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      The grey dove, dappled with a faint misty red hue, walked in circles around Caitir’s boot, keeping other doves from coming near. There was no fear in that silly little head. No understanding that the lifeblood was eking out of Caitir’s body as she leaned against the dirty alley wall. Caitir knew, though. Knew in a blurry kind of way. She saw the blood, even felt it trickling down her ribs, but couldn’t figure out what to do about it.

      Drumbeats pounded against the inside of her head. But…they pounded on the outside, too. How could they pound both ways? She tried to think. Had to think, but every time a thought came, the relentless banging inside and out drove it away. Even her tongue hurt. Could a tongue hurt? She tasted tangy blood in her mouth and scraped the aching tongue against her top teeth wondering how it could be coated with flaky grit.

      Blood coated her eye, too. She thought so, anyway. Her one eye was swollen shut, and when she opened the other, the dove, the alley, and the cobbles digging into her legs were all covered in a faint patina of red. She liked red. At least she had liked it until today. Today, something red had happened. Stupid, stupid, stupid. But why stupid? She couldn’t remember why something was stupid but knew it was. And alone? A sword lay next to her, but not a Blade. That something red thought included a Blade, but in her addled dizziness, through the sick roiling in her stomach, she couldn’t figure out why.

      The dove touched her shoulder, and Caitir absently smiled. She’d seen doves jab one another with their wings and found it amusing that this one was jabbing her now. When it poked her again, she opened one eye and tried to bat it away. A lightning bolt of pain raced up her arm, through her shoulder, and down into her chest. Her red vision went black and then winked back to red again.

      The dove backed up and patted its chest with its wing. “Ghost.”

      Caitir scrunched her eye shut and then opened it wide. Her head ached, but she knew doves couldn’t talk. Shaking her head lightly only served to rattle her brain even more, so she squinted, watching as the dove flitted between red/grey feathers and a red/brown mop of curly hair.

      The dove/skelli spoke again. “Ghost.” It squatted in front of her, staring intently into her eye, willing her to remember.

      The Ghost grabbed Caitir’s tunic and pulled her forward but immediately dropped her and spun. The dove held a knife in its wing now, slashing at the other birds squawking around them. Again, the dove/skelli circled Caitir’s boots, keeping the other birds at bay.

      From somewhere up above, a voice called out, “Oi. Get on with ya.” The squawking birds all flew up and disappeared into the sky. A big, fat, muscled bird flew down off a wall into the red alley, but the Ghost wouldn’t let her come near. The fat one limped forward, rubbing its thick, round leg.

      Caitir tried to remember what kind of bird had thick legs. She blinked her one working eye several times, knowing she needed to clear her head. The new bird’s squawk was loud, and the words rattled around in her brain. “What’s this? Fowk. It’s th’ Blade. The fowkin’ skelli’s protectin’ th’ Blade!”

      Caitir’s brain stumbled, cleared, and then blurred red again. The big bird had wobbled into a big woman the same way heat wobbled off the cobbles in summer. Was it summer, then? Was that even important? As she watched, the woman wobbled back to a red bird again. The new movement made Caitir’s insides dance a sickly jig, so she closed her one good eye, trying to think.

      When the big bird yelled, she forced her eye open again. Its beak snapped and it waved a wing at the top of the wall, where another dove’s head and shoulders were sticking through a hole. “Go tell th’ Arch Priestess she’s here.”

      The mop of brown/red hair growled and slashed the knife through the air. Her legs straddled Caitir’s as she swung back and forth, watching the limping bird one moment and swinging around to guard their backs the next. Good Lass, Caitir vaguely thought. She didn’t know why it was good, but somewhere in the depths of her rattled brain, she knew it was.

      The big bird held up her wings. “Easy, Lass. Ya know me. I be Barta. Help’s coomin’. Ya did good keepin’ them skellis and nints away. Real good. Easy now. We’ll just bide, th’ both of us, aye?”

      The Ghost bird squatted over Caitir’s legs and settled in to wait.
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      Sábria, the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon, had been out searching for her missing Blade all night. The sun had risen a candlemark earlier, making the search much easier, if not more successful. She had all two hundred and eighty-two of her Blades out searching as well.

      The previous evening, right after the tower bell had struck nine times, word had come to the Temple that a Blade had been killed, and her body, along with a second injured Blade, had been dragged away by a group of men. Sábria and her Second, Commander Shirin, had issued orders to Subcommander Arenda to rouse the Temple and organize a search. The Arch Priestess, her Commander, and ten Blades acting as bodyguards had raced into the city in the hopes of finding their two warriors.

      It had taken several candlemarks of searching up and down Sarlogne before Mita’s body was discovered behind the Broken Tooth, a tavern on the edge of the Codpiece. Typically, the tavern was a safe place for Blades. In fact, many Blades took their on-duty meals there despite its reputation as a dirty, lower-city watering hole that nobles wouldn’t go to even if their lives depended on it. It was for precisely that reason many Blades preferred it.

      It was several candlemarks past deadnight before a drunk, needing to piss when the privy was occupied, had stumbled across Mita’s body. No one had discovered it prior to the drunk’s urgent need because Mita had been stuffed behind the detached privy to the rear of the Tooth. Muck and grime saturated the ground, and rarely, if ever, did people wander into that area.

      Once the body had been discovered and the Arch Priestess summoned, Sábria herself had slipped between the back wall of the privy and the fence separating the Lower Quarter from the Codpiece. After confirming that Mita was, in fact, dead, the Arch Priestess had hefted her Blade into her arms and carried her out to the cobbled street. She’d gently laid her on a canvas the Blades used to carry their dead and wounded back to the Temple and covered her with a red, blue, and yellow blanket, signifying woman’s blood, revenge, and justice, respectively. Sábria had let the tears flow freely down her cheeks, not caring that anyone of the Lower Quarter residents who’d gathered around to watch the spectacle might see her as weak.

      She’d watched Terro and Sela carry Mita’s body up the road before continuing the search for Mita’s partner, Caitir. Throughout the night and into the morning, Blades had been reporting to the Temple Outstation, the building in the middle of Sarlogne where the Blade’s briefings were held before and after their shifts.

      Subcommander Rahel Arenda, a tall woman with flaming red hair cut into the short, shaggy style common among her clan, was stationed there with a map, marking off the grids that the Blades had methodically searched.

      Remarkably, the Emperor had sent three squads of his Imperial Guards to assist the Blades. Granted, he’d done so at the urging of his Seneschal, Lord Dunham, but it was still remarkable that he’d acquiesced. Three moons prior, before Elyon had frightened him witless after the Festival Riot, Emperor Aloric would never have considered helping search for one of Elyon’s Blades. Now, Dunham was assisting Arenda with organizing the search parties, and runners were being sent out continuously with new orders for the searchers.

      Sábria strode through the door, dirty, tired, and clearly frustrated. “Rahel, Turgin. Where have we looked so far?” She had a pretty good idea since Prita, one of the youngest Blades, had been assigned to run messages to and from Sábria all night.

      Commander Shirin strode in shortly after Sábria, went straight to the refreshment table they had set up for the searchers, and poured two large cups of water. She brought them to the map table, handed one to Sábria, and kept the second for herself.

      Since Lord Dunham outranked the Subcommander, he gave his report. “Every grid in the city has been searched. We restarted at the first grid about a half-candlemark ago and are⁠—”

      A filthy nob ran into the briefing room, followed by the two surprised door guards he’d barreled past. He didn’t bother slowing down and hit the door so hard it flew back and slammed into the wall, sending pieces of plaster flying.

      Commander Shirin pulled her sword and spun in one quick movement while Subcommander Arenda leapt over the table and came to stand beside her, also fully armed. They blocked the newcomer from Sábria and Dunham, who watched the man with wary eyes.

      The nob’s eyes grew round. He quickly fell to his knees and pulled his cap off his head. “B…beggin’ yer pardon, Guardians.” He leaned around their legs until he saw Sábria and pulled on his forelock. “Milady Sábria. We found her! Barta stayed wit’ her, but I kin take ya to ‘em!”

      Sábria shoved through Shirin and Arenda, grabbed the man by the shirt, and hauled him to his feet. “Where?”

      His eyes tracked left and then right as Shirin moved in on Sábria’s right with her sword still drawn, and Arenda moved to the left. Still gasping for breath after running to find the Arch Priestess, he held his hands out to his sides to show he held no weapon and wasn’t a danger to anyone. Only then did he turn his attention back to Sábria. “Ya ken th’ old alley off Wythen what used t’ go t’ th’ old shambles?”

      Arenda glared at the man. “That slaughterhouse has been bricked up for ages.”

      “Nai. Well, maybe to those what don’t know, but she’s there a’right, yer Blade be there, lyin’ in th’ alley behind what’s bricked up, an’ Ghost be there fightin’ off the par’sites what want at what yer Blade totes. Real vicious that skelli an’ t’other skellis know it, too.”

      Sábria swung the man around so he faced the door and pushed him outside. “Take me to them.” He hurried out the door, and when he wasn’t moving fast enough, Sábria grabbed his collar in her fist and started running in the general direction of the abandoned slaughterhouse.

      Shirin, Arenda, and Dunham ran behind, with the Commander calling in every Blade they passed along the way. Sábria had insisted on sending most of her bodyguards out to search, but if they were headed into the filthiest, most dangerous part of the Codpiece, Shirin intended to be ready for whatever awaited them.

      By the time they turned down a dark alley, they had twenty-five full Blades and three shivs, or trainee Blades, guarding them. Arenda grabbed the nob and pulled him up short. “This is a dead end. If you’re leading us into a trap, I’ll kill you with my sword as it’s leaving its scabbard.”

      “Nai, look!” He pointed to a high place in the shadows that was darker than the rest. It was near the roof that covered the alley—an architectural anomaly, the reason for which had been lost down through the ages. The darkened spot could only be seen as an actual hole in the wall if one stood in the exact right spot. He cupped his hand around his mouth and yelled, “Oi, Barta. Sing out so’s they knows yer there an’ it ain’t no quag, aye?”

      “Did ya find th’ Arch Priestess?”

      “Aye, I brung her.”

      Barta’s voice came from behind the wall. “It’s me, Milady. Yer peasant, Barta. Yer safe t’ come in, I swear it on me life.”

      Shirin put her hand on the wall as if to climb to the dark spot, but Sábria pulled her down and growled, “I’m going in for my Blade. You come after.” The Arch Priestess quickly tied her scabbard to her thigh, securing it flat against her leg.

      “No, My Lady! It’s not sa—” Shirin’s words ended in a strangled growl as Sábria put her boot on a brick and started to climb. Like so many walls in Sarlogne, the bricks had been set in an uneven pattern, one deep, one slightly protruding, and the next one set further in. This pattern held true the entire length, breadth and height of the wall. Ancient builders had believed the uneven pattern strengthened the wall’s structural integrity, and that idea hadn’t wavered throughout the ensuing centuries.

      When she reached the dark spot, which turned out to be a cleverly placed hole in the wall hidden by the shadows, she pulled her belt knife, gauged the distance to the ground, and used a technique practiced by all Blades for just this type of situation. She clasped the knife’s hilt between her teeth, reached above the hole, and grabbed onto two protruding bricks. She swung her legs through the hole and retrieved the knife as she dropped down into the darkness.

      Only it wasn’t dark. She’d expected that end of the alley to be completely sealed off, but someone had dismantled part of the roof, and sunlight streamed down onto the strange tableau that awaited her. She landed in a crouch and quickly moved out of the way, knowing Shirin would be right on her tail.

      Ghost stood over Caitir, baring her teeth and swinging her small blade back and forth to keep Barta and Sábria back.

      Barta, a big woman with muscular arms earned through turns of slinging a hammer at the stone mason’s workshop, held up her hands. “Th’ skelli won’t ‘llow me near, Milady, but yer Blade keeps babblin’ ‘bout Ghost bein’ a good stubby dove. An’ she keeps mumblin’ ‘bout me bein’ a big bird. Her bell’s rung, that’s fer sure.”

      Sábria put away her knife as several more Blades dropped from the hole. “It’s me, Ghost. Sábria. Can I help Caitir?” She eased forward, but Ghost bared her teeth and growled a warning as she slashed her knife through the air.

      Sábria had been crouched, inching forward step by step. Seeing those bared teeth and the determination in those wild, skelli eyes, Sábria stopped to consider her options. Trying to disarm the skelli, who’d learned to wield the small blade she carried with lethal precision as she fought daily for survival in the Codpiece’s brutal streets, was a last resort. Realizing a scuffle above her injured Blade could possibly make those injuries worse, she tried a more tenable alternative first. “Shirin, “Did I see Ailith running with us?”

      “Yes.”

      “Get her in here.”

      Shirin called up to Soirin, who was waiting with her head sticking out of the hole. “Get Ailith in here.”

      Before long, Ailith, a nineteen-turn shiv, landed lightly on the rough cobblestones and hurried over. Her short brown hair and brown eyes were nondescript, but although she hadn’t yet grown into her adult body, her muscular arms and thick thighs were a sign that she was a holdover of a Dreyuthan breeding program that, several hundred turns prior, had produced a lineage of warriors unparalleled in modern times. “Aye, Commander?”

      Shirin pointed to Ghost, who was still straddling Caitir’s legs.

      Having lived several turns as a skelli in Dreyutha’s equivalent of the Codpiece, Ailith realized the problem immediately. She spoke directly to Sábria. “Milady. Yer crouched and mincin’ yer steps. To a skelli, yer sayin’ there’s still aught to be wary about. She won’t trust no one ‘till she knows what’s up and thinks all’s clear. Stand straight like ya always do, like ya got things under control, ya ken, an’ she’ll trust ya.”

      Sábria immediately straightened and walked towards Ghost.

      When Shirin shouted, “Sábria!” Ghost, who’d begun to relax, immediately crouched again.

      Ailith put her hand on the Commander’s arm. She spoke with a calmness she didn’t feel. “Commander, ye’ll scare her, an’ that’s not a good idea right about now. Stand tall, put away yer knife, and fer all that’s holy, relax yer body.”

      Sábria had stopped when Shirin shouted. When she started forward again, her shoulders straight and her innate confidence shining through, Ghost let her come to Caitir and stepped between her and the other Blades to guard them both.

      Ailith rattled off some gutter cant where the syllables slid together in what sounded to the others like one long, indecipherable word. “Keek ‘round. Ya caien wit’ th’ stiker, aye?”

      With one final glare at the people crowded into the small space, Ghost grudgingly looked around and realized no one else had their blades out. Relieved her job to guard the Blade was finished, she slid her knife into the sheath secured at the back of her waist and stepped aside.

      Shirin hurried to Sábria’s side, saw the extent of Caitir’s injuries, and began issuing orders. Everyone knew the walls closing off both ends of the alley had been built to keep anyone from breaking through, and she began mentally running through options as to how best to get Caitir out.

      It had been hundreds of turns since the massive abattoir had been completely walled off on all sides with the same steel-reinforced walls used to block the alley. Shirin, who’d come to Sarlogne as a sixteen-turn shiv, neither remembered the reason nor cared since it was just another ancient, rotting building in the middle of the Codpiece. The Commander pointed to the opening in the roof. “Ailith, climb up there and see where it goes. If I’m judging correctly by the position relative to this alley, it should lead right into the old abattoir.”

      Ailith started for the wall and then paused and looked over her shoulder with a confused expression pulling her brows low. Since Shirin had already turned away, Sábria correctly interpreted what had stopped her shiv. “A slaughterhouse, Ailith.”

      Ailith’s brows rose into her brown hair, and her mouth formed an “Oh” before she nodded and began to climb.

      After running her hands over Caitir’s body and head, Sábria knew they needed the Master Healer there to assess how best to move her Blade. “Shirin. A sling to get her through that hole won’t work, and I need Master Healer Haria to get in here as fast as you can get her. Find a way to ram a hole through a wall. I don’t care what you have to do to get it done.”

      Shirin nodded and glanced around hesitantly, knowing the walls of the abattoir had been impenetrable for the last few hundred turns. It was why one of the largest buildings in the area was still standing. Well, that and its location made it a low priority for anyone with the means to raze it. Staring at the hole in the roof, she amended her thoughts and concluded it had been impenetrable to everyone except the inhabitants of the Codpiece. Turning her attention to the hole they’d climbed through, she guessed it had taken turns of patient scraping to create an opening big enough for an adult to squirm through.

      Caitir stared at Sábria and lifted a finger, about all she could do without sending excruciating agony cascading around her entire body. “Your feathers are red.”

      Barta, who’d remained standing next to Sábria, knelt beside the wounded Blade. “She keeps babblin’ ‘bout birds, Milady. I seen folk what got bad brain troobles. It be like their thinkin’s scrambled, ya ken?”

      With a worried look, Sábria gently ran a hand over the back of Caitir’s head where she’d previously found a soft spot. The bulge appeared bigger this time. “Yes, she has an extremely bad head wound.” She turned and called to Shirin. “Tell Haria there’s a nasty head wound, and the bulge seems to be growing.”

      When Sábria mentioned Haria, Soirin, who’d been climbing to run and bring the Temple’s healer, paused to listen.

      Shirin pointedly looked up at Soirin, a dark-haired Astrian desert nomad, who narrowed her deep-set, coal-black eyes common to her people. “Yes, My Lady. Other injuries I should tell her about so she has a better idea about what supplies to bring?”

      “Broken bones in the arms, maybe elsewhere, too. One eye swollen shut with possible broken bones around the socket, the other eye blood red.” Under normal circumstances, Sábria wouldn’t list the severity of the wounds where the injured Blade could hear, but these were far from normal circumstances. After quickly reaching around behind Caitir’s back and running her hand beneath the bloodied tunic, she felt the long narrow hole indicative of a knife wound. Her finger slipped through a fresh trickle of blood, and she called out. “Stab wound in the back. I can stem the bleeding while we wait.

      Her fingers slid through another patch of sticky blood, and she slid them through the wetness until she came to the beginning of a long slice along the belly. “Another slice in the belly. I need bandages, Shirin. I’m fairly certain there are broken ribs. I’d say they threw her down here from that hole.”

      Shirin glanced up at her Blade. “Have them send bandages through.” Even though she knew Soirin had heard everything, Shirin never left anything to chance when dealing with an emergency.

      With a quick nod, Soirin disappeared through the opening in the wall.

      Shirin called out, “Ailith!”

      The shiv’s disembodied voice answered from the other side of the west wall. “Aye, Commander?”

      “Report.”

      It took only a moment for Ailith to climb up and stand on the top of the opening. “Th’ meat grindery’s here, Commander. Pitch black, though, when I get past th’ light seepin’ in from the hole in th’ roof. I’ll go in and see what’s beyond the dark, but I didn’t go in any more than where th’ light shows what’s out there. Looks like th’ place is all shived up good and tight, too, ‘cause I don’t see no light shinin’ in through holes like ya’d usually see in a old carcass like this.” She looked out across the expanse of roof and then ran along the wall’s edge, where she was lost from sight.

      Sábria watched her sprinting along a wall barely wider than a support plank and growled under her breath. “Ailith.”

      Having the same apprehension as her friend, Shirin called out, “Ailith. We don’t need to be picking you up off the cobblestones, too.”

      It was protocol to acknowledge the Commander’s words, and Ailith backed up, shot a grim nod over her shoulder, and then once again leapt out of sight.

      With a growl, Ailith’s handler, Jenx, muttered, “If she doesn’t kill herself, I’ll do it for her when this is over.”

      “Best climber and roof runner I’ve ever seen among the Blades, though.” Shirin glanced at Jenx. “I wasn’t sure how much room was up there. That’s why I didn’t send you with her.”

      Jenx nodded, “I understood that, Commander, and we both know she’s good in emergencies. If she needs help, I’ll be the first one up that wall.”

      At Shirin’s comment about roof runners, Barta pulled her shoulders back and beamed at the Commander. “Us what’s been skellis or nints take to it. We fly, ya ken? Yer roads be on th’ ground, but not ours.” She paused and looked down at her leg. “It’s why I got a bum leg. When I were a bairn, six or seven turns at most, I were flyin’ acrost th’ alley an’ some nobles waitin’ below shot me wit’ a arrow. Hit me leg an’ I slammed into t’other wall, broke it here.” She rubbed her thigh. “Lucky fer me, I dropped to th’ roof an’ no th’ alley or they’d a had me fer sure.”

      Sábria had been checking Caitir’s pulse as she listened with half an ear. She blinked several times and then gazed up at the woman with anger flashing in her eyes. Realizing this wasn’t the time to discuss the changes in the law she was working so hard to implement, she returned her attention to Caitir’s wounds.

      A quiet whisper caught her attention. “It’s all red. And where’s the Blade? There should be a Blade.” Caitir squinted her open eye as she asked the question. “And the pounding. Inside and…out. Hurts. Can’t think.” Her head swayed in tiny, lethargic movements from one side to the other.

      Sábria’s heart was in her throat as she disregarded the blood and kissed Caitir on the forehead. She gently swiped dried strands of bloodied hair out of the other woman’s face, knowing that in even the darkest, most confusing of times, the welfare of a Blade’s patrol partner was uppermost in their mind. Because Caitir didn’t need the added stress of knowing her partner was dead, Sábria pretended to misunderstand that even in her muddled state, Caitir knew instinctively that Mita should be with her. “You’re my Blade, Caitir, and you’re right here. You’re here, and I’m going to take care of you.”

      “A red bird? Birds can’t talk or help.”

      “I’m Sábria. Elyon and I are here with you.”

      Caitir’s good eye narrowed as she stared at the bird that had just pecked her forehead. “I hurt, Bird. Everywhere.” The sides of her mouth pulled down and quivered as emotions surged. “It hurts. Everything hurts.”

      “I know. The healer will bring something for your pain.” Sábria ran a gentle hand down Caitir’s chest and around the side of her ribcage, trying to give comfort where she could. Both arms were broken, as was at least one of her legs.

      “Commander.” Ailith had reappeared. When Shirin looked up, Ailith continued, “I climbed down the wall a bit, th’ one next to th’ trib. There’s a brobmdin at th’ water.”

      Blinking in confusion, Shirin looked at Sábria, who shrugged. The Commander looked back up at Ailith, who watched her with excited anticipation. “What’s a brobmdin?” Shirin’s tongue struggled with the twisted syllables common to the Dreyuthan spoken language.

      Ailith’s brows descended as she tried to come up with a translation. “It’s aye where they bring th’ dead four-leggers in fer cuttin’ up. In from th’ trib, th’ river, ya ken?”

      Shirin caught Ailith’s excitement and straightened. “A gate? A river gate?”

      “Aye! Straight into th’ grindery. If ya bash a hole in th’ wall right below here, ya bring th’ healer in by boat, and I’ll find th’ gate on th inside and work it open if I can.”

      “Wait, Ailith.” Shirin pointed to Prime Geller, who’d been away searching a different district when the news of Caitir’s whereabouts had first arrived. She’d dropped into the alley a few moments earlier and was awaiting orders. “Geller, take Jenx.” She was distracted by a bundle being lowered from the hole in the wall. “What’s that?”

      “When I heard where ya was, I figured ya’d need light in here. That’s th’ torches I ordered ‘em to bring. They stuffed some clean rags in, too, if ya need them fer Caitir.”

      “Excellent. Take two torches and climb up to help Ailith find that river door and get it opened.”

      With a nod, Geller motioned to Jenx. “Yer good at climbin’ and puzzlin’ locks. Grab two torches and meet me inside.” Without waiting to see if her orders were obeyed, the Prime walked to the wall Ailith had ascended and began to climb.

      Jenx separated two torches from the bag, stuffed them into the back of her belt, grabbed one of several flintstones, and followed.

      Shirin rummaged through the bag, found the rags, and took them to Sábria. She glanced back at the hole and saw Shaya, one of the smaller shivs, bent over and straddling the hole with one leg dangling down on both sides. Relieved that someone had realized they needed a way to communicate with those on the other side of the wall, she called up to her. “Shaya. Who’s the highest rank still over there?”

      Shaya’s blonde hair was gathered at the nape of her neck, and when she jerked her head around to search the Blades on the other side of the wall, the hair whipped through the air like an eager puppy’s stubby tail. “Subcommander Calit, but she’s busy organizing search parties to track down the men who did this.” She held up a finger when someone spoke to her and then turned back to Shirin. “Prime Osstendler asks what you need, Commander.”

      “Tell her there’s a change of plans. She’s to go after Soirin who’s on her way to get the Master Healer. Osstendler is responsible for Master Haria’s safety. Take as many Blades as she needs and get Haria to the tributary docks behind the Foreign Quarter. Tell the Prime to send someone, with four other Blades as guards, to the docks immediately to arrange for a trib runner, preferably one known as an ally to the Blades. And make sure he or she is an experienced one. It’s not going to be easy navigating the tributary and stopping at a location that no longer has a dock. Tell them the trib runner needs to bring Haria to the gate into the old abattoir. Geller’s going to locate the gate and get it open.”

      After relaying the message, Shaya looked down at Shirin. “She’s on her way, Commander.”

      Barta walked to the abattoir’s wall and examined it with an expert eye. “Nobody’s never gotten through ‘tother walls around this place, but I alwayst wondered why they closed off th’ alley ‘stead of cooverin’ this wall, too. Nobody’s never tried to get through cuz the nobs an’ skellis an’ nints what go in and out use th’ hole in th’ roof.” Shirin’s gaze sharpened on the hole in the roof. “Don’t worry, Commander, they lit out when th’ Blades started coomin’ through th’ hole.” Barta scratched her head, “But gettin’ back to this wall, I was thinkin’ maybe they left th’ alley coovered an’ blocked it off an’ left this wall normal like, in case of trooble an’ they needed to get inside, ya ken?”

      The hammer Barta habitually wore at her side was in her hand before anyone even noticed she’d reached for it. She experimentally tapped the bricks, then hauled back and delivered a fierce blow. Part of a brick splintered off, but the woman wasn’t satisfied. Shaking her head, she turned to Shirin. “It’s aye stout, Commander, but no like t’other walls. Get me a sledge, a big ‘un, and I’ll have th’ hole for ya by th’ time yer Blade returns with th’ healer.

      Knowing Barta had worked her entire adult life swinging a hammer as a stonemason, Shirin turned to Shaya. “Tell Calit to send someone for a sledge from the foundry next to the Broken Tooth.”

      Shaya nodded and relayed the message. A quarter candlemark later, she wrestled the heavy-topped, thirty-pound hammer through the hole and checked to make sure it wouldn’t accidentally hit someone on the head when she dropped it. “Clear.” The sledge fell to the dirt.

      Prita picked it up and ran with it to the peasant woman who towered over her. While she didn’t need to, and in other circumstances, the gesture would have been inappropriate, she pulled her forelock before handing it to the woman.

      Barta stepped back and narrowed her eyes, unsure whether this young Blade was making fun of her wanting to help. When Prita continued holding the hammer between them, Barta took it from her and nodded.

      Shaya dropped a pickax next, and Prita hurried to grab it before anyone else could. On her way back to the wall, she worriedly glanced at Caitir. When she did, she saw that Sábria was watching her. When her Arch Priestess soberly nodded her praise, Prita’s heart nearly beat out of her chest. Not wanting anyone to see the heat rushing into her cheeks, Prita lowered her head and stepped opposite Barta.

      Prita wasn’t the biggest or strongest Blade, but before ordering another to take her place, Shirin watched to see how well she handled the rock-breaking tool. They didn’t have time to molly-coddle Prita’s ego, but neither would Shirin take away the girl’s chance to prove her mettle.

      Barta pointed at Prita’s scabbard hanging on her left side. “Ya carry yer sword there, so ya swing th’ blade with th’ other arm, Aye? I can swing wit’ both, so switch places wit’ me.” When they’d switched, Barta shouldered the sledgehammer. “I’ll swing on one, and ye’ll go on two.” Her hammer bit into the wall. With an accompanying grunt, she called out, “One.” The sledge sent ten times the amount of brick flying as her smaller hammer had done.

      “Two.” Prita’s ax bit into the exact place on the wall, loosening more of the hard clay. With Barta’s steady count, they fell into a rhythm, and the ax and hammer tore into the wall over and over. After a quarter candlemark, sweat beaded Prita’s brow. Her cheeks were flaming red, and she sucked air deep into her lungs after each swing, but she refused to stop. Barta wasn’t even winded.

      When Shirin judged the younger Blade was about to drop, she pointed to Sela, who growled. “Halt.” Sela, a dark-skinned woman whose arms had been toned through turns of being one of the most respected arms masters in the Temple, took the ax from Prita and stared fiercely into her eyes. The older Blade pursed her lips and nodded once, silently telling the young woman she’d done well stepping up to the challenge.

      To have such a well-respected Senior Guardian like Sela silently praise her was so unusual that when Prita turned away to get some water, there was a new pride in the set of her shoulders. She didn’t notice Sábria’s nod of approval this time, but it wasn’t necessary. She’d done what she could to help a fellow Blade, and that was reward enough. It seemed she’d turned a corner in her level of maturity, and neither Sábria nor Shirin would forget the effort Prita had put into opening a hole to get the Master Healer into the alley.
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      Osstendler and the nine Blades she’d gathered on her way back to the Temple caught up to Soirin just as she was hurrying through the Temple gates with the Master Healer, the healer’s assistant, Kara, and a Blade with a collapsed stretcher slung over her shoulder. “Change in plans. Master Healer Haria⁠—”

      “Please, we’re in a hurry, and it will be easier if we just stick to Haria. Please don’t tell me Caitir has died and I’m no longer needed.”

      “She was still alive when I left, My Lady.” She motioned down the side of the Temple with a wave of her hand. “If we could walk and talk? I don’t think there’s much time.” Because the older healer probably couldn’t maintain a jog for an extended distance, a brisk walk was all they could hope for.

      At Soirin’s confused look at her Prime seemingly leading the healer in the wrong direction, Osstendler quickly filled her in. “We’re going to the trib docks. You’re in charge of Master Haria’s guard detail because we have to travel through the Foreign Quarter.”

      Soirin was an experienced Blade who knew enough not to question such a brief explanation as to why her orders had been changed. She simply brought her fist to her chest and began assigning guard positions to the Blades accompanying them.

      Osstendler spoke with Haria as they walked. “We located Caitir in a walled-in alley next to the old abattoir in the Codpiece.”

      “The ancient building that’s been walled up for centuries?”

      “The same.”

      Now the healer at least partially understood the reason for the change of plans. “I understand they made sure the new outer walls they constructed against the original walls are as close to impenetrable as possible. And for good reason, at least at that time. The abattoir was the genesis for a plague that raced through the Codpiece some two hundred and fifty turns ago.”

      Osstendler took a stutter-step, and Haria placed a hand on her arm. “Not to worry, Traya. The virus was studied and well-documented, at least in the healer community. It came from a bacterium that died after two sevendays, so it’s long gone in the abattoir. Thankfully, we now have a cure for the disease, but at the time, they were desperate to keep it contained. Their method of doing so was reprehensible. They placed everyone who had the illness or who had come into direct contact with it inside the abattoir and shut them, and so they hoped, the plague, inside. Hence the need for the walls.” She shook her head. “And their barbarism worked. But, if I understood correctly, I need to see Caitir to know how best to transport her. If she’s behind the walls, I’m afraid I’m much too old to climb either up one side or down the other, for that matter.”

      Osstendler turned a corner, and as they passed the boundary into the Foreign Quarter, she silently signaled Soirin to make sure her people were ready for anything.

      Soirin ordered, “Swords.”

      As one, the Blades drew their weapons and held them at the ready.

      Haria glanced around. “Is this necessary, Prime Osstendler?”

      “It is. The Foreign Quarter is almost as dangerous as the Codpiece, and you’re a high-ranking official within the Temple. Unfortunately, that makes you an interesting target for those who are always looking for ways to undermine the Arch Priestess. This way.” She took Haria’s elbow and maneuvered her around the back of a freight wagon stopped in the street.

      Making polite conversation to take the healer’s mind off the antagonistic stares they were getting, Osstendler rattled off facts the healer most likely already knew. “The Foreign Quarter is made up of communities of people, some criminals, and rogues, from foreign kingdoms who believe Cibía should welcome them with open arms instead of forcing them into this section of Sarlogne and away from the rest of the Cibían populace. There are just as many, if not more, good people who had to flee their oppressive governments and are just trying to scrape by. Many men come from cultures where they consider it their right to abuse women, and they resent the power of the Blades in general and Sábria in particular.

      Haria sniffed, “I’m aware of the Foreign Quarter, Traya. What I don’t know is why you feel it necessary to drag me through it.”

      “I was getting to that, My Lady. Apparently, there’s a water gate into the abattoir off one of the tributaries that was never blocked off.”

      Haria stopped in the middle of the street. “The Healer Hall records document that they were unable to build an outer wall there, so the builders were ordered to put lethal traps around the gate and inside the building to keep people out.”

      Glancing around at the surly men staring at them, Osstendler once again put a hand on Haria’s lower back to move her along. “That might be so, My Lady, but my orders are to get you to that gate. We’ll have to trust Lady Sábria and the Commander, and more importantly, Ursuna Geller, to see those traps and spring them before we arrive. Geller has studied weapons and traps her entire life, and if anyone can get that water gate opened, it’s her.”

      As they came to the trib docks, it became apparent why they hadn’t run into any resistance along the way. Osstendler had sent Marne, a tough, no-nonsense weapons master, ahead to secure a boat for their journey down the tributary. The four Blades she’d brought with her were standing in the guard position around her.

      Marne, easily recognizable from a distance by her two distinctive, long black braids hanging down her chest and back, stood at the docks next to a trib runner Osstendler recognized as a man who worshipped Elyon and was loyal to Sábria. That wasn’t what interested her, though. Next to a small building near the opening to the docks, seven or eight men were either sitting or lying on the ground with their faces bloodied and bruised.

      One light-haired man, probably from Tuviste, if his sharp, angular face and slight features were anything to judge by, held one arm tight against his chest. The pained look on his face said Marne, or one of the Blades she’d brought with her, had probably either broken bones or dislocated the man’s shoulder, or both.

      Haria saw the wounded men, as well, and as they approached the docks, she shouted angrily at Marne. “What is the meaning of this, Blade Marne?”

      Unruffled at the healer’s censure, Marne respectfully replied, “These men took exception to Blades coming into the Foreign Quarter, and I found it necessary to gently remind them that Blades are welcome in every corner of Sarlogne.” She shrugged. “We simply dealt with their hostility as we encountered it. The healer for the Foreign Quarter is on his way.”

      Not waiting to hear the Master Healer’s opinion on the matter, Marne turned to Osstendler and indicated a punt tied to the dock. “Master Gundry has agreed to take us downriver. He says if the gate’s open, something that hasn’t happened in his lifetime, he believes he can maneuver his boat up next to it. I, and whatever Blades accompany us, will secure the boat with ropes or with whatever means are available to us so you can cross.”

      Although she’d been a healer at Elyon’s Temple most of her adult life, Haria had never come to appreciate the violent life they led. A pacifist at heart, she often wondered why the Goddess had called her to not merely serve as a Temple healer but had moved her into the position of being one of the highest-ranking healers in the whole of the Cibían Empire. Pursing her lips, she indicated the boat. “Master Gundry, may we board your ship, and if so, how many can you accommodate?”

      Gundry’s brows pulled down low. “A…komodate, Milady?”

      “How many Blades can safely travel on your boat?”

      “Oh, well, first of all, it be a punt, no a boat.” He said it as though he were speaking to a particularly dim child. He glanced around, silently counting the warriors standing around. “All of ya, Milady. Me boat’s weighin’ empty an’ th’ more ballast I got th’ easier it’ll be to move her through th’ water an’ over to th’ gate.” He held out his hand, palm up. “I’ll board first, Milady, then you and yer Blades come on however ya like. If ye’ll all just go to where me lad, there, Hokum, puts ya, he’s right good at settin’ weight where it be best fer the ballast.”

      Once they were all on board and Haria was safely settled in the wheelhouse with the captain, Hokum took up the pole at the back of the boat and pushed them out into the tributary. Another lad about his age released the rope tying the boat to the dock. He backed up to give himself room to run forward, which he did. With a mighty leap, he propelled himself through the air, landing barefooted on the wooden deck. He efficiently twirled the rope into a neat circle, retrieved a second pole set into hooks on the side of the wheelhouse, and took up a position on the starboard side near the boat’s bow.

      Knowing the trip would take a while, the Blades all settled in to wait.
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      Inside the abattoir, Geller approached the gate with more caution than either Ailith or Jenx would have thought to use. The Prime had ordered her Blade and shiv to stay well behind her as they moved through the darkened interior. She held one of the torches high, examining her surroundings with care each time she took a step.

      Ailith glanced at Jenx, who was also studying the roof and what walls they could see. Taking her cue from her handler, Ailith continued searching her surroundings. Not sure whether they were looking for human, animal, or something else entirely, she stared out into the darkness, wishing Jenx had brought three torches instead of only two.

      Geller raised a hand, telling them to stop.

      Since the Prime was acting as though they were in enemy territory, Ailith pivoted in place to watch the rear as she’d been taught. Geller saw the movement out of her peripheral vision. “Good move, Shiv. But in this case, th’ wrong one. Turn back around and look there.” She pointed to a spot up and to her right.

      Ailith followed the track of Geller’s finger but couldn’t see anything in the darkness.

      “Do ya see it?”

      Ailith strained to see what the Prime was pointing to. “No Prime. Can’t see much past th’ edge of yer torchlight.”

      Geller raised her torch higher, and as the edge of the light moved upward, Ailith’s breath caught in her throat. “Is that…?”

      “Aye, ‘tis.” Geller moved the torch back and forth, studying the area around where they stood. “Did ya see th’ skeleton we passed a ways back?”

      Jenx nodded. “Yes. It was ancient, though.”

      “And the arrow?”

      Chagrin tinged Jenx’s voice when she answered. “I’m sorry, Prime. I should’ve looked. The skeleton was so old I didn’t pay it much mind. That was stupid of me.”

      Always one to make use of a teaching moment, Geller continued searching as she asked, “And you, Shiv? Did you see th’ skeleton?”

      “Don’t ken how I missed it, but no, I must of walked right by.” Thoroughly embarrassed to be caught out when, as a shiv, she was supposed to be seeing everything and anything in her path, Ailith felt her cheeks go hot.

      Geller accepted the apology and looked at Jenx. “And Jenx, why do ya think I’m askin’ ‘bout it now?”

      “I didn’t realize why you were moving so slowly until you showed us that crossbow. So, I’m guessing you realized the man, or the skeleton, since we don’t know if it was a man or woman, got caught in one of their traps.”

      Very slowly, Geller turned to face them. “And what does that tell ya, Shiv?”

      “Th’ place is full of traps. I didn’t ken what ya was looking fer neither, and I guess I should’ve. If I’d a seen th’ body⁠—”

      “Bodies.” Geller emphasized the plural.

      That made Ailith feel even worse. Thoroughly disgusted with herself, she crossed her arms and stared at the ground.

      Jenx only had to growl one word, “Eyes.”

      Ailith immediately understood. At times, when she was ashamed of something she’d done or hadn’t done, she had a tendency to cross her arms and look at her feet. Where this habit had originated, she had no idea, but it was a terrible habit to have when you were in possible enemy territory. Her attention sharpened as her gaze snapped up, and she stared out into the darkness. The light from the torches only went so far and Ailith’s brows wrinkled as she wondered why they weren’t doing a grid pattern to search the area as they’d done with other dark warehouses.

      Geller, who’d trained hundreds of shivs and Blades over the turns, read her correctly. “That’s good, Shiv. At least now yer thinkin’. Why not th’ grid?”

      Ailith thought before blurting out the first answer that popped into her head. Finally, she said, “Well, right from th’ start, ya thought that since this place is locked up tighter than a nun’s legs, then maybe they didn’t want nobody in here, and if somebody did get in here, somehow, they wanted to make sure they didn’t get back out.”

      Geller chuffed out a quick breath. “And that’s a good comparison, Shiv, because, aye, some nun’s legs are locked tight, but I’ve been known to open a few of ‘em with me charms.”

      Most people, including Jenx, who blinked in surprise at her Prime making a joke, would be shocked that the taciturn woman would say such a thing, but Ailith had been around her quite a bit lately for various reasons and knew there was another, normally hidden side to the Prime she’d begun to like. A little, anyway. Well, when she wasn’t terrified whenever the woman caught her doing something stupid, that is.

      With a barely discernable glint of humor in her eyes, Geller continued, “Anyway, that’s stuff ya need to think about, Ailith, and you, too, Jenx. Now, what else does that crossbow tell ya, Shiv?”

      Whenever a handler and shiv team were involved, Geller directed most of her training questions toward the shiv because she never wanted to undermine the handler in the trainee’s eyes. Quite often, especially in situations they’d never run across before, the handler wouldn’t know the answer to the question, either. Since it was best that the shivs believed in the all-knowing persona of their handlers, Geller kept her questions to them to a minimum whenever the shivs were present.

      Ailith studied her surroundings as she considered the question. There was the obvious. That it was essential to know the crossbow was there so they didn’t end up with a bolt through their chest. As she thought about climbing up to disarm it, it occurred to her that if there was one trap, maybe there was a second to discourage people from doing just that. “If I were settin’ a trap like that, I’d want folks to ken ya just can’t climb up to it and bite it off. Ya’d want babblers singin’ loud that bitin’ it’ll get ya killed. Fer that matter, there might be two or three scattered about, and ya’d end up looking like a pin wobbler.”

      “Now yer thinking, Shiv. So, our next step is?”

      Both Ailith and Jenx knew that Geller wasn’t asking because she needed their input to make a decision. Their Prime already knew what she was going to do, had probably known from the moment she’d seen the skeleton with the crossbow bolt embedded in its ribs.

      When Ailith didn’t answer, Jenx looked at her shiv. “Two questions. First, what do you mean by ‘bite it off?’” The two were from vastly different worlds, and quite often, they needed to help the other understand what they’d said.

      As was often the case, Ailith was stymied when her handler didn’t know what she’d meant when, in her mind, she’d made herself perfectly clear. “Ya know. A weasel bites th’ head off a snake so it can’t bite no more. Ya bite off th’ part what sets off th’ bolt, and it’s no but a stick with a sharp end, aye?”

      Jenx’s cocked head and raised brow said she never would have guessed that, but it made sense. “And what’s a pin wobbler?”

      This time it was Geller who supplied the answer. “Pork pine.”

      “Ah. A porcupine. Of course. Anyway, to get back to your question, I’m happy to take a guess.” Geller nodded, and Jenx continued, “Since the arrow is pointing in a very definite direction, towards the’ walkway and not towards a post that someone might be climbing, I’d say that’s th’ primary arrow meant as th’ first trap. It has to have a way to be sprung, so there’s probably a tripwire running along th’ floor close by here, or, especially given th’ darkness, if we thought we were clever by finding th’ lower one, we might miss one running chest height or neck height anywhere along this path that we’re walking.”

      “Aye, that’s right. So, keepin’ that in mind, Ailith, get directly behind Jenx, and Jenx, I want ya walkin’ in me footsteps. Do ya see them there in th’ dust? Good. Move up, slow like.”

      Ailith backtracked one step, careful to put her foot directly into her own footprint, and then moved to her left and made sure to place her feet directly in Jenx’s print. Very slowly, the two of them closed the space between themselves and Geller.

      Geller crouched and pointed to a wire running across her path. She then moved her hand up two feet, pointing out a second wire and a third two feet above that. “If ya were here, alone, Shiv, and ya needed to get past this point, what would ya do?”

