to a bloody pulp. 

Perhaps that was why. 

Zardria kicked Lord Exsil Vis in the face and broke his nose, her heel digging into his cheek. Before he could regain himself, she punched him in the stomach and brought his face down to meet her knee as it traveled up. 

"Yarrow was mine to kill, you greedy bastard," she spat at him, although the rage she'd felt for her sister had long since passed. With two fists she hit him on the back, and he groaned and fell to his hands and knees. "And how dare you hurt my Consort," she hissed as she kicked him in the stomach. "Have you not your own toys to play with?" 

She went for another kick, but her leg froze behind her. She tried to move and found herself paralysed. 

What in Umbra's name... she started to think, and was cut off by the very One she thought of. 

"What a fine sight indeed!" a voice boomed through the banquet hall, and could she have moved Zardria would have clamped her hands over her head. "Two of My servants fighting each other! I cannot leave this plane alone for more than a minute, it seems. Tell Me, children, how do you suppose I am to succeed in My take-over if My Chosen Ones cannot even get along?" 

Zardria would have screamed apologies, screamed her rage, but she could not get her mouth or throat to form the words. The only thing she could do was stand, her leg behind her, as the realisation that Lord Exsil Vis also belonged to her Goddess pounded her psyche again and again, like waves against a cliff. 

Umbra hadn't chosen only her. 

Umbra didn't love her. 

She was just a pawn. 

She would have cried, had her body been able to obey. Umbra's voice boomed down again, but she felt loath to follow the order. 

"I'm busy at the moment, so play nice -- or I'll kill you both." 

The presence was gone. 

Zardria fell to the ground, her body suddenly unfrozen. At her feet, Lord Exsil Vis rose, and smiled evilly down at her. 

"Little does our Goddess understand, Zardria, I was playing nice," he said, and drew his cutlass. 

He couldn't kill her, she knew. But he could hurt her. 

In a panic she scrambled backwards as fast as she could in her peplos, which seemed determined to keep her in place. She hoped Caelum had run. She would keep Lord Exsil Vis occupied. The man would only kill her Consort and that was a pain she could not bear. 

Lord Exsil Vis advanced slowly on her, still smiling that smile, and she felt a sinking feeling as she realised she wouldn't be able to kill him. He was also a servant of Umbra. 

Where were those damn Magi?

His boot stepped on her peplos, then, and she could not move backwards anymore. She was pinned in place. He readied his sword for a strike against her, and she gritted her teeth for the pain she knew would come. 

There was a very loud noise. 

Lord Exsil Vis looked surprised, and he looked down. A blossom bloomed on his chest, red and spreading fast. He turned, and her view no longer obscured, she saw Lares stood at the door to the banquet hall, pistol in his hand still smoking. 

"That was for Hope," the man said, his voice laced with venom. 

Zardria sat on the ground in shock. Lord Exsil Vis wasn't immortal? Was she? 

Before she could move, Caelum ran up with his sword drawn. He thrust it upwards into Lord Exsil Vis, under the ribs. Zardria watched in wonder as the sword tip came out the top of the man's skull. "That was for Isidora," Caelum whispered, and withdrew his sword. 

Now and truly dead, the man fell backwards, landing on the floor beside Zardria. Now she could move; she scrambled away. Caelum helped her to her feet and wrapped his arms around her, his sword on the ground. She was shaking. 

Lares had re-holstered his pistol; now he walked up to them. He kicked the foot of Lord Exsil Vis; there was no response. His gaze darted across the room and Zardria's followed, where her sister lay dead. For some reason she felt her heart twist in pain. 

"It's over then," the Vocan said, and she nodded.

"Find the Admiral and tell her, if you would, Lares," Zardria said, surprised to find her voice so steady. Lares bowed and left the room. 

Her eyes hadn't left Yarrow's prone form. She found herself walking to the corpse, then, and standing at Yarrow's head. The woman's eyes were closed; her face as beaten as Caelum's. Her neck was purple with bruises. 