      Ailith followed the path of the wires with her gaze until they disappeared into the darkness. “I guess I’d probably go back to where ya saw th’ trap what’s already killed th’ lad back there ‘cuz that one’s already launched. I’d climb really careful, keepin’ me eye out fer those second traps, ya ken? Th’ ones what keep folks from cuttin’ off th’ head. I’d try to go above, all th’ way to th’ ceilin’ if I could, and see if I could swing me way across th’ beams and come down on this one to cut off its head.”

      Geller nodded, pleased with her logic. “Ya must’ve worked with traps in th’ army, aye? I mean for ya to ken somethin’ like that or to think about it, at least.”

      Ailith shrugged, not wanting to show how proud she was to receive a compliment from her Prime. “No, no traps, but ol’ Granther Dingus used to say I had a tactile mind.”

      Jenx always tried to correct Ailith’s grammar when she misspoke so she didn’t forget later. “Tactical.”

      “Aye, that’s what I said.”

      “You said tactile.” She held up her fingers. “That means by touching. Tactical means actions or strategies used in a military campaign or in a dangerous situation.”

      Ailith stared at her, and Geller hid a smile. Sometimes, she wondered about the pairings Sábria and Shirin put together for handler/shiv teams.

      Knowing it was no use arguing with Jenx about words, Ailith nodded and continued. “Granther Dingus said it’s just kind of the way I think in certain tight spots either I get meself into, or the kinds Duke Ravenkind put us into.”

      Hearing this, Geller remembered one time Sábria and the Commander had mentioned that they thought perhaps the breeding program for the berserkers had included breeding not only incredible fighting abilities into their subjects but also enhanced tactical abilities, a lower fear threshold, and quicker reactions to stimuli. Jenx was usually in on those meetings when they discussed Ailith, and Geller caught and held her gaze a moment, silently communicating her thoughts on the subject.

      Jenx had been thinking the exact same thing and imperceptibly nodded to show her agreement.

      Geller pointed back the way they’d come. Let’s backtrack to them bones, th’ last ones anyway, because we’ve passed five piles so far⁠—”

      Ailith blurted out, “Five? How could I of missed five bodies?” She looked at Jenx. “Did ya see five bodies?” Jenx shook her head, “No, but I saw three. That was enough to get me to start thinking about traps or to make me wonder whether there’d been some type of battle fought in here. I wasn’t really sure which possibility might have happened.”

      As Geller walked back the way they’d come, she spoke over her shoulder. “There were both. Two skeletons had arrows what might have come from crossbows mounted to a post just like this one. They weren’t bolts, though, so….” She shrugged because she just didn’t know for sure. “Th’ other three bodies were more or less all piled together with no bolts in sight, tellin’ me someone killed ‘em to keep ‘em here. Maybe they’d been the ones to set th’ traps, and whoever built those walls didn’t want them ever coming out again. And what does that tell ya, Shiv?”

      There was nothing Ailith enjoyed better than talking tactics. It was something at which she excelled, and most of the time, to her own mind, anyway, she didn’t excel at much. “Well. They’re tryin’ to hide somethin’, I s’pose, or maybe they need to keep things locked up because there’s somethin’ in here they don’t want let out.”

      “Like what?” All the while Geller was asking questions, she was studying the area and formulating a plan.

      “Well, when me village came down with th’ Deathbell Disease, th’ rest of th’ villages sent archers what circled our land, and any time folk tried to run a’fore they came down with th’ fever, they’d kill ‘em. So, I s’pose when th’ walls were put up, maybe there were a fever or somethin’ what needed locked inside? What’s yer word fer it? Ya ken? A bad fever what spreads and kills.” She looked over at Jenx with raised brows.

      Jenx supplied the answer. “A plague.”

      “Aye, a plague.” Ailith knew all too well the dangers of a plague, and she stopped dead in her tracks. Her voice held more than a little fear when she said, “Fowk, Prime. Do ya think…?”

      Geller was an experienced enough leader that she knew she needed to take time to reassure her shiv before Ailith’s imagination ran amuck. “Think about it, Shiv. We came in through a hole in th’ roof, aye? Don’t that tell ya that folk from th’ Codpiece—nobs, pidges, skellis an’ nints—been coming in and out of here for a while now? Have ya seen a plague in th’ Codpiece since ya been here?”

      Ailith relaxed and mentally kicked herself for not thinking of that on her own. “No, Prime. Yer right, it’s just that th’ fowkin’ plague….” She shook her head.

      “When somethin’ scares ya like that, always take th’ time, if ya can, to think. Ya knew th’ answer up there in that hardheaded noggin of yers. It just took me asking ya to think before yer imagination got th’ better of ya. When ya become a Blade, Ailith, yer not gonna have Jenx or me around telling ya to think. So, start thinking on yer own, aye?”

      “Aye, Prime.” Ailith rubbed the back of her neck to ease some of the strain she felt creeping into her muscles.

      Geller started forward again and, after not too many more steps, held her torch over a skeleton. “Now, what can ya tell me about th’ bones? What do ya see?”

      “Can I come close?”

      “Aye.”

      Ailith stepped forward and squatted. Dead bodies didn’t bother her. She’d seen her share during her time in the army and had carted untold numbers of the dead, many of them her friends, to the burial pile where they could be burned and sent on to the Gods. “He were a soldier, see?” She pointed to a metal brace hanging loosely around the forearm bone. “An archer what were left-handed, judgin’ by the fact he’s wearin’ th’ cuff on th’ right arm.” Quite often, if an archer had some extra coin, instead of using a leather brace on their forearm, they’d pay to buy thin pieces of metal they could wrap around their arm to protect it from the bowstring. Ailith tilted her head back but couldn’t see far enough into the dark to find the crossbow that had shot the arrow lying inside the ribcage. “But—” She squinted at the arrow. “That’s no a bolt from a crossbow.”

      Both Geller and Jenks held their torches higher, allowing them to see a fully loaded crossbow strapped to a post. This time, it was Jenks who asked the question. “According to legend, Ailith, this building’s been closed up for centuries. Why do you think the straps binding those crossbows and the bowstrings haven’t rotted out by now?”

      “Well, I were thinkin’ that same thing about th’ tripwires, too, and th’ answers in th’ name. Wires. They used wires instead of leather thongs, twine, or rope. They wanted this place locked up fer a long time, and they planned against th’ rot.”

      Geller handed her torch to Ailith, unstrapped her sword belt, and handed that to her as well. “I’m goin’ up to see what I can find. I figure if they set th’ traps, they had to have a way back down, even if they were walled up in here afterward. They probably didn’t know settin’ these traps were th’ last thing they’d ever do fer their masters.”

      Ailith opened her mouth to say something and then thought better of it and shut it again.

      Geller noticed and wanted to reinforce the fact that Ailith had actually thought before blurting out the first thing that came into her head. “Yer thinkin’, Shiv. That’s good. Now tell me what’s on yer mind.”

      Ailith looked up into the darkness. “Yer not gonna like what I’m thinkin’.”

      “Nothing new ‘bout that. But I asked ya what yer thinkin’, and I expect an answer.”

      “I’m a better climber than you are, Prime. I should be th’ one goin’ up.”

      Geller’s eyes narrowed. “Do ya think I’d send a shiv up into th’ rafters full of crossbows aimin’ every which way, locked and loaded, instead of going meself?”

      “No. That’s why I shut me mouth.”

      Geller reached behind her back to shift the knife sheathed there into a more comfortable position for climbing. “The’ two of ya stay here. Don’t go wanderin’. I’m bettin’ there’s more of those tripwires scattered about.” She walked to one of the walls where the irregular pattern of the ladder-blocking between the studs allowed her to climb while maintaining control of the torch.

      Most of the beams and trusses holding up the roof were exposed, and Ailith tried to figure out how the Prime was going to get across to the loaded crossbow she’d pointed out earlier. It was a lot like climbing through a forest, she decided, moving from one tree to the next until you arrived at your destination.

      When Geller reached the first exposed ceiling joist, she swung a leg over, giving herself a platform from which she could survey the immediate area around her. The darkness was absolute up in the rafters, and lifting the torch high, she started at her far right and carefully moved it slowly across her body. As the torch reached her centerline, she took it with her left hand and illuminated the area to her left.

      Ailith called out, “There, Prime, did ya see it?” She pointed to where the light from the torch had glinted off what she thought was probably a steel wire.

      It was too dark to see much of anything, but Geller squinted towards where Ailith was pointing. “I don’t see nothin’, Shiv. What are ya seein’?”

      “I’m no sure, but I think it’s th’ tripwire.” She ran her hand from left to right, tracing the path the wire would take if it continued in a straight line.

      Geller shimmied forward on the joist, trying to find what Ailith was seeing. “Stop me if ya see somethin’ I don’t. Th’ more eyes we have on this, th’ better.”

      Ailith called up to her. “Yer almost right on top of it.”

      Geller leaned to the side. “Aye. Now I see it. Good spottin’, Shiv.” She inched forward, holding the torch high and moving it along the wire to see where the other end was attached.

      It was Jenx who called out this time. “There, a crossbow. Do you see it?”

      “Aye, I see it. Not th’ one that hit th’ lad before he were a pile of bones, then. It’s pointin’ away from both of ya, so I’m gonna trigger it so I can move forward.” Bracing against a cross beam with the hand holding the torch, Geller retrieved her belt knife and leaned over so she could reach the wire.

      She’d just placed the blade beneath it when Jenx shouted, “Stop!”

      Geller froze.

      “When you moved the torch up to grab that beam, I thought I saw the light reflecting off another wire going off to your right. Up high, just there.” With one finger following the line she thought she’d seen, she traced an imaginary line so Geller would have a better chance of seeing the wire.

      Growling to herself about the “Fowkin’ bastards what set th’ traps,” Geller replaced the knife in its sheath and looked down at Jenx to see exactly where she was pointing. When she had her bearings, she looked back and switched the torch from her left to her right hand. Slowly sweeping the torch in an arc to her right, she froze when she saw the wire. As the light followed the wire’s path, it illuminated something that made Geller’s blood run cold. She quietly muttered, “Fowk.”

      Not ten paces away, a second crossbow was aimed directly at her chest. She scooted back on the beam until the bolt would cross in front of her instead of slicing through her body. No use tempting fate by staying in place to think. She looked down at the other two women. “Jenx, do ya see that pole over to th’ right? It’s one of th’ support beams rotted and fallen to th’ floor.”

      Not in the least surprised that Geller had a back-up plan, probably two or three back-ups if she knew her Prime, Jenx obediently looked to her right and saw the partially rotted beam lying on the floor. “I see it.”

      Being accustomed to heights still didn’t make it any less dizzying to stare down from the height Geller had climbed. She scooted back some more and leaned against a stud. “I need ya to very carefully walk over to that pole and grab it. When ya have it, bring it back to Ailith. I’m sorry to say it, but she’s th’ better climber, and I need her to bring that pole up to me.”

      Jenx started after the pole, carefully sweeping the torch in front of her to check for any more wires. “No need to be sorry. Everyone knows Ailith is one of the best climbers in the Temple, and with something as critical as this, my ego has no say in the matter.” She slowly walked to the pole, relieved that she encountered no tripwires along the way. Grabbing it, she returned to where Ailith waited.

      Ailith took it, and the two walked the same route that Geller had taken to the wall. She set the butt on the ground and climbed until she reached the pole’s other end. She then hauled it up one-handed by jerking it up and then sliding her hand down and grabbing it at a lower point. Setting the butt on one of the lower cross posts, Ailith was able to repeat the process over and over until she reached the beam Geller was seated on.

      While Ailith had been climbing, Geller had been looking for more traps. When she was satisfied there were none, she took the pole and carefully calculated the angles of both crossbow bolts. “Nobody move.” She lowered the pole onto the wire and pushed down on it. Instantly, three bolts sailed through the air and embedded themselves in whatever stood in their way.

      The first was from the original crossbow, the second was from the secondary one that had been pointing at Geller’s chest, and the third came from a crossbow hidden in the rafters. This one was aimed directly downward to where someone would be standing if they had a pole long enough to reach up to trip the wire.

      Ailith gasped and whispered, “Fowk.”

      It was only pure luck that Jenx had moved five paces away from the wall instead of remaining directly below the crossbow. Without saying a word, she quietly raised her gaze to the Prime, who, for the first time in Jenx’s life, had gone ghost white.

      For her part, Geller stared down at her with wide, rounded eyes. Her voice was hoarse when she said, “Me apologies, Lass. They must have run that wire up th’ backside of th’ stud where I couldn’t see it. Th’ fowkin’ bastards what set these traps knew what they were about.”

      She turned to Ailith. “Climb down now, and I’ll follow. At least we’ve taken out three of th’ blasted things, and we ken two of those skeletons took out two others. We’re no far from th’ gate. I have a feelin’ that if they knew they might need to come back in through that gate, they either had a way to take out th’ traps or, if some of th’ builders left through th’ gate, then they had a way to set the traps on their way out.”

      “Geller?” Shirin’s voice called out from the hole in the roof where they’d first come in.

      “Aye, Commander. Don’t send nobody in. There’s traps we’re havin’ to set off so’s we can get to th’ gate.”

      “I understand. We really need the healer here, so be as quick as you can.”

      “Aye, Commander.” When she and Ailith reached the ground, they retraced their steps.

      As they passed the spot where the bolt had embedded itself into the wall of a dilapidated livestock pen, Ailith bent to examine it with a critical eye. “Rammed in halfway up to th’ fletchin’, see?” Without touching the bolt, she ran her finger through the air along the length of the shaft.

      Geller absently nodded, acknowledging Ailith’s point. “Aye, makes me think differently about th’ five bodies. Th’ two what had th’ arrows still in th’ rib cage couldn’t of been crossbow bolts then because that bolt would’ve gone clean through a body. Makes me think that th’ three that were piled up had somehow tripped one of th’ traps they weren’t supposed to trip. Then, their friends piled them into a pile once they were dead. So that makes me want to redo my count. There’s six crossbows accounted fer now, not five, and that’s better odds fer us.”

      To Ailith, that was faulty thinking, and she said as much. “I don’t think so. I mean, yeah, I think yer right about those three havin’ th’ bolts go straight through ‘em. But yer wrong when ya say that means three other crossbows was tripped. Well, I mean yeah, they was tripped, but if th’ other workers knew they was tripped, which they did because they piled th’ bodies, wouldn’t they have climbed back up and reset them before they left, or before they thought they were leavin’, if they ended up been walled up in here?”

      One thing Jenx was always bragging about to the other handlers was Ailith’s logical mind when it came to problem-solving. Once again, she caught Geller looking at her, and she allowed a bit of her pride to show through.

      Geller continued to wave her torch back and forth, looking for crossbows or trip lines as she approached the wires they’d first run into. The three wires were sagging now, and she used the pole to move them out of the way. Getting this far had taken longer than she’d hoped, and she worried the punt bringing the healer had already passed by the gate.

      As they approached the gate, their torches illuminated a full metal plate bolted in place, making it impossible for someone from the inside to escape. Jenx walked up and rapped the wooden door frame with the hilt of her sword. “The frame’s rotten, probably from the moisture of the tributary. Maybe three hundred turns past this would have held, but the wood’s rotten now, and I think we can hack it away enough with our swords to be able to pull at least one side of this plate free.”

      Geller and Jenks use their swords to hack at the upper portion, while Ailith used her belt knife to chip away at the wood surrounding the lower bolt. Faster than Geller could have hoped, they were able to get their fingers in behind the metal, and with Ailith bracing her foot against the wood in order to put her large, muscular thigh muscles into play, the three managed to rip the left side of the plate off enough to give them access to the outer gate. Once they had access, it was easy enough to remove the locked hasp holding the gate closed.

      The gate hung from a slider, and when they pushed it to one side, they discovered the punt up against what used to be the dock, bucking wildly as Blades held onto whatever they could get their hands on to keep the boat in place. The two men with poles stood on either side of the bow with their poles stuck deep in the mud. They, too, were trying to keep the punt from moving downriver.

      As soon as the door opened, the captain, who’d been ready and waiting for just such an occurrence, tossed a rope to Geller. She caught it, quickly ran inside, and tied it off. The captain ran to the stern where he grabbed a second rope he had coiled and ready and threw that one to Jenx. She tied that one off as well. When the punt was secure, all of the Blades, who were soaked in both tributary water and sweat, sat back to catch their breath.

      There was still a small gap between the punt and the gate, and the two pole men released a plank secured to the side of the wheelhouse and settled it across the gap to make it easier for Haria to step across. Soirin straddled the gap with one foot on the punt and one foot on the rock floor of the abattoir. Jenx straddled the other side and each held one of the Master’s hands while she walked across the plank.

      While she didn’t need the help, the second healer, Kara, handed her packs to Jenx before accepting Soirin’s hand and hurrying across.

      Once they had the healers inside, Geller instructed them to walk directly behind her. She ordered Jenx and Ailith to bring up the rear. “Ailith, ya carry th’ stretcher. Now, th’ rest of ya, stay in th’ punt, and if ya need to come inside fer some reason, ya don’t come no further than th’ gate. There’s more than a few traps and tripwires scattered about. If ya don’t want a crossbow bolt through yer chest or yer eye, then ya do as I say.”

      Since no Blade would ever go against Geller’s orders, they all settled in to wait.
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      It seemed to everyone waiting in the alley that whole candlemarks had passed since Geller, Jenx, and Ailith had been sent to the river gate. Sábria had tried her best to keep Caitir conscious and talking, even if her Blade was still convinced she was surrounded by a flock of birds. At least she hadn’t started slurring her words. Sábria had seen head injuries quickly go from bad to worse, and one sure sign of things getting worse was when the patient suddenly became unable to pronounce words or string entire sentences together.

      “They’re coming!” Shirin stationed herself directly inside the hole and called out as soon as she saw the reflected light from the torches on one of the interior walls.

      Sábria was seated on the ground with her back against the wall. She’d managed to slip her arm behind her Blade’s back, allowing Caitir to rest her head in the crook of her arm. When she heard Shirin call out, Sábria’s head whipped around to stare at the opening. Sela had once again taken up the pick, and she and Barta were still hammering away at the hole, wanting to enlarge it enough that a stretcher could go through without having to tilt it one way or another. “Are the healers with them?”

      “I can’t tell yet, wait, yes. I see them. Stop hammering.” Shirin wanted to run forward to hurry them along, but she trusted Geller when she’d said she needed to stay right where she was.

      As she’d been doing for the last candlemark, Sábria gently stroked Caitir’s hair and spoke softly into her ear. “The healer’s coming, and you’re going to be fine. Do you remember Master Healer Haria? She’s excellent at controlling pain, and pretty soon, you won’t feel a thing.”

      Jenx was the first to come through. She reached back and held out her hand, which Haria took with a grateful nod. There was a lot of debris, bricks, and rocks lying around, so Jenx didn’t relinquish the older woman’s hand until she’d led her to Caitir’s side.

      Sábria had anticipated that the older healer would need to kneel next to her patient, and she’d had Prita run and buy cushions from the Merchant Quarter. Prita had returned with colorful, square floor pillows preferred by the desert nomads, and Sábria had ordered them placed next to Caitir’s side.

      The healer’s eyes immediately locked onto her patient, and without even realizing the pillows were there, she knelt on the one with the bright blue zig-zag pattern to begin her examination.

      Caitir stared at the curious black bird that had just joined the flock. “Your feathers are all black.”

      Haria’s skin was as dark as Sela’s, and she blinked and looked at Sábria, who explained Caitir’s disjointed symptoms. “Caitir sees us as birds. She’s completely confused and doesn’t know who she is or who any of us are. She’s not slurring her words, though, and can still put together short sentences. The head wound is on the back. I think they must have thrown her from that hole in the wall up there, and it looks to me like she probably landed on her arms and head. She has a stab wound in her back and a slice across her belly. I’m pretty sure both arms and several ribs are broken.”

      “Has there been any blood around her mouth, nose, or ears?”

      “Out of her ears, yes, but not continuously. Do you want me to move so Kara can get closer?”

      “No, the less we move her, the better until we can get everything stabilized.” Haria gently felt the back of Caitir’s head. Concern flashed in her eyes as she palpitated the soft, swollen flesh.

      Without putting any weight on Caitir, Kara straddled her legs and lowered herself down to her knees. She put a hand to Caitir’s eye. “I’m just going to look in your eye, okay?”

      “Don’t peck it out, Bird.”

      “No, I’d never do that. I’m putting my hand over it, and when I remove my hand, my face will be very close to yours so I can see your pupil. Is that all right with you?”

      Caitir closed her good eye, but Kara stopped her. “Even though my hand will be covering it, I need you to keep your eye open.” She covered the eye and turned to Shirin. “Could you bring a torch closer, Commander?” As Shirin held the light as close as possible, Kara leaned in and quickly removed her hand. She studied the eye for a minute and blew out a breath. “Thank the Goddess.” She turned to look at Haria. “Definite reaction, My Lady.”

      Haria nodded absently as she continued to palpate the back of Caitir’s head.

      Caitir winced, tried to bat her hand away, cried out in pain, and then passed out.

      With head injuries, Sábria knew enough not to have given Caitir any dursium dust for pain, but seeing Caitir jerk her broken arm and pass out from the pain had her wishing she hadn’t had so much experience with wounded warriors over the turns.

      The probing continued while Haria continued asking questions. “What did you give her for the pain?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Anything to make her sleep?”

      “I knew you’d need to see her pain levels, check her mental acuity and speech, etc. I didn’t give her any drugs whatsoever.” Sábria’s voice took on a hard edge, as though it were Haria’s fault that she’d had to sit in a filthy alley with her wounded Blade for over a candlemark, unable to give her anything for the pain. “She’s passed out twice, each time because she’s tried to use her arms. Her broken arms, Haria. Yes, we splinted them, but—” Now her voice caught, and she had to stop speaking or risk allowing her emotions to bleed through.

      Knowing the stress Sábria experienced every time one of her Blades was injured, Haria understood the anger in her words. “It’s a good thing you didn’t. If you’d given her dursium dust, which I teach Blades to give for pain when they need to transport to the healer hall, that could have been a disaster. One of its properties is a minimal amount of blood thinner, which, in most cases, is acceptable. In this instance, it could have caused more bleeding in her cranium, which would have put more pressure on her brain, causing more damage than has already been done.”

      Sábria’s gaze sharpened. “Please tell me the mental deficiencies she’s exhibiting are temporary.”

      “I can’t tell you that. The hallucinations might be temporary, and they might be permanent. I’ll know more when I spend time with her at the healer hall. I also don’t know the extent of her internal injuries.” She’d already looked beneath Caitir’s tunic but lifted it again. “Judging by the color of the bruising here and here, two ribs, maybe more, are broken. Her respirations were normal when I arrived, at least for someone in such extreme pain, indicating the ribs haven’t punctured a lung.”

      Kara had been steadily working to replace Sábria’s hastily-applied splints with ones that would better stabilize Caitir’s arms. “What about that eye socket, My Lady? It looks shattered.”

      “Let’s hope not. I couldn’t palpate it when she was awake, but—” Haria’s words trailed off as she carefully felt the bones around the socket. “I don’t feel what I’d expect to if it were shattered, but I can’t be sure with this swelling. I feel some movement, but—” She looked quizzically at Sábria, “What ethnicity is she?”

      “What?” The question came out of the blue, and it took a moment for Sábria to gather herself and answer. She looked at Shirin, who shrugged. Sábria cast back to when Caitir had first arrived at the Temple fifteen turns earlier. Quite often, if she could remember the first interview, she could recall details of a person’s past.

      It was Prita who hesitantly stepped forward, “My Lady?”

      Not used to junior Blades interrupting a conversation of this import, Shirin turned to rebuke the youngster.

      Sábria quickly stopped her. “Yes, Prita? Do you know where Caitir is from?”

      Prita had seen the anger in Shirin’s eyes, and her courage deserted her. Her voice came out barely above a whisper, “She—” It was well known that when the Arch Priestess asked a question, you answered. Prita straightened her shoulders and took strength from looking directly into Sábria’s eyes. Her voice was steadier on her second try. “She was my handler a few times when Jenx was away. Sometimes, she’d ask me about growing up in a noble family, and once, she said she was from the Plethar Valley, south of Goldcrest. I remember because my Uncle is Goldcrest’s Vice-Chancellor.”

      Haria nodded decisively. “I thought so. Look here.” She ran her finger along the eye ridge of the uninjured eye. “Certain characteristics are present in most of the more insular communities throughout Cibía. The peasants in the Plethar Valley are known for their large bone structure, which would explain why her eye socket remains more or less intact. It would also explain why her cranium wasn’t crushed on impact.”

      Ailith, who’d been standing at rest next to the wall awaiting orders, grinned, “Ya mean she’s got a hard head.”

      With an exasperated look, Haria nodded, “Not nearly as hard as yours, Ailith. I’ve never known anyone with a more stubborn, harder head than you. But physically, yes, it means Caitir has a hard head.”

      Because of her extreme worry for her Blade, Sábria’s smile was brief and strained when she asked, “Can she be moved on the punt? We have no other way to get her out of here.”

      “Yes.” Haria joined Kara in stabilizing Caitir’s injuries. “The trip down the tributary was a smooth one. It only became rough when the Captain had to move across the current and then ordered the trib runners manning the poles to dig them in and the Blades to stop the punt in front of the gate, grab onto the pylons that remained from the original dock and anything else they could and hold on. Once the ropes were tied fast, the punt settled again. I believe we’ll be fine once we have her secured and the Captain takes us into the current.”

      Shirin had been thinking ahead, and she asked Geller, “Doesn’t this tributary come out near the shipping lanes on the bay?”

      “Aye, but better than that, it goes right by th’ Alder Street docks.”

      Snapping her fingers, Shirin straightened. “That’s right.” This was their first break of the day, other than Ailith finding the river gate, of course. Sure, the trib runners could have pushed them upstream if they had to, but Shirin hadn’t wanted to take Caitir, Sábria, and Haria through the Foreign Quarter. Alder Street ran right past the Clayborn district, which was full of middle and upper-class businesses and homes. Compared to the Foreign Quarter, getting them through Clayborn would be a simple matter of not attracting too much-unwanted attention rather than repelling attacks from those who hated Sábria and everything the Blades stood for.

      Sábria watched Haria pull a vial of white powder from her valise, shake some into her hand, and, holding the hand beneath Caitir’s nose, lightly blow it into her nostrils. “What are you doing?” She watched as Caitir stirred and gradually regained consciousness. “Wouldn’t it be better for her if she was unconscious while we take her to the Temple?”

      The first vial was returned to the valise, and a second, filled with liquid, was brought out. “No. I want to control everything about this trip. I can’t have her regaining consciousness on the punt or even while she’s being carried in the litter. I needed her awake so she can drink this. It’s a pain compound that doesn’t thin the blood, mixed with enough caneleid powder to keep her asleep until we reach home.”

      By the look on Kara’s face, she was as surprised as the rest by this seemingly convoluted thinking. Everyone had been relieved when Caitir had passed out. Everyone except Haria, that is. This was precisely why Sábria had insisted the Master Healer, herself, be brought to Caitir at any cost.

      While it was true that Kara was younger than the Master and could have easily been hoisted up and over the wall, she didn’t have Haria’s extensive knowledge. She was gaining more and more experience every turn and would one day be an excellent Master in her own right. But Haria was the best in the Empire. There was a reason she held the highest office in the Healer’s Consortium. Elyon had specifically brought her to the Temple because of her medical prowess, and Sábria had learned long ago to trust the woman who kept her Blades alive if at all possible.

      Putting a gentle hand behind Caitir’s neck, Haria pulled her off Sábria’s shoulder. “You’ll feel this bottle against your lips. I’ll tip the liquid in, and you’ll swallow it. Do you understand?”

      The idea confused Caitir, who squinted her one good eye at the healer. “I’m not a baby bird.”

      “No, you’re not. You’ve hit your head, and your thinking is a bit scrambled. I’m Master Healer Haria, and holding you is your Arch Priestess, Sábria. You trust the Arch Priestess, don’t you?”

      Caitir slowly turned to look into Sábria’s eyes. She studied them momentarily, her one good eye moving back and forth between Sábria’s two. “Birds don’t have blue eyes.”

      Sábria agreed. “No, they don’t. You can trust me, Caitir. You always have.”

      “Your eyes. I’ve always trusted your blue eyes.”

      “Then drink what the Master Healer is giving you so we can take you home.”

      Haria put the vial to Caitir’s lips, and she drank what the blackbird was giving her. After a short while, her thinking blurred, and when her head lolled onto Sábria’s shoulder, everything faded to black.
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      It took them the better part of the following two candlemarks to get Caitir back to the Temple. Sábria remained with Caitir for the rest of the day, but once Shirin had seen Sábria and the Master Healer safely back within the Temple walls, she returned with Geller and several Blades to search the abattoir for more crossbows. What they found horrified them.

      Hundreds of human bones lay heaped in a pile in one of the animal pens. In another three pens, they found one hundred or so skeletons laid out as though they’d been lying on straw-filled pallets. The straw was gone, of course, but the remnants of the pallets remained. That must have been where they’d brought everyone who’d fallen ill with the plague. They’d left them to die and walled them up so the illness would not only be contained within the Codpiece, but they’d gone one step further to keep it walled up within the abattoir.

      They’d returned to the Temple well after dark. After a long bath and a change of clothes—at Haria’s orders, everyone who’d been inside the abattoir was to burn the clothing they’d been wearing and take a long bath with some of her specially prepared soap—Shirin had come to Sábria’s rooms in the Sanctum to give her report and, hopefully, unwind. “I’d heard rumors that there had been times the Empire locked down the Codpiece when sickness ravaged the poor and left them to fend for themselves, but I’d always considered that a tale told by nobles to keep the populace in line. You know, ‘if you misbehave, we’ll shut you off from the rest of the world’ type of threats. But, Sábria, that’s exactly what they did.”

      Sábria rose to get a second bottle of Omune Chiaretto. Her concern for her friend had grown in the last half-candlemark simply because they’d gone through most of one already, and Shirin was still pacing the room. “Haria said the fever was well-documented, which tells me that healers did attend to the sick.”

      “Did they?” Shirin poured the last of the first bottle into her glass and continued to pace. “Or did they treat a few as test subjects and throw the rest in with the dead cows and pigs to slowly die without herbs or medicines? Do you honestly think any of those bones belonged to the learned healers of the time? For that matter, do you think any healers went into the Codpiece at all?”

      Sábria rejected that kind of thinking. “How else would they have studied the illness and affected a cure? There are always good, honest healers who risk their lives to help the sick and find a cure. They would have been working day and night, regardless of where the illness was, to do what they could. Perhaps, just like with the Deathbell Disease, there was a point beyond which the victim couldn’t be saved. What would you do, Shirin, if you were responsible for saving every man, woman, and child in Sarlogne, possibly even in Cibía, from a plague ravaging the Codpiece? What would you do if you could stop that plague from spreading by walling in those who couldn’t be saved?” Sábria poured herself another glass and brought the bottle back with her to the sofa. “What if they found the cure and were able to save the ones who hadn’t progressed past the point of no return and needed to wall up those who still carried the disease but were beyond hope?”

      As Arch Priestess, the realization of what she might be called up to do one day chilled her to the bone. “What a horrible decision to have to make. And you know what? I might have to make that kind of decision one day. I pray to Elyon that never happens because, in all honesty, I’m not sure what I’d do. I do know I’d die within the walls of the abattoir giving succor to those who were dying.”

      It took a third serving of wine for Shirin to feel even a little bit settled. “You know what else we found?”

      Sábria sighed. She didn’t want to know what they’d found. Not really, anyway. Seeing Caitir so broken and confused had wreaked havoc on Sábria’s emotions, too. They still didn’t know whether her Blade would live, let alone wholly recover her faculties, and the only reason she’d left her at the healer hall was that Osstendler had personally tracked down Caitir’s lover, Arane, who’d mistakenly heard that both Blades had been killed. She’d gone out on a vendetta, searching for her murderers. It was only after Arane had come running into the healer hall to confirm Caitir was still alive and to reassure Sábria she wouldn’t leave her side that Sábria felt she could leave to get some much-needed rest.

      Sábria was tired, and the wine was finally loosening shoulder muscles that, when word had come of the attack, had wrapped around the base of her neck and pulled tight in both directions. Then, when they’d found Mita, the ends had warped into painful knots, sending shooting pains up into her head and down her spine.

      Seeing Caitir lying in pools of her own blood had nearly done her in. She was exceptionally good in a crisis. But one crisis, then a second, and finally a third, had driven her emotions into hiding. Even though she’d shut down, her shoulders and neck still pulsed with excruciating lightning bolts of pain. It was all she could do to keep from vomiting up everything she’d eaten over the past twelve candlemarks.

      What she craved now was peace and quiet, not this recitation from her Second about how bad the end of her day had been. Yes, it was her job to listen and counsel, but at times, she was the one who needed someone to care for her. Usually, that was Shirin. Or, if she were lucky, her Dreyuthan friend, Lady Knight Isobel, or Gwe, the captain of the sailing ship, Polperro, would help her relax and unwind. But now Shirin had her own pain, and Sábria was the one she turned to when she needed to vent.

      Sábria really didn’t want to know what else Shirin and Geller had found, but she knew her friend needed to talk things through, so, with another sip of wine, she turned and watched as Shirin paced from one side of her sitting room to the other. She heard the irritation in her own voice because all she wanted was to rest and destress. “No, I wasn’t there, Shirin. I only walked through the building on our way to the river gate, and my mind was one hundred percent focused on Caitir. I couldn’t tell you anything about what the interior looked like or even how many Blades accompanied us through that hell hole. What else did you find?” She’d been too preoccupied with her own stress to notice before, but now Sábria’s alarm bells went off as she noticed Shirin’s hand shaking as she lifted her glass to her lips.

      Alarmed and chagrined in turns, Sábria set her glass on the sofa table, hurried to her friend, and clasped her arms. She pulled her in close, staring into her eyes, hoping to convey her concern and love for this woman who meant so much to everyone in the Temple and to her most of all. “Shirin. What’s wrong?”

      With her half-full wine glass still in her hand, Shirin convulsively wrapped her arms around Sábria and pulled her in tight, not realizing she’d spilled her wine down Sábria’s back as her fingers dug for purchase on the smooth, silky robe. She sobbed into her hair as Sábria held her close to her chest.

      Knowing this needed more than a simple hug, without letting go, Sábria walked her into her bedroom and gently laid her on the bed. After pulling off her wine-soaked robe and nightclothes, she climbed in beside Shirin, pulled her in, and intertwined their legs, wanting to convey a sense of safety and comfort where Shirin could cry out her stress and grief for as long as it took for her to regain her equilibrium. Shirin buried her head in Sábria’s chest and let all the emotions she’d bottled up inside come pouring out.

      With the stressful lives they led, it was only natural that life often became too much. While that had happened on more occasions than Sábria cared to count, two specific instances came to mind. The first time had been when Shirin’s patrol partner, Leyva, had been killed in a carriage accident. Shirin had blamed herself, and it had taken Arch Priestess Sandrin several moons to convince her otherwise.

      The second time had been when she’d been convinced Sábria was going to die from the Deathbell disease. Shirin had stepped up and taken charge of the Blades, and to everyone in the Temple, she’d been the tower of strength everyone expected from their Commander. It wasn’t until Sábria had completely recovered that her Second had fallen apart in her arms, just as she was doing now. They tried to be everything the Blades expected of them, but there were times when it all got to be too much.

      Losing a Blade like Mita, a happy, caring woman who’d been their subordinate and friend, was bad enough. Then, for them to find one of Shirin’s former shivs near death in that filthy alley and for her to take charge of the scene as though it was any other crime scene and do it with such strength and leadership had taken its toll.

      As she held her crying friend, Sábria realized she shouldn’t have sent Shirin back into the abattoir. It had been too much piled on what was already an emotionally wrought day. “I’m sorry I sent you back there, Shirin. I wish you’d said something. I know how close you are to Caitir, and I should have realized how difficult the day had already been for you.”

      The crying slowed and eventually stopped. Shirin pulled in a deep breath and rolled onto her back, leaving one arm beneath Sábria and resting her second hand on the pillow next to her head. “Sometimes, it just gets to me, you know? Do you know how many friends I’ve lost to this life of ours? And I don’t mean how many Blades. I grieve for them, too, but I’m talking about women I’ve loved as though they were my sisters.”

      She did know, but Sábria rolled onto her side, rested her head on her hand, and sighed, “Too many.”

      “Seven. I think perhaps that’s why Arlin is so good for me. She’s not a Blade. She doesn’t go out of her way to get into fights, and she’s fun. Did you know she bought Pryor House in the Clayborn District from her gambling winnings?”

      “I did.” There was very little Sábria didn’t know, especially when it concerned someone involved with one of her Blades.

      “Of course you did.” Shirin turned her head to smile at her friend. “Did you know that sometimes I wish I could just leave and move in with her?”

      Sábria watched her for a while and then softly said, “What else did you find inside the abattoir?”

      “Sometimes, when I look at Ghost the way she looked today, standing over a Blade swinging a knife back and forth and daring anyone to come near, it’s so easy to forget she’s only nine turns old. A child, Sábria. Do you know what I was doing when I was nine? I was trying to guess what perfume my oldest sister would choose for all the rest of us to wear to dinner so our perfumes wouldn’t compete.”

      Sábria put her hand on Shirin’s cheek, and gently turned her face so she was looking directly into her eyes. “Shirin. What else did you see?”

      “You don’t think of them as children, do you? The skellis and nints, I mean. I guess, most of the time, they’re maybe not even people, are they?”

      A tear trickled down Shirin’s cheek, and Sábria gently wiped it away with her thumb.

      Shirin stared into those blue eyes while she spoke. “When I saw the bodies, my brain couldn’t understand what I was seeing, you know? I mean, I know they’re children. I know that, but my brain kept saying, “It’s okay, they’re only skellis and nints. If they’d been children, then—” She choked on a sob and couldn’t continue. Swallowing down the emotions threatening to overtake her, she made a stab at changing the subject. “Anyway, we think we found most of the traps.”

      There was no way Sábria would allow her to change the subject. Shirin needed to process what she’d seen, and now was the time to do just that. “If they’d been children in your mind and not skellis, then what?” She hadn’t let go of Shirin’s face, and with her gaze still locked onto Shirin’s eyes, she felt the power of Elyon flowing through their connection.

      Shirin focused on the brightness she saw in those intense, azure eyes. In fact, she doubted she could look away. Her answer came out barely above a whisper. “Then, everything we work for, every day, every candlemark, has failed. We’ve failed.”

      “You still haven’t told me what you found.”

      “Three skellis and two nints, rotting on the floor with holes through their little bodies. The bolts tore straight through their chests, well, through three chests, one gut wound, and one head.”

      “They’d gone in and tripped the crossbow trigger wires?”

      “Yes, probably at different times, judging by the different rates of decay, and no one cared enough to move them. I mean, people move children when they die. They don’t just leave them lying where they fell to rot. So my mind kept saying, ‘They can’t be children because nobody moved them.’” She allowed Sábria to pull her close again and rested her head on her chest.

      “You do realize that’s illogical thinking, right?”

      With a sigh, Shirin acknowledged the point. “I know. But, I think my brain was overloaded and—” She raised her head to look into Sábria’s eyes again, “If I said it felt like, just for that short time I was staring at those little bodies, that it felt like it was winking in and out, like I couldn’t comprehend what I was seeing, would you think you needed to find a new second-in-command?”

      A sigh rose from deep in Sábria’s chest. She ran her hand through Shirin’s short, blonde hair several times before answering. “I know how shaken you are, but Shirin, I could never replace you, winking brain or no. You are my right arm, and I don’t want to think about ever leading the Daughters of Elyon without you right by my side.

      With a weary, watery smile, Shirin laid her head down for the third time on her friend’s chest. Listening to the soft beating of her heart reminded her of just how big that heart really was. “I’m just tired, Sábria. I’ll be better in the morning. This is just my exhaustion talking. I’ll be better, I promise. Tomorrow, we’re going back in to retrieve the bodies, and we’ll bring them in and, if it’s okay with you, burn them on the Temple pyre.”

      With a short shake of her head, Sábria knew her answer wasn’t what Shirin wanted to hear. “We’re using the Temple pyre to send Mita to the Goddess tomorrow, and while it may sound callous, I’m afraid it wouldn’t be right to burn them in the same flames that send our warriors into Elyon’s arms. Judging by what you just told me, it sounds like the skellis and nints have been dead for a while. It won’t hurt to leave them for another day, and together, you and I will send them to the Goddess in the city's burial fires the next day.”

      Kissing her friend on the top of her head, Sábria squeezed the arm her hand was resting on and pulled Shirin in as tight as possible. “How often have you told me I’m safe with you, Shirin? Well, my friend, you’re always safe with me. If you need time away from the stresses of the Temple, either with Arlin or even in Tuviste with your family, I’ll arrange it so you can rest. But for tonight, stay here with me in my bed and sleep. I’ve got you. I’ll always have you, and we’ll get through these hard times together.”

      “I’ll be fine in the morning.” Shirin snuggled in closer, thankful for the emotional and physical warmth she always felt when lying in Sábria’s arms. As her eyes grew heavy with sleep, the thought occurred that Sábria had had just as stressful a day as she. Wrapping both arms around her friend, Shirin squeezed her gently to let her know they were in this together, and together, they could get through whatever the world threw at them. She smiled and whispered, “What would our Blades think if they could see us now? Two exhausted and weary people, one questioning everything we stand for, lying in one another's arms?”

      “I’ll let you know in the morning. Right now, all I want is to forget everything except the feeling of your arms wrapped around me, holding me tight.”

      That brought a small smile as Shirin closed her eyes and allowed her mind to drift off to sleep.
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      Fire lifted Mita into the embrace of the Goddess’s arms the following day as ten solemn notes rang from both the bell in the clock tower and from the enormous watch bell in the Temple Tower. The watch bell was typically only rung in cases of emergency, but it also announced to the city of Sarlogne that one of the women who guarded them had been cut down before her time.

      The Goddess Circle, a vast circular space in the heart of the fruit grove behind the Temple walls, served as Mita’s last resting place. All the Blades and civilians from the Temple and the Annex were in attendance. Most stood a short distance away as they were well aware that once lit, the wood used in the pyre was of a type that burned fast and extremely hot.

      As the bells rang out, Sábria carried the torch to the pile of dry brush that served as the flashpoint to ignite other strategically placed kindling that would carry the blaze to all sides of the pyre. Before she touched the torch to the brush, everyone in the Circle recited the words that had sent Blades into the arms of their Goddess from the time of the first Blade to die in Elyon’s service. “Blessed Elyon. Your servant, Mita, rises to your loving embrace. As your sword guides us, your love awaits us. We who are left behind continue the battle while our friend and sister lies in the comfort of your loving arms.”

      Sábria held the torch inches above the wood, looked at Mita lying on the bier, and added a personal message to her fallen Blade. “My dear, brave, beloved Mita. We’ll miss your smile and the laughter in those sparkling brown eyes. Take my love with you and give it to all who’ve gone before you.”

      As she listened to the words, Ailith stood back, wondering why people weren’t close enough to let Elyon know Mita deserved her place in the heavens. Her people’s customs were so different from those in the Temple, and she was torn between honoring what was right for her people and what was practiced within the Blades.

      In the Blacktip Mountains, where she was from, warriors honored the dead by standing as close to the flames as they possibly could without getting burned. In that way, the Goddess would know the dead were worthy of their fellow warriors’ respect. When Sábria touched the torch to the flashpoint, the flames raced around the circle and then flew down lines of dried brush toward the bier.

      Watching as the bier began to smoke and burn, Ailith knew that if she wanted to honor Mita, she couldn’t remain at a distance with all the rest. She walked forward and stood with her feet practically in the flames, quietly singing the song praising Mita’s deeds to the Goddess Elyon.

      When Ailith had first arrived at the Temple, through a series of tragic events, she’d been kept away from Maeira’s funeral pyre. Lady Isobel of Drethemere had told Sábria and Shirin about the beliefs of the peasants from the Blacktip Mountains. Because she’d been forewarned, Ailith practically walking into the flames didn’t alarm Sábria as much as it might otherwise have done.

      Jenx, however, hadn’t been told, and she hurried forward to pull her shiv back to safety. Other Blades stared at Ailith, wondering what she was up to now.

      Sábria held up a hand to stop Jenx and despite the heat that had turned Ailith’s face a bright red, stepped beside her shiv and placed an arm around her shoulders.

      Tears of gratitude stung Ailith’s eyes when she looked into Sábria’s face. Unsure whether it was allowed, she chanced the gesture practiced by the peasants who shared the heat from the flames. She put her arm around Sábria’s waist, and when Jenx moved to Ailith’s other side and placed her arm around her shoulders, Ailith circled her waist as well.

      Shirin moved forward then and stood with her arm around Sábria, and before long, Blades moved forward and created a human chain encircling the pyre. For the first time in recorded history, the colors of providence rose in the smoke. Shocked, Sábria watched them swirl around Mita’s body, and as she looked around to gauge her people’s reactions, she saw awe and wonder in their faces as they witnessed their Goddess welcoming Mita home.

      Overwhelming love for her Goddess had her kneeling in worship, creating a cascading effect among the Blades. In addition to the colors, an invisible wall came down, protecting them from the worst of the heat. No one received even the slightest burn, and when the relative coolness hit them, Ailith’s song changed from one of entreaty to a joyful Dreyuthan celebration song. When her last words drifted heavenward, she turned to Sábria with tears streaming down her cheeks. “Did ya feel th’ heat stop, Milady? That’s how th’ Goddess tells me people that their dead are in her arms.”

      There wasn’t a dry eye around the pyre, and with tears falling from her cheeks and chin, Sábria put her forehead down on Ailith’s temple. She spoke so only Ailith would hear, “I think the peasants of the Blacktip Mountains understand more about life and death and the in-between than any society I’ve ever known. You come from an incredible people, Ailith, and I’m so proud that Elyon brought you to our Temple.”

      Ailith was so shocked by Sábria’s words that she could think of nothing to say in response. She’d only done what her heart had told her was right. Wasn’t that what she’d always done? This was no different, but all the same, her chest swelled with pride at the unlooked-for praise.

      They remained until the fire had completely consumed Mita’s body. Some would stay to tend the flames, but most began drifting back to the Temple or Annex to resume their daily activities. Death was a part of life for them, and a funeral didn’t keep them away from their tasks for very long.

      As they returned to the Citadel, Shirin thought about what had happened during the ceremony. Sábria, who was thinking thoughts of her own, walked quietly by her side. They both nodded to the guards as they walked beneath the portcullis and then Shirin brought up what was foremost on her mind. “How were we not burned from the heat of the flames? I mean, it was hot at first, but then, all of a sudden, it wasn’t?”

      “Do you remember Isobel telling us about the burial customs of Ailith’s people?”

      “Yes, that’s why I joined you, to honor her beliefs.”

      “Elyon honored those beliefs, as well. Ailith said that when the coolness comes, that’s when the Goddess takes the dead warrior into her arms.”

      “Do you think Ailith will do that tomorrow when we put the children on the Pyre?”

      “I don’t know, but I don’t think so. If you remember, Isobel said standing that close to the flames was a warrior’s way of sending a fellow warrior’s spirit into the arms of the Goddess. I think it’s a very special ceremony reserved for that and only that.” She glanced at Shirin. “I’ll be there, Shirin, but don’t be disappointed or upset when there are only a few people at the city pyre tomorrow.”

      A touch of bitter anger crept into Shirin’s voice. “Because they’re not people?”

      “Because they’re not family.” She stopped and put her hand on Shirin’s arm. “We’re working to change societal norms that have existed for millennia. We know they’re people, Shirin, and we’ll keep working to make others realize that as well. I promise. You go on inside. I’m going to check on Caitir and talk to people to see what the general mood is among the Blades.”

      “I’ll tell you what the mood is. They’re out for blood, and no one will rest until the men responsible are brought in, tried in front of Master Fiyori, and executed for their crimes.”

      Sábria nodded. “Who’s organizing the search?”

      “Calit and Rahel Arenda. Obviously, everyone wants to volunteer, but I’ve restricted the search. Blades have to have six candlemarks of rest after getting off shift, and they have to take a three-candlemark break before going on their next shift. That still leaves us with more than enough people trolling the streets and back alleys, talking to people, and bringing back information.”

      “Any news so far?”

      Shirin motioned toward the healer’s hall. “Let’s walk. I’d like to check on Caitir, too. So far, we know there were five men, three of whom were more likely than not of noble birth. No one, so far, has come forward with information that would tell us whether they’re Cibían or not. I’m thinking the other two had to be from the Codpiece. Otherwise, how would they have known about the opening in the alley wall outside of the abattoir?”

      “Nobleman having nobs from the Codpiece working for them? That hardly seems likely.”

      “I know, and that might be what brings them down. How many pairings like that can there be running around attacking Blades? Someone knows something, we just haven’t found the right people to talk to yet. Also, what are the Primes doing in case these five return to attack more of us? How are they preparing our people?”

      “The handlers and shivs are going out as two pairs instead of just one. In other words, two handlers and two shivs. Newer Blades like Prita and Falin are all being paired with Senior Guardians.”

      “What about off-duty?”

      “Anyone who goes out has to be accompanied by either a Senior Blade, a Senior Guardian, or someone of higher rank. And before you ask, yes, that includes Ailith on her evening runs.”

      When Shirin held open the door to the Healer Hall, Sábria nodded her thanks and walked inside. “And how did Ailith take that? I know her evening runs are sacrosanct, and it’s become something of a routine for her and Ty to run the city’s perimeter every evening.”

      “I gave her a direct order myself and left nothing to the imagination as far as what would happen if she decided to go against my orders. But honestly, Ailith doesn’t ever purposefully rebel against orders. It’s mostly that things just happened to her, and she goes along for the ride.”

      Sábria sighed, “I’m aware of that. But I want to ensure nothing happens that would draw her away from the Temple on her own.”

      The Healer Hall was a large building with several wings built off of a central hallway. At the end of the hall, three large hearths brought welcome warmth, and because of the material used to build the hall, they kept the rooms at an even temperature throughout the turn. The larger hearth took up much of the end wall, with the two smaller ones burning cheerfully on either side.

      Sábria and Shirin walked through the first archway on the right and came into the Acute Care Wing, where three of the twenty beds were occupied. The remainder of the room held three bathing tubs, two surgical tables, and many cabinets holding whatever medical instruments or herbal remedies might be needed at a given time.

      Sábria hoped for a private report on Caitir’s condition, so she motioned for Haria to join her at the other end of the room.

      Haria sat next to Caitir’s bed, lightly probing her stomach. Always attuned to what was happening in the hall, she held up a finger, asking Sábria to wait.

      Knowing that Sábria wanted to talk to Haria without Caitir being present, Shirin strode over to the bed to wait with their Blade while the healer and the Arch Priestess talked.

      The Blade’s one eye was still swollen shut, and when she opened the second, it was startling to see the whites were an angry, blood-red color. Shirin had only seen Caitir for a quick moment before she’d begun organizing the plans for her extraction, so she hadn’t cataloged all of her injuries before now. Over the turns, though, she’d seen plenty of other Blades with bloody eyes and wasn’t repulsed by it. She knelt beside the bed and took Caitir’s hand.

      Caitir stared at her and then looked down at the hand holding her own. “Your wing doesn’t feel like feathers.”

      Haria spoke quietly as she continued her examination. “That’s because she’s not a bird, Caitir. I know that’s how your brain is interpreting what you’re seeing, and that might be too complicated for you to understand right now, but this is Commander Shirin. Do you remember Commander Shirin?”

      Seeing that Haria wouldn’t stop what she was doing and come over immediately, Sábria walked to the bed instead. Since both sides were occupied, she rested a hand on the blanket covering Caitir’s toes.

      Caitir focused on Sábria, who felt a stab of relief to see a tiny bit of recognition cross her features. As the Blade stared into her eyes, Sábria patiently waited to see how far that recognition went.

      After staring for quite a while, Caitir raised a single finger. That was the most she could do with both arms in splints and secured in slings across her stomach and chest. “I know those purple eyes. You’re the dove with the purple eyes.” Her own eyes narrowed. “Well, sometimes they’re purple, and then they’re blue.”

      Haria believed that emphasizing what was real versus what was happening in Caitir’s addled mind would help her injured brain begin to sort out what was real and what was not. “Sábria’s eyes are blue. There’s a red haze of blood over your eyes, and red and blue make purple. That’s why you’re sometimes seeing blue and sometimes purple.”

      “I remember seeing the blue ones before. Before the stupid thing happened. Before we did something stupid.” Her eye tracked back and forth as bits of her memory returned. “I said we. Who’s the other one? There should be a Blade. I don’t know what that is, but there should be a Blade.” Once again, her gaze locked on Sábria’s eyes. “Am I a Blade?”

      Haria’s hand froze and her gaze locked on to Caitir’s good eye. “What does that mean to you, Caitir? What does that mean to be a Blade?”

      Caitir’s brow came down low. “I don’t know. I just…think…that maybe I’m a Blade, and there should be another one somewhere around. I said we, and that means there was someone else, right?” She looked at Sábria for the answer.

      Still not wanting to tell her about Mita, Sábria skirted the issue. “Yes, you’re my Blade, Caitir. I’m your Arch Priestess, Sábria.” She rested a hand on Shirin’s shoulder. “This is Commander Shirin. She was your handler, and you were her shiv. You live in the Temple of the Daughters of Elyon. Do you remember that?”

      Caitir studied Shirin’s face. “Sometimes I see a bird, and then waves happen, and I see someone I should know. Like when the dove was dancing around my legs, I saw a dove, and then I saw a clump of brown curly hair on top of the child’s head. No, not a child. It was a skelli, and then the skelli turned back into the dove. Just like right now.” She was still staring at Shirin. “You’re a bird, and then you turn into a person, and then you go back to being a bird again.”

      Haria put her fingers on Caitir’s chin and turned her face so they were looking at one another. “Let me look into your eye, Caitir. I’m going to cover it with my hand, and then I’m going to take my hand away. When I do that, you’ll see me up close, looking into your eyes. Is that all right with you?”

      When Caitir nodded, Haria covered the eye, waited for several moments, and then pulled her hand away. She moved in close and was gratified to see the pupil still reacting as it should. She stood and motioned for Sábria to join her out in the hall. Both women stepped out, and Haria gave her report as they walked down the hallway towards the hearths. “I’m pleased to say there’s some definite improvement regarding her head injury. I still can’t tell if the orbital bone around her eye is broken. We’ll have to wait for the swelling to go down to know one way or another. She still sees us as birds, but her brain is trying to sort things out.”

      She stopped and placed her hand on the back of one of several chairs arranged in front of the fires before continuing. “She has some broken ribs and the two wounds you triaged and treated in the alley—the slice across her stomach and the stab wound in the back. That one is very close to her spinal cord, and while it doesn’t appear to have severed it, we won’t know until she heals enough for us to get her on her feet and walking.”

      That was news Sábria hadn’t yet heard, and it was just one more worry to add to her list of concerns. “Is there a chance that she won’t walk again?”

      “There’s always a chance. However, she does have feeling in her feet and legs, so I’m hopeful she’ll retain full use of them.”

      Sábria glanced back the way they’d come. “Who are the other two in the beds in there? I don’t remember getting any reports of anyone else injured badly enough to warrant a bed in the unit.”

      Haria started back to the alcove. “Oh, they’re not patients. One is Kara. I asked her to remain on duty while she caught up on some sleep, and the other is Caitir’s lover, Arane.”

      The sharp edges of worry plaguing her since she’d seen what she thought were two more injured Blades softened, and Sábria moved up beside Haria. “That’s a relief, at least. I thought maybe someone else had gotten injured, and I hadn’t heard about it yet.”

      Shirin met them at the front door. Haria returned to Caitir’s side, and Sábria walked with Shirin to the sanctum to change out of their ceremonial uniforms into their everyday clothes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 8

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      After two sevendays, the Blades were no closer to finding the men who’d killed one of their own. Much to Shirin’s consternation, a frustrated Sábria had been participating in the search, hoping someone would volunteer information to her that they might not give to an ordinary Blade. It had caused some stress in their daily routine since every time the Arch Priestess left the Temple, especially when five murderers were on the loose, Shirin and ten Blades always stayed close by her side.

      Today, they’d returned to the Temple right before the last meal of the day. Shirin immediately grabbed the day’s reports from a basket on her desk and sat down to read. On the days she accompanied Sábria into the city, she pulled Subcommander Calit in to do a preliminary perusal, asking her to separate the reports into three piles: must-reads, can wait a day, and don’t bother. Calit had taken it upon herself to further divide the must-reads into those that pertained to the search, disciplinary reports that required Shirin’s attention, and injury reports.

      Once Shirin read them, she took them in and left them in Sábria’s inbox. She’d just finished reading a report Geller had written about a fight Killian and her shiv, Emlyn, had gotten into on deadnight shift when she heard Sábria in her office.

      “Oh, Goddess Bless. No.”

      Shirin hurried in to see Sábria standing at her tall, thin window overlooking the courtyard. “What’s wrong?”

      “A Hunter bringing in a body.”

      “What?” Shirin hurried to stand next to Sábria so she could see what was happening down in the yard. Hunters were Blades who were specially trained to track down other Blades who’d gone missing and return them to whatever Temple they’d gone missing from. “We haven’t had any reports of people missing from any Temples, have we? Did I miss something?”

      Sábria watched as the Hunter, dressed in midnight black, pulled her horse up in front of the healer hall. Kara hurried outside, and the Hunter pulled an oilskin packet from the inside pocket of her coat and handed it down to her. The healer took the folded oilskin and stepped to the pack mule. She lifted the tarp covering the body and out of habit, felt for a pulse. Not finding any, she began untying the ropes securing the body.

      Several Blades from the outdoor dining tables hurried over to help lift the body off the mule. The Hunter remained in her saddle, staring straight ahead, waiting. Once all the ropes were free, Kara absently gave them to Sela, who wrapped them and stored them in one of the mule’s saddlebags.

      The grim look Sábria gave Shirin said it all. Losing a Blade at any time was devastating, but losing one now was the last thing they needed. She turned and left their offices, striding down the stairs and out into the Citadel’s inner garden. A six-foot high wall separated the garden from the inner bailey, and as Sábria walked beneath the arch into the central courtyard, the Hunter was riding her horse toward the gate.

      Sábria stepped out, fully expecting the rider to salute, dismount, and give her report. The woman wore a thick cloak wrapped around her, and from what Sábria could see, she didn’t recognize the face that was mostly covered in shadow beneath the coat’s hood. It wasn’t unusual for her not to know every one of her over eight thousand Blades scattered among the various Temples of Elyon. In fact, she knew very few of those living in the ones furthest from Sarlogne.

      Like most Hunters, everything about the woman was dark and foreboding. Known for their taciturn ways, no one expected a Hunter to offer a friendly greeting. In fact, not many people ever had much to do with them. They were an insular subset of the Blades, people who hunted down their sisters and dragged them back to face the consequences of running away from their respective Temples.

      When the Hunter passed her without a word, or any type of acknowledgment, for that matter, Sábria’s eyes narrowed. She barked an order using a warning tone meant to give the Hunter pause. “Report.”

      Without turning, the Hunter merely brought her horse to a stop and halfway turned her head to speak over her shoulder. “I left my written report with the healer.”

      When Shirin started forward to rebuke the woman, Sábria held up a finger to stop her. She wanted to give the Blade a chance to redeem herself if she was so inclined. The three stood in a silent tableau, the Hunter on her horse with the mule trailing behind on a lead rope, Sábria waiting with her arms at her sides, and Shirin stewing with her arms crossed over her chest.

      Sábria was the first to speak. “Is that how you were trained to report to your Arch Priestess?”

      Moving with the deliberate slowness of someone being made to do something they resented, the Hunter sighed loudly, swung her leg over the horse’s rear, and dismounted. With an insulting nod to military discipline, she turned and indifferently tapped her fist to her chest before letting her hand drop to her side. “I already told you. I left my written report with your healer. The report is thorough, and I have nothing more to add.” Even though her words weren’t loud, her voice was robust and intense, as though it could fill the entire courtyard with its power and presence.

      With her temper rising, Sábria’s response was soft and low, a definite warning to those who knew her they were risking her ire, which was also something those same people tried to avoid. She drew out the one word. “Name?”

      “Also in the report.”

      Drawing her sword, Sábria approached the Hunter. She rarely experienced out-and-out disrespect and never tolerated it when she did. Warning sparked in her eyes as she said, “Care to try again?”

      This time, an aggravated growl accompanied the Hunter’s sigh.

      Sábria finally got a good look at the face beneath the hood when the woman rolled her eyes and tilted her head to the sky. The face was gaunt and black half-circles colored the skin beneath those grey, brooding eyes. Although she wasn’t dark-skinned like Haria, Sela, or even Mhina, her complexion was somewhere between olive and brown, and her full lips said some Olarnian blood might be running through her veins.

      “Xydarano.”

      Definitely Olarnian blood, then. Sábria mentally ran through the Olarnians pledged to the Temple. Whenever she needed to place a Blade, she had a system where she started from Sarlogne and worked her way outwards, mentally picturing the rosters of the Blades in the nearest Temples and moving further away as needed. It wasn’t until she came to one of the furthest that she finally registered the name.

      The woman had used the traditional Olarnian pronunciation, Cethéreno, and it wasn’t until Sábria gave it the Cibían inflection that she realized who the woman was. “Xyda.” Behind her, she heard Shirin whisper just loud enough for Sábria to hear.

      “You’re kidding me.” Hunter Xyda was something of a legend among her fellow Hunters and someone whose reputation preceded her. Blades feared her tracking abilities, and it was her name that was whispered whenever handlers were teaching their shivs about the laws of the Temple. Don’t run or Xyda will find you and bring you home. She was a leader among the Hunters, always willing to teach, and was the best tracker in the Cibían Empire.

      Xyda settled her grey eyes on Shirin. Anger and disdain were evident in her glare, and she seemed to find the second-in-command of the Daughters of Elyon lacking.

      Legend or not, the woman answered to Sábria, who wasn’t half pleased with her responses. “As you well know, when giving a report, you use your full title, Blade Xydarano.”

      Xyda’s eyes narrowed as she focused on Sábria. Disdain was evident in her short bow. “Hunter Xydarano, My Lady.”

      “Blade Xydarano.”

      “I’m a Hunter, not a Blade.”

      “All Hunters are Blades.” The fire that sparked in Xyda’s eyes at her pronouncement shocked Sábria and had Shirin stepping forward as though she might need to defend her Arch Priestess. Sábria, who still had her sword in her hand, stepped forward to place herself in front of Shirin. When Shirin moved to follow, Sábria stopped her by holding the sword out in front of Shirin’s body. Obviously, it wasn’t an aggressive move, but it got her message across. Sábria didn’t need to be protected from one of her Blades.

      Xyda repeated herself, more adamantly this time. “I’m a Hunter, My lady. I’m Hunter Xydarano.”

      Her instincts had Sábria letting the argument go for the time being. “Report.”

      Closing her eyes to reign in her irritation, Xyda prepared to give the report she should have given in the first place. When the eyes reopened, they flashed with what? Anger? Irritation? Hard to tell without knowing her better. “High Priestess Medelé summoned me to White Cliff Temple. One of her shivs had run, and she was afraid the girl would do herself harm.”

      Sábria’s heart sank when she heard it was one of her shivs. The life of the Blades was difficult, and all High Priestesses knew they had to keep a close watch on them the first few turns in the Temple. “What shiv? Why did she run, and why was Medelé worried she’d harm herself? You know how to give a report, Xyda.” This time, it was Sábria’s eyes that flashed. “This is your one warning. Do it right, or Senior Hunter or not, you’ll feel the flat of my blade across your back.”

      Not looking cowed in the least, Xyda continued, “Shiv Girta fell in love,” she waved away the word, “or infatuation, hard to know at that age, with a senior Blade who didn’t return her regard. The shiv was nothing more than a child, and that blasted High Priestess should have seen the signs.”

      “Personal opinions have no place in a report.” Sábria watched her closely. Something was wrong and she needed all her Goddess-given abilities to suss out why this Hunter was acting the way she was. Luckily, she hadn’t needed a Hunter in Sarlogne for turns, but even though she hadn’t needed their services, it also meant they never visited her Temple. She wondered if not keeping a closer eye on the specialized sect of Blades had been a mistake.

      The Hunter’s full lips pursed into a thin line, telling Sábria that Xyda knew how to give a report and knew it wasn’t her place to criticize a High Priestess. After a moment, Xyda nodded to concede the point. “Apparently, the Blade had been gently discouraging the shiv, trying to steer her toward more age-appropriate relationships. Girta walked in on the Senior Blade and another Blade having sex, and before the Blade could get dressed to follow, Girta had fled the Temple. The Senior Blade searched as best she could. When the shiv didn’t return by sundown, they began a limited search using Temple Blades, and when they hadn’t found her by sunup the next day, they called me in.”

      Blades had been gathering around to listen to the report, and someone called out with more than a bit of animosity, “Didn’t anyone tell you Hunters are supposed to bring people back alive?”

      Xyda glanced to her left to see who’d spoken. Her gaze tracked across the crowd and then she glanced over her shoulder, looking for all the world like she was checking to make sure the portcullis was still raised.

      Someone else snarled, “Dead or alive. It’s all the same to them.”

      These were voices Sábria didn’t recognize, telling her they were some of the Blades newly transferred to the Sarlognean Temple during the Festival Riots. The anger and hatred she heard behind the words surprised her, though, and not wanting to fan the flames, she sheathed her sword and stepped closer to Xyda. “You can put your horse and mule in the stables. Commander Shirin will assign you a room, and once you’re settled, you’re to come to me in the Citadel and finish your report.”

      Xyda shook her head. “Hunters don’t stay in Temples. I’ll stable my animals in the city, find a room, and then report back to you if you like.”

      “I’m not used to people disregarding my orders.”

      “No disrespect meant, My Lady, but Hunters don’t stay within Temple walls.”

      Now, Sábria decided to push the issue of precisely who the Hunters were. “Blades live in Temples. Hunters are Blades. Therefore, Hunters stay in Temples. You’ll stay here tonight.”

      “It’s unsafe, My Lady, and I won’t.”

      “Not safe?” Sábria’s shock was evident in her voice. “Not safe for a Blade to stay in a Temple? Why would you say that?”

      “I didn’t say that. I said it’s unsafe for a Hunter to remain within Temple walls.”

      Looking down as she made a concerted effort to tamp down her growing frustration at the woman’s stubborn insistence she wasn’t a Blade, Sábria pulled in a breath and repeated, “Why would you say that?”

      “As you well know, My Lady,” the disdain was back when Xyda referenced Sábria’s title, “Hunters are the enemy, the bone wolves who hunt Temple warriors down like animals. Blades have been known to throw blankets over us and beat us unconscious. They’ve tied us to posts and horse-whipped us. They spit in our food and drink and piss in our beds.”

      “What?” There was no way that could be true, and Sábria shook her head. “Is that hearsay? Something you’ve heard, or do you have first-hand knowledge of that type of treatment?”

      “Personally?” Xyda slowly unbuttoned her coat and pulled up her tunic, revealing a red, angry-looking scar on her belly. “I was roped, dragged up to the wall of Narane Temple, and thrown off. Luckily, a river flows on that side of Narane. I landed on a stick in the river that punctured my belly, and if it hadn’t been for a lad who saw me fall from the wall and jumped in to pull me out, I’d be dead.”

      She grabbed her left forearm. “My arm was broken when they did the blanket trick after I returned a Blade to Frayham. They kicked and beat me nearly to death. After that, I learned to deliver the Blade or the body and get out. Which is what I’m trying to do now, My Lady.” She pointedly looked at Sábria, who was staring at her with a skeptical tilt of her head.

      Sábria narrowed her eyes. “There’s no way High Priestess Restart would allow any such thing within the walls of the Temple at Frayham.”

      Xyda bared her teeth, stepped forward, and glared down at Sábria from a height similar to Shirin’s taller build.

      Still not worried the Hunter would hurt her, Sábria glared right back.

      “I don’t lie. The High Priestess may not have known what happened since it was done quickly in a shadowed corner of the inner bailey. They tied me up in a blanket, carried me to the edge of the vineyards outside the Temple grounds, and left me to die.”

      The courtyard was uncharacteristically silent as Blades and civilians alike waited to hear what Sábria thought of the Hunter’s claims. Elyon had blessed her with the ability to know when someone was lying, and if Xyda was, they were curious to see what Sábria would do to this storied warrior.

      There was no doubt in Sábria’s mind that Xyda was telling the truth, a fact that sent lightning bolts of alarm racing up her spine.

      A third voice Sábria thought she recognized spoke in a shaking, almost timid tone. When Sábria turned and saw who was speaking, she understood the reason for the slight quaver in the young woman’s voice. Hesta was another who’d come during the Festival Riots, and she was one Sábria had taken an instant liking to. Her keen intelligence and subtle wit were often overlooked because of her nearly debilitating shyness. That was something they didn’t often see in a candidate. While it wasn’t unheard of, a shy Blade was somewhat of an anomaly.

      In fact, if she’d come to Sarlogne to petition her way into the Blades instead of to the Dinden Temple, Sábria wasn’t sure she would have accepted her. Now that she’d spent time with Hesta, with her bright blue eyes, straw blonde hair, and cherubic cheeks, she’d come to realize that she’d never fully embraced the idea that Blades came in all shapes, sizes, and temperaments. It would have been a loss to the Temple if she’d turned this young woman away, and she’d remember that the next time a shy or otherwise atypical petitioner came to her door.

      However, it was against protocol for a newer Blade to interrupt a meeting fraught with the kind of tension she was experiencing with Hunter Xyda. Hoping Hesta would pick up on that, Sábria turned back around without acknowledging her.

      Xyda’s gaze had locked onto Hesta, though, and she, too, stepped out of protocol to address the younger Blade. “Hesta, right? Aren’t you far away from your home Temple?”

      Sábria stepped to her right, putting her directly between her young Blade and this taciturn Hunter. “You’ll address me, Hunter, not my Blade.”

      “I want to know why she felt the need to speak up when I happen to know her shyness makes it difficult to do so. It must be something important for her to step out of character, don’t you think?”

      “And how would you know about her shyness?”

      “We had a chance meeting and visited one night around a campfire.” When murmurs began among the Blades, Xyda growled, “And no, I wasn’t hunting her. I greatly respect her and her loyalties, so don’t start the rumor that she ran.”

      Feeling backed into a corner where, if she continued to ignore Hesta to protect her from this interaction, it might have the unlooked-for consequence of putting her young Blade in a bad light, Sábria looked over her shoulder and motioned for her to join them. Already disliking the audience that had gathered, she looked at Shirin and tilted her head toward the gathered Blades, silently telling her to disperse the crowd.

      Shirin in turn glanced at Geller, who moved in immediately. “All right, show’s over. If ya don’t have somethin’ else ya could be doin’, I’ll set ya to sharpening th’ blades and mookin’ up th’ floors in me armory.”

      It didn’t take long for everyone to hurry on their way, leaving Hesta, Sábria, Shirin, and Geller standing in the yard. Normally, Shirin would motion for Geller to leave as well, but Xyda had the reputation of not only being an excellent Hunter but, as all Hunters had to be, she was an excellent fighter as well. She didn’t expect the tall woman to go after Sábria, but the way she’d moved in on her was more than a bit irksome. “Step back, Hunter Xyda. Now.”

      Xyda turned her glare on Shirin and then flicked a glance at Geller before acquiescing.

      Sábria turned an irritated glare on Shirin. She was more than capable of taking care of herself. On the other hand, she understood Shirin was responsible for keeping the Blades, all Blades, in line when it came to respect for the Arch Priestess. With a shake of her head and an irritated tsk, she turned to Hesta. “What is it, Hesta?”

      Hesta was of average height and build, but there were times, especially when around Sábria and Shirin, that she tended to pull into herself. This had the unfortunate consequence of making her appear smaller than she actually was. When she caught and held Xyda’s gaze, though, she straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin, a move that wasn’t lost on Sábria. “I…I don’t think it happens here, My Lady, though I can’t say for sure. Some of the newer Blades, new like me, I mean, from other Temples, do it, but not those from here.”

      “Do what?”

      “Talk badly about the Hunters. There’s a real hatred out there for them, and what she’s saying is correct. Blades will attack a Hunter if they stay too long within Temple walls. I can’t say what started it because it was well ingrained in White Cliff Temple when I first moved there from Dinden. But something’s driven a wedge between the Hunters and the Blades, probably in an external, concerted effort to divide us.” She stopped and looked at her boots, but then her gaze shot up again, and she quickly amended, “My Lady.”

      And it was precisely that type of report that had endeared Hesta to Sábria in the first place. She was bright and articulate and could present an argument in a clear and concise manner. “Have you witnessed the assaults yourself?”

      “Yes, My Lady. I tried to step in to stop it but was backhanded into a wall and told if I mentioned anything to anyone, I’d be the next one to end up in a blanket. So, I’m ashamed to say I didn’t say anything.”

      A niggling thought occurred to Sábria. “Was it only Blades?”

      “No, My Lady.”

      When Ailith had first arrived at the Temple, one of the Blades, Khaldo, and several of her followers had badly bullied her, enough so that Sábria had stripped them of their Blade status and sent them around to other Temples in a civilian capacity. She thought back to which of Khaldo’s followers she’d sent to White Cliff. “Was Oumar one of the ones involved in the beatings?”

      A red blush spread up Hesta’s throat. “She was the one who backhanded me.”

      Sábria felt Shirin’s gaze on her but didn’t acknowledge it. The fact that a civilian—former Blade or not—had backhanded a Blade without repercussions meant that High Priestess Medelé didn’t have a firm hold on her Temple. They’d deal with what was happening in her Temples after she dealt with the crisis she now realized was happening to her Hunters. “Thank you, Hesta. You’re free to go. As are you, Ursuna.”

      At the mention of the name, Xyda’s gaze sharpened on the Prime, who was respected throughout the Temples for her extreme abilities as a fighter and weapons master. “Ursuna Geller?” At Ursuna’s nod, the gaze turned to Sábria, and anger and incredulity accompanied the Hunter’s next words. “You thought I’d attack the Voice of my Goddess?”

      Shirin spoke up then because it was important that Xyda not think Sábria was in any way intimidated by the Hunter. “Not her. I was concerned. You aggressively stepped into her space, and you’re known as a formidable opponent. And even though Sábria is more than capable of defending herself, I’m known to be a bit overprotective at times.”

      Xyda spoke through clenched teeth. “A bit?”

      Shirin held out her hands. “It’s your job within the Blades to hunt. Mine, first and foremost, is to protect the Arch Priestess.”

      That made sense, and Xyda’s shoulders relaxed. “Just so you know, I’ll lay down my life for this woman. I’ll fight through a hundred arrows piercing my body to protect her to my dying breath. I’d do that for any Blade, but most especially for her. On this, I pledge my word on my oath to Elyon.”

      Hearing the sincerity behind the words, Shirin nodded, took a step closer, and held out her arm. If it wasn’t given in apology, it was at least offered in friendship.

      Xyda accepted the gesture and shook forearm to forearm, as was the way of warriors the world over.

      Geller, too, stepped up and offered her arm, which Xyda accepted.

      When she and Hesta turned to leave, Xyda stopped them. “Blade Hesta.”

      Hesta stopped and turned back.

      Xyda offered her forearm. “My thanks.”

      Blushing furiously, Hesta squared her shoulders, stepped forward, and clasped forearms. She tried to let go, but Xyda held on tight and stared directly into her eyes. “Hunter Stina told me about a Blade who stepped in to try and stop the beating. I should have known it was you, and as the leader of the Hunters, I thank you. If you ever need anything, come find me, and if it’s within my ability to give it to you, it’s yours.”

      Hesta nodded, “Thank you.” With those quietly spoken words, she and Geller left to continue whatever they’d been doing before Xyda had ridden into the courtyard.

      Sábria watched them and then looked squarely into Xyda’s eyes. “I’m the leader of the Blades, Xyda, not you.”

      “I didn’t say I led the Blades.”

      “I don’t intend to keep going over this with you. You are first and foremost a Blade, and no matter what you and other Hunters believe, I am your leader, and you answer to me.” Sábria thought Xyda would come back at her—argue some more—but she lowered her gaze and didn’t say anything. For the first time, Sábria felt waves of despair pouring off the woman. Most people wouldn’t be able to tell, but she could. She put her hand on Xyda’s arm and squeezed. “Xyda, you’re my Blade, and things aren’t right with you. That’s not okay with me. Come on. Let’s take your horses into the stables.”

      Xyda pulled her arm away. “No. I told you. I won’t stay in the Temple.” With that, she took hold of the horse’s reins and vaulted into the saddle.

      Before she could turn the big gelding’s head, Sábria took hold of the reins beneath its chin. Their gazes met and held, each conveying an adamant, silent message to the other.

      Hunters and their beasts had to be ready for every eventuality because their livelihood entailed apprehending the empire’s elite warriors. With a touch of her toes, Xyda told the gelding to pull back without harm, which he did, jerking his head up and ripping the reins from Sábria’s grasp. At her next signal, the gelding whirled, ready to race through the gates and out into the city.

      Sábria calmly signaled Dina, the gate guard assigned to watch the inner and outer courtyards whenever a newcomer was inside.

      As an interior guard, Dina had been trained to react instantly when given the order, a swipe of the hand across the body with the flat palm facing down. She immediately released the emergency lock on the portcullis and, with chains rattling, the heavy iron gate clattered and roared as it dropped into place.

      Drawing her sword, an enraged Xyda swung in a circle, ready to repel an attack from any direction.

      Still calm, Sábria walked up to the gelding and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I believe I told you I am in charge, Xyda, not you.” While she couldn’t say that the Hunter was near panic, her fight-or-flight instincts had definitely kicked into high gear. Sábria felt, rather than saw, Shirin stepping up behind her. In a tone meant to calm the Hunter, Sábria said, “Now, dismount, and we’ll talk about where you’re spending the night.”

      Still not convinced this wasn’t a trap, Xyda studied the allure, or wall walk, running the upper perimeter of the Temple wall.

      “What exactly are you looking for? An escape? You don’t need to escape from me, Xyda. I’m your Arch Priestess, not your jailer. We need to talk, so I’m keeping you here.” As the Hunter continued staring around, Sábria repeated. “What are you looking for?”

      “Archers.”

      “Archers?” Sábria took a chance, walked one step forward, and placed her hand on Xyda’s leg. “You actually think I’d have Blades shoot another Blade from her saddle?” She couldn’t hide the incredulity she felt at the Hunter’s misplaced assumption.

      “Blades have tried it before.”

      The idea that things had gotten so out of control between the Blades and the Hunters stymied Sábria enough that she couldn’t come up with a response. Sure, things had been busy the last few turns, and yes, the levels of stress she and Shirin had been under were higher than they’d ever been before. But for something this monumental to have taken place under her nose was unthinkable. “Xyda. Who am I?” Sábria softened her gaze as she looked up into the Hunter’s eyes.

      “The Arch Priestess.”

      “Do you trust me?” She expected an immediate affirmative but was met with a stony silence. “Xyda. Do you trust me?”

      “I trust Elyon.”

      “Do you trust me?”

      Without answering, the Hunter pursed her lips and swung down out of the saddle. She only sheathed her sword once both feet were on the ground, and she could turn away from Sábria. If she’d have moved to do it while mounted, bringing the sword around to slide it into the scabbard might have looked like an aggressive move that would have caused all manner of problems between them.

      Sábria remained standing next to the horse’s withers. She placed her hand on Xyda’s shoulder and moved in so their bodies were touching. “Xyda. I’m your Arch Priestess. Do you trust me?” The tension in those rock-hard shoulders was palpable, but she left her hand resting on them all the same.

      “I trust the Goddess Elyon.”

      “I’ll take that as a no, then. You’re not leaving this Temple until we talk, and you’re not leaving my side until I know I can trust you not to leave without permission. Now, we’re going to take your mounts into the stable, where my stablemaster, Kemi, will see to them. Then, we’re going into my rooms in the Sanctum, where you’ll bathe and change into a clean uniform. You look half-starved, so I’ll have our meals sent up to my rooms, and after we’ve eaten, we’ll have wine together, relax, and go to bed. You’ll be sleeping with me tonight.”

      That finally got the Hunter’s attention. She turned and stared into Sábria’s eyes. It was no secret among the Blades that, at times, Sábria and the High Priestesses brought their Blades into their beds if they thought that’s what they needed. Strangely enough, it was that which seemed to calm Xyda enough to nod her acceptance of the law Sábria was laying down. “I have your word as the Voice of Elyon that this is no trap?”

      “You have my word.”

      “Then where’s the blasted stables?”

      Xyda’s eyes widened when Sábria tugged the hood down off her head. “There, now I can see the Blade I’ve heard so much about but have only met one or two times.” With a smile lighting her eyes, Sábria further shocked Xyda by affectionately ruffling her short, thick, black hair. “This way.” She set off for the stable, fully expecting the Hunter to follow.

      Shocked at being treated like that by the Arch Priestess kept her rooted in place. The Hunter stared after her and then turned a perplexed look on Shirin, who raised her brows and shrugged. “Xyda, she’s like no one you’ve ever met before. It’s better if you don’t try to figure her out.” With a wave, she indicated the Hunter should follow Sábria through the archway into the stables.

      It had been several moons since Xyda had relaxed in a hot tub, even longer since she’d had scented candles burning around the bathing room and soothing oil in the water. It had been since forever she’d had Omune Chiaretto sitting in a glass on the side of the tub because that wasn’t a wine just anyone could pick up in a bar. She picked up the wine and finished what was left in the glass.

      Sábria, who was seated in a padded armchair she’d dragged into the room, poured her a third glass from the bottle she’d had sitting on the floor next to the chair. The Arch Priestess was still on her first glass, and Xyda idly wondered whether this enigmatic woman ever drank to excess. It didn’t seem likely but you never really knew what people got up to in their off time. For that matter, was Sábria ever really off-duty?

      After setting the bottle back on the floor, Sábria rose and collected a warming crucible she’d filled with oil and placed on a tripod suspended over three candles. She walked around behind Xyda and knelt on a pillow placed there for that one specific purpose. “You know, as dirty as you were when you arrived, combined with the tan you’ve gotten over turns of riding outside in the elements, I wouldn’t have guessed your body would be such a light color.”

      She held the crucible above Xyda’s shoulders. “May I touch you, Xyda? When I felt your shoulders, they were rock-hard with stress. One of my talents is relieving women of the build-up of stress we carry around in our bodies.”

      After a moment’s hesitation, Xyda nodded. “Yes, please. There are times, especially after a failed hunt when my shoulders are so tight I can’t properly turn my head from side to side.”

      The oil’s temperature was perfect when Sábria poured a drop onto her wrist to make sure it wasn’t too hot. Holding the copper crucible by its wooden handle, she put her fingers on Xyda’s forehead, tilting her head back slightly. Holding the oil above the Hunter’s head, she poured a steady stream into the wet, black hair and let it flow down around her shoulders and into the bath water.

      She rose and once more placed the crucible on the tripod where she added more oil she intended to use later, after the bath. Returning to the pillow, which put her at just the right height to massage shoulders and scalp, Sábria began at the very top of the head, using her fingers to work the oil in with steady pressure and gentle circles.

      The moment she felt Xyda begin to relax, she stripped off her robe, set her fingers behind her Blade’s shoulders, and gently pushed. “Will you move forward so I can join you?”

      Communal bathing was nothing new to a woman who’d lived in a Temple for the first fifteen turns of her service to the Goddess. Xyda moved forward, and Sábria slid in behind, wrapping her legs around Xyda’s waist so her feet rested on the other woman’s lower legs.

      “You mentioned stress after a failed hunt. I haven’t yet had time to read your report. Will you tell me how my shiv died?” The muscles beneath her fingers tightened. “I’m sorry, Xyda. I know how stressed you are. Add to that the abuse…” She trailed off, not knowing what to say about her Blades attacking the Hunters. “Then we’ll talk about what’s going on with the Hunters.”

      “We don’t need to talk about my Hunters. We’ve got it handled. We stay away from the Temples except when we’re summoned for an assignment or when we’re returning a Blade.” There was such a finality to her words, as though what she was saying was all there was to it.

      They were quiet while Sábria worked the oil into Xyda’s scalp and shoulders, then rinsed her head with a mixture of herbs that would leave the benefits of the oil without leaving the hair a greasy mess. When she’d finished, she tried again. “Please tell me about my shiv.”

      Xyda stood and stepped from the tub. With bitterness filling her voice, she snarled, “She’s dead.” She grabbed a towel hanging from a wooden hook, scooped up her clothes and stalked from the bathing room.

      Sábria waited a while to give the Hunter a moment to dress, then she, too, got out, toweled off, and put on her tunic, stockings and trews and then pulled on her boots. She intended to be ready for anything. She walked through the empty guest bedroom to her sitting room and found Xyda fully dressed and hiking her pack over her shoulders. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Leaving. Everything you need is in my report.”

      When Xyda’s hand touched the door handle, Sábria put her hand out and held the door closed. “Don’t make me summon Hunters to drag you back, Xyda. And I will summon them, and I’ll join the hunt myself, with Ursuna Geller and Shirin Burchard by my side. Shirin is a skilled tracker, and I believe Ursuna is better than you in both weapons and hand-to-hand combat. I’ve never seen you fight, but I’m willing to bet Shirin and I are at least your equals in that, and Geller far surpasses everyone’s fighting abilities. If you walk out that door, I’ll strip you of your Hunter status, which I’m close to doing anyway, and you’ll never get it back.”

      Not sure whether she’d heard correctly. Xyda’s gaze locked onto Sábria. Disbelief warred with the anger now. “You wouldn’t.”

      “Oh, I would.” Sábria paused to let that sink in before continuing. “Now, I tried to relax you, to help you speak of a horrible tragedy by offering you my care and support. It’s my job to help my people in whatever way I can to allow them to do their jobs to the best of their abilities. I hoped that by helping you relax, you’d be better able to give me the information I need to lead my people. Maybe you thought it inappropriate to speak of Girta while receiving a massage, but the information you’ve given me thus far is limited at best and inept at worst. My Blades are like family to me. I’m very protective of my shivs. You rode into my Temple and practically threw a dead shiv at my feet with barely a by your leave. If you think that’s in any possible way appropriate, then you don’t deserve to wear the Hunter’s badge.” She removed her hand and stepped back, giving Xyda every opportunity to leave.

      The muscles in Xyda’s jaw jumped, and her fists clenched at her sides. She pulled in several long breaths and blew them out slowly. Growling, she lifted her pack over her shoulder to heave it across the room.

      Sábria caught it and jerked it out of her hands. “No tantrums, Xyda.”

      Xyda spun then, fury radiating from her eyes. “I’m not a child to throw tantrums, Sábria. I’m a Hunter who climbs down cliffs to retrieve bodies for you. Bodies of your people who choose to throw themselves off those cliffs. I hunt them and try to find them before they jump, slit their wrists, or tie a rock to their bodies and jump into lakes or rivers or streams. But I’m not perfect, and some of them die, but you’ll not treat me with contempt and disrespect.” Xyda poked a stiff finger into Sábria’s face. “And along those lines, you can’t tell me you didn’t know! My people are being beaten and humiliated by yours, and you didn’t know?”