Caelum came up to the other side of Yarrow and knelt down. Zardria could feel his sorrow as a palpable thing, but did not -- for once -- feel jealous. 

His hand reached out and checked Yarrow's pulse, then he put his head at her chest. "Zee," he said, looking up in wonder. "She's alive."
  


Ghia

2584 hours




She waked with the feeling she had to leave, had to get out of the hospitalis quickly. She got dressed as quickly as her leg would allow and left the room she shared with her mother, who slept peacefully. Anala was gone. Knowing she'd never be let out of the hospitalis alone, she cast a blending over herself and hobbled past the regiment that guarded her domain. 

They didn't see her. She moved on, towards the banquet hall.
  


Jules

2584 hours




The signal had been lit. They opened the gates, ready to attack the forces of Voco. 

What met their eyes astounded them. Half the Vocans slept peacefully, another quarter stumbled around as if suffering from a hallucinogenic drug, and the final quarter was engaged in battle with Yarrow's regiment. 

Not a word was said; Anala's regiment knew what to do. Jules and the soldiers surged into the battle, giving support to the troops already engaged. Jules found himself fighting beside Coalette, who smiled at him gratefully. She was injured, blood leaking through her shirt in the armpit, but kept on fighting regardless. 

"Glad you made it, Major," she said, stabbing a Vocan in the stomach and knocking him to the ground. 

Jules said nothing, but kept on fighting, covering the quickly weakening captain. He hoped they'd win soon; he needed to take a look at her injury or they could lose her. Coalette was a good captain, a good friend. 

They cut a swath through the enemy forces, fighting well together. They were halfway across the Town Square when he heard it. 

The clatter of hoofbeats against cobblestones, to the west, and the unmistakable battle cry of a bellica. 

Not a few minutes later Bellica Agate and three regiments burst through, joining in the fray. Jules let out a cry of relief, and quickly caught Coalette, who had now fainted from blood loss. He dragged her back through the gate to the castle, through which no forces had penetrated, and into the castle, towards the hospitalis.
  


Anala

2587 hours




She was not thinking when she'd run from the hospitalis, and she was not thinking as she ran into the banquet hall. She did not think as she drew her boot knife, and did not think as she flung it at the chest of Zardria who stood triumphantly over the dead body of Yarrow. Anala did not think until, like a shock to her system, Caelum rose and took the knife in his back. 

He arched then, and she felt the hit as if she'd suffered it herself. She did not know what she felt as she watched him fall to the ground, did not know what she felt as she realised the mark had been true and had hit him in the heart, did not know what to feel at the sight of the Empress rushing forward to catch him, the look on her face showing the same emotion that had rent Anala in two when Aro had died in front of her. 

She did not know what to feel as she watched Zardria hold Caelum in her arms and cry, did not know what to feel as they kissed in farewell, did not know what to feel as the Consort died. 

It was only when she saw Yarrow wake up and look at the two people beside her, bewilderment giving way to anguish on her face that Anala felt the sorrow and guilt wash over her like a waterfall, and she felt she should have died instead.
  


Yarrow

2588 hours




She woke from darkness to the strangest sight she'd yet witnessed. 

Her twin sister, crying as she held Caelum in her arms. 

Caelum's eyes were open, his face caught in a slight smile. He was dead. Yarrow knew this as well as she knew the layout of the castle. Anguish tugged at her heart. Gates of sorrow threatened to open then and engulf her, but she kept the tears back.

Somehow, she found herself sitting up and moving to her sister's side. She put an arm around Zardria's shoulder, and then -- wonder of wonders -- Zardria turned and buried her face against Yarrow's chest, still sobbing. Yarrow's other arm came around her twin and she sat there, comforting a woman she'd never really known, as the Empress mourned the man they'd both loved. 

She was still weak, she could feel. Her throat hurt, an aching dullness that reminded her how close she'd come to death. Her eyes flickered over the room, and she saw the corpse of Lord Exsil Vis lying a few metres away. He truly was dead, and not unconscious. The floor was red with his blood. At the door to the hall stood Anala, hand over her mouth, agony on her face, and Yarrow saw, clear as night, how Caelum had died. 