      “Xyda, you don’t know me well. We’ve only met once and that was so many years ago that I didn’t recognize you when you rode in hiding your face beneath that hood, so I’m going to tell you this one more time, and if you can’t grasp the concept, you’re out of the Hunters, and believe me when I say, I don’t make idle threats. They are not your people. You are a Blade. I lead the Blades. Not you. Not ever unless the Goddess puts this on your finger.” She held up her index finger bearing the Goddess’s blue ring. “Any questions?”

      The room was silent while Xyda stared at the ring. She’d closed her mouth, but her heavy breathing was evidenced by her nostrils flaring in and out as she worked to control her temper. Slowly, she turned and walked to the personal bar at the side of the room. She grabbed a glass decanter of Feney, a potent alcoholic drink that should only be drunk in small doses. Xyda pulled the glass stopper and upended the decanter, driving back long, hard swallows until it was nearly empty.

      Sighing, Sábria closed her eyes and shook her head. The evening was going to be a very long one indeed. The decanter thunked down onto the small wooden bar top and she opened her eyes to see Xyda glaring at her while she dragged her sleeve across her mouth.

      “Where’s the bed?”

      Silently, Sábria pointed to the door leading to her bedroom. She watched as Xyda grabbed a bottle of Omune Chiaretto off the shelf and strode through the door without another word.

      Rubbing her eyes with both hands didn’t help alleviate her stress, so Sábria grabbed two wine glasses and followed her into the bedroom. Well, at least Xyda had taken off her boots and sword before plopping down on the bed.

      Sábria took the bottle from where it rested on Xyda’s stomach and poured the wine into the glasses. The Hunter had already had much more to drink than Sábria would have liked, so she set the bottle across the room on the small, round table she used for reading or writing when she couldn’t sleep at night.

      She set both glasses on the bedside table and pulled her grey and maroon wingchair up beside the bed. Deciding Xyda needed to get some food in her stomach to sop up some of the alcohol she’d ingested in the last few candlemarks, she retreated to the kitchen, grabbed a tray and piled it high with various offerings of crackers, pastry, and cheese Mistress Fullman had sent up from the dining hall.

      Returning, she set the tray on the bed between them, picked up her glass, and, with a tired sigh, lowered herself into her chair. She rested both feet on the comforter and crossed them at the ankles. Xyda’s glower was still firmly in place, so Sábria pointed to the tray. “It’s best if you eat something so you don’t throw up all over my bed, and if you do throw a tantrum, try not to upend the tray with the food, or we’ll be sleeping with crumbs all around us tonight.”

      Glad to see some of her favorite pastries included in the offerings, Sábria took one and bit off a large piece, savoring the taste of the rich dark chocolate hidden inside. When Xyda closed her eyes and rested her head against the headboard, Sábria softly chided, “Xyda. Please eat something, and before you’re too far gone, I’d like to know what happened to Shiv Girta.”

      With her eyes still closed, Xyda crossed her arms and sullenly repeated, “You can’t tell me you didn’t know how we’re being treated.”

      The fact that she hadn’t known was deeply disturbing to Sábria. How was it that not a single High Priestess had contacted her about the problems that were happening between Hunters and Blades? “I’m sorry to say I didn’t know. No, I’m actually ashamed to say I didn’t know. A Hunter’s life is difficult enough. I know that but add to that having to put up with what you say my Hunters are facing appalls me. Once we get through our talk today, tomorrow, or however long it takes, you and I have a couple of tasks ahead of us. First, a Blade was killed two sevendays ago, and her partner severely injured. We’ve been searching for the five men responsible, but with both you and Shirin working together, we may have a chance of finding them.”

      Xyda opened her eyes. “If I need to hunt, the sooner I get to it, the better. Keeping me here for whatever reason will only allow them to go further underground.”

      “I understand that, but while you have a single-minded mission to hunt, I have to look at the big picture. Right now, one of my Blades is hurting. Hurting to the point where I see hatred and anger roiling within her. Yes, I have a dead Blade, well, a dead Blade, and now a shiv’s been added to that number, and I have another lying injured in the Healer’s Hall, and I’m not sure she’ll ever recover. But you, Xyda, and your well-being are more important to me than finding those five men.”

      Appearing to disregard everything Sábria had just said, Xyda backtracked and asked, “You said there were a couple of tasks?”

      In all of the reports Sábria had read about this Hunter, the fact that she was intelligent and quick-witted always rose to the fore. Stubbornness and a lack of self-awareness had never been an issue in any of those reports, though. Not allowing people to care for them was a trait Sábria had found common among strong, independent Blades, though, and she was beginning to get a better feeling about how to help this seasoned warrior. “After we get you back on an even keel, and after we hunt down those five men, you and I are going to go out and find all of the Hunters. We’re going to gather them together, and I’m going to talk to them about how they are, indeed, still my Blades. Once I have them convinced of that, I intend to ride with you to every Temple within the Cibían Empire and punish every single person I find who has participated in beating or injuring one of my Hunters.”

      Xyda closed her eyes and gave a quick shake of her head, a sure indication the alcohol was beginning to take effect. Sábria wanted to hear from Xyda’s own mouth what had happened to her shiv. She didn’t want to read about it in a report because then it was impossible to ask pertinent questions that might occur to her while she read. “Xyda, I have no idea why you drank so much in the other room or why you’re trying to drown yourself in my alcohol, but I need to know now what happened during your hunt before you completely lose consciousness.”

      The side of Xyda’s mouth rose slightly. “I can handle my alcohol. Don’t worry about that.”

      “Oh really? Do you even know what it was that you drank like it was water out there?” When Xyda remained silent, Sábria provided the answer, “Feney.”

      The eyes slowly opened again, and Sábria was glad to see a definite spark of amusement as they focused on her. Xyda held out her hands. A definite tremor had them shaking, enough to prove Sábria’s point, since Feney also caused the shakes. “Oops. Yeah, you’re right, I didn’t know. I’d better talk fast, then, because Feney puts me to sleep. It never occurred to me you’d have Feney in your personal bar, especially in those amounts.”

      With a shrug, Sábria returned her half smile. “There are times when one of my Blades needs a stronger drink to help calm them. I don’t offer it often and wouldn’t have offered it to you.” She raised her brows to let the Hunter know the way she’d acted wasn’t appreciated.

      Xyda nodded slightly, closed her eyes, and leaned against the headboard. “When I heard it was a shiv I’d be hunting, I immediately set out to find her. There’s nothing worse than having a young woman’s life dependent on my ability to track her and bring her home. I had to circle the city three times before finding her tracks heading into the forest.” She ran her hand into her bangs and rested it on her forehead. “I can’t help thinking that if I had found the tracks on the first circle, I might’ve gotten to her in time. Anyway, it was a fairly easy track, but my problem was that Girta was a Togo tribesman from the Esclian Mountains.”

      Sábria closed her eyes and groaned at the sudden stab of emotions racing through her. The mention of a Togo tribeswoman reminded her of the report she’d received almost a full turn earlier of a young Togo coming down out of the mountains and petitioning High Priestess Medelé to become a Blade. Medelé had written about how excited she was to see this young woman’s potential. “So, like all her fellow tribespeople, she could run like the wind seemingly forever?”

      “Exactly. If I’d been able to gallop and still see the tracks, I would have, but she was a clever one. She hopped onto rocks and hopped off further down her trail. She must’ve known I was on her tail because she ran in the shallows, knowing the running waters would obliterate her tracks.”

      Tears came to Xyda’s eyes then, and she swiped them away before pushing a thumb and forefinger onto her eyelids to keep more from falling. “I tried. I tracked her for days without catching up, constantly calling out her name, shouting that she didn’t need to do this. That everything would be okay. But it wasn’t okay. It would have been if I’d been just a little bit faster. Her tracks ended at the edge of a cliff.” Xyda’s throat closed, and she had to wait a moment before she could continue speaking.

      Sábria quietly shifted to the bed and put her arm around the Hunter’s shoulders. “I’m so sorry you had to find her like that, Xyda. I know that’s the hardest, most gut-wrenching part of your job.” She privately thought that perhaps she should make it mandatory for Hunters to rotate out of the assignment every few turns. The only reason it hadn’t been done was because it was such a specialized position. Hunters were a cut above most Blades. They were intelligent, strong, excellent trackers, and had to be able to fight better than most Blades because Blades rarely give up without a fight. Hunters needed the skills to disarm their opponent without doing permanent damage.

      With her arms crossed tightly over her chest, Xyda managed the next part of her story. “It was a very high cliff, and at first, I didn’t see her and thought maybe she’d circled back around. Hoped, really. But then I saw a small boot sticking out from behind the edge of a boulder. She wasn’t very big. I rappelled down to her and almost lost it when I saw such a young, fresh face with beautiful bright blue eyes staring blankly up at the sky.”

      More tears came, and this time, it was Sábria who gently wiped them from Xyda’s cheeks. Her own tears had started falling as well, and wrapping her other arm around her Blade, she pulled her in close and hugged her tight.

      With her words beginning to slur, Xyda finished her tale. “I wrapped her in the blanket I carry just for that purpose, and then I climbed back up the cliff.” She shook her head and rubbed her hip. “I fell pretty hard from a good height before finally making it over the ledge.”

      Sábria sat up at that. “Do I need to have the healer come take a look at you?”

      With a huff, Xyda shook her head. “Hunters are made of sterner stuff than that, My Lady. You should know that. Anyway, I managed to pull the body up. Well, actually, my horse pulled it…her up after I tied the rope to the saddle. By the time I found her, we were too far away from White Cliff to return. Sarlogne was the closest Temple, so I brought her here.” Her words had slowed quite a bit, and the slur was becoming more pronounced.

      Sábria stood and wiggled the comforter and sheets from beneath Xyda’s legs. “Slide down, Xyda.” When nothing happened, she looked up to see that she’d passed out. “I don’t blame you for wanting to forget, my friend.” She took hold of her ankles and pulled her down until she was lying more comfortably with her head on the pillow. Wanting more than anything to climb in and go to sleep herself, Sábria sighed and stepped from the room.
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      Knowing that Shirin wouldn’t sleep because she’d be pacing her rooms worrying about what Xyda might do, Sábria slipped out into the hall and quietly knocked on Shirin’s door.

      It was immediately pulled open, and an anxious-looking Shirin, still dressed in her uniform, right down to her boots and sword, which she still wore belted around her waist, looked out to see what was wrong.

      Sábria smiled. “She settled down and drank so much Feney that I’m not even sure she’ll be awake before the midday meal.”

      “You gave her Feney? Without knowing how it affected her?” Some people were negatively affected by the drink. It might make them extremely talkative or possibly morose. It had even been known to make others violent to the point where it might take several Blades to hold them down.

      Sábria held her hands to the side. “Are you going to make me stand out here in the hall where anyone might hear our conversation, or are you going to invite me inside?”

      With a sigh, Shirin stepped back and invited Sábria to come in to visit. She quietly shut the door and only then undid the belt holding her scabbard and belt knives. She set the blade in a cradle she kept next to the door and motioned for Sábria to be seated at a small table to the side of her tiny kitchen. “I’m starving, but I was too nervous about you being alone in there with her to eat. Are you hungry?”

      Since Sábria had only eaten that one small chocolate-filled pastry, she nodded with gratitude. “I would love something to eat. It’s been a long day, and now that I’m thinking about it, I don’t think either of us made it down to the dining hall today. I can’t even remember what we had for the midday meal.”

      “We had eel soup and sandwiches at Lady Farryn’s house. I have to admit I was a little worried about the eel soup because the last time I ate it at a tavern, I was sick for a couple of days.”

      With a heart still heavy from the day’s events, Sábria smiled halfheartedly. “One thing you can rest assured of when eating at Farry’s townhouse is that Bella keeps a sharp eye on any food, especially seafood, that comes into the kitchen. I forgot about the sandwiches. She knows I love radish and cheese on toast and rarely get it here.” Her heart wasn’t really into the quiet banter, though. Between Mita, Caitir, Girta, Xyda, and what was going on with the Hunters, she was feeling more than a little overwhelmed. She picked up a slice of the dark bread and spread some soft cheese onto it. On top of that, she placed sliced cucumbers and olives and topped the sandwich with another slice of dark bread.

      Shirin put together her own sandwich and took a bite. “You said she’d settled down. Did you finally get the report you were hoping for?” She spoke with her mouth full, which was so uncharacteristic of the former princess that Sábria realized her Second must also be feeling a great deal of stress.

      “I did. Do you remember the last time one of our Blades committed suicide?”

      Shirin shook her head. “Is that what happened? Well, we knew it had to be something like that because a Hunter would never purposefully harm a shiv. Emlyn’s attempt was the last one that I can remember, I mean, of course, there were others before that, but I don’t seem to remember the last one to actually succeed. In fact, I don’t even remember the last time a Hunter had to come to our Temple. But that’s because my trackers and I have been able to find whomever we’re looking for before they get too far. And honestly, no one’s run in several turns. I think the last actual tracking I did was when we went to look for Ailith out in the forest when she first got here.”

      A knock sounded, and with a perplexed glance at the offending door, since people rarely came to this floor at any hour, let alone during the evening hours, Shirin quietly said, “What now?” Even though both women were available to the Blades day and night, they tried to maintain a modicum of normality in their lives. What that meant was they were available during the day, and then, after dark, if they were down in the inner courtyard, at the Healer’s Hall, or in the dining area, anyone could approach them if they needed to talk. But people generally left them alone once they’d retired to their rooms. With a sigh, Shirin said, “Come.”

      The door opened, and Tanna, one of the gate guards, stepped inside, came to attention, and brought her fist to her chest. Seeing Sábria sitting at the table with Shirin, Tanna acknowledged her with a short bob of her head. “I’m sorry to bother you, My Lady, Commander, but there’s a woman at the gate demanding that the Hunter who rode in earlier today be released.”

      Tanna’s brows came down, and she chewed on her bottom lip, something she was wont to do when something was out of the ordinary that she didn’t fully understand. Her quick thinking and the ability to handle unusual circumstances without needing to ask someone of a higher rank were traits that had earned her a position as one of the elite gate guards.

      The fact that she was here now meant that the woman at the gate was an unusual enough visitor to warrant the Commander’s attention. “She’s saying we’re holding her against her will, and I can understand how it might look that way since we lowered the portcullis, but—” She stopped there, not wanting to question Sábria’s motives. “Anyway, I’m not really sure what she meant by that, and she wouldn’t elaborate, but it seemed like she thought the Hunter was our prisoner.” She chewed on her lip again. “Anyway, she said it would be in our best interests to release her before things got out of hand. Again, I’m not sure what she meant, and I thought I should come directly to you, Commander.”

      Sábria and Shirin exchanged confused glances before Sábria finally asked, “Do we know who she is?”

      “No, My Lady. I asked for her name and she refused to give it. She said the only thing she needs is for us to release the Hunter, and they’ll be on their way.”

      Sábria looked longingly at her little sandwich and sighed before wadding up her napkin and tossing it onto her plate. Both women stood and walked to the door. Shirin reached for her sword belt and began strapping it on as Sábria stepped into the hallway and called back over her shoulder, “I’ll be right out, Tanna. Please go and wait with the woman.”

      “Yes, My Lady. Also, Terro, Sela, Killian, and Emlyn were on their way to weapons practice, and I asked them to wait in the outer Bailey in case of trouble.

      Sábria nodded, privately thinking that was precisely why they had people like Tanna manning the front gate. They didn’t take anything for granted and knew when to increase security when the situation called for it. It didn’t take long to check on Xyda to ensure she was still asleep. The Hunter had rolled onto her side, her mouth was slack, and a slight, rumbling snore said she wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. Sábria pulled the covers over the sleeping woman before fastening her sword belt around her waist and joining Shirin on the landing.

      They hurried downstairs and met Tanna at the outer gate. She and the other guard, Dina, stood in the alert guard position, legs shoulder-width apart with one hand resting on their sword hilt. Sábria stepped to Dina’s right, and Shirin took up her customary position next to Sábria.

      Standing calmly in the grassy plaza fronting the Temple was a dignified, handsome woman wearing high-quality tan leather tunic and trews. Her brown leather knee-high boots, while well-worn, were very well maintained. Sábria recognized the design of the sword hilt as coming from the Eglin Metalworks, a very prestigious, high-end Bladesmiths who catered to the very wealthy and provisioned those responsible for guarding the elite or their families. This woman’s Blade wasn’t ornamental, though, as the hilt was well-worn and well-used. The woman had her hands clasped behind her back, making it impossible to see her calluses, something every warrior looked for in a possible opponent.

      The woman’s light brown hair was professionally styled into the shoulder length cut preferred by the noblewomen who’d chosen the life of a warrior over that of a pampered wife. They weren’t Lady Knights, but their skills with a blade were discounted at the possible cost of one’s life. High cheekbones underscored fiery brown eyes that looked as though hot coals had been banked but were ready to flame at a moment’s notice.

      Shirin was the first to speak. “I’m Commander Shirin, Second-in-Command of the Daughters of Elyon. Would you please show your hands so I can be reassured that you’re not holding a weapon?” Under normal circumstances, it would have been protocol for Shirin to introduce the Arch Priestess before introducing herself. However, her primary concern was Sábria’s safety, and she needed to establish immediately whether this woman had a throwing knife, throwing star, or something equally as deadly concealed and within easy reach behind her back.

      The woman stared at Shirin a moment before bringing her hands out to the side, palms open, to show that she was unarmed.

      Shirin nodded. “Thank you.” She turned slightly and indicated Sábria with an open hand. “This is Lady Sábria, the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon.”

      The woman, who’d taken in Shirin’s overall fitness and calloused hands, turned her gaze on Sábria. The intelligence in those eyes was both calculating and focused. After a moment, the woman bowed deep enough to convey the proper respect to someone of Sábria’s rank. “My Lady. I hope I didn’t get you out of bed. There was no need for your guard to awaken you. I simply need you to release Hunter Xyda, and we’ll be on our way.”

      The accent put her as a member of the Northeastern Sarlognean nobility, which made this encounter all the more perplexing. Why would a noblewoman feel the need to collect a Hunter from the Temple? Sábria smiled graciously, not wanting to escalate the confrontation this early in their exchange. “My Blade, Xyda, and I have some business to attend to, and once that’s finished, I’m sure she’ll be more than happy to join you. At the moment, she’s comfortably sleeping and probably won’t wake until the morning.”

      Returning Sábria’s smile, the woman’s response was civil yet direct. “Xyda would never remain voluntarily within the walls of the Temple, My Lady. I happen to know that she tried to leave, and you lowered the portcullis to keep her from doing so. If she’s comfortably sleeping, it’s because she’s either lying unconscious in one of your cells or you’ve drugged her against her will.”

      Some civilians were starting to gather in the plaza, always eager for entertainment involving the Blades. Sábria didn’t want this to become a public spectacle, so she indicated the gate with a wave of her hand. “Perhaps you’d like to come inside so we can discuss this in private?”

      “Perhaps not. I’m not one of your Blades, Lady Sábria. Just as Commander Shirin’s main concern tonight was for your safety, my main concern is for Xyda.” She clasped her hands behind her back once again and gave a self-deprecating smile. “Considering I believe you’re holding Xyda against her will, I’d be foolish to walk into the lion’s den, don’t you think?” Her smile broadened. “Or perhaps I should say Elyon’s den?”

      As soon as the woman’s hands disappeared out of sight, Shirin started forward. The stranger’s eyes narrowed, and she took up a defensive stance.

      Sábria said quietly, “Shirin.”

      Shirin stopped and said without looking back, “I asked her to keep her hands out in the open. I don’t trust her with them out of my sight.”

      The woman tilted her head and once again brought her hands out in the open. “Understandable, Commander. And… it’s only a force of habit. Yes, I carry a blade at the base of my back. I also have one here,” she flicked her wrist, and a knife slid into her left hand, “and here.” She flicked her other wrist, and another knife appeared.” She casually tucked one knife in her belt so she could maneuver the other back into its spring-loaded sheath. She spoke as she retrieved the other and re-sheathed that one, as well. “So, as you can see, whether my hands are behind my back or visible, I’m a formidable opponent who doesn’t appreciate aggressive movements in this type of…meeting.”

      Sábria sighed as Terro, Sela, Emlyn, and Killian took up positions in front of her, blocking her from an attack.

      The woman took her time studying each of the three Blades and one shiv in turn, probably assessing their fighting abilities. Seeing they were all toned, athletic women with the calloused hands of true warriors, she spread her arms wide. “And I assure you that I don’t want this to escalate into something we’ll all regret. I neither have the intention nor the desire to harm anyone. I only require that Xyda be released, and we’ll be on our way.”

      Sábria sensed that this woman meant what she said. It seemed she didn’t want this to escalate into a confrontation either. She silently amended that thought, believing she wouldn’t escalate unless she didn’t get her way. Pushing through the three warriors who’d moved into a defensive position in front of her, Sábria stepped forward to stand beside Shirin. “I didn’t catch your name.”

      “I didn’t give it.”

      “Then what can I call you.?”

      “You don’t need to call me anything, My Lady. In fact, I’ve had enough. I have something you want, and you have something I want. I considered taking one of your Blades and holding them hostage in exchange for Xyda. Unfortunately, I know for a fact Xyda would take exception to that and having her angry with me is not something that I enjoy. So, I understand you’ve been looking for five men who killed one of your Blades.”

      The woman’s brows descended, and a genuine look of pain crossed her features. “And I’m profoundly sorry for your loss. I sincerely hope the second Blade, who was severely injured, recovers. What I do have is the knowledge of who the five men are and where they can be found. If you want them, I’ll need to see Xyda within the next candlemark. If I don’t see her,” she whistled, and ten archers holding lit arrows immediately stepped into view on the rooftops facing the Temple. “There are more where they came from, and if I don’t see her soon, a flaming Temple will be the least of your worries, and those five men will never be brought to justice.” She whistled again, and the archers disappeared.

      Sábria’s eyes narrowed dangerously, and her voice lowered to an ominous level. “Did you just threaten the Temple of the Goddess Elyon?”

      The hands went behind the back again, and the woman tilted her head, pretending to think. “I’m wondering, My Lady, why you try to deflect the issue at hand. The fact that you refuse to release her tells me you’ve done something to her. Let me just say that for the sake of your Temple, that had better not be the case.” Her arms dropped to her sides, and she took a step back. “You have one candlemark, My Lady.”

      Knowing that venting her fury on this woman would do more harm than good, Sábria quietly said, “Wait.” The woman stopped, and Sábria stepped close enough that they could speak without every man and his uncle overhearing.

      Shirin turned her back to them so the woman wouldn’t see her hand signal Dina. The other three Blades took up guard positions around Sábria and the noble.

      The woman didn’t appear too concerned, which told Sábria a great deal about how many more people she had concealed in the area. “You know what it means to be the Voice of Elyon and the ultimate Guardian of her people. Tell me why you think I’d ever harm any one of those Blades.”

      “She’s a Hunter, not a Blade.”

      Not this again. “Hunters are Blades. You’re threatening the Temple of the Blades, which makes no sense to me. Xyda told me that Blades have been responsible for attacking the Hunters, which quite honestly appalls me. I need to find out what’s happening because that came as news to me. Yes, I kept her within the walls, and she is now sleeping in my bed.”

      The woman’s brows shot up. “Excuse me?”

      The shocked expression filled in a lot of the blanks. “Are you lovers, then?”

      The woman recovered quickly. “If she’s only sleeping, go get her, and we’ll leave. If you need more information, I’m sure Xyda will meet you on neutral ground, where you can ask your questions.”

      Sábria shook her head. “That’s not how this works. I’m the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon. I tell her where she stays. She, and most certainly you, will never dictate any terms to me. She’s sworn to the Temple as one of my Blades and will do as I say.”

      “She’s not a Blade, and I’d appreciate it if you’d stop insulting her in front of me, or you’ll force me to challenge you to a duel for her honor.”

      That shocked Sábria enough that she simply blinked at the woman. This woman, Xyda, and possibly all of the Hunters honestly believed Hunters weren’t Blades, and that could have disastrous consequences if taken to the logical conclusion, which would be recalling all the Hunters and stripping them of their status. Not only that, they considered being called a Blade an insult.

      She glanced down at the woman’s sword to gather her thoughts. Right now, they needed to deal with the fact that Xyda not only wasn’t going anywhere, she couldn’t because she was unconscious up in her bedroom. “First, Xyda can’t come because she foolishly drank half a carafe of Feney in a fit of pique, and she’s passed out on my bed. So, no, she won’t be coming out in the next candlemark.”

      Humor lit the woman’s eyes. “That’s so far-fetched, I actually believe you.”

      “Second, how would you know what happened earlier? With the portcullis?”

      The woman stared into Sábria’s eyes as though trying to decide how much trust she could place in her words. After a while, she nodded. “You seem like an honest woman, if perhaps a bit ill-informed.”

      Sábria’s brows rose. Her immediate reaction was to take offense, but then she had to concede the point. “Yes, in this instance, I’m appallingly uninformed. I tried to gather information from Xyda, but she passed out before I could learn much about what was happening. Now, how did you know?”

      “I guess it won’t hurt to tell you that no Hunter ever enters a Temple without someone watching from the outside in case they need rescuing from the Blades inside.”

      Both Shirin and Sábria barked in unison, “What?” Realizing under normal circumstances, she never would have so blatantly shown her surprise, Sábria turned, paced to the gate, and back again, trying to understand how things could have gotten so far out of control. “I don’t believe you.”

      The woman held out her hands. “And yet here we are.”

      Indeed. Sábria wondered about the distrust she’d encountered in Xyda and thought about how she could regain the trust and loyalty that had been lost. Having this woman here only added to the complexity of the issue. Sábria needed several days with her Hunter so that, hopefully, Xyda could come to trust her. “Please, I’d like to know your name. We’re on the same side here. It’s obvious to me that you care a great deal about my Blade, as do I.”

      “I do. And under normal circumstances, I would, of course, tell you my name. But these are hardly normal circumstances, and in this instance, I think it gives you a power over me that I can’t afford to give.”

      “Well, you and I have a problem here. You’re threatening to burn down my Temple if I don’t have Xyda out here in front of you in one candlemark. As I told you, she’s lying unconscious in my bed. Not only that, I intend to spend the next couple of days visiting with her, trying to understand the problems that have developed between the Hunters and the Blades. I can’t have you out here threatening me with archers and flaming arrows.”

      The woman glanced over her shoulder at the rooftop. She turned around, crossed her arms, and stared at the ground. “Perhaps I overstepped myself, My Lady. And, if Xyda, or rather, when Xyda finds out that I threatened you in the Temple with flaming arrows, she just might run me through herself. There is no one more loyal to you than my Xyda. If she had to choose between you and me, I have no doubt whom she would choose. But know this. I will do everything in my power to protect her.”

      “You don’t need to protect her from me. Again, we’re both on the same page. I’m not your enemy. I’m not Xyda’s enemy. If you come with me, you’ll see that she’s safe. I’ll even allow you to stay in my guest bedroom tonight while we wait for the alcohol to leave her system.”

      Amusement sparked in the woman’s eyes, and Sábria felt that if they’d met under different circumstances, she and this woman might have been friends. Her instincts also told her that she would have made an excellent Blade, and while she didn’t know the specifics of her life, she felt Elyon’s hand was very much on her shoulders. Without her Goddess-given insight, Sábria would have taken the woman’s actions as an unforgivable offense against the Temple. Instead, she could see the carefully concealed desperation in the woman’s actions. She desperately believed she needed to get Xyda to a place of safety. Sábria relaxed her posture, hooked a thumb in her belt, and smiled. “Since you won’t give me your name, I’ve decided to call you Quariss.”

      Quariss’s brows rose, and the astonishment Sábria saw in her eyes would’ve been humorous under different circumstances. She purposefully softened her gaze and touched the stunned woman’s shoulder.

      Quariss blinked several times in total confusion. “Let me get this straight. I threatened to burn down the Temple, and you give me a name that means ‘little one’ in one of the Trenchian Aisle dialects. How does that make any kind of sense?”

      When Quariss glanced away, Sábria placed her fingers on the other woman’s chin and brought her face back around so she could stare directly into her eyes. When she was sure she had Quariss’s undivided attention, she opened herself up to her Goddess. “Believe me when I say that you are Elyon’s child as much as I am, as much as these Blades surrounding you are, and as much as Xyda is. You can trust me to keep Xyda safe. I didn’t know what was happening between the Hunters and the Blades, and I won’t rest until I make that wrong right again.”

      Quariss stepped back. “That may be, but I’d be a fool to be the rescuer who willingly walks into what might very well be a trap. Are you willing to have my second accompany you into your rooms to ensure that Xyda is safe?”

      At least that was something. They were communicating, which is precisely what Sábria had hoped for. “Yes, of course.”

      Quariss whistled a string of varying sounds, and before long, a tall, rugged-looking man jogged around the corner and came to stand next to the noblewoman. “My Lady?”

      “Bow to the Arch Priestess, Sten.”

      After the man had bowed low, Sábria shook her head. “No, I’m sorry, Quariss. We don’t generally allow men into the Temple unless there’s a pressing reason. I saw several women among your archers. Would you trust one of them to come with me?”

      “I trust all of my people, My Lady, or they wouldn’t be my people.” She whistled another sequence, and a young woman about Ailith’s age climbed over the roof’s edge and dropped down to the plaza.

      Sábria recognized the excitement in the young woman’s eyes as she ran up and stood beside her leader.

      Quariss barked the order this time. “Bow to the Arch Priestess, Banin.”

      Flustered, the young warrior blinked and glanced at Shirin and then Killian, both of whom had the aristocratic features common to the nobility.

      Quariss tangled her fingers in Banin’s hair and turned her to face Sábria.

      Looking inordinately relieved to know who to bow to, Banin did so and turned to face Quariss again. “Ya wanted me, Milady?” A shock of blonde hair had fallen onto her eyes, and she absently swiped it out of her face with a dirty hand.

      Quariss grabbed the hand, inspected it, and glared at her young warrior. “Banin, why do you look like you just mucked out a pigsty?”

      “Sorry, Milady. When ya had me run to give th’ orders to th’ archers, I slipped and fell in a muck puddle in a back alley. I didn’t have time to wash because I knew I needed to be here in case there were a fight with th’ filthy Blades, and ya needed all yer warriors backin’ ya up, ya ken?”

      Quariss closed her eyes and sighed. “Tell me, Banin, Do you know why they call her the Arch Priestess?”

      Banin glanced at Sábria, looked down at the highly polished black boots, brought her gaze up to the well-worn sword hilt, and shook her head. “Nai Milady. Some kind’a religious thing, I’m guessin’?”

      “Nai?” Quariss barked the word while her second grabbed Banin’s tunic in a meaty fist and practically lifted her off her feet.

      He spoke through gritted teeth. “Did ya just say nai to our Lady?”

      Banin stuttered, “N…n…no, Sor, I mean y…y…yes, I did, but I meant to say no, Sor. I mean, I meant to say no, Milady.”

      Amused, Sábria glanced at Shirin, who silently communicated her own amusement with a raised brow. Young trainees were the same the world over, it seemed.

      Quariss growled, “Let her go, Sten.”

      The big man released Banin’s collar with a shove.

      Tipping her chin in the direction from which Sten had come, Quariss quietly said, “I’ll call you if I need you.” She watched the man go and then turned back to Banin. “Lady Sábria is the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon. She’s in charge of the eight thousand Blades you just insulted.” Her glare left nothing to the imagination. “Apologize.”

      Banin shot Sábria an angry look. “You’re th’ one what’s got hold of Xyda? Yer keepin’ her here, like?”

      Quariss grabbed Banin’s arm and twisted it up behind her back. “Apologize, Banin, or I’ll twist it right out of its socket.”

      “Sorry, sorry. It’s just that we all look out fer Xyda, and ya locked her in a—” She sucked in a breath and rose to her toes as Quariss twisted her arm higher.

      Quariss shoved her towards Sten and said over her shoulder to Sábria, “I’ll be right back.” She called out to the big man who’d almost reached the corner, “Sten, take her back and send Gyander to me.”

      Sábria heard Banin say, “But…” right before Quariss threw her into Sten’s arms.

      Quariss watched them turn the corner and waited until another woman, this one in her mid-to-late thirties, joined her. The top of the newcomer’s head came to Quariss’s chin, but she was broad-shouldered and slim at the waist, someone built like they knew their way around a battlefield. Quariss spoke to her for a while, and once the woman nodded her understanding, they returned to where Sábria and the other four Blades waited. “Lady Sábria, this is Gyander, or Gyan.”

      Gyan glared at Sábria before bowing. The bow wasn’t nearly deep enough, but that was the least of Sábria’s worries right then.

      “Gyan will go with you into the Temple to check on Xyda. Do I have your word that she’ll be allowed to return?”

      “You have my word. And by the way, Xyda and I’ll be having breakfast in the Temple in the morning, and you’re welcome to join us.”

      Quariss sniffed at that. “Not likely. I don’t know where my communication has failed, My Lady, but I’ll speak with Xyda in the morning, and if we decide she’s leaving, that’s exactly what we’re going to do. I’m not waiting until after breakfast. She wakes up and leaves the Temple immediately, or I swear you won’t like what happens next.”

      Sábria was known for her patience until the moment it ran out. That moment had just arrived for this stubborn noblewoman. “Then, Quariss, you won’t be speaking to Xyda until she and I finish our business. That will take several days because there’s a lot of information I need to learn from her. As I told you before, if I say Xyda stays in the Temple, she stays in it whether you like it or not. During that time, if you or your people threaten my Blades, I’ll have the lot of you rounded up and thrown into the cells at the Goddess’s Court. I don’t care that you’re a noble. I don’t care that you’re a warrior, and I don’t care how many people you brought with you. If you think for one second that you can go to war with the Temple of the Daughters of Elyon, you’d better think again. Many, many people have tried it in the past and have either died in the attempt or run away licking their wounds. This is my Temple, my city, and my Empire. You will never threaten me or my people again. Do I make myself clear?”

      As if Sábria hadn’t said anything, Quariss turned her back to her and spoke to Gyan. “You’re to go in, check on Xyda, and immediately come back out.”

      Gyan nodded once and turned towards Sábria, who didn’t move. There was no way Sábria would be ignored, so she crossed her arms and settled in to wait.

      Quariss knew precisely what she wanted, that much was evident by the way she mimicked Sábria’s stance.

      With her temper nearing the boiling point, Sábria nodded. “Game’s over, Quariss. Neither you nor Gyan is welcome in my Temple. You’ll leave my plaza. If you or any of your people return, you’ll be taken into custody.” With that, Sábria walked toward the Temple gate.

      “I need to know she’s not being held against her will.”

      Sábria kept walking, and Shirin stepped in front of Quariss. “No, what you need to do is leave. Now.” She turned to Terro. “Terro. Guard Lady Sábria.”

      Terro brought her fist to her chest and jogged after her.

      Quariss whistled, and her archers reappeared. What she didn’t expect were the twenty archers who stepped into view on the allure of the Temple wall. Every single one had a locked and loaded crossbow aimed at Quariss’s people.

      Shirin raised her brows. “One word from me, Quariss, and every one of your people will be dead. Tell them to look around to see what’s standing behind them.”

      Quariss looked up at her archers. “What’s behind you?”

      Her people glanced back. One woman turned frustrated eyes on her leader. “About ten archers, standing to either side of the roof so they’re not in a crossfire.”

      Shirin pointed down the street. “Now, look there.”

      When Quariss turned, she saw that the remainder of her people had been rounded up by the members of the Deadnight shift who’d been participating in weapons practice inside the practice grounds. While Quariss and Sábria had been talking, Shirin had anticipated trouble. When the noblewoman had the audacity to have her people threaten the Temple with fire arrows, she’d taken precautions.

      Through silent hand signals, Shirin had told Dina to have Geller take her people out to round up all of Quariss’s warriors. She’d also had her send out a silent call for archers to man the allure and for others to take up a position behind Quariss’s archers. “You and your people will be spending the night in the cells in the Goddess’s court. Lady Sábria will decide your fate in the morning.”

      “You can’t do this.”

      “All you had to do was have a civil conversation and acknowledge that Lady Sábria is not only the head of this Temple but also the Empire’s co-ruler. This is your lesson, and be thankful that, so far, this is your only consequence.”

      “I am a noblewoman of the Empire.”

      “You are a noble of Lady Sábria’s Empire. Learn your lesson, Quariss, and maybe she’ll allow you to speak with Xyda tomorrow.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “Until you give us your name, you’ll be Quariss to us.” She motioned to Geller, who was waiting with the others down the street.

      Geller jogged over and brought her fist to her chest. “Aye, Commander?”

      “Take her and all of her people and lock them in the cells in the Goddess’s Court. They aren’t to be allowed out until Sábria releases them.”

      Even though Quariss was now her prisoner, Geller was fully aware that she was dealing with a member of the nobility. They didn’t know whether she held a minor title or was a member of the ruling elite; either way, she still needed to be treated with the utmost respect. The Prime stepped aside and indicated Quariss should precede her.

      The livid anger shining from Quariss’s eyes told them what she thought of being arrested like a common criminal. “How dare you. You don’t know who you’re dealing with. When I send a message to⁠—”

      Shirin stepped in close and held a warning finger in front of the woman’s flushed face. “Be careful, Quariss. If you think invoking Emperor Aloric’s name will keep you from the cells, you’d better think again because by doing so, you align yourself with him against the Lady Sábria. Is that really what you want to do?” Without waiting for an answer, Shirin grabbed one of Quariss’s wrists, purposefully holding the spring-loaded knife in place. Not taking her gaze off her face, she reached beneath the tunic’s cuff and removed the first knife.

      Under normal circumstances, she’d have instructed Geller to disarm her, but since she was a noble, it was more fitting for Shirin to do the honors. She handed the knife to Sela before retrieving the second one. After handing that one over as well, she unbuckled Quariss’s sword belt and gave that to Killian. “Let’s go.”

      Quariss pursed her lips. “You don’t need to accompany us, Commander. I’ll behave.”

      Geller pointed to Quariss’s boots. “There are more in her boots, Commander. Do ya want me to grab those, too?”

      “I’m aware of those, Prime. I never think it’s a good idea to completely disarm a leader when they’re locked in a cell with their followers.” She raised her brows, “Unless I wouldn’t mind finding them lying in a bloody heap on the cell floor the next morning. So tell me, Quariss, if I took those last two blades, would your people be so quick to defend you?”

      With a snarl, Quariss reached into her boots and produced the two knives.

      Geller immediately stiffened, ready for anything.

      “Don’t worry, Prime. I may be a lot of things to a lot of people, quite a few of them unfavorable, and even though I consider many of the Blades I’ve come across to be brutish bullies, I’d never harm one if I could help it.” She expertly flipped the knives and caught them by the tips of the blades, not an easy feat to do with two knives simultaneously.

      Sela, who’d called Dina over and handed her the first two knives, stepped forward and took those two as well.

      Quariss looked at Shirin again. “And to answer your question, Commander, I trust every one of my people with my life. I kept those two back because it’s the Blades who concern me, not my own people.”

      Even though Shirin was beyond tired, and her belly was protesting the dinner she’d missed because of this fiasco, she closed her eyes, let out a long breath, and reluctantly looked at Geller. “I think I better go with you, Ursuna.” She glanced at Quariss, “Its standard procedure whenever we put anyone into the Goddess’s cells that you be strip-searched.”

      Every muscle in Quariss’s body stiffened, reminding Shirin of a porcupine whose quills had instantly risen and were now standing straight up at rigid attention.

      Shirin set her fists on her hips and glared at the woman. “And that reaction underscores why I need to escort you to the cells personally. Because you care so deeply for one of our Blades, and because of your nobility, I’m going to extend you a boon. I’ll personally search you in a private room and will even arrange for a private cell, away from your people, if that’s what you prefer. Your men will be in separate cells from your women. Each cell holds four people, and if you’d like to dictate who goes into what cell, I’ll allow that as well.”

      Shirin motioned for Dina to join her. “Please tell Lady Sábria that I’m personally escorting our guests to Goddess’s Court. Ask her to leave word with you if she would like a full report when I return. Otherwise, I’ll join her in the morning.”

      “Yes, Commander.” After saluting the Commander, Dina left to find Sábria and deliver her message.

      Looking around, Shirin spotted Subcommander Calit standing near the gates, waiting to see if she was needed. Shirin tilted her head for her to follow and stepped far enough away that Quariss wouldn’t overhear their conversation. “Excellent job getting the archers up there on such short notice.”

      Calit inclined her head, “Well, I have to say, Dina’s message took me by surprise, but everyone was true to their training and responded like they should. They’re not all properly turned out since we had to roust quite a few out of bed,” she grinned, “but they all seem to at least have the buttons on their trews buckled and their breastbands in place.”

      When Calit first came to the Temple as a newly promoted Subcommander, Shirin had reservations about her ability to lead such a large contingent of Blades. Her quiet demeanor and reserved disposition made it seem as though she wasn’t suited to command a group of assertive, often hard-headed warriors who needed a strong guiding hand.

      Calit had been new to the position when Sábria and Shirin had been absent from the Temple when Khaldo and her cronies had bullied Ailith. Shirin had nearly demoted her on the spot, but, to her surprise, even though Sábria had been furious at the Subcommander for bungling that disaster, she’d pointed out that demoting her would be a waste of a valuable lesson. Everyone deserved a second chance to prove they could learn from their mistakes.

      After deliberately spending more time than usual with a subordinate, Shirin had discovered a real strength in the woman. She’d mistaken her quiet, almost shy demeanor for weakness. But she’d soon discovered Calit was anything but weak.

      Their leadership styles were different, yes, but the Blades respected Calit’s fair way of dealing with problems and her ability to see the bigger picture no matter the circumstance. But it was her quiet good humor Shirin had come to appreciate. She reminded her of Prime Osstendler in many ways—they were both patient until it was time to assert themselves. She’d seen her discipline a Blade one minute and then take that same Blade aside to make sure she understood the reason for it. “Well, thank the Goddess for that. I would have been mortified to have seen undratrews showing behind an open flap or Faylin’s breasts uncontained for all and sundry to see.”

      With a rueful glance down at her own well-endowed chest, Calit shrugged, “They can be a hindrance at times, that’s for sure. Anyway, how can I help you, Commander?”

      “I need two squads of archers left on the wall for the remainder of the night. I want them rotated out every four candlemarks. Work out a schedule where those on Dawning shift are on the first watch so they get some rest before having to go on shift.”

      Calit considered her options. “I’ll put Dawning shift on now and then pull some of the women from Gloaming shift in early. They can work overtime until sunrise. The extra time won’t kill them. It looked like we’d rounded up all the people who came to rescue Xyda from our clutches. Are you expecting more trouble from somewhere?”

      The rooftops were cleared, but Shirin glanced up at them anyway. “I don’t know. Call it intuition or just paranoia, but there’s a reason Quariss doesn’t want us to know her name. I can’t help but wonder whether that means she’s a noblewoman from one of the larger northern duchies who practically has an entire army at her disposal.”

      “Quariss? Little One? That’s her name?”

      Shirin grinned, “Since she refused to give us her name, Sábria provided her with one. Never let it be said our Arch Priestess doesn’t have a sense of humor.” She thought about that and then amended, “Or, perhaps, Sábria’s heart is telling her something I’ve missed. That often happens when I dislike someone or when someone does something to irritate me, only to have Sábria bring them into the fold because the Goddess counts them as one of her own.”

      Calit stared at Quariss, who waited at a distance beside Geller with obvious impatience. “How, or rather, why would a northern noble be here in Sarlogne asking about the welfare of a Hunter? How would she even have known Xyda would be here? From what I was told, the shiv she brought in was from White Cliff Temple in the north, and the only reason she brought her here was that the shiv had traveled too far to return her body there. Does that mean Xyda and Quariss are traveling together? A Hunter and a noblewoman?”

      “All excellent questions that Xyda will, hopefully, answer in the morning. In the meantime, let’s stay alert, shall we? I want either you, Rahel, or one of the Primes awake and on the allure during the night. And let’s keep the portcullis down tonight. It may be an overabundance of caution, but the little hairs on the back of my neck are tingling, and I always try to pay attention when that happens.”

      “Yes, Commander.”

      With a sigh, Shirin returned to where the others waited. “Let’s go.” She and the others joined with the Deadnight shift Blades, and together, they escorted their prisoners to the Goddess’s Court.
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      Sábria returned to her rooms to find Xyda in the same position she’d been in when she’d left to meet Quariss. She took the time to pull off Xyda’s tunic, trews, and stockings, retrieved one of her own nightgowns from her closet, and pulled it over the other woman’s head. People tended to sleep better in night clothes, although not sleeping wasn’t going to be a problem for her Hunter after all the Feney she’d ingested.

      A knock sounded on the outer door, and expecting it to be Shirin, she called out, “Come.”

      The door opened, and when Shirin didn’t appear in the bedroom, Sábria stepped out to find an uncomfortable Dina standing just inside the door. “Oh, Dina. Sorry, I thought you were Shirin. What can I do for you?” The fact that she’d just seen the guard on duty at the front gate ruled out the possibility that Dina was there for counseling or advice. And even though her door was open any time of the day and night for all of the Blades, it was rare to have one come to her rooms after dark.

      “I’m sorry to bother you, My Lady. Commander Shirin asked me to tell you that she personally escorted the prisoners to Goddess’s Court. She said if you’d like her to give you a full report when she returns, just let me know, and I’ll give her the message when she comes through the gate. She said otherwise, she’ll brief you in the morning.”

      Sighing, Sábria decided it would be better to know how things had gone at the holding cells before she spoke with Xyda in the morning. That wasn’t a conversation she was looking forward to. Good morning, Xyda. Oh, by the way, I’ve imprisoned your lover and her people for threatening to burn down the Temple. “Please ask her to stop here before she goes to her rooms. Also, ask whoever is on duty in the kitchens tonight to bring up two savory croissants if there are any leftovers from dinner, and if they’re gone, then ask them to use their imagination and send up whatever they have.”

      “Yes, My Lady. Would you like that now, or…?”

      “In about a candlemark, please. I’m hoping the Commander won’t take too long to get our guests settled in for the night.” When Dina hesitated, Sábria cocked her head. “Was there something else?”

      There was very little that bothered Dina. Sábria had known her long enough to know that. Dina was cool in a crisis, quick on the uptake, and kept a sharp eye out for problems among the Blades. There’d been many times when Sábria had checked on the gate guards, only to find Dina in the guardhouse counseling one of the shivs or even a Blade who just needed to talk to someone. Dina didn’t meet Sábria’s gaze. “Nothing, My Lady. I’ll give the message to the Commander when she gets back.”

      She turned to leave, and Sábria caught her arm and smiled. “Nice try. What’s bothering you?”

      Dina’s concerned look flicked to the bedroom before coming to rest on Sábria’s face. “It’s not my place. My Lady. I’d rather not say.”

      All Sábria had to do was raise her brows. Those who’d known her as long as Dina had understood exactly what that meant. She never allowed her people to dodge a question. If she took the time to ask, she expected an answer.

      “I mostly have questions, My Lady.”

      “Such as?”

      “Well, why are we holding a Hunter against her will? Why would a noblewoman know we’re holding her, and why would she come to rescue that Hunter? From us? Why would she think she needed to be rescued? If you remember, I was the one standing by, ready to lower the portcullis. Normally, I’d never guard the inner courtyard when a Hunter was delivering a body or a runaway Blade, but when she rode through the gate, the look she gave me was, well, I guess contemptuous is the right word. Maybe even, well, not proud, exactly, but almost like she needed me to know that she was…still proud of who and what she was. That it meant something to her. That she wasn’t ashamed to be a Hunter. Damn it. I’m not making any sense.”

      Sábria kept her eyes trained on Dina’s. “On the contrary, you're making complete sense. Not only that, but you’re helping me to see things from a different perspective. Your distinction as far as how you saw her pride is an important one. Not proud but wanting you to know she’s not ashamed of being a Hunter. That’s an important distinction, Dina. One I wouldn’t have seen myself. Please, go on.”

      Dina looked down to gather her thoughts. It took her a moment to figure out what she’d felt when Xyda had ridden past. “That was so strange that it made me curious and, I guess, a little suspicious, and that’s why I took up an inner guard position like I would if a stranger had come into the courtyard. I didn’t want to, but then, when I heard her saying she’s not a Blade, she’s a Hunter, and she said she didn’t trust you, I don’t know, it’s just worrisome.”

      Sábria knew there was more, so she waited patiently. When nothing was forthcoming, she nodded, “Go on.”

      “It’s more something I should talk to Subcommander Calit about or one of the Primes. I know you and Commander Shirin are working yourselves into exhaustion, and it’s not something I should bother you about.”

      “Dina, I value your observations. You see people come and go all of the time, and you notice things other Blades don’t. Now, especially now, I need all the insight—yours and mine—I can get to remedy a problem I never knew existed. What else do you want to ask or say?”

      Dina looked down at the floor as she gathered her thoughts. “I guess, first, I’m feeling unsure about my duties.”

      “Unsure in what way?”

      “I’m responsible for guarding the gates. Usually, that’s pretty straightforward. Either someone belongs inside, or we stop them, find out their business, and escort them wherever they need to go. The Hunters are Blades, and they’re allowed to come and go from Temples just like every other Blade. But now, I’m not sure whether I should allow them through the gate because what if they really do hate us and mean harm to someone inside? You, for example. And if I let a Hunter in and they hurt you, I—” Her throat closed up, and she worked her jaw to regain the professional persona she always used when reporting to the Arch Priestess. “I couldn’t live with myself if I failed you like that.”

      Sábria moved in and put her hands on Dina’s shoulders.

      Dina tried to pull away. “I’m being stupid, My Lady, please.”

      Sábria tightened her grip, forcing Dina to remain where she was. “Dina, you hold one of the most stressful positions in the Blades. I may not acknowledge it as much as I should, but I realize that you and the other gate guards are committed to keeping the Blades and the Temple safe from outside intrusion.”

      She put her fingers beneath Dina’s chin so she would lift her gaze off her boots and look her in the eyes. “Hunters are Blades, and we’ll continue to treat them as such. Any Blade can suddenly go rogue. At times, we can predict which one will, but often it comes as a complete surprise. If something like that happens, it won’t be your fault for not seeing it and allowing them into the Temple. This is their home, and we’ll always welcome them in until they prove us wrong.”

      Relief washed through Dina. Her stomach had been tied in knots over having to lower the portcullis to keep a Blade from leaving. “It felt so wrong to trap a Hunter inside the walls. It kind of put me off balance. It makes it easier, I guess, to…” she narrowed her eyes, trying to come up with the exact words for what she was thinking, “…to take each Blade on a case-by-case basis. I was lumping all the Hunters into one, and I can’t do that. Even though Xyda made it seem like they were all completely separate from the Blades, that doesn’t make them the enemy.”

      Sábria nodded, “It makes them a group of wounded Blades who need our help to heal. I’ll work on the whole, and you and the rest of the Blades accept and care about the individuals.”

      Dina’s features relaxed even more. “Yes, My Lady. Something’s changed with the Hunters, but in other ways, nothing has changed. I’ll keep that in mind and try to explain it to the other gate guards.”

      Sábria nodded and patted her shoulder. As she watched her leave, she thought that perhaps it was time to assign Dina as Senior Guardian over the rest of the gate guards. She was more than ready for the promotion, but a promotion to Senior Guardian under normal circumstances meant an assignment away from the gates. In this case, Sábria needed Dina to remain exactly where she was. She relegated the thought to the back of her mind as something she wanted to run past Shirin when this whole mess with the Hunters was resolved.

      Sábria picked up a book she’d been reading and went into the bedroom where Xyda slept. Climbing onto the bed, she leaned against the headboard and settled in to read until Shirin returned with her report.

      A hand on her shoulder startled her awake. When she opened her eyes, she found Shirin leaning over her, holding the book she’d been reading to keep herself awake. Sábria checked to make sure Xyda was still asleep and pointed to the door, telling Shirin she wanted to go into the other room.

      Several candles were already lit, and the table was set with plates, serving ware, and several silver-domed plates of food. Since no one except Shirin would ever come into her rooms without permission, Sábria walked to the table to see what was under the domes. “What’s this, and how did it get in here?” She uncovered the first dish and found roast chicken and potatoes.

      “I ran into one of the servants from the dining hall using the lift to bring the serving cart up, so I let them in and had them set everything out. I almost left you to sleep through the night, but I knew you’d wait to eat until I returned, and with the stress you’ve been under, missing yet another meal is not a good idea. Not to mention the fact that you’d want to know what happened before you have to speak to  Xyda in the morning.”

      The way Shirin’s thoughts mirrored her own didn’t surprise Sábria. The two had been working closely together for many turns, and their bond of trust and understanding was so strong that they practically knew what the other was thinking at any given point.

      Take the incident with Quariss, for example. Sábria had known, without having to look, that Shirin would ready the Temple when the woman had threatened it with flaming arrows. She’d expected to see archers running to the back stairs leading to the allure when she’d entered the inner bailey and hadn’t been disappointed. It would have been more surprising if the order hadn’t been given.

      Then, when Geller and the entirety of Deadnight shift had silently run toward the rear gate on their way to round up Quariss’s people, she knew without a doubt that given enough provocation, Shirin would make Quariss a guest in the Magistrate’s cells before the evening was done.

      Standing at the head of the table, Sábria used the ornately decorated carving knife to slice through the juicy breast, releasing even more mouthwatering scents from the herbs used to season the chicken. She served them each several slices while Shirin lifted the second silver dome and ladled a portion of mixed vegetables onto each plate.

      That done, Shirin walked to the bar, chose a wine, uncorked it, and brought it to the table. She poured each of them a generous portion and then, with a heavy sigh, practically fell into her chair. “I put them all into the cells for the night. There were twenty of them, plus Quariss and her second. Quite a few were battle-hardened warriors. Not all. There was another youngster Banin’s age, green and untried. I guess you could call them trainees. There were two of them, both young women who idolized Xyda and Quariss.”

      Shirin took a sip of wine and watched over the rim as Sábria gripped the arms of the chair and tiredly lowered herself into it. The weary way she stared at her plate gave Shirin pause. Her friend was exhausted. So was she, for that matter. With a long sigh, Sábria neatly cut a bite of chicken and politely set down the knife before bringing the fork to her mouth. Shirin smiled when Sábria closed her eyes and hummed her appreciation. “That good, huh?” Her stomach rumbled, giving her an excellent excuse to eat while delivering her report. She picked up her knife and fork and raised her brows, asking whether Sábria minded if she broke protocol and ate while reporting on her activities.

      Sábria waved her on. “Of course. You’re just as hungry as I am. Continue, please.”

      “Anyway, I’d say eight of the others, men and women, were peasants Quariss recruited locally. But I had the feeling they weren’t recent recruits. It's almost as though they were on a retainer, paid by Quariss and the Hunters to stand by in case there’s trouble between the Hunters and Blades.”

      Sábria’s fork stopped halfway to her mouth. She lowered it again and stared at her second. “What gave you that idea?”

      The wine was one of Shirin’s favorites from a Tuvistian vineyard her father subsidized from his personal coffers. She’d convinced him it wouldn’t go amiss if he supplied the Temple with a few bottles every now and again, and he’d agreed. The deep burgundy was full-bodied and opaque, and she swirled it around and sipped before setting her glass next to her plate. “It was something one of the men said.” She cut a piece of chicken and slipped it into her mouth. After swallowing, she decided she was hungry enough she needed to eat before finishing her report.

      Sábria ate a few bites and then couldn’t wait any longer. “Talk between bites, Shirin. Manners are one thing, but you can’t just say something like that and then stuff food into your mouth so you can’t talk. I don’t even care if you talk with your mouth full, just chew quickly and answer the question, please. And…” she rubbed her temple with her fingers, “…and I apologize in advance for my foul mood. A good meal and several candlemarks sleep should set me right in the morning, but for now, don’t expect kid gloves, okay?”

      Shirin grinned as she took another sip of wine. “Sorry. I’m starving. Anyway, I recognized the man as one of the sell swords who hire out to merchants to protect their caravans. I asked him why he was working for Quariss, and he shrugged and said it’s a steady income, and since Hunters rarely come to Sarlogne, it’s been free riels every four sevendays. I think he thought I knew what was going on.”

      “Did he say who pays him?”

      “No. I asked who Quariss was, and he shrugged and said, ‘Fowk if I ken. Big fowkin’ nob showed up at me door, said it were time to collect, so I got me sword and went.’ That was what I got from all the locals.”

      Her peasant accent was so perfect, Sábria chuckled. “What about the warriors? Did they have anything interesting to say?”

      “Not a single one. I even took Banin aside to speak to her alone.” She pointed to a dark spot on her tunic. “She spat on me. There’s real hatred there for the Blades. I have difficulty believing Xyda would encourage that kind of animosity toward Elyon’s warriors. When you asked her if she trusted you, she said she trusted Elyon, implying she didn’t trust you. So, whether you’re in her good graces or not, she still considers herself one of the Goddess’s warriors. I don’t believe she’d do anything to hurt one of her Blades.” Her brows came down low, “You’re not going to like what I did find out from her, though.”

      Sábria sat all the way back in her chair and let her head fall back. “Do you have any good news? Or do we just need to go from bad to worse?”

      “Bad to worse, I’m afraid.”

      Sábria picked up the wine bottle and poured a second glass for them both. With a flourish, she picked up her glass and held it up. “To a day when the only bad thing that happens is Ailith having sex with Lady Knight Farryn.”

      Shirin grinned and clinked her glass to Sábria’s.

      “Okay, what is it I’m not going to like?”

      “Banin said an ex-Blade told her that you’d killed the ex-Blade’s lover, Khaldo, because Khaldo disagreed with one of your orders.”

      Now, Sábria brought her head forward and rested it on her fingers. “Oumar.”

      “Couldn’t be anyone else. It makes me wonder what dissension Khaldo’s other followers are spreading around.”

      “Well, we know they didn’t start the rift between Hunters and Blades because it sounds like that’s been going on for a while, maybe even for a couple of turns. We’ll know better tomorrow after I question Xyda. That being said, we know at least Oumar is involved with beating at least one Hunter. I need to send out messengers in the morning to every Temple that has one of Khaldo’s followers. I want all communications between her followers to cease. I also want Oumar brought back here where we can keep our eyes on her. I intend to alert the High Priestesses in every Temple about the rift with the Hunters. I want the ones responsible for the beatings stripped of their Blade status and brought here to be sentenced by Master Fiyori. I intend to send a powerful message to any other Blades who feel it’s their duty to punish the Hunters for doing their jobs. Then, after I speak with Xyda and we find those five men, you and I are going to meet with every Hunter and try to regain their trust.”

      Shirin rubbed her eyes. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

      “There are fifteen Hunters. Hopefully, I can get Xyda on our side and she’ll help us find them all.” Lost in her thoughts, Sábria ate some more, drank her wine, and thought about everything that had happened that day. “I’m also concerned we didn’t get all of Quariss’s followers. I want you to set⁠—”

      “Already done. I have rotating contingents of twenty archers on the allure and had Dina lower the portcullis for the night. Geller assigned Ailith, Jenx, Arane, and Terro to patrol outside the Temple. Ailith and Jenx will work the rooftops and Arane and Terro will be street level.”

      “Excellent.”

      “We need to find out who Quariss is.” Shirin always tried to clarify things with Sábria whenever she didn’t fully understand her reasons for making certain decisions. They’d discovered long ago that open communication was crucial to the efficient running of the Temple. “Why did you go easy on her? I expected you to order us to arrest her as soon as she threatened the Temple with those archers. For that matter, I expected Elyon to blast them all off that rooftop when she pulled that stunt.”

      Sábria had anticipated the question and was ready with her answer. “That took a lot of guts to try to bluff us with those flaming arrows.”

      “You think she was bluffing.”

      “I do. She honestly believes we’d hurt Xyda. Her attempts were misplaced but honest. Her only intention was to protect one of my Blades. How can I fault her for that? As for Elyon, well, Quariss, or whatever her name is, is one of the Goddess’s followers. Elyon loves Xyda, Shirin, and she knows Quariss does, too.

      Shirin wasn’t so sure the arrows had been a bluff, but whenever Sábria spoke about Elyon and her motives, she was almost always spot on. “I suppose so. How long do you plan to keep them locked up?”

      There was quiet humor in Sábria’s eyes when she glanced up at her second. “You’re the one who had them locked up, Shirin. What did you charge them with?”

      A mischievous look came into Shirin’s eyes. “Well, the archers and Quariss were easy. They threatened to burn down the Temple, so I charged them with attempted murder since the Temple is full of Blades.”

      Sábria huffed, “They didn’t attempt murder. They only threatened it.”

      Shirin scratched her head and sheepishly squinted at Sábria. “I know. I figured we could work out the details later.”

      “That should be interesting when they go before Master Fiyori. I’ll have to talk to her beforehand and tell her what actually happened and what’s coming up. It probably wouldn’t help me convince Xyda we care about her if we locked her lover up for several turns for something she didn’t actually do.”

      “Her lover? You think they’re lovers?”

      “I do.”

      “I must have missed that part. Well, I was tired, and I couldn’t think of any other charges on the spur of the moment.”

      “And the others?”

      “Luckily, there weren’t any nobles among them. They were fully armed, and I found out they’d threatened some of the merchants who were trying to move them away from their shops while the warriors were waiting for orders from Quariss. I charged them with public disorder and threats. I didn’t put them in with the general population, and I separated the men out from the women.”

      Sábria stabbed several green beans and shrugged. “Of course, that’s protocol.”

      “It is, but they were very insistent, demanding to be kept together in one of the larger cells. Since that sounded like trouble to me, I denied the request and separated them into the four-person cells. Can I assume you intend for them to stay locked up until they’re brought before Master Fiyori? That might be problematic with Quariss since she’s a noblewoman. It’ll be more difficult to keep her locked up. That was partially why I charged her with attempted murder.”

      Sábria glanced at Shirin over the rim of her wineglass and winked. “I, for one, don’t know if she’s a noblewoman since she’s refused to identify herself. For all I know, she’s an escaped slave who was taught to speak correctly around her lord’s children.”

      The raised brow said Shirin couldn’t argue the point.

      “For right now, yes, I’d like to keep them locked up so I can talk to Xyda without interference.” Instead of sipping her wine as she was wont to do during her meals, Sábria drained her glass, and set it on the table. After wiping her mouth with her cloth napkin, she pushed off the chair and stood. “I’m sorry, Shirin. I can barely keep my eyes open. Feel free to finish your meal and take whatever else you’d like. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Shirin watched her disappear into the bedroom and decided sleep would be her best bet as well. She finished what was left on her plate, grabbed one of the rolls from beneath the third silver dome, and slathered butter on both sides. After replacing the domes over the plates she set the tray outside the door so that one of the Blades, or perhaps a servant, would take it back to the kitchens while they slept. Pitifully glad the day was finally drawing to an end, she let herself into her own apartment and headed to bed.
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      The first thing Sábria noticed was light streaming through her window. The second was the knocking that had awoken her moments before. Judging by how muzzy her mind felt, sleep must have taken her quickly, and she’d fallen into a heavy, dreamless slumber. She lay quietly a moment, hoping Shirin would let her sleep a bit longer. The longer they slept, the longer she’d have before she’d have to deal with Xyda and her associated problems. As her thoughts turned to the Hunter, she lightly felt the other side of the bed to make sure the knocking hadn’t awoken her guest. Her eyes flew open when her hand encountered nothing but soft, silky sheets.

      The knocking sounded again, and Sábria realized it had come from the outer door leading into the hallway instead of the one into her bedroom. She jumped out of bed, grabbed her silk bathrobe, and hurried to the door. As she moved through the sitting room, she glanced around, hoping to see Xyda either eating breakfast, reading, or possibly just waiting for her to awaken. No such luck.

      She pulled open the door and found a red-faced Jenx with her fist lifted, ready to knock again. Before Sábria could say anything, Jenx blurted out, “I’m going to strangle that mule-headed, ró múgromin shiv, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.” She angrily paced down the hallway a few steps, turned around, and came back. “She’s going to wonder what evil demon spawn took over her handler’s body when I get my hands around her skinny⁠—”

      Sábria held up her hand, “Jenx. I just woke up and need a few moments to gather myself. Besides, you know as well as I do that the first report is to the Commander and not directly to me.” When Jenx’s words finally registered, Sábria’s blue eyes locked with hers. “What do you mean when you get your hands on her?” She’d only just realized Ailith wasn’t with her handler. “Where is she?

      Jenx’s cheeks flushed. “I’m sorry I didn’t go directly to the Commander. I thought you’d want to know we saw Xyda running down a back alley. She’s fast, My Lady, and since Ailith knew she was supposed to be staying here in the Temple, she took off after her. I tried to keep up and when I started to fall behind, I yelled for Ailith to stop.”

      Every muscle in Sábria’s body tensed. “Let me guess. She ignored you.”

      Jenx spoke through clenched teeth, “Oh, by the Goddess, she did. I searched for a while, and when I ran into Arane and Terro, they said they’d try to follow and sent me to report to you about what happened.” She ran her hand up into her hair and pulled hard enough that her knuckles turned white. “I swear, My Lady, I thought she’d turned the corner. She’s been better about listening to me and asking me questions before doing something harebrained, and then off she goes running after a Hunter who, from what I hear, hates the Blades and might just⁠—”

      Sábria held up a hand to silence her. “First, Ailith running off is not a reflection on you, and second, Xyda is not a danger to her. Of that, I’m absolutely certain.”

      Even though she was still livid at her shiv for disobeying her shouted command, some of the tension drained from Jenx’s body. Obviously, she’d been frightened that a Hunter as powerful and skilled as Xyda might hurt Ailith in order to get away, but if Sábria wasn’t worried about it, she’d tamp down her fears. “I hope you’re right, My Lady. I’d never forgive myself if anything happened to that knot-headed shiv of mine simply because I’m not the fastest runner in the Temple. I never have been, but Ailith and that Hunter were fast…” She shook her head. “Maybe you should put one of the faster runners in charge of Ailith, My Lady, if only to…”

      Her words trailed off as Sábria held up her hand and growled, “Don’t go there again, Jenx,” before retreating back into her apartment.

      Further down the hall, the Commander’s door opened, and Shirin stepped out fully dressed. “I thought I heard you out here. Since when do you report to the Arch Priestess before coming to me?”

      Thunder clouds were brewing in the Commander’s dark eyes, and out of habit, Jenx came to attention and brought her fist to her chest. Everyone knew that when the Commander was in one of her moods, no amount of explanation would soothe her temper.

      Irritated at one of her senior handlers circumventing protocol and waking Sábria when she’d so obviously needed her rest, Shirin barked, “Report.”

      By the time Jenx had explained what was happening, Sábria emerged from her room fully dressed except for her sword, which was still in a cradle next to the door. She grabbed it and buckled it on, and when she glanced up at Jenx, there was no question that she was just as angry as the Commander. Those icy blue eyes focused on Shirin. “Are you ready to track?”

      Shirin looked at Jenx. “Run down and ring the bell for Sábria’s honor guard.”

      Sábria waved away the order. “No. Too many people will slow us up. If the three of us can’t protect ourselves from danger, then we don’t belong in the Blades. Let’s go.” Without waiting for a response, she turned and hurried down the stairs.

      Shirin hesitated and then turned and glared at Jenx. She needed a moment to get her temper fully under control before she said or did something she’d later come to regret. The sound of the door closing at the bottom of the stairs was enough to finally get her moving. The two women hurried after Sábria, and by the time they strode through the Sanctum’s garden, she was already striding purposefully through the archway into the outer bailey.

      When they fell in beside her, Sábria asked, “Where did you last see them?” She nodded to the gate guard as they passed beneath the portcullis and continued through the grassy plaza and out onto the street.

      “They were on the east edge of town, headed north through the fields leading to the forest. I knew there was no way I’d catch them, and by the time I stopped, Xyda had disappeared into the forest. Ailith was already three-quarters of the way through the field, and I couldn’t catch her before she disappeared into the trees. While I’ve done a little bit of training,” she turned and nodded to Shirin, who’d taught the tracking classes she’d attended, “I’m practical enough to realize there was no way I could follow their trail through the forest. Ailith is better at stealth movement and tracking than I’ll ever be, and if she doesn’t want me following her, then it’s not going to happen.”

      Jenx dodged a man backing into her path as he was tugging a cart out of a pothole. “That, plus Xyda’s skills must eclipse hers by at least a factor of ten. I mean, tracking and stealth movement is what she’s done for the last, I don’t know how many turns. She’s the best of the best, My Lady, so I’m not even sure Ailith will be able to follow her. At least I know that Ailith won’t get lost, and if she can’t find Xyda, she’ll turn back around and follow their trail back into the city.” Realizing her anxiety levels had her prattling on about information no one had asked for, she quickly shut her mouth.

      Sábria stopped a moment to tie her scabbard to her thigh, and the other two followed suit. That done, she increased her pace as they moved through the Merchant’s Quarter.

      Shirin spotted Geller speaking with Prime Osstendler. The initial surprise reflected in their faces was quickly replaced by concern as they watched Sábria, Shirin, and Jenx walking with a purpose towards the edge of town with no bodyguards in sight.

      They hurried to follow, and when they fell in behind, Sábria stopped and pointed to Osstendler. “I want you to go find Calit. Let her know I’m leaving her in charge. I don’t know how long we’ll be gone, hopefully not long, but you never know. And let her know that I want the prisoners to remain locked up in Magistrate’s Court until I return and they’re not to be tried until I speak to her. She’ll need to go talk to Master Fiyori this morning. Make sure she lets Fiyori know the request is coming directly from me.”

      Osstendler brought her fist to her chest. “Yes, My Lady.”

      Sábria looked at Geller. She’d rather just the three of them went after Ailith and Xyda, but she also knew Shirin would be much more comfortable with Geller along. “Ursuna, I know you’re just now getting off shift, but you’re with us.”

      Geller simply nodded, and when Sábria started off again, she took up a position slightly behind the group to protect from an attack from the rear. While speed had never been the Prime’s forte, she could maintain a steady pace with the best of them.

      When they reached the edge of the forest, Sábria stopped and looked at Jenx. “Do you know where they entered the forest?”

      Jenx studied the timberline. “Yes. I took note of the specific tree in case we needed to follow.” The treeline was varied. Tall spires rose above the round-topped canopies that were still tall enough for climbers to move through—some nearly the height of eight to ten men standing on one another’s shoulders. It took a moment, but she finally spotted a spreading canopy that had the top third of its leaves burned away, probably from a lightning strike. “There, beneath that burnt tree. That’s exactly where they went in.”

      Sábria nodded. “Let’s get started then.”
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      Ailith moved through the leaves one slow step at a time, careful not to tread on any signs someone had passed that way. Unfortunately, this was where the Hunter’s trail ended, and the woman had begun to move like the stealthy predator she was. Ailith was a good enough tracker, though, that she was confident if she looked hard enough, she’d find some sign to indicate which way the Hunter had gone.

      Now that she wasn’t running full out, her mind slowed, and she realized she’d be in major trouble when she returned to the Temple. Except Sábria had told the Hunter to remain with her, and Ailith thought it had been her duty to follow and report back to Jenx or Prime Geller where she’d gone to ground.

      She slowly walked from tree to tree, finally spotting what she was looking for. One small square of bark lay on the ground next to a tree’s broad trunk. Her gaze traveled upward until she spotted a lighter patch showing through the dark bark where the Hunter’s boot had dislodged a loose piece on her way up the trunk. Ailith searched the canopy, not wanting to be ambushed by someone who could very easily wait among the leaves and shove her from the branch and send her tumbling to the forest floor below.

      As she climbed, she thought about the tales she’d heard about that segment of the Blade community. Every shiv knew that if they ever decided to run, it was the Hunters who’d track them down and haul them back to the Temple in disgrace. She didn’t think Hunters would ever intentionally harm their prey, but this Hunter had brought a shiv wrapped in canvas and strapped belly first across her mule.

      Ailith had been there when one of the Blades had chided the Hunter, asking whether she knew she was supposed to bring people back alive. There’d been real anger in the woman’s words, and while Ailith understood that Hunters were Blades, she’d also heard the Hunter tell Lady Sábria they weren’t. It was all very confusing, and she realized if she didn’t keep her mind on the hunt rather than on the idea of Blade versus Hunter, she’d be in trouble.

      She found where the Hunter had moved to the end of a branch and even saw the scuff mark where the woman had pushed off to leap into the next canopy. Once again, Ailith gauged the distance to an overhanging branch and jumped, catching it and swinging herself forward so that her feet came to rest on a second branch close to the broad trunk of the neighboring tree. All of the birds were silent, which was to be expected, with the two of them moving through the canopy. As she followed the elevated trail, she was startled by a chattering squirrel that poked his head out of a hole and berated her for coming so near his nest. She whispered, “Don’t be such a grump. I’m just lookin’ fer a trail. I’ll be gone right quick.”

      The clues disappeared, and she methodically made her way forward, searching the bark, the trunks, and the leaves for even a hint of a sign she could follow. Eventually, her gaze traveled down to the forest floor. They’d been paralleling a stream, and while she didn’t see anything obvious for quite a while, she finally found what she was looking for. One stone had been tipped so that it sat partially in and partially out of the mud. There was a deepened groove in the mud beneath the end tilted skyward where the rock had been resting before a boot had pushed down on the opposite edge. The indentation, which was slowly filling with water and mud, would be gone in a few moments, telling her she wasn’t very far behind the Hunter.

      Without hesitation, she leapt from her branch, grabbed hold of a lower one, and swung her legs forward, giving her enough momentum to swing to a second lower branch further down as she fell through the canopy. She did that twice more before she finally landed squarely on her feet in the dense leaves.

      Keeping an eye on the place where she’d seen the rock, she crept forward until she was right on it. The rock canted more to the right than to the left, meaning the Hunter was moving upstream instead of down. She pivoted, careful not to disturb any more stones, and began moving in that direction.

      They’d been playing this game of cat and mouse for over a candlemark when the trail finally ran out. Ailith scoured the area around her, searching for the telltale signs she knew had to be there. Refusing to admit defeat, she got down on her hands and knees and carefully scoured the leaves, looking for anything—a broken branch or stem or even a crumpled leaf she may have missed. When she found what might have been a slight scuff mark on the end of a leaf, she put her temple to the ground to look at it from a different angle. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw a pair of highly polished black knee-high boots standing behind and to her left.

      Scrambling back far enough to pull her sword, she overbalanced and fell backward into a moss-covered root. Her gaze traveled up the black trews to where the Hunter had her fists planted firmly on her hips. Using her strong legs, Ailith jumped to her feet and stood in a guard position—both hands on the hilt with the tip of the sword pointing directly at the Blade.

      The only movement the Hunter made was a slight tilt of her head. “Well, I’m glad to see you at least have good defensive reactions. Situational awareness, though, needs a lot of work because I could’ve chopped your head off while your nose was down in the leaves.”

      Ailith relaxed a bit and stood from her crouch. The Hunter was absolutely right, and she shrugged sheepishly, “Aye, me handler’s always tellin’ me I get too focused on things. She says it’ll get me killed someday if I don’t break th’ habit. But, fowk, I tracked ya this far, and then I lost yer fowkin’ trail.”

      “I know, I’ve been watching you.” She smiled sardonically. “I even left you a few hints when I knew there were none to be had.”

      “Th’ fowk ya did. I tracked ya fair and square.” Ailith jammed her short sword back into her scabbard and rammed it home with a clack. Her anger spiked when she looked up and saw the amusement in those expressive grey eyes. She stepped forward and poked the woman in the chest with a stiff finger. “I been trackin’ ya since th’ fowkin’ Temple. Me and Jenx was out patrolling th’ grounds lookin’ fer more of yer friends, and we saw ya sneakin’ off, so I followed. I’d of found yer trail with or without yer help.”

      The Hunter’s voice was soft yet firm. “No. You wouldn’t have. But you’re good, I’ll give you that. There’s a lot I could teach you once you become a full Blade. You’ve got the instincts, that’s for sure, more so than many of the Hunters I’ve trained over the turns. But you need to stay alive long enough to become a Blade, Lass, and you won’t be doing that by forgetting that there are people out there who want to kill you.”

      Ailith’s eyes narrowed as she studied this woman, wondering if she was talking about herself. “If ya wanted to kill me, ya would have.”

      The Hunter reared back, and her eyes rounded in surprise. “If I wanted to kill you? The whole reason I circled back around was to protect you, Shiv. Did you even notice we passed two camps on the way here, one of which I’m pretty sure was full of bandits if the body odor was any indication.”

      “Aye, well, I smelled th’ smoke from one of th’ fires and heard a quiet cough that had to of come from a human. I also saw th’ bear and her cub and got yelled at by that fowkin’ fur tail.”

      “Yes, I saw that. When you’re hunting, you can’t afford to startle a squirrel into chattering like that. You have to know where all the animals are, not just the predators. A chattering squirrel can give away your position to your enemies and get you killed as easily as that mama bear.” She leaned forward with her fists still resting on her hips. “Do you understand me, Shiv?”

      Ailith did. Ashamed a Hunter had a reason to chastise her, she looked down at the ground, only to remember at the last moment Jenx’s barked words, “Eyes.” She jerked her eyes up too late and felt the Hunter’s hard knuckles rap her on the side of the head.

      “And just what do you think you’ll see looking down at those feet of yours?”

      Ailith stared into those intense grey eyes and sighed. She rubbed the side of her head, knowing she had several bad habits she needed to break. “Aye, me handler’s always telling me th’ same. ‘Eyes up, Ailith.’ She says. “Ya can’t see danger comin’ if yer lookin’ at yer feet, Ailith.” Heat rushed into her cheeks because, if the truth be told, she was impressed with this woman’s abilities and would have liked to impress her, if only just a bit.

      Not only that, the Hunter had a solid, muscular body, and the thick and varied calluses on her hands were telling. She was a warrior through and through. She was competent and confident and everything Ailith wanted to be when she became a full Blade. To make so many obvious mistakes in front of her was humiliating.

      Xyda watched the red infusing Ailith’s cheeks. She softened her eyes and, to Ailith's shock, placed a gentle hand on her cheek. “What’s your name, Lass?”

      Ailith straightened and gave her full title because she didn’t want the Hunter thinking less of her because she didn’t have two names the way most Blades did. “I’m Shiv Ailith, Milady.”

      That brought a twinkle to Xyda’s eyes. “Well, Shiv Ailith, I’m no lady. I was born into a peasant family. I’m not ashamed of it, and you shouldn’t be either.”

      Ailith reared back. “Ya weren’t. Ya squawk like a noble.”

      “Ya wouldn’t ‘a thunk I were a noble if’n ya’d a heard me squawkin’ afore I were a Blade, now, would ya?” Her mouth widened into a charming, mischievous grin when Ailith’s jaw dropped open. “Well, that and my wife is always correcting my manner of speech when I slide into old habits.” Xyda ruffled Ailith’s hair. “Now, Youngling. Do you know how to fish?”

      “Oh, aye. ‘Specially in th’ streams. Don’t need no line, ya ken?”

      “Aye, I ken. I figured no self-respecting Dreyuthan mountain peasant wouldn’t know how to catch a fish bare-handed, or at least with a quick knife. You go get us some food, and I’ll set camp and start a fire. If everything I’ve heard about our Arch priestess is true, then she’s already on our trail and I’m willing to bet your Commander will be finding all of the clues I left along the way.” She shook her finger playfully in Ailith’s face. “And I’m hoping that all of that sloppy tracking you did was intentional?”

      Ailith lifted a shoulder and gave the Hunter a slight grin. “Aye, I needed ‘em to ken where we was movin’ through th’ trees and no have to take th’ time to hunt fer th’ signs. Th’ Commander’s good, and she’d a found us, but….” She shrugged again and turned toward the stream. A few steps later saw her turning back to the Hunter, who was already gathering sticks for kindling. “I’ll be chuffed t’ honor ya by callin’ ya Hunter, but since we’ll be sharin’ a fire and a meal, do ya think ya’d be willin’ to give me yer name?”

      Xyda had just knelt to add a stick to the pile she carried in her arms. She paused and looked over her shoulder at the young shiv. She’d always liked being around the younger Blades and actually found herself hoping that maybe the Arch Priestess could heal the rift that had so torn the Hunters away from the Blades. She missed spending time in the Temples, chatting around dinner tables or sitting beneath the stars and gossiping about friends she’d seen around the Empire. What she missed the most, though, was teaching the young shivs how to survive in their brutal world.

      Finding that young woman lying broken at the bottom of the cliff had nearly done her in. And now, she wondered if maybe Elyon had brought this youngster and the Lady Sábria into her life to heal that broken heart. “My name’s difficult for non-Olarnians to pronounce. In my tongue, I’m Cethéreno. But here in Cibía, most people,” she glanced up and held Ailith’s gaze, “my friends, call me Xyda.”

      Ailith nodded. She was suddenly too shy to ask outright whether the woman considered her a friend. “Should I try to pronounce what ya said, in th’ Olarnan, I mean?”

      The Hunter chuckled. “Call me Xyda, Ailith, or we’ll be here all day untying your tongue.”

      Xyda’s voice was throaty and melodic, and Ailith felt she was blushing more around her than she’d done since arriving in Cibía. It was a good thing Xyda had a wife, or Ailith thought she might just develop a crush on her. “Aye, that’s probably fer th’ best, especially if ya want to eat sometime today.” She returned to the stream to catch some of the large trout she’d seen from up in the trees. Ailith never noticed the passage of time when she was squatted with her rear barely above the water, waiting for a fish to swim within reach. It wasn’t until the wind shifted and blew a few strands of hair into her eyes that she stretched shoulders aching from forced immobility.

      

      The soft breeze, which had been blowing in a northwesterly direction, shifted again, bringing an unwanted whisper as it drifted slowly past. Ailith’s head shot up, and she looked behind her to see if Xyda had picked up on the sound. Xyda had gone perfectly still, eyes closed and listening.

      When the Hunter straightened from where she’d been crouching near the sticks that she’d been arranging for a cookfire, Ailith got to her feet, watching as the Hunter concentrated on the wind.

      Ailith listened as well, but as she watched Xyda, she could tell the Hunter was using all five senses. Her nostrils flared as she scented the wind, and her head tilted slightly as she waited for the sound to come again. To Ailith’s surprise, those rounded lips parted too, as though she were tasting the air as well as smelling it.

      When those deep-set eyes opened, Ailith was close enough to see they’d changed from their usual smokey color to the determined shine of freshly sharpened steel. The Hunter studied the leaves, watching intently as they danced in the soft, fluttering wind. Taking one slow step at a time, Ailith moved closer, hoping the sound would come again. The changes in the Hunter fascinated her. She’d gone from a genial companion to a lion unmistakably focused on her prey.

      Xyda put her hand into a cluster of leaves and allowed them to tap softly against her fingers. There was no rhyme nor reason for the gesture, but it was abundantly clear when she caught the scent. She took off at a jog, moving through the trees with the grace of the lioness she resembled.

      Ailith was right on her tail, mimicking her moves and trying to figure out the reason behind each shift and turn. Even though Xyda’s path was upwind, she tracked subtly left. Try as she might, Ailith couldn’t figure out what drew the Hunter in that direction. Xyda picked up her pace and only broke into a run when the sound came again.

      Ailith heard the sound more clearly this time. A woman’s far-off scream raced along the wind, and the two women ran toward it, dodging trees, leaping over falling branches, and scaling a patch of boulders lying in their way.

      The cries grew louder as they drew near, but they weren’t the panicked cries of someone who’d given up all hope. Though Ailith couldn’t yet make out the words, the tone behind them was angry, tinged with only a bit of fear. She didn’t draw her sword until Xyda did, and just as the tip cleared her scabbard, Ailith began to recognize the words.

      They weren’t what she’d expected, though. Instead of the now familiar Cibían she used on a daily basis, they were the Dreyuthan dialect of her homeland. A flood of adrenalin surged through her as she recognized the voice as that of Sábria’s daughter, Ty. With a burst of speed, she nearly passed the Hunter, who pulled up and grabbed the back of Ailith’s tunic.

      Ailith tried to jerk free, but Xyda grabbed her around the throat and slammed her up against a tree. She hissed in Ailith’s ear so the sound of her voice wouldn’t give their position away. “Use your head, Lass. Hasn’t your handler taught you anything? Listen to me. From here on out, until we return to the Temple or Sábria or her trackers find us, I’m your handler. You’ll do as I say, or you’ll cost that lass her life and possibly mine and yours as well.”

      That brought Ailith up short, and she hissed back. “That’s Ty. Some fowker’s hurtin’ Lady Sábria’s daughter.”

      Xyda’s eyes narrowed, and she moved back so Ailith could see her face, “That may be, but you’ll do as I say. Do I have your word on that, or do I need to tie you to this tree?” Her eyes were fierce, conveying no doubt that Ailith needed to do exactly as she said, or she’d find herself bound hand and foot to the tree’s trunk.

      Ailith pulled in a deep breath. She knew the Hunter was right, and she steadied herself before answering. “Aye, Hunter. I swear I’ll do exactly as ya say.”

      Xyda released her grip on Ailith’s tunic and whispered into her ear. “You circle around to the other side, but you do nothing until you see me moving in for the attack. You understand?” When Ailith nodded, Xyda took off again at the run. She glanced back once and was satisfied to see Ailith circling around to the left to come in from the other side. “That’s the Lass. Do as you’re told, and we all might make it out of this alive.

      As she moved closer to where she believed the cries had originated, several male voices were added to the mix. Laughter was carried on the breeze, and a deep baritone accompanied it. “Don’t fight us, you whoring slut. You’ll be dead before night comes, but we’re going to have our fun before that. You might as well enjoy it since it’s the last prick you’ll enjoy in this lifetime.”

      Xyda’s steps slowed and eventually stopped. She pulled in a breath, tasting the air around her. The scent of the smoke was more pungent now. She’d been hunting long enough to know how far she was from the fire by the strength of the smoke drifting on the breeze.

      Sensing they were close, she climbed the nearest tree, silently moving through the canopy until she was able to get a look at what she was facing. Two larger tents of the kind typically used by the nobility were positioned upwind from the fire. Alongside those, two smaller two-man tents used by servants and guards stood sentinel on either side of the larger ones.

      A fire burned in a pit several paces away, and in front of that, five men surrounded a well-built, blonde-haired woman. Even if Ailith hadn’t told her this was Sábria’s daughter, Xyda wouldn’t have had an ounce of doubt about exactly who the young woman was. She was the spitting image of her mother. Her height, weight, hair color, and facial features were nearly identical to the Arch Priestess. Because of the similarities, Xyda wasn’t surprised to see that despite the ropes binding her wrists behind her back and the connecting one circling her throat, the younger woman was spitting mad.