She felt no anger towards her friend. That emptiness-and-yet-wholeness she'd felt since waking from her dream of Kore, that strangeness, was fully present now, and she felt she could see how everything fit, perfectly interlocking pieces of fate and destiny. She felt fully present in the moment, and yet stepped away from it. 

Presently Zardria had stopped her weeping, and was looking at her sister with a face blank of emotion.

"Never did I think this would happen," she whispered. 

"We never do," Yarrow replied, still feeling herself gripped in that strangeness that made her speak with wisdom -- something she'd never hoped to grasp. 

Zardria extended her hand. "I would extend myself to you, sister, in truce," she said, and Yarrow felt no shock, though the proclamation was, indeed, shocking. 

She nodded. "I would accept," she said, and grasped her twin's hand with hers. 

Immediate burning encased the palm and fingers of Yarrow's hand, and she was sure she'd be crippled from it. Zardria's face twisted in pain, and she knew the same feeling touched the Empress. Neither could pull her hand away; it was as if a glue made of fire held them together. The pain turned sharp and traveled through Yarrow like a lightning bolt, and with perfect clarity she could see Zardria's every moment, every breath, every heartache. 

She saw the disregard their mother held for her twin, the absolute loathing Zardria had been greeted with as a child. She saw, remembering herself, her own turning away from her sister. She saw the hate and malice that had gripped Zardria's heart at such a young age and she saw, her own heart breaking as she did, the deal the girl had made with a goddess. She watched Zardria's adolescence, her doomed love for Isidora, her failing to live up to everyone's expectations, every time. She saw the things the girl had been driven to, and saw, at last, Zardria's final redemption -- the love she'd held, deep and pure, for her Consort. 

She looked into her twin's eyes, and saw in them that Zardria saw Yarrow's life laid bare before her. A voice spoke in Yarrow's head, and she knew it was Kore, knew her dream had been reality. 

So long as the Dark One has a servant on the earth will She be able to fight against Our power in Heaven, Yarrow. You are My Chosen. You are My tool of victory for Us in Heaven and on Earth. You are the bringer of infinite compassion. 

Yarrow knew, in that moment, exactly what must be done. 

A light appeared between the twins' palms, and suddenly they were blown apart, as if in an explosion. Yarrow slid to a stop against the smooth floor. 

When she stood, the sight that met her eyes was Zardria's body. But her sister was no longer in residence. 

The woman laughed, and it boomed throughout the room like the resounding rumble of thunder. She smiled mercilessly at Yarrow, and seemed to grow in height. Her eyes were black; her nails had become claws. Black, membraneous wings, like those of a bat, had burst from her back. Her mouth held fangs. 

"Dare you face Me, Bellica?" the Goddess who now possessed her twin intoned. "I am the ruler of Tyvian, and I will banish your soul there forevermore." 

As Yarrow drew her sword, Umbra lunged for the bellica.
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She watched things unfold, agony gripping her heart, barely able to believe what happened before her. 

Yarrow and Umbra fought in the centre of the hall; the bellica frantically, the Goddess almost lazily. Anala could see, now, though she'd missed it before, that Yarrow's belly bulged slightly, and she held her breath as she watched the pregnant warrior engage a Deity of unimaginable power. 

Yarrow's sword slashed at her twin's body, but while she made cuts upon the flesh, she could not seem to hurt the Deity within. Blood did not even flow. She fought expertly, but Umbra's power was too great; She knocked the bellica aside as if She'd been flicking a fly from Her skin. Yarrow fell, her sword falling from her hands. Umbra went in closer. Anala knew the Goddess moved in to kill her friend. 

"Why d'ye nae pick on someone yer own size?" the admiral was shouting before she knew her own mind. A silly thing to say, for Umbra's added height to Zardria made the Goddess-Empress composite stand half a metre taller than the admiral. She drew the Naratus and placed the Magisphere on her other arm, standing at the ready. 

Umbra turned to face her and sneered. "You think you can kill Me, Magi?" the Goddess asked, and laughed. 

Anala's eyes narrowed. "May be I cannae. But I cannae let ye kill me friend, either. Sa why d'ye nae kill me instead?"

Umbra smiled. "With pleasure."

Umbra snapped Her fingers, and out of thin air a sword materialised. It was black in blade and pommel, the hilt decorated with red stones the colour of blood. Anala got the feeling that was what they really were. She felt a frisson of fear run down her spine, but did not back down. 

The Goddess came at Anala then, and she fought with a vigour she'd never felt before. There was a clash of steel as their swords hit each other; a clash of a different sort as Umbra's sword came down on the Magisphere that Anala used in an expert blocking move. She felt a tremor go through the shield, and the buzzing of the Naratus increased. She used the opening to cut Umbra's leg. The Goddess screamed in pain and rage, and fought with more anger. Anala could barely block the hits as Umbra advanced on her, pushing her back towards a wall. 

Soon she was cornered, and fighting with every last bit of strength she had left. Umbra was relentless, Her sword making vicious sounds as it moved through the air. Black blood streamed from the cut on Her leg; Anala could see it as Zardria's peplos had been torn at some point. 

Suddenly, in a move completely unexpected, Umbra knocked the Magisphere from Anala's arm; it went flying across the room to land close by Caelum's prone form. The Goddess' hand closed around Anala's throat and She lifted the admiral up, still against the wall. The Naratus dangled lifelessly in Anala's hand; she could not breathe. 

Then, from the corner of her eye, she saw Yarrow moving towards the Magisphere, to pick it up, and she could not even scream a warning that to do so would kill the bellica.
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"No!" she shouted, and lunged from the door to the hall to where Yarrow was, the bellica's hands inches from the Magi weapon. Somehow she made it, and wrestled her cousin away from the Magisphere. 

"What are you doing?" Yarrow screamed in frustration, and Ghia looked up and saw what was going on across the room.

"Oh, Goddess," Ghia said, still on the ground by Yarrow. "Is that...." 

"It's Umbra," Yarrow said, standing and grabbing her sword from where it lay. 

Distracted by the scuffle by the shield, the Goddess turned to them, dropping Anala to the floor. The admiral crumpled to the ground and did not move. 

Ghia did not know if her cousin was dead or alive, but she was given no more time to think of it. Umbra came towards them, a sight that would inspire fear in anyone. Even the sensible healer. Even Yarrow, she could see from her other cousin's face. 

The woman lunged into battle, leaving Ghia to watch from the floor. Yarrow fought expertly, but she could do nothing against a Goddess. 

Struck with an idea, Ghia crawled back to the Magisphere and held it with her left hand; it was incredibly heavy and she was sure it would make her arm fall off. Then, shakily, she rose and faced Umbra. 

Using all the power she could, she called upon the Aiprorian powers -- wind, air, breezes. Her birthright. She felt her own wings flap up from her back and carry her from the floor and the pain that it caused her to stand without her cane. Power still raised, she lifted her right hand and concentrated her energy into it. When she was filled to capacity she thrust her hand towards the Goddess that attacked Yarrow, and a wind with the strength of a hurricane blew the being off Her feet. 

Ghia raised the Magisphere to protect her, curling her body up behind it. She still felt filled with energy, but she could not strike again for Umbra was now directing a blast at her. 

She could see black flames coming around the edge of the shield, and held on with all her strength, waiting for a pause in the onslaught. She gathered more energy into her arm, asking for Kern's blessing. 

When the flames abated it was only for a second, but it was enough. She dropped the shield so she could see, and cast the power towards Umbra. The Goddess stumbled for a moment, bent over, coughing up blood. Ghia allowed herself a small smile. 

Yarrow came in for a killing blow, but though it made a cut upon the back of Zardria's neck, no blood flowed, and the Deity came up laughing. She sent another blast towards Ghia, and the healer barely held the Magisphere up in time, shielding herself at the same time. 