      Xyda whispered to herself, “Hold them off, Ty, we’re coming.” She looked to the other side of the glade and spotted Ailith kneeling next to a tree, staring at her with the intensity of a falcon watching its prey. The shiv’s focus was directed at her and not on the scene before them and Xyda nodded to herself. Her handler had taught her well, then, something that was always good to see.

      Hoping the shiv had also been taught the requisite hand signals, she slowly raised three fingers and held them against her chest, telling Ailith that Xyda would count to three, and on three, they’d attack. When Ailith nodded once and resettled herself into a more balanced position, Xyda closed her fist against her chest and watched the men, waiting for their attention to be one hundred percent on Sábria’s daughter.

      One of the two noblemen, a muscular blonde with thin lips and a chiseled jawline, snaked his foot behind the woman’s knees and shoved her backward so she landed on her bound hands with a grunt.

      Xyda returned her attention to Ailith, whose gaze had wandered to what was happening in the camp. The Hunter whispered, “Don’t you dare, Lass. Stay true to your training.”

      Ailith’s attention returned to Xyda, who sent her a scathing look. The shiv pursed her lips and once again nodded, acknowledging that she’d almost messed up. The glare Xyda settled on her had sent fear into many a shiv and many Hunter trainees. When Ailith nearly glanced down at the ground, Xyda knew she’d gotten her message across.

      The Hunter returned her attention to the woman, who kicked at the nobleman’s head as he tried to straddle her.

      Two of the guards moved in. The first, who wore the padded gambeson of a working-class soldier, grabbed the woman by the throat and held her head and shoulders still while a second, robust, barrel-chested lad dressed in peasant attire helped the nobleman yank down on her trews.

      Xyda extended a second finger, waiting for the second nobleman and the third warrior to make their move. This nobleman had the same blonde hair and chiseled features as the first, only his nose was long and sharp, a direct contrast to the other’s bulbous one. The instant she saw them both step in to help, she extended the third finger and leapt from the tree.

      With a roaring battle cry meant to frighten and disorient the attackers, Xyda drew her blade and raced into the clearing. She targeted the two noblemen, not wanting a shiv to face two men who just might be Knights of the Empire. The first spun and had his sword in his hand so quickly that Xyda suspected he was most probably an expert swordsman. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ailith engage the second nobleman and sent up a prayer to the Goddess, asking her to protect the shiv.

      Before long, two of the guards joined the nobleman she was facing while the third took up a stance next to the man fighting with Ailith. Since she was now facing three attackers instead of one skillfully trained nobleman, Xyda put Ailith from her mind.

      She preferred facing multiple attackers to a single swordsman. A feral grin lifted the sides of her mouth when she discovered the big lad had minimal battle skills. Using his clumsiness to her advantage, she moved to her left, constantly keeping him between her and the two other warriors.

      The nobleman immediately recognized her tactic for what it was. He pushed the clumsy man to the side with a snarl. “Out-of-the-way, Fool.”

      It would’ve been simple enough for Xyda to slice the throat of the clumsy one, but as he was acting as her shield, she was reluctant to do so. When he stumbled back into place between her and the nobleman, the second guard rammed into his back, sending him flying into her arms.

      Xyda braced for the impact which was considerable. The sheer bulk of the man sent her reeling back several steps. Instead of trying to push him away as they all expected, she wound her sword arm around his back and pulled him in close. Reaching behind her back, she retrieved her belt knife and whipped it forward, thrusting it up under his rib cage with such force it rammed up into the man’s chest cavity all the way to the hilt.

      The man’s eyes grew wide as he dropped his sword. Xyda saw the dawning realization flit across his features that his life had ended a split second before his eyes glazed over in death. With the other two moving in, she had no choice but to leave the knife buried in the body as the man dropped to the ground.

      She spun towards her attackers, blocking the downward blow of the guard with a desperate upward swing of her sword. The blades came together with a resounding clash. The distinctive schick of two swords sliding against each other nearly covered the familiar gasp of someone who’d just had a sword rammed through their chest and lungs.

      “Barth!” The nobleman fighting Ailith shouted a name, and the guard fighting Xyda broke off and went to his aid.

      Fearing Ailith may have been outmatched, Xyda renewed her attack on her remaining opponent, maneuvering him around so that she could see the other fighters. What she saw actually drew her attention away from the one she was fighting. Bodies littered the ground around the shiv, and she was attacking the second nobleman with a reckless, animalistic rage in her eyes.

      Xyda’s opponent stood transfixed as well until the bodies of his fallen guards registered in his conscious mind. He snarled and whipped his sword up and around, aiming for Xyda’s throat.

      Hunters were some of the best swordswomen in the Blades, and while the nobleman’s skills were impressive, they fell short of the expertise and experience she possessed. As she quickly blocked his blow, she noticed Sábria’s daughter escaping into the forest. Night wouldn’t come for several candlemarks, but with the woman’s hands still tied securely behind her back, there was no way she could allow her to leave. She’d be easy prey for any predator, two-legged or four.

      Escalating her attack with renewed vigor, Xyda moved forward with an overhead strike from right to left, immediately repeated the action from the opposite side, and then cut across with a two-handed, full-bodied swing with her sharp blade perfectly parallel to the ground.

      The man hadn’t sufficiently recovered from his last block, and he couldn’t bring his blade around in time to meet Xyda’s sword, which nearly cleaved his torso in two. As he fell, she turned to see the third guardsman dead at Ailith’s feet, and, with a crazed look in her eyes, the shiv was forcing her nobleman back in a frenzied, violent attack.

      Seeing that Ailith was more than holding her own, Xyda hurried to follow the woman into the forest. As she ran, she realized a trickle of blood was flowing down the side of her head. She felt a gash running along her hairline from the middle of her forehead to just above her left ear.

      With her attention focused on assessing the extent of her injury instead of where she was placing her feet, her boot caught on a root hidden by a covering of leaves. As she jerked forward, blood from her wound spattered across her face, leaving a splash of warmth trailing across her eyelids, cheeks, and nose. She had no idea when she’d been cut and, after running her finger through the wound, decided the gash was shallow enough that she wouldn’t lose too much blood if she continued the chase.

      Fortunately, the woman’s hands were still tied behind her back, and keeping an eye on the blonde hair that stood out in the shadowy underforest, Xyda quickly gained ground. The blonde hair disappeared around a rock, and Xyda automatically stepped wide. She’d dealt with hidden attackers waiting behind corners, hoping she’d run straight into their blades on far too many occasions, and had learned that lesson well. As she rounded the rock, she came face-to-face with an enraged Arch Priestess standing protectively in front of her daughter.

      Commander Shirin and two other Blades had taken up protective stances on either side.

      Two thoughts raced through her mind. First, she still had her sword in her hand while she chased Sábria’s daughter, and she knew how that must look. Second, Ailith was still back in the camp fighting the nobleman by herself. Instead of waiting to give an explanation and hoping that the daughter would take the time to do just that, Xyda spun on her heel and raced back to find the shiv.

      She didn’t have far to run as Ailith was barreling towards her, sword drawn and at the ready. Both women pulled up short. Ailith’s eyes were crazed as she stood in an attack stance with both hands on her sword hilt. She stared at Xyda as though trying to decide if she were friend or foe.

      Not sure what was happening, Xyda hesitated, knowing she needed to calm the shiv but not wanting to provoke a deadly confrontation. Lifting her free hand, she slowly walked toward Ailith, hoping she’d recognize her and lower her sword. “Easy, Lass. It’s me. It’s me, and you’re all right. There’s nothing to be afraid of.” Hoping the shiv wouldn’t attack, she walked straight up to her, used her forearm to push Ailith’s sword aside, and wrapped her arm around Ailith’s shoulders, pulling her in close.

      Before she knew what was happening, Xyda’s sword arm was wrenched to the side and twisted painfully. She flew in an arc as lightning bolts raced from her wrist up through her elbow. They were quickly joined by a second surge of agonizing heat racing from her shoulder and down into her spine. Her head slammed against the ground, and someone landed on top of her. A second person grabbed her fist and pinned her wrist to the ground.

      The Commander growled, “Let go of the sword, or I swear by the Goddess I’ll break your arm in two.”

      A third shock raced through her as the person who’d brought her down pinched the nerve in her shoulder with impossibly strong fingers. Xyda gasped and opened the hand gripping the sword. Someone, presumably the Commander, swept the blade out of her hand and expertly wound a tethering rope around her wrist before wrenching it up behind her back.

      The first attacker yanked her other arm back to join the first, and the rope was wound tightly around both wrists. The Blade sitting on her back pivoted around, moved down to straddle Xyda’s knees, and did the same with her two ankles. When they were finished, she was trussed up like a pig going to slaughter.

      Someone grabbed her hair and her face was pushed down into the detritus of the forest floor. Xyda vaguely heard a woman’s voice, whom she assumed must be Sábria’s daughter, quietly repeating, “No, no, no!”

      Whoever had hold of her hair released their grip, and Xyda turned her head to the side and gulped in air. Resting her face on her cheek, she was able to see Sábria with her hands on her daughter’s shoulders, trying to calm her. The daughter wanted to push past her, and Sábria kept stepping in her way.

      Behind them, Jenx knelt next to Ailith, who was seated on the ground holding her head. Despite all that had happened, Xyda hoped the nobleman hadn’t gotten in a blow to the shiv’s head.

      Frustrated that no one was listening to her, Sábria’s daughter—Xyda vaguely remembered Ailith calling her Ty—ran to Ailith and reeled off words she recognized as being those of a Dreyuthan peasant. That made absolutely no sense whatsoever. Why would Sábria’s daughter be fluent in Dreyuthan?

      Ailith slowly raised her head and stared uncomprehendingly at Ty. Xyda didn’t understand the confusion she saw in those eyes. It was as though Ailith didn’t recognize either Ty or her handler, Jenx. It wasn’t until Sábria knelt in front of Ailith, placed both hands on the shiv’s cheeks, and forced Ailith to look into her eyes that some kind of comprehension returned.

      Sábria spoke with gentle concern. “Ailith, look at me. You’re safe. Ty is safe, and we have Xyda in custody. There’s no one left to fight. Breathe. Breathe with me, Ailith. Breathe in.” Sábria pulled in a deep breath, and Ailith followed suit. “Now, breathe out.” Both women breathed out.

      Only then did Ailith partially wake up from her stupor. She blinked several times until her gaze came to rest on Geller, who had one knee on Xyda’s back while Commander Shirin stood nearby. Ailith’s body stiffened, and her eyes opened wide. “What th’ fowk do ya think yer doin’?” With her sword still in her hand, she jumped to her feet and ran to Geller, inadvertently pointing her blade at the Prime as she vented her anger. “What th’ fowk do ya think yer doin’?”

      It had been a very long time since Xyda had moved from being a street Blade to taking up the hunt, but things couldn’t have changed that much in the intervening turns. Thoroughly perplexed that as confused as the shiv appeared, no one had checked her for a head wound, Xyda watched Geller calmly push Ailith’s sword aside with the back of her hand. The woman was surprisingly calm for a Prime who’d just had a shiv run up and shove her sword in her face.

      Even more perplexing was the gentle way Geller responded to Ailith’s rude words. Her tone was soft, and she spoke with a calm, slow cadence to her voice. “Easy, Lass. Ya still got th’ battle rush runnin’ through yer veins. Breathe easy, like th’ Arch Priestess told ya to.”

      Okay, that wasn’t like any Prime Xyda had ever been around. Most Primes would have taken a shiv’s head off for speaking to them like that.

      Ailith took another aggressive step forward. “I’m breathin’ just fine. But why th’ fowk do ya have her lyin’ face down in the muck and trussed up like a fowkin’ hog?”

      All the bitterness came to the fore when Xyda answered instead of the Prime. “This is how all Blades treat the Hunters, Ailith. It’s not new and shouldn’t be a surprise. You heard me telling your Arch Priestess how we’ve been treated, how all Hunters are treated by the Blades.”

      Geller shoved a finger in Xyda’s face. “Shut it. Ye’ll only speak when yer asked a question. Otherwise, keep yer fanghole shut.”

      Ailith spun and absently pointed her sword at Sábria. “She just saved Ty’s life, Milady. Me and her. Th’ two of us, we just killed five men who was tryin’ to rape Ty before they killed her. Probably th’ same five assholes what killed Mita and beat th’ shite out of Caitir.”

      Jenx stepped forward and snarled an order. “Put that Goddess damned sword away, shiv. Now!”

      Ailith blinked down at her sword, surprised she still held it in her hand. She looked at Sábria and then slowly slid it back into her scabbard. “Sorry, Milady. I….” She shook her head, still slightly confused.

      Sábria nodded once before turning to Ty. “Are you hurt, Ty? Did she hurt you?” She looked behind them to where Xyda still lay in the mud and leaves.

      Ailith jerked a finger into Sábria’s face. “No! I fowkin’ told ya.”

      Sábria held up a hand to silence her. “Ailith, get that mouth of yours under control right now. And while you’re at it, ask Ty whether Xyda hurt her.”

      Ailith pursed her lips, stubbornly deciding whether to refuse the order. When Sábria tilted her head and lifted her brow, Ailith grudgingly did as she’d been told. She turned to Ty and asked in the Dreyuthan tongue, “She wants to know if she hurt  ya.”

      Ty rattled off a response and vehemently shook her head, ending with an emphatic “No!”

      Ailith glared at Sábria and then turned the same look on Geller and the Commander. “She said exactly what I told ya. Five men took her from th’ city and brung her out here. They was  gettin’ ready to stick their pricks in her when th’ Hunter and I heard her yellin’.” She looked at Sábria. “You’da been proud of Ty, Milady. She were spittin’ mad, she were. Scared, aye, but madder than a kicked hornet’s nest. Anyway, th’ Hunter,” her tone took on a sarcastic edge, “who, by the by, could ‘a been clear away from here by now, circled back because she saw a shiv out here alone in th’ forest trackin’ her. Instead of leavin’, she saved both Ty and protected me, and now ya got her—.” She stuttered to a stop when she turned back and looked into Sábria’s eyes, which had turned an icy blue as she listened to Ailith’s tirade.

      Sábria spoke in a low, slow voice that matched the iciness with every word. “Would you care to give me that report in a more respectful tone, Shiv Ailith?”

      Ailith worked at tamping down her temper, but when she glanced over her shoulder at Geller, who still had her knee on Xyda’s back, she lost it again and started toward the Prime. “Get your fowkin’ knee off her back, or I’ll⁠—”

      Sábria grabbed the collar of Ailith’s tunic and pulled her around. Before she could say anything, though, Ty stepped toward Geller and shouted at her as well. She’d apparently shocked herself because she gasped, clasped her hands behind her back, and immediately looked at the ground.

      Everyone looked to Ailith for the translation.

      Ty’s words amused Ailith enough that she grinned first at Ty, and then at Sábria before turning towards Geller. “I’m not sure ya really want me to switch that to yer language, Prime. But she more or less squawked th’ same as me, only she didn’t use as many pretty words as I did. In fact, th’ prettiest were ró múgromin, and they only got uglier from there.”

      Sighing, Sábria released Ailith’s collar and patted it back down into place. She’d need to deal with Ailith’s disrespect, but she never liked to physically discipline people in front of others if she could help it. “Help her up, Ursuna. It sounds like we jumped to conclusions we shouldn’t have.” Sábria wrapped her arm around Ailith’s shoulder and led her to where a red-faced Ty stared down at her boots.

      She put her other arm around Ty’s shoulders so that she was standing between the two. “Ailith, you need to control your mouth when you lose your temper. In fact, you absolutely need to learn that losing your temper will cause you all manner of trouble. You can look forward to visiting me in my office when we get back to the Temple, where we’re going to have a discussion about how to suggest to someone above you in rank they’re in the wrong and how to respectfully give reports when asked to do so by your superiors.”

      Ailith grimaced. She’d been on the receiving end of those discussions more than once and definitely wasn’t looking forward to having them happen again.

      Sábria turned to Ty. “And you, Ty, will never speak to prime Geller like that again.” Her voice was much quieter than when she’d spoken to Ailith. In her previous life, Ty would have been beaten and probably killed for what she’d said, but Sábria couldn’t help the pride welling within her that her daughter had conquered her fear of speaking out to defend Xyda. She put her lips to Ty’s ear and whispered loud enough for Ailith to hear and translate. “But I’m proud of you for speaking up, Little One.”

      Ailith translated using the same soft tone. “Lady Sábria says yer not to squawk to th’ Prime like that again, aye?” As Sábria had done, she softened her voice even more. “But she’s proud of ya fer speakin’ up, and she called ya ‘her Little One.’” She leaned in front of Sábria, and when Ty raised her head and looked her in the eyes, Ailith grinned. “And I’m more’n chuffed ya backed me, too.”

      Sábria squeezed Ailith’s shoulder none to gently. “Ailith, what did you just add to what I told her?”

      “Um, would you believe me if I said yer really fasched and she should never do it again?”

      They were distracted when Geller and the Commander lifted an angry Xyda to her feet. “Get these Goddess damned tethering ropes off my wrists and ankles, you fucking Blades.” She glared at Sábria. “You’re just like the rest. You sweet talk out of one side of your mouth and beat the fucking crap out of the Hunters while doing it. You never even stopped to ask what was going on. You just assumed the skezzy Hunter kidnapped your daughter and attacked her.” Her face was red with rage, and the cords in her neck looked like tightly strung rope.

      Sábria removed her arms from around Ty and Ailith’s shoulders and walked to where Geller and the Commander were untying Xyda. “I apologize, Xyda. If you could have seen⁠—”

      Xyda didn’t let her finish. She spit dirt from her mouth, and when she had a hand free, she plucked a leaf off the corner of her lips before snarling like a feral animal. “I don’t want to hear your excuses. The fact is that you saw a Hunter chasing a young woman, and you assumed I was attacking her.” Her face twisted in derision. “Typical Blade.” Her voice dripped venom when she spoke the hated word. As soon as the second tether came off, she kicked through the leaves at her feet, looking for her sword. “What did you do with my fucking sword, Commander?” The way she said Commander made it sound like a dirty word.

      There was no way Shirin would allow any Blade to speak to their Commander like that, wronged Hunter or not. She stepped forward, and since she was nearly a head taller than Xyda, put her hands on her hips and leaned forward. “Control yourself, Blade Xydarano.”

      Not intimidated in the least, Xyda leaned into the Commander’s space until their noses practically touched. “That’s Hunter Xyda, and leave it to a typical, fucking Blade to insult me with that title after I saved the Arch Priestess’s daughter. Why am I not surprised?” She spotted her sword leaning up against the tree where Shirin had left it. Pushing away, she walked to the tree, grabbed the sword, and rammed it into its scabbard.

      Shirin moved to go after her, but Sábria’s softly spoken “Shirin” stopped her.

      Xyda pushed past them all and headed back the way she’d come.

      Everyone stood silently, waiting for Sábria to say something. She suddenly felt the weight of the world on her shoulders, something that was happening much too frequently lately. Her shoulders drooped, and she ran her hand up into her hair as she thought about the best course of action. “We’re too far from the Temple to return before nightfall. We need to find a body of water and build a camp.”

      Ailith pointed to her left. “Me an’ Xyda were makin’ camp that way, Milady. There’s a good stream full of fish, and it’s a nice open space where nobody can sneak up on us.”

      With a sigh, Sábria looked to Geller. “Ursuna, you’re in charge. Please look after Ty. And you and Jenx follow Ailith back to her camp and get it set up. I’m going to try to fix this fiasco with Xyda.” She looked at Shirin. “I’d prefer it if you’d go with them, but I know you well enough to know that’s not going to happen. Let’s go.” She turned and jogged after the Hunter, and when they saw her in the distance, Sábria called out, “Xyda, wait, please.”

      Even though she heard, Xyda kept walking. Her blood rang in her ears and her jaw hurt from clenching her teeth so hard she thought they might break. She wanted nothing to do with the Blades anymore. She was tired. She was done, and maybe together, she and the rest of the Hunters could run and find a place where they could start new lives together.

      It wasn’t long before she came to the clearing where the five dead bodies lay scattered like so much cordwood. The two she had killed lay in pools of their own blood, but the three that the shiv had taken on were quite another matter altogether. One was missing an arm, and his entrails spilled from a gash in his belly. Another had been nearly decapitated, and the third lay spitted face down on his own sword. How that happened was anyone’s guess. The carnage was more than she’d expect from a trainee, from any Blade for that matter. How had someone as undisciplined as Ailith learned to handle a sword and fight against three men, one a trained nobleman, with this kind of result?

      She walked to the man with her knife in his belly and rolled him over. The blade was where she’d left it, and she grabbed its hilt and angrily jerked upward. It held fast, probably stuck into a bone. Snarling a curse, she put a booted foot on his chest, grabbed the hilt with both hands, and heaved. The blade had stuck deep, and when it released, she nearly fell over backward. In fact, if it hadn’t been for Sábria standing behind her, she probably would have tumbled onto her back in an ignominious heap.

      “Whoa there.” Sábria held her beneath her arms until she regained her footing. “There you go.” When Xyda jerked out of her arms, Sábria swallowed her frustration. “Xyda, we need to talk.”

      “Talk? I’m done talking. In fact, I’m just done.” If the words hadn’t communicated her bitterness, the snarl surely did. Once again, she turned to leave.

      Clearly, an apologetic approach wasn’t working, so Sábria changed tack and barked out a command that anyone who’d been in the Blades as long as the Hunter would obey without thought. “Face me and come to attention now, Hunter.”

      Xyda stopped. Her muttered curse, clenched fists, and head tilted up to the sky spoke volumes. After a moment, a longer moment than Sábria would’ve liked, Xyda turned to face her. The hateful glare was even more worrying than her body language.

      Sábria put every ounce of command she possessed into her penetrating stare, her body language, and her tone of voice. “Stand at attention and salute like you’ve been taught from the first day you joined the Blades. Do I need to treat you like a mewling shiv, now, Xydarano?”

      Without relaxing her glare, Xyda straightened. It was far from the stiff posture expected from a Blade when being dressed down by the Arch Priestess. She disdainfully brought her fist up and barely tapped it against her chest.

      The Blades were known for their strict discipline, but that paled compared to the Goddess’s own expectations of her people. The Hunter’s disrespect was enough to get Elyon’s attention, and Sábria felt her essence fill her. She never knew exactly how she looked to others when that happened, but it always had the desired effect.

      Xyda’s glare turned to one of fear as she stared into her Arch Priestess’s eyes. She blinked several times and stepped back.

      Sábria, who typically stood straight and tall, straightened her spine to an even greater extent. She spoke barely above a whisper now, needing Xyda to focus entirely on her and what she was saying. “Because these are strange circumstances, Blade Xydarano, I’m going to allow you to salute one more time, and it had better be good.”

      Xyda stared into Sábria’s eyes with such intensity it was as though she was seeing the Goddess herself in those icy blue depths. She immediately snapped to attention and pounded her fist against her chest.

      Sábria took one step forward. “Better. Now listen to me, and this time, think instead of allowing your emotions to dictate your actions. We came into the forest looking for my shiv, who had foolishly followed a Hunter running from the Temple. Now, think about those words for a moment. A shiv had to follow a Blade into the forest because that Blade was running away from her Arch Priestess and her Temple. Do you realize how confusing that must have been for her?”

      She paused to let that sink in. “Commander Shirin tracked you to where you encountered us when suddenly my daughter, who, for all we knew, was back at the Temple, staggered around the corner with a rope around her neck. That rope was connected to her wrists, which were tied behind her back and practically choking the life out of her.”

      Sábria spread her hands, palms up. “Ty doesn’t speak Cibían, but despite her fear, she frantically used her elbow to point back the way she’d come. I could only guess, since Ailith wasn’t with her, that she was afraid for her best friend. Then I see the Hunter, who’s openly declared her hatred for the Blades, chasing my daughter through the woods with the bloody sword in her hand.”

      She raised her chin and spoke a little louder now that she could see Xyda was listening intently. “Now remember, my shiv was nowhere to be found. When you saw me, instead of offering an explanation…” she held up a hand when Xyda opened her mouth to speak, “…and in hindsight, I understand why you did what you did, but in the moment, instead of offering an explanation, you turned and ran back the way you’d come. We chased after you and saw a bloody Ailith stop and raise her sword into an attack position as you approached.”

      Sábria took one more step forward, bringing her to within arm’s reach of the Hunter. She softened her voice. “Now think, Xyda. Without knowing all of the facts that you knew at the time, if you were in my shoes or Prime Geller’s or Commander Shirin’s or Ailith’s handler for that matter, what would you have done?” Again, she held up her hand when Xyda opened her mouth to respond. “That was a rhetorical question because we both know exactly how you would have responded. You would have done exactly what Geller and the Commander did.”

      Sábria shrugged as though conceding a point Xyda would have made if she’d been allowed to speak. “Yes, they were a little rougher than they should have been, and I intend to discuss that with them once we get back to the Temple. But you have no way of knowing what we’ve been through with both Ailith and Ty. While we value every shiv and Blade within the Temple, the two of them are very special to me, to us. Because of that, yes, just like you, we let our emotions get the better of us.”

      When Sábria tilted her head and softened her gaze into something close to affection, the Goddess’s spell locking Xyda’s gaze onto hers vanished.

      Looking more than a little dazed, Xyda shook her head and blinked. She gasped once, sucking air into her lungs like a drowning woman whose disoriented thrashing had finally propelled her above the ocean’s surface. Most people were overcome with emotions when Elyon focused on them, and Xyda was no exception. Her shoulders slumped, and she pressed her fingers into her temples. Knowing how a visit from Elyon affected people, even if it was only through her, Sábria allowed the lapse in discipline.

      Xyda lowered her hands and once again stared intently into Sábria’s eyes. Used to people doing that after an encounter with the Goddess, Sábria waited calmly for her to see whatever it was she was looking for. Quite often, people searched for a second glimpse of Elyon, even though her presence was gone. She recognized the moment that Xyda realized it was only Sábria standing before her.

      Xyda’s voice shook when she asked, “What just happened?”

      “Don’t look so shocked. You know very well that I’m the Voice of the Goddess and that she speaks through me.”

      “Yes, but… I thought that meant….” She paused to examine her lifelong assumptions about the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon. “I guess I thought that meant that you spoke for Elyon. That your words were representative of what she would say if she were actually present. But….” She paused again, tilting her head to stare at Sábria in wonder. “Would you believe me if I said it felt like I fell into your eyes and was standing before her? As though she was the one speaking to me?”

      Sábria saw fear in Xyda’s eyes, something she rarely wanted in her Blades. While there were times when it was necessary to put the fear of the Goddess into someone, she preferred to rule from a position of benevolence rather than one of fear. When Xyda went down on one knee, Sábria immediately gripped her shoulder. “No. I’m not the Goddess, Xyda, and you don’t worship me. Ever. Yes, I’m her Voice, and yes, there are times when I know that she’s speaking through me, but we worship her, you don’t ever worship me.” She tugged on the tunic. “Stand up.”

      When Xyda stood, Sábria cupped the fingers of one hand around the Hunter’s neck. “We’ll speak some more once we’re at the camp, but for now—” She glanced around and then stepped to one of the bodies. Kneeling, she pulled out the sigil every nobleman wore on a cord around their neck. Slipping the leather thong over the man’s head, she held it close enough to see it clearly in the light filtering through the canopy. “He’s from House Lamberry.” She’d squatted near the man, and, staying in the squat, she swiveled toward Shirin. “Isn’t old Count Lamberry’s estate outside of Osaran?”

      “No.” Shirin shook her head. “I think you’re thinking of House Granberry.”

      “Oh, that’s right. I always get those two mixed up. So, Lamberry is near⁠—”

      They both looked puzzled as they wracked their brains, trying to remember where his estates were.

      Xyda, who regularly traveled the northern cities of the Empire, supplied the answer. “His estates are east of Pickton. He’s the largest landowner in the region if you count all of the lands and smaller castles he’s allotted but not ceded to his seven sons and three daughters. He steadfastly refuses to give up one square inch of his estates, even to his blood kin.”

      Flipping the sigil over in her hand, Sábria read aloud, “Rangel.”

      Xyda looked down on the man’s face. “Yes, I recognize him now. He’s one of the old count’s sons.” She walked to the second nobleman and studied his face. “And this is Denin, his youngest son.” She prodded his shoulder with her boot. “Pity. He was actually a decent swordsman. If I could’ve simply wounded him, I would have, but I saw your daughter.” She glanced over at Sábria, “I understand her name is Ty?”

      At Sábria’s nod, she continued, “When I saw Ty disappearing into the woods with her hands tied behind her back, I knew I had to follow because I’d run across a mother bear and her cubs on our way here, and Ty would’ve made a tasty morsel for the little family. I couldn’t leave this one alive to possibly attack Ailith, so…. She nodded toward the body, letting the man’s injuries speak for themselves.

      Sábria rose and walked to Lord Denin’s body. His clothing was drenched with blood, and his torso was canted at an odd angle from his legs. She lifted his tunic and quickly dropped it when she saw Xyda had nearly cleaved the man in two. “You weren’t fooling around. There’s no way he could have attacked Ailith with that kind of wound. Well, I’m guessing he never took another breath after your sword sliced through him like that.” She retrieved the sigil from around his neck and pocketed both. “Well, that explains why they attacked Mita and Caitir and kidnapped Ty. Revenge.”

      Shirin, who’d just stepped to one of the guard’s bodies, stopped and squinted at her Arch Priestess. “Revenge? Revenge for what?”

      “One of Lamberry’s sons was among the noblemen killed during the Festival Riot. I’m willing to bet either Count Lamberry sent these two here or they came on their own to avenge what they consider to be their family’s honor. I’m more tempted to go with the second scenario because even though the old count is a curmudgeon, he has a good head on his shoulders.”

      She continued speaking as she strode to one of the tents and looked inside. “I visited with him on a couple of occasions when he came to Sarlogne to pay tribute to Emperor Aloric and me. There’s a reason he hasn’t given up his lands to his sons. He told me in private that when he dies, he intends for his estates to go to his eldest daughter. She has a good head on her shoulders and is a strong woman in her own right. He asked me to ensure that happens because he wouldn’t put it past his sons to try and steal her inheritance.”

      Shirin grabbed the feet of the nearest man and began dragging the body to an open spot where the flames of the funeral pyre wouldn’t catch the entire forest on fire. “Well, at least there are three less sons to try for a land grab between these two and the one who died in the Codpiece.”

      All of the men had dropped where they’d died, and their bodies were scattered around the campsite. Xyda went to haul one of the guards up next to Shirin’s man when Sábria stopped her. “Leave them. They killed one of my Blades and severely wounded another to the point where she may never return to her duties. I’m perfectly fine leaving their worthless carcasses to that bear and her cubs. And that’s not even considering the fact they kidnapped Ty with the intention of raping and killing her.” A shudder ran through her at the thought. It occurred to her she needed to find out where they’d come across her daughter. As far as she knew, Ty rarely left the Temple, or at least only left when accompanied by a Blade.

      A horrific thought occurred to her, and she spun on her heels. “Were all the Blades accounted for when we left the Temple? Usually, someone accompanies Ty when she leaves, like when she and Ailith go out for a run. How did they get Ty without killing or injuring whoever left with her?”

      There were so many Blades coming and going into and out of the Temple at all times of the day and night it was difficult to keep track of them all. They had a system in place where once the gates were shut at night, each Prime was responsible for knowing where the Blades assigned to her would be during the night. Blades could remain in the city overnight if they weren’t on duty, but they had to let the Prime know where they’d be staying. Most of the time, the Primes accomplished this by allowing the Senior Guardians to handle the details for the ten to fifteen Blades assigned to their squads.

      Shirin considered the problem for a moment. “The only way we can know before we return to the Temple is by asking Ty. Surely, she’ll give us some indication of what she was doing outside of the Temple walls and who escorted her.”

      “Even more of a reason to get to camp.”

      Both Sábria and Shirin turned to look at Xyda, who’d just cleared her throat to get their attention. She indicated the tents with a wave. “I know we don’t steal from the dead, but since these men no longer have any use for these tents, maybe we could requisition them for the night and send them on their way back to the Count when we’re done. Or, since you said we’d be traveling to most or all of the Temples around Cibía, we could deliver them to him ourselves.”

      Sábria grinned and gently clapped Xyda on the back. “I love the way the Hunters think. You’re resourceful, and there’s never a lost opportunity to increase your comfort during your stays in the wilderness.” She moved towards one of the larger tents and began loosening the guide ropes and taking down the tents while Shirin ducked inside and began throwing saddlebags and blankets out onto the grass.

      Hoping to repair the damage they’d done to Xyda’s trust, Sábria chatted while they worked. “I never wanted to be a Hunter because it’s such a lonely life. I’m definitely someone who enjoys being around people. That being said, the practical way your minds work is something I think all Blades should learn.”

      Xyda expertly undid a knot and then moved to the next. “Before the hostilities began, I spoke to two or three of the High Priestesses, asking them to allow handlers and shivs to intern with the Hunters. Honestly, My Lady, you’re absolutely right. There’s so much we could’ve taught them, but now….” Her voice trailed off, and she shook her head regretfully.

      Sábria tossed a rope to the ground and started on another. “We have to fix what’s broken, Xyda. I can’t allow matters to stand as they are now. If the Hunters refuse to listen, I’ll have no choice but to disband them, and if they don’t consider themselves Blades, then they’ll have to be dispersed around the Empire as civilians in the Temples.”

      “Impossible. If you embed us within the Temples, I guarantee that before the first turn is up, we’ll be dead, either by our own hands or by those among the Blades who hate us.”

      “Then we’ll just have to fix the problem, won’t we?” Sábria caught and held Xyda’s gaze, hoping the ‘we’ hadn’t been lost on the woman. With a practiced tug, she pulled on the end of the final rope, allowing the tent to collapse.

      Shirin took one side of the square canvas and Sábria the other. They pulled the edges taught in a coordinated effort that spoke of the many trips they’d taken together. Shirin folded her side over once and then looked at Xyda. “The problems between Blade and Hunter are recent. Do you have any idea where the hostilities originated?”

      Xyda moved into the second tent and tossed all of its contents out through the flap. When she emerged, she stepped to a tree and worked at one of the knotted ropes holding up the tent. “I’m not sure when it began or who started it.” She shook her head in frustration. “It came out of the blue. A resentment gradually arose over us hunting down and capturing errant Blades. I don’t think most Blades believe they should be allowed to run because they understand what the rules are when they enter Elyon’s service. It’s been more like an oily, insidious darkness creeping in to whisper lies in people’s ears.”

      She stepped out and nearly tripped over a saddlebag. Looking down at the bags, an uncomfortable thought occurred to her. “You may have already thought of this, My Lady, but where there are saddlebags, there should also be horses, no?” Since none were in sight, if they were to leave in the morning, those horses would remain picketed together until they were either eaten as prey or they broke loose and tied one another up in the ropes used to picket them.

      With all that had happened, neither Sábria nor Shirin had thought to look for horses. Sábria looked around as if they’d simply missed a string of horses standing nearby. “You’re absolutely right. Would you mind finding where they’re picketed and bringing them back here? We’ll finish folding the tents.”

      Shirin glanced between Sábria and Xyda. “Are you sure that’s such a good idea, letting her out of our sight?”

      Sábria stared into Xyda’s eyes. “Are you going to run again?”

      Xyda dropped the saddlebag and chuckled. “You’re kind of growing on me. And I’d hate for you to send the shiv after me again. She’s quite the force of nature.”

      That was an evasive answer if she’d ever heard one, and Shirin pushed the issue. “So, is that no?”

      Xyda looked at Shirin through narrowed eyes. “And you, Commander, haven’t grown on me one bit.”

      “It’s not my job to be your friend, Hunter. It’s my job to protect the Arch Priestess and to make sure all Blades fully respect and obey her. So far, you’ve failed miserably in both of those endeavors.”

      Xyda bristled. “I’ve never endangered her.”

      “Oh really? Explain to me again why we’re out here. Because I’m absolutely sure it’s not for our health.”

      A snarl crept into Xyda’s voice. “And if we weren’t out here, Sábria’s daughter would be dead right now. So you’re welcome.” She turned and, with long strides, disappeared into the trees.

      Sábria wrapped the ropes around the folded tent, making it into a neat, secure package. “I’d rather you didn’t antagonize her, Shirin. I’m trying to establish a rapport with the woman, not drive her away.”

      Shirin’s eyes sparkled as she continued the job Xyda had started on the second tent’s guide rope. “You make nice, and I’ll maintain discipline. I don’t think it’s a good idea to let her think she can walk all over either of us.”

      “I hardly think I’ve been letting her walk all over me.”

      “No, you haven’t, but you are walking a tightrope. I think when dealing with someone the Goddess has gifted with as strong a personality as Xyda, it’s important for one of us to maintain control. Since, as you say, you need to establish rapport with her, then the strict disciplinarian role falls to me. Something I’m well used to and have no problem enforcing.”

      Sábria, who’d finished tying up the first tent, tossed it aside and went to help Shirin untie knots on the second. “And that, my friend, is why we make such a good team. I only ask that you don’t push too hard with this one. I think with the stress she’s been under it will be very easy to completely push her away from her service to the Temple. In fact, my instincts are telling me that if the Goddess hadn’t intervened, Xyda had decided to do just that.”

      Shirin’s head shot up at that. “You mean run?”

      “I mean leave Cibía altogether, and if my hunch is right, she would have taken all of the Hunters with her. She’s a natural leader, Shirin. We already knew before any of this came to light that the Hunters look to her as their champion. A hero of sorts. I can’t be everywhere at once, and I can’t help but wonder whether the High Priestesses aren’t paying as much attention to details as they should. There was a time that you and I traveled more than we do now, and I could assess what was going on with the Temples throughout the Empire.”

      Shirin began folding the tent after it collapsed. “That was before Aloric took the throne. You could trust his father, Jensen, but not him.”

      “Yes. Even when I’m here in Sarlogne, Aloric still makes problems. The Festival Riot is proof of that. But I get your point. Calit is new to her position and while I think she’ll make an excellent Subcommander one day, she’s not there yet. Along those lines, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking and have come up with a crazy idea. I’m trusting you’ll tell me I’m wrong if you think it won’t work.”

      Shirin grinned. “This ought to be good.”

      “Well, Rigot is on extended leave with her family, leaving us with only two Subcommanders at the moment. What if, while we’re off meeting with the Hunters and rooting out the Blades and civilians who’ve been attacking them, I assign Calit to cover my administrative duties and act as liaison to the palace? Then I’d put Rahel Arenda in charge of the day-to-day running of the Temple, bring Rúsola back to Sarlogne again, and temporarily promote her to Subcommander in charge of operations. If the situation were different, I’d temporarily promote Geller, but I want her with us because I’m expecting trouble. Between the three of them, I think we’ll be freed up to be away for an extended period of time.”

      Shirin completely stopped what she was doing, straightened, and stared at her Arch Priestess. “Sábria, as Ailith would say, ‘that’s a fowkin’ grand idea, Milady!’”

      Sábria laughed out loud.

      As they finished folding the second tent, Xyda walked out of the forest with a string of five fully saddled horses. She called out as she approached. “They didn’t even take the time to see to their horses properly. Their picket line was back among the trees, and I’m willing to bet all of them are thirsty and ready for a meal. Our camp is next to a stream, and once we’re back, I can make sure all of these beauties are unsaddled, fed, and watered.”

      One of the horses, a big grey gelding, pushed forward and stopped in front of Sábria. She held out a closed fist, which he sniffed before lowering his head, silently asking her to rub him beneath his forelock. “She’s right. You are a beautiful boy, aren’t you?” The gelding nearly groaned with pleasure as Sábria scratched between his ears. “You won’t need to take care of them. Ty is an expert horsewoman and will have them unsaddled, fed, and watered, probably before Ailith has our dinner ready. It’s nice having the younger ones around because they’re anxious to do the jobs that we’ve become tired of doing over the turns.”

      Shirin walked up to a sorrel mare and ran her hand down its sleek, reddish-brown neck. “Maybe we should bring them along to the other Temples so they can do all those jobs we hate.”

      “Do you think for one moment I ever intended to leave Ailith at the Temple without either you or me around? She and Jenx will both learn a lot by coming with us. And if you think I’d leave Ty out of my sight for that long, you need to have your head examined.”

      When Xyda had found the string of horses, she’d left all five horses tied to the picket line. Taking one end of the line, she’d tied it to the last horse, grabbed the other end, and led the whole string back into the camp. She untied the grey and handed the reins to Sábria. “It looks like this boy’s chosen you as his new master. Do you want the sorrel, Commander?”

      Instead of answering, Shirin simply undid the mare’s reins, led her to one of the folded tents, and attached the square bundle to the back of her saddle.

      Xyda rubbed the muzzle of a big black gelding. “I’ve taken a liking to this guy. He seems to be something of a rebel, but the others follow his lead.”

      Sábria looked at Xyda affectionately. “Well, that seems like an appropriate match.”

      With a quick look over her shoulder, Xyda allowed herself a small smile. “I have to admit, he did somewhat remind me of myself. Except, he has big pie plate hooves, and no one’s ever accused me of having big feet.”

      Shirin surprised her by walking over and putting one foot up next to hers. Xyda’s was about a toe’s length longer, and Shirin chuckled, “Well, I won’t be calling them dainty anytime soon.”

      Xyda stared at the Commander, unsure of how to take this friendlier side. After a moment, she lifted a shoulder in a shrug and set about securing the second tent to the saddle of one of the remaining horses. When they were ready, she climbed into her saddle and led Sábria and Shirin back to camp.
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      It took another candlemark before they had the fish spitted over a nicely burning fire. Xyda had found some tubers in the forest and those were roasting on some hot stones around the edges of the flame. She’d also found a thick patch of edible greens, which she’d settled on the top of five flat rocks. It was while they were sitting in a comfortable silence slowly feeding the flames that something Ailith had said earlier suddenly registered. She jerked upright, fully alert. “Ailith, when we were talking before the fight, what did you mean you and your handler were looking for more of my friends?”

      Not sure she wanted to be the one to deliver the news that the Commander had taken Quariss and the rest of her people to the Magistrate Court, Ailith hedged. “Well, didn’t ya come with friends? Or do ya always travel alone?” She gasped when Xyda lunged forward, grabbed her tunic in both fists and pulled her to her feet.

      “I was a handler long before I became a Hunter, Ailith, and believe me when I say I know when a shiv is lying to me.”

      The fire Ailith saw in the Hunter’s eyes sent shivers down her spine. She swallowed hard and frantically searched for a way to soften the blow. “Well, I don’t think yer gonna like what I tell ya, and I don’t fancy bein’ around ya when yer fasched.”

      Xyda jerked Ailith so close their noses were practically touching and ground out her words through clenched teeth. “I really don’t like shivs lying to me, Ailith. So I think we’ve already passed the point of me being fasched, don’t you?”

      Ailith swallowed again. “Aye. Well, ya see, Quariss called Sábria outside and ordered her to let ya come out.”

      “What?” Xyda reflexively lifted Ailith onto her toes.

      “That’s enough, Xyda. Put her down.”

      With a sudden burst of fury, Xyda released her grip on the front of Ailith’s tunic and seized the back of her collar. She forcefully propelled her towards the waiting Sábria, Shirin, Jenx, and Geller, who’d all stood when she’d jerked Ailith to her feet. Her voice cut through the air as she pointed at Ailith. “What does she mean ‘my other friends?’”

      Sábria’s tone was low and soft and meant to diffuse the tension and anger in her Blade. “If you put her down, I’ll be more than happy to tell you.”

      Xyda scowled and released Ailith’s tunic. “You’re worried I’m going to hurt a shiv? That really is what you think of Hunters, now, isn’t it?”