Her energy was fading; she was falling to the ground now. She landed hard on her knees, pitching forward, out of the Magisphere's range of protection. Despite her shield, the black flames hit her, and her face felt as if it were on fire, her thoughts burned from her skull. Quickly she pulled herself back, behind the shield again, but the pain would not abate, and she felt herself fading fast. 

Her arm was failing, the Magisphere too heavy on it. She could barely hold it up. 

Then, to her wonder, she felt arms come around her, supporting her, but not touching the shield themselves. Renewed strength flooded her, and she knew it was Jules who was behind her. How he'd managed to get to her without being hit by Umbra's power himself she didn't know, but she could have cried with relief. 

He helped her stand, and this time Umbra's black flames did not touch her legs. The couple stood behind the shield, feeling the shuddering as the Magisphere absorbed the attack. 

Ghia heard Umbra scream in rage; wondered how Jules stood unscathed. She looked to her side, and saw, to her wondering eyes, the Naratus rise up by himself, out of Anala's hand. She watched the sword shoot forward in the air, heard a scream, and abruptly the flames stopped. 

Ghia dropped the Magisphere, who floated gently to the ground, and looked at Umbra, who stood with the Naratus poking out of her chest. 

There was a great and terrible sound, as if the air in the room was sucked out at once, and then Umbra was gone. Zardria stood, the sword still in her, a smile on her face. Yarrow ran forward and caught her sister in her arms, and lowered her to the ground. 

There, in the arms of Athering's next ruler, Zardria breathed out a sigh, and then breathed no more.
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It was over. 

Zardria looked up at her with blank eyes, that same small smile on her face. Yarrow reached up and brushed her sister's eyelids down, glad the woman was finally at peace. 

She didn't know what had happened to Umbra. The Goddess was no longer in Zardria, and so far as Yarrow could tell, no longer around. She sat, almost waiting for an answer from Kore, but none came. Perhaps They are dealing with Their own aftermath, she thought. 

That was what she had to deal with now. She picked Zardria up, and the sword that had been sticking out of the woman's front slid out again and landed on the floor. Yarrow placed her dead twin beside the body of Caelum. They would be buried together, for she knew Zardria had fought at the end. Her sister was as much a warrior as she. 

She looked up, then, and saw Ghia, who was being held up by Jules. Behind her major stood the High Priestess Sarai, her hands on his shoulders. 

"Jules," she said, finding her voice back. "How do we stand in the town?" 

He shook his head and raised his eyes to look at her. Everyone was as stunned as she had been, but now it was time to get to work. 

"I think we've won the day. Bellica Agate and others came in to join the fight and we greatly outnumbered the Vocan forces, but I left to bring Coalette to the hospitalis." His face was bloodied as well, but he stood strong. Yarrow thanked Whoever listened that he had lived through the battle. 

"Anala!" Ghia suddenly said, and broke free of her fiancée to run, limping, to the admiral, who was crumpled on the ground. 

Yarrow's heart went to her throat. She'd not thought of her friend, who she knew was injured. She followed Ghia, fearing the worst. 

Ghia turned Anala over on her back and checked her. Yarrow knew the healer used her powers, for Ghia's eyes were closed, hands pressed on Anala's forehead and chest. 

"She lives," Ghia said in a whisper, and Yarrow choked back a sob of happiness. "Broken arm and leg. But she'll be fine yet." The healer set to fixing the admiral; Yarrow stood back, letting Ghia do her job. 

She stood, feeling numb. Jules made eye contact with her. "I'm not quite sure what to do," she said, a nervous smile on her face. 

He laughed; a ragged sound. "Rule, Yarrow. You're Empress now." 

She shook her head vehemently. "Queen." 

He nodded once, and looked over his shoulder to his sister, who had not stopped smiling. She moved forward, to Zardria's body, and took the signet ring and coronet from the dead woman. The Sceptre was not in residence, but it hardly mattered at the moment. 

Sarai came to stand before the bellica, and Yarrow was kneeling before the woman in the next moment. Sarai smiled at her. "Quite a bloody ascension," she said softly. 