      Ailith subtly moved closer to Xyda, which wasn’t lost on anyone. “She wouldn’t hurt me, Milady. She even said she’d teach me trackin’ when I get to be a Blade.” She turned to Jenx, “And she’s just like you with tellin’ me how I need to keep my eyes up and situa….situ…” Her brows descended, “What the fowk was that ya said?”

      Ailith’s defense helped Xyda relax. “Situational awareness, Ailith.” She casually slung an arm around Ailith’s shoulders. “It means you need to know what’s around you while you’re hunting.”

      Nodding vigorously, Ailith privately enjoyed having the Hunter’s arm around her shoulders. She closed one eye and squinted at Sábria. “I kinda slipped about her friends, Milady. I told her that me and Jenx were watchin’ for ’em to come try to rescue her.”

      Xyda’s eyes narrowed. “In fact, her exact words were ‘my other friends.’ What did she mean by that, exactly? Other friends?”

      Jenx shifted slightly, watching the way Ailith leaned into the Hunter. She turned and shot a quick glance at Geller, who subtly raised her finger, telling her to wait and see how this played out. Turning her gaze back to her shiv and the casual way Xyda had her arm slung across her shoulders, she felt a surprising stab of jealousy shoot through her. She blinked several times, trying to figure out where that had come from.

      Wanting to talk to Xyda in a friendlier atmosphere, Sábria casually walked to their fire. “While the dinner’s cooking. Why don’t you and I take a seat while the others keep an eye out for the bandits we passed on the way here?” She looked to the west, where the sun’s rays slanted at an angle that told her dusk wasn’t too far off. “Shirin, you and Geller set up perimeter watch. I’m sure you were aware of those two camps we passed along the way. Feel free to do some scouting if you want to find the numbers we’re facing. Ailith, I think a few more fish wouldn’t go amiss.” She glanced toward Ty, who was rubbing down the grey gelding with a handful of dry grass. “And I’ll bet Ty hasn’t eaten anything all day.”

      When the three acknowledged her words with a nod, Sábria turned to her remaining Blade. “Jenx. Finish setting up those tents and treat the perimeter as though it’s a primitive camp.” All Blades were trained in primitive camping. Some were better at it than others. When she’d been a shiv, Jenx had taken to it like a fish takes to water. She’d loved primitive camping and wished she could do more of it. In fact, maybe she’d ask permission to take Ailith out for some private time with her in the woods. They’d been so busy lately that it seemed like all of the time she normally spent developing a close bond with her shivs during their training had been eaten up by one emergency after the other.

      Pulling off her tunic, which she laid out as a makeshift sling to carry bundles of bedding, she set about gathering piles of leaves and brush that would eventually become six fairly comfortable beds. To her, primitive camping didn’t mean uncomfortable. She began silently cataloging all of the tasks that needed to be done. Setting up the tents was only the first phase. After that, she’d need to settle the bedding, set alarm traps around the perimeter, build fires around where they’d be sleeping, and provide plenty of sticks and wood next to each fire so whoever was on watch throughout the night could periodically feed the flames.

      With her arms crossed and her legs shoulder-width apart, Xyda watched Sábria organizing the camp. She wasn’t happy with the way things had turned out, but she couldn’t have left the shiv to possibly face the bandits on her own. But Sábria had done something to people Ailith had called her “other friends,” and that not only worried her, it outright pissed her off. “So, what did you do and what does she mean, ‘my people?’”

      Sábria stepped into Xyda’s space, silently telling her she didn’t appreciate her aggressive posturing.

      Xyda held her stance for a while, finally choosing to lower her arms to her side. She glared long enough to make a point, though. She was an Alpha, had always been, and for her to lower her gaze was galling, even if she was being dressed down by her Arch Priestess. The anger in Sábria’s eyes reminded her of the Goddess’s fury, which had been icier than the glacial lakes of Sentara. A shiver of fear ran down her spine at the memory, and she looked away.

      Even though Xyda was taller, Sábria’s command presence made it seem as though she was towering over her. “You keep challenging me, Xyda. Challenging my authority over you. Maybe not in so many words, but it’s written in your stance, your posture, and in that steely glint in your eyes. Before we go any further, I need to hear you say one thing. What are you?”

      Xyda crossed her arms again, this time more as a defensive gesture than as an aggressive one. “I’m a Hunter, My Lady.”

      “And what is a Hunter?”

      “The Blades don’t consider us one of their own. We’ve been on our own for well over a turn now. More like almost two. You’ve known that. You have to have known.”

      “Answer the question, Xyda. And answer well because your life as a Hunter depends on what you say.”

      Xyda lowered her arms again and paced to the other side of the fire, giving herself time to think. A tiny spark of hope had her heart beating just a bit faster than normal. She could choose to fan those flames or snuff them out entirely by repeating what she’d said so many times before. If she denied she was a Blade, she knew, without a doubt, she’d no longer be a Hunter, either.

      Wanting Sábria to understand what was in her heart, she returned and let go of all the anger and hatred she’d locked inside. “Two turns ago, I believed with all my heart that I was a Blade. I don’t know exactly when that changed, but when the first hints of anger began to appear from other Blades, I didn’t know how to handle it. Their hatred began like a hissing snake. It was insidious. Unrelenting. It started out as whispers behind our backs. Then came the angry glares, and some began spitting on the ground as we walked past. “

      Sábria stepped so close their toes touched. “Put that out of your mind for right now. Right now, at this moment, this is what you need to know and believe with all your heart. You are my Blade, Xyda. I don’t care what other people have told you. I don’t care what’s being said in the Temples.”

      She emphasized her next words with sharp taps on Xyda’s chest. “You are my Blade. That is the single most important fact you need to understand. Yes, I’m livid you ran away when I ordered you to stay. Yes, I’m angry that you spoke disrespectfully to me. But more than anything, my heart is breaking from the fact that you don’t believe that despite everything, you’re still mine.”

      Sábria took Xyda’s hand and placed it over her own heart. “I hold you and your well-being in my heart. You, Xyda. If you take nothing else away from our time together, please understand what you mean to me as a person and as one of my Blades.”

      Xyda wanted more than anything to believe what she was hearing. The gentle beating of Sábria’s heart beneath her hand calmed her racing mind. She let her hand drop and pulled in a steadying breath. “What you don’t understand is that many of the Hunters were talking about leaving Elyon’s service. They spoke of running, of leaving Cibía, and they asked if I’d hunt them even if they ran to the furthest archipelagos. The only way I could convince them to stay was by separating us from the Blades.”

      Of all the things Xyda could have said, the fact that she’d precipitated the separation of Hunter from Blade rocked Sábria back on her heels. “You? The Hunters look to you for guidance, and you convince them that they’re no longer Blades? To what end?” She wracked her brain, trying to see the logic of it all. “What? Then it won’t matter that those they hunt despise them? As though, instead of fellow Blades, you’re nothing more than hired thugs who hunt down their prey and drag them back to the Temples?”

      Xyda’s temper flared. The color rose in her cheeks, and she stepped back to distance herself from the incredulity she heard in Sábria’s voice. Her own voice rose several octaves as her anger spiked. “And what was I supposed to do? Let them run? And besides, where were you when all this was happening? Are you seriously telling me that you had no clue your Blades had turned against us? From everything I’ve heard, you have your finger on the pulse of the Empire. Not only that, you’re the voice of Elyon. Surely the Goddess saw what was happening and told you? Isn’t that how it works? Aren’t you the all-knowing Voice of the Goddess?”

      Biting back her livid response, Sábria knew that turning this into a shouting match would do more harm than good. Pulling in a breath to steady herself, she took Xyda’s arm and turned her towards the fire. “Come sit with me, Xyda. There’s so much we need to talk about.” She made herself comfortable with her back up against the log, and Xyda reluctantly joined her.

      They were silent for quite a while, watching Ailith standing rock-still with her knife poised above the water, waiting for a fish to swim into her kill zone. Knowing that Sábria could have struck her down for speaking with such blatant disrespect and had instead chosen to de-escalate their confrontation helped Xyda calm herself. She bought some time to collect her thoughts by changing the subject. “I’ve met a few Dreyuthan mountain peasants. They’re a different breed altogether.” She allowed herself a small grin. “I can’t believe you took one on as a shiv. If the Hunters still exist when she becomes a Blade, it would be an excellent place for her. She has the skills and a natural climbing ability I rarely see.”

      Pleased that her silence had produced the result she’d hoped to bring about in her Blade, Sábria temporarily went with the change of subject. “She has the skills and the ability, but I’m not sure I’d ever encourage her to be a Hunter. Your life is a lonely one made even more lonely by these latest developments.” Sábria used that thought to segue back into their conversation, this time intending to keep a better grip on her anger. “We’ve rarely met, even though both of us have been Blades for a very long time. You’ve kept to the outer edges of Cibía, serving those Temples furthest away from Sarlogne. The times I visited White Cliff, you were nowhere to be found.”

      “That’s where my family home is, where I was raised. It’s where I’m most comfortable. I hate coming into the bigger cities, especially Sarlogne. I hate the Codpiece and the suffering of the people there, and even more, I hate the nobility. Unfortunately, there are nobles throughout the Empire, so I find it very difficult not to have some interaction with them.”

      Again, Sábria wanted to pull the conversation back to the main issue. “Since you and I aren’t familiar with one another, you wouldn’t know that had I known what was happening, I would have ridden out to every Temple—which is what I plan to do, by the way—and I would have put a stop to what was happening before it got out of hand. Had you come to me instead of convincing the other Hunters that they were no longer Blades, we could have stopped this in its tracks. You’re their unofficial leader, Xyda, and you should have either come to Sarlogne or written telling me what was going on. Did you go to any of the High Priestesses? Or did you just assume that they knew what was happening?”

      “They had to have known.” Xyda’s face clouded with anger.

      “Like you say I knew? Even now, you tell me I had to have known, when, in reality, I had no idea my Hunters were suffering abuse from their fellow Blades. And I’ll tell you this. If there are any High Priestesses who knew and did nothing or who were complicit in the abuse, they will no longer serve Elyon in their present capacity. Not only that, I’ll strip them of their Blade status and they’ll become the lowliest of the low within the Temples.”

      Xyda whispered, “How could they not have known?” She stared deeply into Sábria’s eyes. “How could you not have known?”

      “Don’t you think it’s telling that it’s happening everywhere in the Empire except here in Sarlogne? You’re a leader, Xyda, with advanced training in tactics. What does it tell you that the abuse is happening everywhere but here? I know you’re familiar with the concept of divide and conquer.”

      Xyda didn’t want to think that she’d been duped into being an unwilling part of some sordid conspiracy to breed unrest and distrust within the Daughters of Elyon. The thought disturbed her enough that she needed time to think about what Sábria was implying. Instead of answering, she returned her attention to Ailith, who’d just speared a trout and thrown it onto the rocky shoreline. “What did she mean, ‘my other friends?’ And who is this Quariss she was talking about?”

      It was obvious to Sábria when her words hit home. She knew the Hunter would need time to work through the implications of what she’d been worried about from the start, so again, she went with the change of subject. “I believe she’s your lover.”

      “My lover?” She huffed, “Better not let my wife hear you say that.”

      “She refused to give me her name, so I gave her one. I like her quite a bit. She was very fierce and quite adamant that I release you.”

      For the first time since Sábria had known her, Xyda actually laughed out loud. “You mean my wife? Your Quariss is my wife?” With an affectionate glint in her eyes, she nodded. “Yes, she’s definitely a fierce defender, I’ll give you that. And she wouldn’t give you her name?”

      Sábria shook her head.

      Xyda raised her chin while she thought about just how much she should reveal to the Arch Priestess.

      “Xyda. Now isn’t the time to protect her. I need to know everything if I’m to help her and the rest of the Hunters. You have to trust me.”

      After staring into the fire’s flames, Xyda silently spoke to Elyon, asking her what she should do. She’d always trusted her Goddess, even in the darkest of times. She jumped when Sábria put her hand on her arm.

      “If, as you told me at the Temple, you trust Elyon, then you can trust me as well.”

      The hand on her arm was comforting, but, after her recent experience with the Goddess, Sábria’s words unsettled her. “Can you read my mind?”

      With a squeeze of her arm, Sábria affectionately smiled at her Blade. “No, but Elyon knows your heart and hears your prayers. I’m the Voice of Elyon, and quite often, she gives me insight into what one of her Blades is thinking. Over the turns, I’ve become very adept at paying attention to the feelings that I used to attribute to a fanciful imagination.”

      From the time she first met Sábria, a spark of hope had kindled in Xyda’s heart. The more time she spent with her, the larger that spark became. Silently nurturing it into a flicker of a flame, she made the decision to trust the woman who led the people who’d tormented her and her fellow Hunters. “She’s estranged from her family and has made it a point to keep her whereabouts secret from them. If they could, they’d drag her back to their estates and hold her as a prisoner. Her father is a controlling tyrant and someone who’s taken personal offense at the fact that his daughter has openly defied him.” Xyda grinned up at Ailith as she brought two more trout and left them next to the fire before turning to fetch more sticks.

      “He sounds charming. She obviously has a warrior’s temperament. Is he the reason she never petitioned to join the Blades?”

      The muscles in Xyda’s jaws jumped, and her nostrils flared when she pulled in a deliberate, calming breath. “He is. He threatened to wed her three younger sisters to his bullyboy friends if she joined. She was at least able to challenge him in front of credible witnesses to publicly pledge to find them good, kind husbands if she stayed out of the Blades.”

      “And High Priestess Medelé did nothing to intervene?”

      “I doubt she knew. My wife isn’t someone to go running to others for help with her problems, so she stayed out of the Blades and became a sellsword instead.” She brushed off an ant that had found its way onto the top of her boots. “It was a real loss for the Blades, but she’s good at what she does, and her services are in demand from the various caravans.”

      “She must use some name with the merchants who hire her. Why didn’t she simply tell me that instead of outright refusing to name herself? That, in and of itself, aroused my suspicion.”

      Xyda wasn’t sure why. She put herself into her wife’s boots and tried to understand what must have been going through her mind. “I’m not sure, but there are two possible reasons, and they’re kind of connected. First, she worships Elyon. Second, she doesn’t mind giving a false name to the merchants or even to the other Hunters, but doing so with Elyon’s Arch Priestess would have felt wrong, somehow. Not to mention you’re well known for being able to spot a lie. But honestly, I don’t think she would have ever lied to you, even if you didn’t have that gift.” She lifted a shoulder. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but I’m pretty sure she idolized you after you became Arch Priestess. Like most of us, all she ever wanted to be growing up was a Blade, and that evil bastard father of hers knew it. He killed her dream and laughed as he ground its dead carcass beneath his heel.”

      Sábria watched Ailith while she thought. “Does she accompany you on your Hunts?”

      “No.”

      “Then how was she here when you brought Girta in?”

      “I can only assume she came in with a caravan. I don’t know, honestly. What did she do, anyway? I can only guess if she heard you were holding me captive, and you know how word travels in any city or town.”

      This was where Sábria thought things might get heated, so she squeezed Xyda’s arm again and waited for the Blade to look her in the eyes. When she did, Sábria watched intently, wanting to know how Xyda would take the news she’d imprisoned her wife. “Unfortunately for her, she threatened to burn down the Temple if I didn’t release you. She had archers with flaming arrows standing by, ready to do just that.”

      Xyda leaned against the log with a groan. She covered her face with her hands and thought of all the consequences that might befall her headstrong lover.

      “I’m afraid she and her followers have been arrested, Xyda.” Sábria continued to watch her.

      Xyda sat up, and it was impossible to see what was going on behind those dark, brooding eyes. “I know her very well, My Lady. There’s no question in my mind that she was frightened and desperate. We both know of your power and of your relationship with Elyon. We’ve talked about it before, spoken about what she should do if you ever….” A wry smile quirked her lips, “Well, if you should ever get your hands on me.”

      Sábria rolled her eyes, amazed at how one of her Blades could have gotten so twisted around in her thinking.

      “Yeah, well.” Xyda grinned sheepishly before continuing. “I brought your shiv into your Temple, and you lowered the portcullis, so I can only imagine what she was thinking.” Shifting to get more comfortable, she tried to explain what must have been going through her wife’s mind. “Any time a Hunter goes into a Temple, if there’s another Hunter nearby, they wait outside to make sure the original Hunter comes out unharmed. There have been times, not a lot, mind you, but enough, when they caught Blades or Temple civilians sneaking out with the Hunter bound and gagged, hoping to get them to a private place to deliver a beating.

      At Sábria’s gasp of incredulity, Xyda nodded. “Aye, and since we pay people in the cities and towns to defend us, the Hunter waiting near the gate can usually summon enough people to scare the Blades into abandoning the first Hunter who went in with the runaway Blade or shiv.”

      “Blessed Goddess. I swear to you, Xyda, I had no idea. And what do you mean, you pay people in the cities to defend you against the Blades? That’s appalling.”

      “It doesn’t happen regularly. Maybe three or four times a turn, but it does happen. So, if there aren’t any Hunters close enough to keep watch, my wife and I have paid people in the cities surrounding the Temples to watch whenever a Hunter rides through the gates. We pay them out of our own pockets. I hope you’ll take that into account if and when she and her followers go to trial. Because of what we’ve been through, I think she was terrified that if anyone could trap me and kill me, it would be you, of all people, who would take me away from her for good.”

      For the first time in a very long time, Sábria was speechless. Without realizing how she got there, she was standing looking down on Xyda. With a quick shake of her head, she absently walked to where Jenx was building a watchfire they’d set later that evening.

      Jenx looked up, curious to know what Sábria needed. “My Lady?”

      With her mind reeling with the implications of what she’d just heard, Sábria didn’t register that Jenx had spoken. She turned and paced back the way she’d come. As she was wont to do when upset or stymied by something, she ran her hand up into her bangs and left it resting on her forehead.

      As she walked to the edge of the river, Sábria’s lips were moving as she had a mental conversation with herself. “There’s no way this could be going on under my nose, and no one has told me about it. Besides that, none of the High Priestesses would allow anything like this to happen.” She stopped in front of Xyda and lowered her hand as she stared down at the other woman.

      Xyda considered getting up but decided Sábria needed time to digest everything she’d just been told. If it was true that Sábria hadn’t known about the abuse, and that certainly appeared to be the case, she understood her bewilderment. She and her wife and the rest of the Hunters had had a full turn to come to terms with what had been happening. Realizing that she’d been a fool not to contact her Arch Priestess, she mentally kicked herself for all the damage she’d unwittingly done in the name of protecting the Hunters.

      The others had looked to her as their leader, and she’d done her best to protect them. It had been frustrating not having anyone to turn to for advice. She’d prayed to Elyon. Oh, how she’d prayed to her Goddess, and she wondered why she’d never answered. To her knowledge, Elyon rarely overtly meddled in the lives of her Blades. Maybe bringing Xyda to the Temple in Sarlogne was how she’d chosen to deal with the problem.

      Xyda knew in her heart there was no way Elyon would intentionally allow a shiv to kill herself to further her own goals. But there’d been a point after she’d struggled to bring the shiv up the cliff face that she’d thought of taking the body to Frayham instead of Sarlogne. As she thought about it, she realized that there’d been something driving her towards Sarlogne even though she hated the capital city with a vengeance.

      In fact, under normal circumstances, she never would have chosen to turn right at the crossroads instead of left. Perhaps Elyon had taken advantage of one tragedy to fix another in the making.

      Sábria knelt on one knee in front of Xyda and crossed her arms over her raised thigh. “Before you were a Hunter, you lived in White Castle Temple. Because of the time you spent patrolling as a Blade, you know that very little happens without everyone who lives within the Temple finding out. How has this been happening right under our noses?”

      “I wondered that myself, My Lady. I can at least give you a couple of examples that might help you understand. In fact, I’ll tell you what happened to me. I was hunting a Blade and found her about half a day’s ride outside of Nerane. We were in the middle of a forest, and, well, it was a freak accident, really, but when the Blade saw me, she spun and pulled her belt knife, intending to attack me. Instead, when she jumped onto a downed log, her boots slipped. She fell and hit her head, knocking herself unconscious.”

      “I remember that. In her report, the High Priestess said that the Blade was adamant that she’d been the one to cause her injuries and not you.”

      “Yes, I have to give her credit for that. But, because she had a head injury, I wanted to get her to the Temple healers as soon as possible. We didn’t arrive until one candlemark past Deadnight. As you’d expect, there were very few Blades around at that time of the night. In fact, I had to go and wake the healer. I was tired and not as alert or vigilant as I should have been. When I left the Healer Hall, several people, I can’t even say they were Blades, threw a hood over my head and wrapped a rope around my arms, strapping them to my sides.”

      Listening intently, Sábria settled in next to her again, hoping to understand what her Hunters were going through.

      “My captors were whispering to one another, telling each other to hurry. I shouted once before someone reached beneath the hood and forced a gag into my mouth and around the back of my head. They tied it so tightly it bit into the edges of my mouth.” She fingered a light scar radiating out from her lips. “When they grabbed me, but before they gagged me, I whistled for my horse and pack mule to turn and gallop out of the gate. I taught them to run on command. All of the Hunters have taught our horses that.”

      Sábria considered all of the ramifications inherent in having the horse leave on its own. “That may not have been such a good thing. If someone had found your horse still in the Temple the next morning, or if whoever captured you had taken the horse and put it in the stables, questions might have been raised. As it was, the gate guards may have been curious about your horse running away without you, but nothing more. It’s more probable they were simply amused at your misfortune. But I doubt they would have been concerned about your well-being especially if they didn’t know that people were attacking the Hunters. I refuse to believe all the Blades knew what was happening. There’s no way my people are so callous. It’s impossible if for no other reason than you’re all women, and we’re sworn to protect the women of the Empire.”

      The vehemence in Sábria’s tone had Xyda thinking that perhaps not all Blades were aware of the beatings or held such callous animosity towards the Hunters. “You think it’s only a small group of people doing this at each Temple? And you say ‘the people’ who captured me, not ‘the Blades’ who attacked me. I happen to know, My Lady, that several incidences involved Blades beating and kicking Hunters.”

      When she recalled the day she was attacked, a shudder ran up her spine. “At Narane, one held me beneath my arms while a second grabbed my legs. They carried me up about twenty steps—I counted them because I needed to know where they were taking me. I was terrified they’d fling me off the wall, and I’d end up in a broken heap on the cobblestones below. I don’t know whether that’s what they intended. I don’t think it was, though, because there was a river running past the wall where they took me, and I landed in the water. That part was fortunate, but what hurt the most was when I landed on the stick that punctured my side. It was all done quietly, so, in that instance, you can understand why the High Priestess and other Blades wouldn’t have known what had happened.”

      “And the other instances?”

      “Most of the time, it happens at night. Quite often, we find a runner at night because they’ll kindle a fire or they’ll settle down for the evening, which gives us a chance to catch up. Most don’t understand tracking or hunting, so they don’t know that they should travel at night and settle in during the day if they can. Many times, the Blade or shiv has been wounded, and the Hunter needs to get them to medical care right away. That means they take the injured Blade to the healers at night because they can’t wait until the morning. On the other hand, if they’re transporting a dead body, you know as well as I do, the faster we can get them to a Temple, the less decomposition there’ll be. If we find them at night, we transport them at night.”

      Both women were so deep into the conversation that neither had been aware of Ailith, who was just then spitting the final fish over the fire. She knew enough not to interrupt the conversation, but when she stood to join Jenx, Sábria caught the movement and stopped her. “Ailith.”

      “Aye, Milady?”

      “I didn’t realize you were close enough to overhear our conversation. You’ll speak to no one about what you heard.” She raised her brows. “That’s an order.”

      Ailith chanced a quick glance at Xyda before returning her gaze to Sábria. “Aye, Milady.”

      Sábria recognized the anger that flitted across Ailith’s face and wanted to head off any problems before they began. “What’s bothering you, Ailith? Get it out in the open now before it festers. I know how you sometimes misunderstand my intentions and don’t feel you need to come talk to me about it.”

      When she’d heard the details about what was happening with the Hunters, about what had happened to Xyda, whom she’d come to consider a friend, Ailith wanted to find her way to that Narane Temple so she could find out who hurt her and beat them into the ground. Her anger flared when she answered. “Ya want me to keep it a secret, Milady? Seems to me secrets is what’s made it a problem in th’ first place. I think we need to go find what fowkers did that to her and throw their sorry carcass over the fowkin’ wall. Don’t you?”

      Sábria jammed her thumb and forefinger into her eyes and let out a frustrated growl.

      Xyda, on the other hand, stared at the shiv with a kind of surprised pride. “I knew there was a reason I liked this shiv.”

      Sábria glared at her. “Don’t encourage her.” She stood, rested her fists on her hips, and leaned into Ailith. “Ailith, I absolutely forbid you to do anything about the information you heard here tonight. You will not speak about it to anyone, and you’ll do nothing about it.”

      Ailith hated being the subject of Sábria’s ire. “Aye, Milady.”

      “Look at me when I’m talking to you.” When Ailith did, Sábria continued, “I fully intend to rectify the situation. This is my problem, not yours. Your job is to learn everything you can from Jenx, so one day, you’ll take your place as a full Blade. It is not your job to defend the Hunters or retaliate on their behalf.”

      Ailith scratched her head. “I don’t ken what a couple of those words mean, but I get that ye’ll pound me into th’ ground if I do what needs doin’.” She looked at Xyda. “Us two, we’re friends, aye? And I give ya me word, if ya need me⁠—”

      Sábria shocked Ailith by slamming her palms into her chest and pushing her backward. As serious as a Dreyuthan peasant was about honoring their word, there was no way she could allow Ailith to finish that sentence. She followed up by grabbing Ailith by the collar and pulling her up on her toes.

      Jenx saw and hurried over to see what her shiv had done this time.

      Sábria pulled Ailith close enough that their toes touched. “If Xyda or any other Hunter asks for your help, you’ll tell Jenx or another senior Blade, and they’ll come to me. Do not, I repeat, do not make any promises you won’t be able to keep. In fact, give me your word, right now, that you won’t go haring off on some quest to help the Hunters.”

      Ailith had grabbed Sábria’s forearms when she’d lifted her onto her toes, and she marveled at how rock-hard those muscles were. “Well, maybe not me word, Milady.”

      Sábria tightened her grip on Ailith’s tunic, effectively choking her.

      Ailith got the message loud and clear. Her voice was tight when she croaked, “Okay, okay. I’ll no do nothing with th’ Hunters, or for ‘em, neither, without letting Jenx or somebody else in th’ Blades know. Ya have me word.”

      She glanced apologetically at Xyda, who smiled her understanding. “It’s okay, Ailith. Don’t worry. If I couldn’t stop what was happening, you wouldn’t be able to either. I should have known that the only person who could help was Lady Sábria, so what do you say we leave it to her, shall we?”

      Ailith’s face was turning red because Sábria’s knuckles were digging into either side of her neck. She dipped her chin as far as she could and left it at that.

      Sábria released her with a half-shove toward Jenx. “You two finish what you’re doing, and if Commander Shirin and Geller return, tell them that Xyda and I need our privacy.” She turned and motioned for the Hunter to follow. “Over here.”

      Xyda rose, but instead of immediately following Sábria, she stepped over to Ailith, grabbed her head in the crook of her arm, and rubbed her knuckles in her hair. “You need to listen to the Lady Sábria, Ailith. She and your handler are the people who’ll keep you safe and alive. Ya ken?”

      Jenx glared at the Hunter, biting her tongue to keep from telling the woman that her shiv didn’t need any advice from her. Even though she knew she was being ridiculous, when Xyda released Ailith, Jenx grabbed her shiv’s upper arm and dragged her away.

      Xyda didn’t notice the gesture and followed Sábria to where she’d taken a seat on a large rock overlooking the stream. She sat down beside her, brought her knees up to her chest, and rested her arms across them. “I wondered whether you’d seen that look in her eyes. I’ve seen it before when a shiv takes an idea into their head and decides they’re going to handle something on their own.”

      “I saw it, and yes, I learned very quickly not to ignore it when I see it in that particular shiv’s eyes. But that’s neither here nor there. Back to what you were saying before Ailith got it into her head to be your avenging angel. Obviously, you don’t always return the ones you catch in the middle of the night. You brought Girta to us midmorning. I’m still trying to figure out how this can be happening without word getting back to me.”

      “Let me give you another example, then. The Healer Hall in Frayham opens up onto a courtyard that’s hidden from the rest of the Temple. As you know, you pass through an archway and then go around a corner to get to the inner bailey. From there, you have access to the portcullis and can leave the Temple. Hunter Torda delivered a young shiv to the Healer’s Hall because she’d broken her ankle as she’d tried to get away. Torda brought her back in the middle of the day, but when she left the Healer’s Hall and stepped into the back courtyard, people were waiting for her on either side of the door.”

      Xyda lowered her legs and leaned back onto her hands. “They did the same to her as they’d done to me. They gagged her and shoved a bag over her head. They dragged her through the side gate and then beat the crap out of her in the alleyway. Luckily, some of the people who were watching the Temple for me managed to scare them away before they did too much harm. They ran back inside, and before long, Torda’s horse was shoved out through the gate.”

      “Where was the gate guard?”

      “I don’t know and neither did Torda. She just thanked the men and women who’d come to her defense and managed to climb onto her horse and ride out of town.”

      “Did anyone interview the people who came to the rescue? Did they see whether it was Blades or civilians who gave her a beating?”

      “I don’t think so. We’re not an investigating branch of the Blades, and it isn’t our job to question people. Frayham’s several days ride away from White Cliffs Temple, and I only heard about it through other Hunters who talked to Torda. That type of thing doesn’t surprise us anymore, though, and we just try to operate in a way that mitigates the threat.”

      Sábria was sitting to Xyda’s left, and the Hunter turned her head and looked into her eyes. “We continue to hunt because of our devotion to duty and our love for the Goddess, but what I said before still stands. There are a lot of Hunters who’ve had enough. None of them will ever intentionally harm a Blade, but I do believe they’ll run if given half the chance. And quite honestly, I’m not sure I’d hunt them even if you ordered me to. It’s gotten that bad.”

      Shirin walked out of the forest and spoke to Jenx.

      When Sábria noticed her looking their way, she motioned her over before turning her attention back to Xyda. “Hopefully, none of the Hunters will run before I can talk with them. I need your help finding them, Xyda, because I doubt Shirin and I could ever find them on our own.”

      Xyda loosened a piece of shale from the rock she was sitting on and threw it into the stream. “Of course, I’ll help. But I’d ask for your help in return. Would you consider releasing my wife from custody when we return to Sarlogne? I know she can be a bit… bull-headed at times. But I also know she’d never flame the Temple if for no other reason than she knows what I’d do to her if she did. You have to believe me when I say that she loves Elyon, and until the beatings started, she loved the Blades as well.”

      Xyda picked up another stone and tossed it in the air before catching it and slinging it out into the stream. “And maybe, while you’re at it, you could release all of the men and women who came to help? They’re all good people. We wouldn’t hire thugs to help because we didn’t want any Blades getting hurt. Most of them just needed some ready cash, and at least here in Sarlogne, they haven’t had to work for their money until last night.”

      “We’ll have to go in front of Master Fiyori. She’s the Chief Magistrate at the Goddess’s Court. I’ll have a word with her when we return tomorrow. If they’ve all behaved themselves, and your wife’s mouth hasn’t gotten the best of her, then I think we can rescind the charges. By the way, do you want me to continue to call her your wife or Quariss, or would you prefer to tell me her name?”

      “I think that’s her place to tell you that, My Lady and she’ll only do that if she trusts you. Her father really is an evil bastard. He has no idea we’re married, and we heard rumors that he has people out searching for her. We know that two of her three sisters are married to decent, hard-working noblemen. She continues to worry about the youngest one, though, and until she’s safely wed, I doubt my wife will tell anyone her real name.”

      When Shirin reached them, she leaned into the boulder they were sitting on and rested on her forearms. “One of the groups we passed, the furthest one from us, is Lord Ashden and what looks like a hunting party. They have an excellent little camp set up. We won’t have any problems with them. The second bunch are definitely bandits. There are seven men, and from the looks of them, if they do decide to attack, whoever happens to be on guard duty at the time should be able to hold them off long enough for the rest of us to respond.”

      Sábria stood and hopped down from the rock. “Would you go and see how Ty’s doing with the horses?”

      “Sure.” Since they’d picketed the horses a short distance away, Shirin picked up her pace and jogged to where Ty was standing next to the grey as it drank from the stream.

      Several aspects of the whole Hunter debacle still puzzled Sábria, but one, in particular, worried her the most if she hoped to find the remaining fourteen and bring them back to Sarlogne. Xyda had remained perched on the rock with her legs drawn up and her arms wrapped around her knees. Sábria turned back to her with a questioning look in her eyes. “If the Hunters aren’t staying in the Temples and only go in when they return a Blade who’s run, how do the High Priestesses contact them when someone does run?”

      The Hunter absently ran her fingers across an old scar beneath her chin. “Over time, each one has developed their own methods of contacting the Hunter assigned to their region. Resart, for example⁠—”

      A long, piercing whistle sounded off to the left, followed immediately by one directly in front of their position and then another off to the right. Xyda jumped to her feet. “No, no, no!” In one swift movement, she leapt from the rock, fell on Sábria, and pulled her to the ground.

      Sábria was well-versed in hand-to-hand combat, and though she landed on her back, she immediately rolled onto her stomach and pushed to her hands and knees, ready to stand.

      Xyda swept her arms out from under her and held her down. “Stay down, My Lady.” She frantically let off a series of three whistles, paused, and then repeated the same three whistles.

      In response, a short retort—a quick low note followed by an abrupt rising one—sounded off to the left and was repeated straight ahead. A third acknowledged Xyda’s orders from the right.

      Xyda shouted at Shirin, who was pounding toward them. “Surround and protect!”

      As each arrived at the run, Jenx, Shirin, and Geller formed a protective half-circle around Sábria, with Ailith facing the river and protecting her back.

      Not understanding what was happening, Ty ran over and knelt next to Sábria, unsure if she needed to protect her from the woman holding her down. Taking her cue from the others, she waited, ready to act if necessary to safeguard her mother.

      Sábria snarled. “Let me up, now, Xyda, or I swear I’ll break both your arms before I’m through with you.”

      Xyda’s reaction had been instinctual, and she sheepishly removed her knee from the middle of Sábria’s back. When Sábria pushed to her knees, intending to stand, Xyda put her palm out so it hovered near Sábria’s chest and shook her head. “Please, My Lady, you don’t understand. The whistle coming from over there,” she pointed to her left, “that was Maida. She can shoot the wing off a fly from the back of a galloping horse with her bow and arrow, reload, and shoot off the other wing before the fly falls to the ground.”

      At Sábria’s withering look of annoyance and disbelief, Xyda flinched, “Okay, that’s a bit of an exaggeration, but if she thinks you’re holding me captive, I’m not sure she wouldn’t kill all of you and worry about the consequences later. She’s been beaten four times, My Lady. Four times, and I think it’s done something to her head. She’s not quite a loose cannon, but her anger is constantly bubbling just below the surface.”

      To prove her point, Xyda walked to the nearest tree, picked up a leaf about the size of her palm, and casually held it against the tree’s trunk. Within seconds, an arrow pinned it to the tree.

      Standing and brushing dirt from her tunic and trews, Sábria studied the forest, scrutinizing each tree’s canopy, hoping to see some sign of a tree walker. Unfortunately, in this instance, anyway, tree walking and concealment were talents the Hunters practiced with a fervent dedication to their craft. “I know Maida. She’s always been the wild one of the Hunters. Actually, she was wild even as a Blade, and I had to discipline her more than once for doing something reckless or just plain stupid. Compared to the rest of you, she’s young, around thirty-one, if I remember correctly, and while her life can be chaotic at times, there are deep waters flowing beneath that wild, impetuous façade she wears on her sleeve like a badge of honor.” Her gaze roamed from where the treeline ended at the stream to their left to the boundless forest on their right, hoping to catch a glimpse of the three women waiting in the canopy, ready to do whatever it took to rescue their fellow Hunter.

      “Shift left.” That came from Geller. Both she and Shirin stepped left to give more of a cover from that direction. “And who are th’ other two? What can ya tell me about them?” Geller was their tactical expert and needed all the information she could get to deploy and protect her people.

      “The one in the middle is Harda, and to the right, Cladine. We don’t only pay people to watch when we go into a Temple, we also pay them to deliver messages. Before she went to speak to you, my wife must have known where to send someone to tell these three I’d been taken captive. My guess is they’ve ridden hard to get to Sarlogne to rescue me. Let me go speak with them, My Lady, and explain what’s happening.”

      Sábria shook her head. “I don’t think so.” She whistled the standard Blade order for “report,” using her personal identifying signal all Blades were taught to recognize from the time they were shivs. When nothing happened, she spoke without taking her attention from the trees. “Tell them their Arch Priestess says to get in here, now.”

      Xyda’s brows descended. “Other than the fact that the best I could manage would be a simple whistle meaning, ‘come,’ I’m absolutely certain they wouldn’t obey that order until they know what’s happening. If it were only Harda and Cladine, they might meet us on neutral ground, and I emphasize the word ‘might.’ With Maida out there, Goddess only knows what she’ll do. Please let me go out and talk to them. It’s the only way.”

      Sábria turned to look directly into Xyda’s worried eyes. “It may very well be your only way, Xyda, but it’s not mine.” The Arch Priestess cocked her head slightly. “Whose way do you think wins?” At the simultaneous, frustrated growls from Xyda and Shirin, Sábria continued. “If they won’t come in, then you and I are going out to find them.”

      “I can’t guarantee your safety, My Lady.”

      Insulted at the implication that she needed Xyda’s protection, Sábria stiffened, stepped close to the Hunter, and jammed her fists onto her hips. “You can’t guarantee my safety from three of my own Blades? Is that what you’re telling me? That I need protection from any woman in my service? Because if I can’t trust them not to hurt me, then they no longer belong in the Daughters of Elyon. If that’s the case, I might as well summarily remove them from the Blades here and now.”

      Xyda scratched the side of her head and pointedly looked into the forest. “Could you maybe not look as though you’re threatening me, My Lady?”

      Sábria intentionally relaxed her shoulders, dropped her hands to her sides and took a step back. “I personally know Maida and Cladine, and I’ve read reports about Harda. I don’t believe any one of them would harm me.” She glanced at the trees. “It seems you Hunters have devised your own set of whistles separate from what we use in the Blades, correct?”

      “We had no choice, My Lady.”

      “Those initial three whistles sounded the same to me, so how do you know what three Hunters are out there?”

      “They weren’t the same if you know what to listen for.”

      “All right, you can teach me later. Right now, signal them to come in. If they won’t, then signal them that we’re coming into the forest to speak to them.”

      After a telling pause, Xyda signaled the three Hunters.

      The only response was a second arrow splitting the one stuck in the tree down the middle of its shaft.

      Sábria muttered to herself, “Fine.” She pushed through Shirin and Geller and started towards the forest. She hadn’t gone five steps before an arrow embedded itself in the ground at her feet. With a contemptuous kick, she sent it flying and kept walking.

      Shirin quickly caught up to her. “Are you insane?”

      “Insane? No. Incensed? Absolutely. I can’t believe it’s gotten to this point.” Another arrow struck just in front of her left foot, followed quickly by a second in front of her right. Sábria jerked both out of the ground, put them together, and while staring daggers at the trees, broke them over her knee.

      Laughter sounded from Maida’s position, and Xyda muttered, “The Lady may be insane, Commander, but that’s the first time I’ve heard Maida laugh in the last turn.”

      Shirin, Geller, and Jenx hurried to get in front of Sábria, who motioned with an irritated wave of her hand. “Stay behind me. In fact, all of you stay behind me.”

      They’d all worked with her long enough to know that at times like these, Sábria brooked no argument from anyone, including her second-in-command. They fell back, the only frustrated, incoherent growl coming from Shirin, who slowed but stayed resolutely by Sábria’s side. Sábria had only to stop and glare to have Shirin step back one more pace.

      Enough light seeped through the upper canopies to allow them to see when two figures stepped out from behind a pair of trees—one straight ahead and the other to their right. Both Hunters had their blades drawn with their tips pointed at the ground. Even though the one on the left stared at Sábria with hate-filled loathing in her eyes, she bowed low, straightened, and held up a hand. “Please stop where you are, Lady Sábria.”

      Since the woman had asked nicely, Sábria stopped.

      The second woman bowed but not quite as low as the first.

      Sábria tilted her head. “Care to try that again, Cladine?” Sábria was well acquainted with this Hunter as they’d served together in Rúsola’s squad. Cladine and another senior Blade, Marne, were two peas in a pod, both excellent at what they did but surly and difficult to handle.

      “Not really.”

      Xyda walked to where Cladine stood in an aggressive stance, left side forward, ready for anything. Without preamble, the Senior Hunter grabbed Cladine by the back of the tunic, punched her none too lightly in the stomach, and bent her into a deep bow. When she was sure the proper respect had been rendered, she jerked her upright again. “You’ll show the Arch Priestess the proper respect, Cladine, or I’ll know the reason why.”

      Pointing to the sword, she released Cladine’s collar and stepped back a pace. “Now, both of you put those away. I’m fine. I’m not being held captive, but thank you for coming so quickly.”

      The two Hunters looked at one another, and while Harda’s compliance was begrudgingly prompt, Cladine, on the other hand, glowered at Sábria and her companions before she, too, reluctantly sheathed her sword.

      Xyda looked left and called out, “Show yourself, Maida.”

      Everyone looked in the general direction of where the first whistle had originated. When Maida didn’t appear, Sábria surprised them by walking past several trees and finally jumping up and grabbing a branch on a wide-spreading oak tree. Using her considerable upper body strength, she pulled herself up until she lay on her belly, then kicked one leg over so she straddled the branch. She hooked the top of one boot over it and pushed up until she was standing on a wide expanse of bark and solid wood. Holding onto a smaller overhead bough, she walked towards the trunk, keeping her eyes riveted on one specific spot.

      Finally, Maida moved from a perpendicular branch jutting to the rear of the tree and stepped onto the branch Sábria had chosen. She still held an arrow knocked in her bow but grasped it in a single hand resting low on her thigh. Maida’s entire body held such tension that she appeared to be enveloped by roiling, turbulent waves of fury. But as Sábria relentlessly moved toward her, Maida’s features reflected an array of emotions, morphing from a darkly seething tempest to wary to cautiously suspicious and finally landing on blank confusion.

      Sábria shocked everyone, including Maida, when she moved in close enough to put her arm around the Hunter’s shoulders. Shifting so that her weight was evenly balanced between two branches, she released her overhead grip, put her second hand behind Maida’s neck, and brought the younger woman’s head down until it rested on her shoulder.

      Shirin and Geller, who’d moved in close to the trunk as a precaution against Maida either attacking Sábria or throwing her from the tree, heard Sábria speaking quietly into her ear.

      The Hunter’s black, unkempt hair fell over her eyes, and the only visible parts of her face—a short, crooked nose, most definitely displaced in a fight, and her pale, dry lips, gave evidence of a stressful existence wracked by tension and strife.

      After a tense interval where the only sound in the surrounding forest was Sábria’s soft voice carrying on a one-sided, gentle murmuring, Maida dropped the bow and arrow, and they fell harmlessly to the ground. She leaned against the tree’s trunk and, in what looked like an act of desperation, wrapped her arms around Sábria in a frantic embrace. What began as a slow, low keening quickly turned into gut-wrenching sobs as Maida buried her face in the crook of Sábria’s neck and, through her tears, cried out a full turn of pent-up stress, pain, and grief.