"Aye. Will They sanction my rule?" she found herself suddenly concerned with the Goddess' favour, and searched Sarai's face desperately for confirmation. 

Sarai shrugged. "I can see no reason for Them to forbid it. The people have sanctioned it, Yarrow. That is where Divine Right is decided." Yarrow nodded and bowed her head. She felt cold metal encase the frizzy hair that had escaped her braid. She looked up, and held her hand up for the ring to be slid onto it. It fit her finger perfectly. "I have no Book of Aradia with me," Sarai said ruefully, "so we can go through the formalities later. Do you swear to uphold the Will of the Goddesses?"

"I swear it," Yarrow said, feeling the lump come to her throat again. 

"Then rise, Queen Yarrow," Sarai said, and held her hand to help the woman to her feet. "You're pregnant," she said suddenly, looking shocked. She dropped Yarrow's hand as if it burned her. 

Yarrow grimaced. She'd thought herself dead in this venture, and now she had to live with the possibility of her child being irreparably damaged -- either by her drinking, or the battle she'd ridden into. Who knew what trauma might do to her daughter? 

Sarai was no longer focusing on Yarrow's face; her eyes moved back and forth as if she read a page from a book. "High Priestess?" Yarrow asked, wondering if Sarai was possessed by a Goddess.

"Your daughter is of two noble bloodlines -- the Ereven and Zarqon lines joined, but she shall not grow to be Queen. Her destiny lies down another path." The voice, when it spoke, was not that of Sarai, and Yarrow knew that a Goddess spoke through the priestess. 

"Is my daughter healthy?" 

A small nod; Sarai's mouth was parted slightly. "She is healthy, and will be healthy in her childhood but she is marked by one of Us, Queen Yarrow. Do not try to keep her from her path." Sarai blinked and swayed; her brother stood close by and he steadied her now. 

"Sarai? You alright?" Jules held his sister up. 

Sarai smiled. "I've just been Called." Her face held indescribable joy. 

Jules smiled as well, but his eyes still held worry. "Haven't you dedicated to Umbra? Didn't Zardria order it?" 

Sarai laughed and patted her younger brother's cheek. "I'm not that spineless, Jules. I'm still free to serve Kore," she said. Yarrow was already drifting away, leaving the family to their reunion. 

She went back to Ghia and Anala. The admiral was still unconscious, and Ghia looked close to fading out herself. Yarrow knelt beside her cousin and held her by the shoulder. Ghia looked at Yarrow confusedly. "Don't kill yourself, Healer," Yarrow said sternly. "I need you to rule Atton now." 

Ghia was too tired to smile, but Yarrow could tell she meant it. "As long as it's not right away. Get someone to splint Anala's arm and leg, okay?" she said, and then fainted onto Yarrow's chest. 

Before she could lower the girl to the ground to lie more comfortably, Jules was there, checking over Ghia with all the worry he'd had on his face for his sister a moment ago. "Jules, calm down. She only fainted. At this rate you'll give yourself a heart attack," Yarrow said, a bit of her sardonic self coming back. Jules only glared at her. 

Yarrow stood and went to the door of the banquet hall. She needed people to do work, and she needed them now. First, she would tend to her troops and her town, and decide what to do with the Vocans. 

"It's a long road," she whispered out loud to no one in particular. "But I think I can make it." Her hand rested on her womb of its own accord, and she looked down with a smile. "We can. We can make it." 
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Hi there! I hope you enjoyed Bellica, book 1 in The Third Age. If you liked this book, would you consider giving it a review on Goodreads, Kindle, or any other reviewing site you frequent? Reviews are like coffee and booze to authors -- ie, lifeblood. ;)

If you can't wait to read more about Yarrow and her compatriots, book 2 in The Third Age, The Jade Star of Athering, is now available.

Want to be the first to hear about the release of book 3 in The Third Age, Anala, and more? Sign up for Loony Nation, my email newsletter. I never spam and I don't judge. 

Thanks so much for reading Bellica. I hope you enjoyed your vacation to Athering and that you take many more in the years to come. 

Si vales valeo,

Katje van Loon
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