      They remained like that for so long that Xyda put her arms around Harda and Cladine and escorted them back to the camp. Wanting to give Sábria and the Hunter as much privacy as possible, Jenx also motioned for Ailith to follow her back to where they’d left the fish sizzling over the fire.

      Shirin, who was quite a bit taller than Geller, leaned over and spoke in her ear. “Follow them and keep an eye on the Hunters.”

      Never one to question Shirin’s orders, Geller simply nodded and trailed the others back to camp.

      Picking up the bow and arrow, Shirin walked a short distance away but remained close enough to intervene if something drastic were to happen.

      As the crying eased, Sábria continued to whisper in Maida’s ear. “I’m here, Little One. I once told you I’d always be here for you and that hasn’t changed. If I’d known what you were going through, I would have come to you immediately. I would have ridden the length of the Empire to get to you.”

      While it didn’t seem possible, Maida desperately pulled Sábria into an even tighter embrace. Her fingers turned white with the force of her grip on Sábria’s tunic. When she spoke, her voice was raw and filled with pent-up pain and frustration. “I needed you, but you never came, and I thought that meant…some of the other Hunters said—” Her throat closed, and she couldn’t continue speaking.

      “I’m here now, Maida, and I’ll take care of you. You’re coming back to Sarlogne with me, and we’ll work things out together.”

      Maida pushed Sábria back but held onto her shoulders so she wouldn’t fall. She swallowed a lump in her throat, and her lips trembled as she struggled to find her voice. “No. I don’t go anywhere near the Temples anymore. I don’t hunt. Something’s broken—” she touched her temple, “—in here. I don’t talk to Blades. I just….” Now her lips pulled into a hard line, and she spoke through gritted teeth, “…I just survive.”

      Sábria put her hands on either side of Maida’s face and pulled her in close enough that her lips brushed her forehead. She shook her head, refusing to accept that surviving was all that was left for this Blade, who’d been such a vibrant spark of irrepressible energy. “Surviving isn’t good enough for you, Maida. You bring such unique qualities to the Blades, and I won’t give that up easily.”

      Just as she was wont to do as a shiv and as a young Blade, Maida’s mood changed as rapidly as a rattlesnake striking its foe. The storm clouds returned, lightning flashed in her eyes, and Maida angrily poked her in the chest with a stiff finger. “Don’t call me that. Don’t ever fucking call me that.”

      Anticipating the mood swing, Sábria grabbed the finger, twisted Maida’s arm behind her back, and jammed the Hunter’s face into the tree. She spoke in a measured tone, ensuring the frustration that had been building inside her since this fiasco had come to her attention didn’t bleed through. “If you remember, Maida, I don’t allow my people to challenge me. Nothing has changed as far as the two of us are concerned. You’re my Blade as much as you were when you went off to train as a Hunter.”

      Maida’s guttural snarl was quickly snuffed out when Sábria wrenched the arm further up the Hunter’s back.

      Shirin edged closer, never taking her eyes off the two women perched so high up in the tree. Watching Sábria so skillfully handle Maida had Shirin wondering why she ever doubted her Arch Priestess’s ability to handle even the most volatile Blade.

      Even though she was standing on solid footing, Sábria leaned into Maida. “As I was saying, you’re my Blade, and you’re coming back to camp with me where we can all discuss what’s been happening to you and the other Hunters. When Maida didn’t respond, Sábria released her arm, spun her around, and placed her hands on Maida’s cheeks.

      Maida tried to shake her head free and look down, but Sábria forced her face up and made her look her in the eyes. “You’ve always trusted me. I need you more than ever to trust me now.” Despite Sábria’s firm grip on her head, Maida wrenched her head back and forth, but Sábria stilled her. “Listen to me. It sounds like you no longer want to be a Hunter, and that’s fine with me. You’ll be one of my Blades again here in Sarlogne. I promise I’ll protect you, but right now, you’re coming back to the camp. Will you do that for me?”

      “I won’t go to the Temple. It’s not safe, and I can’t…I won’t take any more beatings. I just won’t. I’ll kill anyone, any Blade who lays a hand on me.”

      Closing her eyes tightly, Sábria pulled Maida back into an embrace. “Maida, you’ve trusted me for many turns. I lost track of you when you joined the Hunters, and now I see what a grave mistake that was. But you’re with me now, and I need you to trust me. I need you to come to the Temple in the morning. All four of you Hunters can stay with me in my rooms if that’s what you need to feel safe.”

      All Blades knew Sábria would never lie. Her reputation as a fair and honest ruler, both of the Temple and of the Empire, had been established long ago. Her stubborn determination and tendency toward swift and decisive punishment when crossed was also a well-known fact. Maida pulled in a shaking breath. “I’ll go with you back to your camp. But that’s all.”

      Sábria pushed back far enough that she could look directly into her face. “It’s a start, and I’ll take it.” She put all her love, acceptance, and regret into her gaze and stared deeply into Maida’s troubled eyes. After a moment, she stepped back and motioned for Maida to jump down.

      Maida reached back and pulled down a quiver of arrows hidden in the branches. She reflexively lifted the strap over her head and, without thought, settled the arrows down the middle of her back. Then, like all true climbers, she simply stepped out into thin air and dropped to the ground.

      Sábria, on the other hand, lowered herself onto the branch, rolled onto her belly, and then hung down. Even though her descent wasn’t as athletic as Maida’s, she still dropped the remaining distance with the grace of a descending panther.

      The forest remained still and silent, with the only exceptions being the chirping calls of the grey treefrogs and the noisy cicadas, which were known for their incessant buzzing unless the skies opened up and drenched them in rain. The birds were notably silent, as were the red foxes and chittering raccoons.

      Maida, who had her eyes trained on the ground as they made their way through the ferns and downed logs of the forest floor, glanced at Sábria’s boots when the Arch Priestess ran her arm around her tense shoulders.

      Shirin caught up to them and held out the bow and arrow. Despite locking horns with Maida on more than one occasion, she’d always liked her. It was disconcerting to see the changes in the younger woman. She had the feeling that a bit of normalcy might go a long way toward helping Maida regain her lost equilibrium. “You’re still as accurate with this as I remember. I hope you might consider giving our younger shivs and Blades lessons like you did when you lived with us. Some of the older Blades still talk about you, you know. You’re something of a legend when it comes to archery.”

      “I won’t be going back to the Temple, Commander. I don’t intend to have anything to do with the Blades ever again.” She took the bow and arrow from Shirin, expertly settled the arrow into the quiver and the bow across her back, and then detoured to the remains of the arrows Sábria had broken. With a half-amused huff, she picked up all four pieces and held them out on her palms. “You couldn’t have just stepped around them?”

      The third arrow lay half in and half out of a leafy fern. Sábria retrieved it and admired the workmanship that had gone into producing such a fine weapon. The ornately painted shaft felt smooth to the touch as she used her thumb and forefinger to roll it back and forth, wanting to see the entire design. Satisfied the artwork was as fine a quality as the construction, she ran the fletching through her fingers as she looked up at her Blade. “You couldn’t have just come down out of the tree to talk to me like any normal person?”

      “Now, where would the fun be in that?”

      There was nothing fun about the deadness in her tone. Maida was one whose eyes had always sparkled with mischief, and its absence was more than a bit concerning. Shirin flicked a glance at Sábria, who watched the Hunter out of the corner of her eye. As someone who spent much of her waking hours working alongside her Arch Priestess, Shirin recognized the acute worry that had become so terribly familiar lately and knew things would only get more stressful from here on out. She resolved to do as much as she could to help relieve the strain Sábria was under.

      After examining the broken arrow shafts, Maida slipped two beneath one arm and then placed the arrowheads of the remaining two pieces beneath her boot and pulled up, breaking them off. She absently flipped open the top of a small leather carry sack she habitually wore on her hip and slipped the arrowheads inside. After examining the fletching on the other two to make sure they hadn’t been damaged, she broke those off as well. “We heard that you’d trapped Xyda inside the Temple. What makes you think I’d go in so you can do the same to me?”

      Sábria continued to admire the expert fletching on her arrow as she thought of how to answer her Blade. “You’re right. She wanted to leave, but I kept her with me because she’d given me just enough information about what had been happening between the Hunters and the Blades to alarm me. Once she’d delivered the barest details about the situation, she mounted her horse to ride out of the Temple. She refused to stay when I ordered her to and I needed to know what she knew because some of my Blades were hurting, and any time that happens, it’s my responsibility to fix whatever’s broken.” She lightly squeezed Maida’s shoulder. “Have I ever lied to you, Maida?”

      The Hunter mutely shook her head.

      “And I’m not going to lie to you, now, and tell you I won’t keep you in the Temple or that I won’t hunt you down should you decide to run. Not only do I need to know what happened to you and the other Hunters, but I take my responsibility for your physical, mental, and emotional well-being very much to heart. You yourself said you’re broken, and I can’t accept that. I can’t allow you to ride away without fixing what’s gone wrong inside of you here.” She tapped Maida’s head. “And here.” She placed her hand over the younger woman’s heart. “From what Xyda’s told me, I have fifteen Blades who’ve been hurt and wronged and who need my help and support. So, yes, you’ll be coming back to the Temple with me, and then you and the others will ride out with me to find the remaining Hunters.”

      “You don’t expect any of us to lead you to the others, do you?”

      “I think that’s something you need to talk about amongst yourselves. But I need to talk to all of you to find out who’s responsible for what’s been happening. Because when I find them, they’ll rue the day they were born. Whether you remain a Hunter or not, I intend to heal the rift between the Hunters and the Blades, and I’m hoping you’ll help me do just that.”
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      By the time they returned to camp, the original fish that Ailith had speared and set over the fire had cooked to a charred mess. She and Jenx had gotten busy catching more fish while Xyda and Harda gathered extra tubers. When Sábria and her two companions walked into the camp, Geller and Cladine were nowhere to be found.

      Shirin looked around and then called out to Jenx, “I see Xyda, Harda, and Ty, but where are Geller and Cladine?”

      Jenx pointed into the forest. “They went to gather the Hunters’ horses.”

      Just as she finished speaking, the two Blades walked out of the forest with four horses and yet another Hunter neither Sábria nor Shirin recognized.

      The new woman walked straight up to Sábria, came to attention, and brought her fist to her chest. “Hunter Falla, My Lady, from Dinden.” The side of her mouth quirked up in a cheerful grin. “I came to rescue our leader from your clutches, but as I can see,” she waved her hand toward Xyda, who was standing at the edge of the forest watching them, “that won’t be necessary.”

      Maida sneered at the new arrival. “Well, well, well, Falla. You decided to get off your ass and do some work, or did you just come to suck up to the Arch Priestess?” She turned to Sábria. “Just so you know, Falla’s been fortunate enough not to have been beaten or harassed even once, My Lady. Do you find that as curious or maybe as suspicious as I do?”

      Falla’s features were soft, with a dainty nose and wide, alluring green eyes that Sábria privately characterized as beautiful yet cunning, or perhaps duplicitous would be the better word. She knew the names of all the Hunters since there were only fifteen, and now that Maida mentioned it, she couldn’t remember the last report that mentioned Falla as the Hunter who’d delivered a Blade or a body to one of the Temples. When she returned to Sarlogne, she’d go back through her records to see what she could find.

      With a condescending air, Falla stepped closer to Maida. “Why don’t you go play with your bow and arrow, little girl, and leave the adult conversations to the rest of us?”

      Unphased by Falla’s sneering remark, Maida cocked her head and regarded her. “Ask her how many runners she’s brought in over the last turn, My Lady.” Maida tore her gaze off Falla, raised her brows, and glanced pointedly at Sábria.

      Falla stepped in and shoved Maida back. “Shut your fucking mouth, you skezzi pounit.”

      Before Sábria could react, Maida bent, ran her arm beneath Falla’s legs, and lifted her onto her shoulders. With an accompanying snarl, Maida drove her into the ground, forcing the air from Falla’s lungs in a painfilled “Oof.” She followed up with a knee into Falla’s stomach before landing several hard blows to her face and head.

      Sábria jammed her hands beneath Maida’s shoulders and dragged her off the other Hunter.

      When Falla leapt to her feet to go after Maida, Shirin stepped in and grabbed the back of her tunic. “Stand down. That’s an order.”

      Livid at being bested by Maida and incensed that a mere Blade would dare give an order to a Hunter, Falla jerked her tunic out of Shirin’s fist and snarled, “And who the fuck do you think you are?”

      “The Commander who’s going to strip the skin off your back if you don’t settle down, Hunter.”

      As though a sluice gate had shut off one persona and released another, Falla’s face morphed into a perfect mask of amiability. She chuckled and held up her hands. “Sorry, Commander. Sometimes, the little rat gets under my skin. No hard feelings?” She held out her arm, offering to shake forearms.

      Prime Geller walked up. “Problems, Commander?”

      Shirin ignored Falla’s proffered arm. “Hold on to her.” When Geller stepped in front of Falla, stuck her thumbs in her belt, and studied the Hunter, Shirin walked over to where Sábria was still holding onto an angry, struggling Maida. “I’ll take her, My Lady.” She took hold of Maida’s wrist and twisted her arm up behind her back. “Settle down.”

      Xyda came jogging over. She grabbed Maida by the hair on either side of her head, looked into her eyes, and gave her a gentle shake. “Get it together. If we want our story to be heard, we can’t act like a bunch of raging idiots.” When Maida grudgingly dipped her chin in assent, Xyda released her hold and gently slapped her on the side of her face before nodding to the Commander. “She’ll be okay now, Commander. I’ll stay with her.”

      Shirin released Maida. She glanced over her shoulder and, seeing that everyone had settled, decided to see how the others were getting along with the meal prep and the horses.

      Sábria bent to pick up the arrow she’d dropped when the altercation started. She absently rolled it in her fingers, giving herself a moment to relax and gather her thoughts. Once she had her temper under control, she walked to Geller and nodded, silently telling her she could step aside. She tilted her head to the side as she studied the newest addition to their group. “Falla, is it? It’s funny, but I don’t recall seeing your name on any reports coming across my desk.”

      With an innocent shrug, that same fawning grin stole across Falla’s face. She removed the leather band holding her long, blonde hair in place and finger-combed some stray strands of hair back into place. The thong was the type that wrapped around the hair several times, eventually holding it in a compact funnel that was then wrapped around itself and finally tied in a tight bun at the nape of the neck. To someone used to styling her hair in that manner, the movements were automatic and done without thought. “That’s because I stay out of trouble, My Lady. Unlike some people we both know.” Her grin lost its charm when she looked over at Maida.

      “I’m glad to hear that. But I don’t only receive reports about Hunters who are in trouble. I also receive a report every time a Hunter brings in a runner or body. I don’t recall any of those either. Remind me, how many runners have you gone after in the last turn?”

      Falla glanced at Xyda, who was waiting nearby with Maida, and then back at Sábria. “I’m not sure, My Lady. I’ll be happy to check my logs and let you know.”

      “Two? Three? Two’s about the average per Hunter for a turn. Around one runner per Temple per turn. Does that sound about right?”

      “I’m really not sure, My Lady. But I’ve been busy trying to help with the problems between the Blades and Hunters.”

      Maida bared her teeth. “Been telling the Blades where the Hunters are going to be is more like it.”

      “Maida.” Xyda swung around on the younger Hunter. “That’s Hunter business. We’ll take care of it on our own.”

      Sábria shook her head. “Not anymore, you don’t. When I’m here, Xyda, you’re no longer in charge of the Hunters. You answer to me just like the rest of the Blades. As Senior Hunter, the Hunters will still answer to you, but only when neither Shirin nor I are around. Is that clear?”

      With the final glare at Maida, Xyda nodded. “Understood. Just so you know, I don’t believe Falla’s been colluding with anyone. But I can tell you right now, she hasn’t gone out on any hunts that I know of for the last turn. Of the fifteen of us, she’s the only one who’s never been beaten, never been kidnapped, never been stabbed.”

      Sábria held up her hand. “This is neither the time nor the place to deal with this. We need to get through tonight in one piece. Commander Shirin and Prime Geller located a bandit camp not too far from here. Can we trust the Hunters to be on sentry duty with the rest of us when we take our shifts? Or do I have to worry about you running off?”

      Xyda glanced around at all of the Hunters. I know I can speak for myself, Cladine, and Harda. These two I’m not willing to vouch for.”

      Falla’s shoulders stiffened. “What are you saying, Xyda? That I can’t be trusted?”

      Maida growled, “That’s exactly what she’s saying.”

      Xyda put a hand on Maida’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Maida, but knowing how much you hate the Blades and knowing that we’re going to the Temple in the morning, I don’t trust you not to run.”

      It seemed like going to the Temple was precisely what Falla had planned because she immediately perked up. “I’ve always wanted to see the Temple in Sarlogne. In fact, when my time with the Hunters is up, I was hoping to be assigned there. I have family in Sarlogne whom I haven’t seen in ages.”

      It was very rare for Sábria to take a disliking to one of her Blades, but all of her instincts were screaming this woman couldn’t be trusted. She reminded her of Khaldo, and she wondered whether the two women had ever met. “Well then, Maida, you’ll be with me all night. You stick to me like glue, understand?”

      Jenx called over from where she and Ailith were preparing the meal. “The fish is ready. Come get it while it’s hot.”

      All of the Hunters except Xyda had their own plates with them, and Harda and Shirin returned to the kidnappers’ camp, where they found plates for the rest of the group. Once everyone had been served, Ailith took her plate and climbed onto the rock overlooking the stream. She sat so she could watch Xyda, Harda, and Cladine, who had taken their meals upstream where they could speak in private.

      Even though neither Sábria, Shirin, Geller, or Jenx had invited her to join them, Falla stepped into an open place in their circle and sat. She settled in with a cheerful grin and began chatting about how silly it had been for the others to think they needed to rescue Xyda from the Arch Priestess.

      As she listened to her chatter on, the best word Sábria could come up with to describe her was obsequious. Falla peppered her sentences with flattery and praise for how well she’d heard they ran the Temple in Sarlogne. It was all Sábria could do not to look at Shirin and roll her eyes, and just as she had the thought, she caught Geller doing just that.

      That left Maida, who’d come to prefer her own company over that of the Hunters. She looked around for a comfortable place to eat and noticed Ailith watching Xyda and the other two seated in a close circle, talking and eating their dinners. Curious, she climbed onto the rock and sat next to the young shiv. Another woman was seated with her back to them, staring out into the flowing waters of the stream. She wasn’t wearing a Blade’s uniform, and Maida idly wondered who she could be.

      Ailith glanced over and lifted her chin in greeting. She knew the Hunters' reputation as some of the most elite warriors within the Blades. Suddenly shy, she returned her gaze to the group eating upstream and used her fingers to stuff a big portion of fish into her mouth.

      Maida did the same and then lifted her brows as she savored the lightness of the spices coating the fish. “You cooked this, didn’t you?”

      Nervous about having to speak with a Hunter, Ailith grabbed some tubers and shoved them into her mouth. Forgetting her manners, she spoke with a mouthful. “Aye.”

      “So you carry dried herbs around with you? This is really excellent. Not anything like the meals I make over a fire.” After popping another piece of fish into her mouth, she wiped her fingers on her trews and held out her arm. “I’m Maida.”

      Ailith quickly chewed and swallowed. She did as the other woman had done and wiped her fingers clean before clasping forearms. “Ailith. And no, I don’t carry none around. I just know wild herbs when I see ‘em in th’ forest and learned to use them from some of th’ witchy cooks what followed th’ army.” At Maida’s blank look, she added, “Ya know, th’ ones what sell their cookin’ to warriors tired of eatin’ what th’ jackanapes what cook fer the army fix?”

      It sounded like this young shiv had a life story Maida wouldn’t mind hearing if given half the chance. “How long have you been a shiv, Ailith?”

      “A little more than half a turn.” She pointed at Sábria’s group. “Do ya see th’ Blade over there eatin’ with th’ Arch Priestess? Not th’ Prime, nor th’ Commander, nor obviously th’ Arch Priestess, just th’ one there sittin’ next to yer Hunter friend.”

      “She’s no friend of mine, but yes, I see the Blade.”

      Ailith squinted at her. “I thought all Hunters was friends. You’re kinda like th’ best of th’ best, aye? There’s not too many of ya, so don’t ya gotta stick together?”

      “That’s the way it used to be when I first became a Hunter. It was like a dream come true, working with Xyda, Harda, and some of the others.”

      Ailith studied Maida for a moment, wondering what had changed that the Hunters no longer needed to rely on one another. She glanced back at Xyda and the other two. “Are ya close with them? Or do ya mostly just keep to yerself? Well, ya said ya liked to work with Xyda and Harda when ya first became a Hunter, so something must’ve changed, right?”

      Maida grinned as she listened to the young shiv working out something she didn’t understand. “Do you always ask so many questions of someone you just met?”

      Ailith blushed and shoved another piece of fish into her mouth. “Sorry, Hunter. Sometimes me mouth just gets away from me, and once me mouth gets goin’, then me brain has to work to catch up, and then me mouth has to catch up to me brain all over again, ya ken?”

      For the second time that day, Maida actually laughed. She had to admit it felt pretty good. Laughter had been gone from her life for such a long time. In fact, other than earlier when Sábria had the audacity to break her arrows, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been even remotely amused by something, let alone actually laugh out loud. “Aye, I ken. Who’s your friend?”

      “Oh, that’s Ty.” She poked Ty in the shoulder and spoke to her in Dreyuthan. “Th’ Hunter’s wonderin’ who ya are. I’ll introduce ya, and ya pull yer forelock respectful like, just like I taught ya, okay?”

      Ty immediately stood and spun around to greet the newcomer properly. She pulled on her forelock but then, out of habit, bowed low.

      Shocked into immobility by the woman’s uncanny resemblance to Sábria, Maida blinked up at her before setting her plate aside and politely standing.

      Ailith decided she probably needed to stand, as well. She rose and, as she’d been taught, introduced them first in the language of the highest-ranking person there. “Hunter Maida, this is Lady Sábria’s daughter, Ty.”

      “Her—” This was the first time in a very long time that Maida was at a loss for words. A brief, unexpected pang of what? Hurt? Jealousy? Certainly not jealousy. Except, if she were being honest with herself, she had to admit that Sábria had been a kind of mother figure to her for all the turns she’d been at the Temple. And until the problems with the Blades arose, Maida had always hoped Sábria was proud of all the hard work she’d put into becoming the best Hunter she could possibly be. Ailith’s voice jerked her out of her reverie.

      “Aye, her daughter.” She changed to the Dreyuthan tongue. “Ty, this is a Blade what studied to be what they call a Hunter. Her name’s Maida.”

      Ty bowed again and repeated, “Maida.”

      The fact that Sábria had a daughter stunned Maida, and it took several moments for her voice to return. She looked from Ailith to Ty, and then she dipped her chin in greeting. “Nice to meet you, Ty.”

      With the introductions over, Ailith sat and motioned for Ty to do the same. It wasn’t her place to tell the Hunter to sit, so she fixed her attention on the group upriver.

      Even though she had a million questions about Sábria’s daughter, Maida decided to ask them later. She followed Ailith’s gaze upriver. “You have your eye on someone over there?”

      Ailith quickly looked down, but she could feel the heat rising in her cheeks.

      “Oh, ho. Let’s see.” Maida found herself enjoying Ailith’s company and thought she’d tease the shiv a bit to see if that blush could get any brighter. “Since Harda and Cladine came with me, I have to say it’s Xyda who’s caught your eye. And I have to agree with you, she’s definitely attractive. Unfortunately for both of us, she’s married and very much in love with her wife, who’s not such a bad looker either.”

      Maida’s gaze traveled down to Ailith’s pleasantly plump breasts, which weren’t large, but would definitely make for a nice handful, and back up to the pink coloring her cheeks. “Not all of us are taken, though.” Not only had it been quite a while since she’d laughed, but it had been much too long since she’d had any sex. This young woman seemed like someone she might enjoy getting to know a little better. Sex had always been her go-to stress reliever before all the trouble began.

      The way the shiv glanced up at Maida from beneath her shaggy brown bangs only added to the appeal. When Ailith returned the admiring gaze and raised her brows, indicating she wouldn’t mind a tumble in the hay, Maida grinned.

      One critical talent every Hunter developed was the ability to listen to their sixth sense warning them that someone was watching. She glanced over her shoulder to where Sábria had stopped eating and had turned her attention their way. The Blade that Ailith had been referring to earlier was also watching them but with more of a glare than Sábria’s thoughtful curiosity. “Who did you say that Blade was over there with Sábria?”

      “That’s me handler, Jenx”

      “Is she any good as a handler? Are you learning a lot from her?”

      “Aye. She’s the best at th’ Temple. She’s been training shivs fer turns, and I’m th’ lucky one what got her as me handler, ya ken? I’m no better’n a fowkin’ peasant from th’ Blacktip Mountains, and I got a noblewoman what treats me like I’m somebody.”

      Maida returned her attention to her plate and began eating again. It bothered her that both Ailith’s handler and Sábria were so interested in their conversation. Did they think she was going to do something to harm the shiv? Well, wasn’t that just fucking typical? Her mood, which had begun to lift, plummeted back down into the depths of anger and despair. Fuck them, then. They were no different than any of the other Blades.

      She stared at her plate, and since she’d taken a liking to the shiv, she swallowed her bitterness and allowed herself to revert back to a time when she’d been the first to give advice to any youngster in the Temple who needed a bit of help. “No one who serves Elyon is a noblewoman or peasant, Ailith. You’re all Blades, just like those of us in the Hunters are all Hunters.”

      Ailith shrugged, “I guess that’s easy enough to say ‘cuz ya sound like ya come from a pack of nobles, aye?” She looked at Maida, waiting for her answer. She was definitely attracted to the woman, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to get involved with another noble.

      The Lady Knight she’d been involved with had taken a fancy to a skezzie duchess or some such sweiven pounit wearing all kinds of fripperies at court. She’d stopped asking Ailith to her mother’s house and one time had the sweiven gall to stop and introduce the pounit when they’d passed Jenx and her on the way to Master Lowenbrow’s shop. Jenx had stopped to greet them, but Ailith had just continued into the bookstore. She’d gotten an earful on manners from Jenx when she’d joined her in the store, but Ailith hadn’t cared. Peasants were peasants and nobles were nobles and that’s all there was to it.

      “Like I said, Ailith, none of the Blades are nobles, and none are peasants.”

      Ailith looked down and mumbled, “Aye, tell that to Lady Knight Farryn.”

      “And who’s Lady Knight Farryn?”

      Ailith lifted a shoulder, “Nobody important.”

      They both jumped when Sábria spoke behind them. “Who’s not important?” Neither woman spoke, and Sábria repeated, “Ailith, I asked you a question. Who’s not important?”

      Ailith really didn’t want to discuss Lady Farryn with Sábria since she’d warned her not to get involved with a noble in the first place. “Well, first we was talkin’ about Xyda and how she has a wife, and then we was talkin’ about Jenx, and how she’s a noble and how good a handler she is, and how Jenx don’t care that I were a peasant, and she’s a noble and then this one here, I forgot her name, told me that in th’ Blades there’s no such thing as nobles and peasants, and I said that’s easy for her to say because she sounds like she’s a noble, and when you’re noble that’s kind of an easy thing to say, and well, that’s what we’re talkin’ about.”

      Amusement sparkled in Sábria’s eyes. “And you still haven’t answered my question, but that was a valiant effort to sidetrack me from finding out who you think isn’t important.” Her gaze shifted to Maida, and she was pleasantly surprised to see some of the old humor lurking there.

      Ailith clucked her irritation that Sábria never fell for her attempts to sidetrack her. “Well, it might just be that we was squakin’ about how nobles and peasants don’t mix.”

      “And how does that apply here, since Maida reminded you that we don’t consider Blades to be nobles or peasants?”

      “Not exactly true, is it, Milady, since you once told me nothin’ good never comes from a noble and a peasant gettin’ together? And since ya told me that, ya were meanin’ that I were a peasant what shouldn’t get with a noble, right? So that means ya was saying that I be a peasant, aye?” Ailith could tell that her blush was even more spectacular than it had been when she’d been talking to Maida.

      Sábria had been hoping Ailith would come talk to her about how hurt she’d been when Ryn had begun seeing Lady Anelia. During their once a fortnight briefing, when Sábria met individually with every handler to find out how the shivs were progressing, Jenx had informed her that she and Ailith had passed Lady Knight Farryn in the streets with Lady Anelia on her arm.

      Apparently, Ryn had tried to introduce them, but Ailith had ignored the gesture and stalked into the bookstore, Between the Covers. Jenx said that after the chance meeting, Ailith’s mood had soured, and she’d remained moody and upset for several days after. Now wasn’t the time to broach the subject, though, so she moved on. “I see you’ve met Ty.”

      Maida’s voice was upbeat when she nodded. “I did.” A little too upbeat, as though she was trying to sound that way.

      Like Ailith, Maida was one of the Blades Sábria had always had a special place for in her heart. Because of that, she’d come to know her well, and the slight blush that rose in the Hunter’s cheeks after she’d mentioned Ty was telling. When she recognized the way Ailith was studying Maida out of the corner of her eye, Sábria combined that with the conversation they’d just had, and alarm bells sounded.

      She knew what that look meant, and Sábria blinked at her shiv and then looked at Maida with narrowed eyes. Under normal circumstances, she would have absolutely no problem with two Blades enjoying a sexual liaison, but the thought of these two getting together was more than she could contemplate at the moment.

      The fact that Maida had gone back to eating as though she hadn’t a care in the world told her everything she needed to know. “Maida, the two of us and Prime Geller are taking the first watch. Finish your meal, and we’ll go out and scout the perimeter.”

      Ailith perked up. “I don’t mind taking th’ first watch with her, Milady. Ya shouldn’t have to take a watch, what with ya bein’ th’ Arch Priestess and all. I used to stand watch with th’ Army all th’ time, and ya know I’m really good at th’ sneakin’, aye? Maybe I can teach th’ Hunter a thing or two about trackin’ an’ such.”

      Maida side-eyed Ailith. “You do realize Hunters train for turns to track without being seen, right?”

      “Maybe I ken some things ya don’t, and maybe ya ken some things I don’t, neither.”

      Sábria shook her head, “Sorry, Ailith, but I already told Maida that she’s not going to be far from my side for the next little while. You’ll be going out with Jenx and Harda on the second watch, and then Shirin, Cladine, and Xyda will take the third and final watch. I know it’s still light out, but once you’re finished with your meal, try to get some sleep. We’ll wake you when we come back.” She looked at Maida, “You’re with me, let’s go.”

      Maida quickly stuffed the rest of her fish into her mouth, set her battered copper plate down to retrieve later, and hurried to catch up to Sábria, who’d wasted no time heading for the forest.
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      Sábria still held the arrow she’d retrieved from the bush, and Maida caught up to her and pointed to it. “Are you going to give that back to me sometime today?”

      The side of Sábria’s mouth lifted as she scanned the surrounding forest. “No.”

      “It’s one of my best. Do I get it back at all?”

      “No. If you wanted to keep it, you shouldn’t have shot it at me.”

      “I spent several sevendays making that one and those two you broke.”

      “Yes, I recognized your family’s pattern. And you did an excellent job on the fletching, by the way.” She ran her fingers through the perfectly shaped feathers Maida had glued to the end of the shaft. “What kind of feathers did you use?”

      Maida watched as Sábria ran a finger up each of the three lines of fletching. “I’d really rather you not do that, My Lady. Those are perfectly aligned and clean. You’re getting your body oils on them, which can change the trajectory enough that if Xyda held up another leaf, I’d probably hit her hand instead of the leaf.”

      After looking around their immediate vicinity and memorizing the rocks and bushes surrounding them, Sábria grabbed the arrow by its shaft and plunged it into the dirt. “As I said, you shouldn’t have shot at me in the first place. This arrow is no longer yours, Maida. We’ll return to get it when our shift is over. It’ll make a nice addition to the artifacts in my townhome. My father collected arrows from every kingdom he traveled to, and though I never told you, he valued your grandfather’s arrows most of all.”

      Maida stopped, jammed her fists on her hips, and glared at her. “Then, for fuck’s sake, if you knew they were special, why did you break them?”

      Sábria rounded on her. “Let me give you a heads up, Maida. If you ever shoot an arrow toward me again, I’ll take every arrow in your quiver, break them, and use them for kindling the next time I make a fire. You’re lucky you got away with losing only three, so stop whining and take me to that nobleman’s camp Shirin told me about.”

      When Maida growled and shouldered past, Sábria stuck her palm on the Hunter’s chest and shoved her back until they were facing one another again. “Look at me, Maida.” She waited until Maida reluctantly did so. “I want your word you won’t try to run.”

      With a calculating look, Maida stared at the woman she’d idolized and loved since she’d become a Blade fourteen turns earlier. “If I decided to leave, do you think anyone, including the four Hunters back at camp, could find me? And along those lines, I saw you watch me when I was talking to your shiv. You don’t trust me around her, do you?”

      “If you run, I’ll send both Xyda and Shirin after you, and I can absolutely guarantee they’d find you and drag you back in disgrace. Tell me honestly that you don’t think those two could track you down.”

      Maida was the first to break eye contact. Her boast that no one could find her had been a bluff and Sábria had called her on it. Xyda had been the one to train her as a Hunter, and she was honest enough to know that no one had better tracking abilities than the Senior Hunter. She also knew that before Maida had become a Hunter, Shirin had wanted to learn advanced tracking techniques and had interned with Hunter Ziba for half a turn. Realistically, there was no way she could outrun the two of them. Despair hit her when the reality of her circumstances dawned. “So I’m your prisoner, and you’re going to drag me back to the Temple against my will.”

      “Yes.” The look of utter shock at the confirmation of Maida’s worst fears would have made Sábria smile under different circumstances. “And my honest answer to your previous question is that I’d trust you with Ailith’s life, and with all we’ve been through with her, that’s saying a lot. I know your heart, and even though you’ve been through enough emotional and physical pain to derail any Blade, I still see the Maida I love inside you.”

      Maida stared into the trees, thinking. She’d seen Sábria’s apprehension when she’d realized Ailith might have more than just a passing interest in her. So, she trusted her with the shiv’s life but didn’t trust her to have casual sexual relations with her? That made no sense. For two Blades to enjoy one another’s bodies was so natural that Sábria must think Maida was so fucked up emotionally she shouldn’t be left alone with Ailith. She’d trust her to protect the shiv with her sword, but not to treat her well with her body?

      Sábria watched Maida’s shoulders stiffen and lift a barely perceptible amount. As an observer of human nature, she always looked for those telltale signs in her Blades, small gestures that were unique to each woman that gave her a hint about what was going through their mind. The unconscious shoulder movement and the color rising in her cheeks were Maida’s “tells” that she was upset or angry about something. Really, though, in the past, they hadn’t appeared very often. When Maida had been at the Temple, she’d been so easygoing and ready with a smile or a pat on the back to anyone who might need encouragement or praise. “What is it, Maida? Talk to me.”

      Maida’s churning thoughts were nothing new. Hatred and anger were second nature to her now, and she embraced the emotions as a way to ground herself in the here and now. Let Sábria think she was her prisoner. Maida’s gut was telling her to keep her thoughts to herself, pretend she was just fine, and then leave at the first opportunity.

      Realizing her hands were fisted at her sides, she made a conscious effort to relax and smile. “You said you wanted to find the Nobleman’s camp? I passed it on the way in. There are several noblemen, and at least one is a Knight. There are about fifteen guards, men and women, and seven servants, men and women.”

      The forced smile worried Sábria. Even though Maida was trying for friendly and upbeat, the gesture missed the mark by a mile. Perhaps now wasn’t the time to push her Blade, so she opted to let her pride in Maida’s observational skills show through instead. “All of the reports I received from Xyda when you were in Hunter training said you were always attuned to your surroundings and that your attention to detail was excellent. I was so proud of what you achieved, what you’d become.” She sighed, “I kept a close eye on you, you know, your first couple of turns as a Hunter. But lately, things here have been…stressful, and I’m sorry to say I lost track of your progress.” Sábria put a hand on Maida’s shoulder. “When you needed me the most, I let you down, and for that, I’m truly sorry.” Unbidden tears came to Sábria’s eyes, but she didn’t try to stop them. “Can you forgive me?”

      Maida stepped back, leaned against a tree, and raised the sole of her boot to rest against it. She then broke a stem full of leaves off a nearby fern bush. Grasping the stem between her thumb and forefinger, she slid her fingers down it, stripping the tiny leaves off and watching them fall to the ground. “I didn’t know you had a daughter.”

      While the statement in and of itself had no obvious connection to Maida’s forgiveness, Sábria had been raising young Blades long enough to understand where the sentiment was coming from. With a sigh, she lowered herself onto a moss-covered log. “I gave her up for adoption when she was an infant because I was a child, myself. I thought she was safe and recently found out that I had unknowingly abandoned her to a horrible fate, just like I did with you. I seem to be making a habit of that lately.”

      “Recently? You said things have been stressful lately. Was finding out about her part of that stress?”

      “Very much so. And before that, I was gone when some horrible things happened to Ailith, and I wasn’t there to stop them, either. It seems to be a recurring pattern in my life lately, and to be honest with you, Maida, there are times that I don’t feel very wise or powerful. I wish I were all-knowing, but I’m not, and I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. If I could have stopped this whole fiasco with the Hunters and the Temples before it got so far out of hand, I would have.”

      Sábria leaned forward and, with a tired sigh, rested her forearms on her knees. As she stared down at her boots, a familiar weight descended as though someone had covered her shoulders with a thick, wet blanket of overwhelming responsibility.

      Maida dropped the leafless stem, walked to Sábria, and sat close enough for their knees to touch. “After the first time they beat me, I thought for sure you’d hear about it and come. When they did it again, I was convinced something had held you up the first time, but for sure, you’d come and make everything okay. But you never did. Then, Harda was the Hunter watching out for me when I took a runner into the Temple at Osaran. By the time she found me, they’d already kicked me in the head. She says I was unconscious for two days, and I kept calling for you.”

      Swallowing the lump that had formed in her throat, Maida pulled in a deep breath, hating how shaky her voice was sounding. “About four days after I woke up, Cladine showed up in our camp. She said that if I learned to keep my mouth shut, maybe the Blades would stop beating me. She said it was my fault and that, of course, you knew about it, and you’d never come because I’m such a failure and an embarrassment to the Daughters. So, the fourth time, they threw a bag over my head and hit me with sticks and the flats of their blades and then dumped me in the river. I laid on the bank half in and half out of the water hoping to die because I believed what she’d said.”

      A jolt of white-hot anger surged through Sábria, igniting a fire she had to firmly tamp down. This was the most talking Maida had done since she’d arrived, and Sábria didn’t want to shut her down by rising up in righteous indignation. Her hands had clenched into fists, and without drawing attention to the fact, she waggled her fingers slightly to relax them. But by the Goddess, Cladine was in for a rude awakening. She didn’t know it yet, but her days in the Hunters were numbered. It turned out to be the right decision not to give voice to her anger because Maida wasn’t finished with what she had to say.

      Maida had unconsciously copied Sábria’s pose and sat resting with her forearms on her knees. Tears dripped off her cheeks into the leaves, and she used her sleeve to wipe them away. “Xyda found me, and when she dragged me out of the water, I tried to slice her throat because I wanted to stay there and die. I wanted her to leave me and let me die.”

      The Hunter surprised her by placing her hand over the top of Sábria’s and pulling it into her lap. “I don’t really know how to say this, but I’m going to try anyway. All those times I was getting beaten, kicked, or spat on, it was only about me. I was only thinking about what was happening to me. Sure, when the other Hunters were getting hurt, I was there trying to protect them. I did care about them. I mean, I do care about them, or most of them anyway, but when it was happening to me it was only about me. Does that make sense?”

      Still not wanting to stop the flow of words, Sábria simply nodded and turned her hand so they were palm to palm. She slipped her fingers between Maida’s and squeezed.

      After thinking about how to say the rest, Maida pulled in a breath and continued. “But now I see that just like I care about the Hunters, you care about your eight thousand Blades, and you’re responsible for those eight thousand. It’s like it’s never just about you, the way I thought it was just about me. I know you have people who care about you and who look after you, but I want you to know that I’m one of them, and I won’t add to your problems by running. Maybe, if you’ll still let me, I guess I’d like to be one of your Blades again, My Lady. I don’t think I want to be a Hunter anymore, but if I could stay with you in Sarlogne like you said, then maybe I could be one of the ones who care about you, too.”

      The smile that lit Sábria’s face at the relief surging through her chest felt like a star that had finally fought its way through a cloud-covered night sky, releasing much of the tension that had been building inside her the last few days. Using their joined hands, Sábria pulled Maida into an embrace. “We’ve always cared about one another, Maida. I felt an instant connection between us the first day a cheeky youngster stood before my desk asking if she could become a Daughter of Elyon. You don’t know how sick I felt when you told me you were no longer one of my Blades.” She leaned back and rested her hand on the younger woman’s cheek. “You may be a handful, but you’re my handful. And yes, I want you as one of my Blades here in Sarlogne. We take only the best of the best here, and that’s you.”

      Maida tried to hide her smile, but it broke through anyway, and she looked away. She knew she needed help, knew her emotions were twisted and out of control, and although she wouldn’t admit it openly, this was where she belonged. It was where she wanted to be, and after all that had happened, she hadn’t dared to hope she’d be allowed to return.

      Sábria stood and pulled her to her feet. “Now, Hunter, do you think you could find that noblemen’s camp without running into any bandits?”

      “Just try to keep up with me, My Lady.”

      Sábria glanced over Maida’s shoulder and saw someone watching them from up in the canopy. She could only see a single eye, with the rest of the face and body concealed behind the trunk and branches, but she recognized the thick black hair framing the exposed side of the face. So, Shirin had told Geller to keep an eye on them.

      Without looking back, Maida chuckled ruefully. “I know. She’s been there since we’ve been talking, My Lady. I guess not everybody feels the same as you do about me.”

      She should have known a watcher wouldn’t go unnoticed by a seasoned Hunter. They rose, and as they turned to walk further into the forest, Sábria placed a hand on Maida’s back. “Commander Shirin has many responsibilities, but the one she takes most seriously is her duty to protect me. It’s not just you, Maida. Her over-protective tendencies can be galling at times, but she means well and has saved my life on more than one occasion.”

      “So, if all three of us are going to visit the noble’s camp, and we’re on guard duty, then who’s watching our camp?”

      “I told the Commander we’d be gone for a short time because I haven’t spoken to Lord Ashden for a long time. He’s a trusted ally and often hears things I don’t. Shirin adjusted the watch accordingly.” What she’d also mentioned to Shirin but didn’t tell Maida was her need to evaluate the Hunter’s mental stability. The best way she could do that was to spend time alone with her where they could talk without Maida realizing Sábria was assessing how far her emotional balance had shifted.

      “If she’s so protective, why would she trust you with me without more bodyguards than Prime Geller? And why do you need to know about the nobles? I’m pretty sure they’re just out here relaxing and hunting.”

      “To answer your first question, she wasn’t happy about not coming along herself, but there are times we need to split up, and this is one of them. We argued, and I won.” She grinned at Maida, who chuckled at that. The two women were known for their disagreements, and most people pretended to be busy with something else when they happened. “Anyway, she acknowledged that between you, me, and Prime Geller, there are very few swordsmen who could best us.”

      Sábria swatted a mosquito that had landed on her neck. “I hate these little beasts. The answer to your second question is straightforward as well. I’m not only the head of the Daughters of Elyon. I’m also co-ruler of Cibía, and I find it’s important to keep my thumb on the pulse of the Empire, especially where the nobility is concerned. Unfortunately, I’ve had to stick close to Sarlogne the past several turns, but since the majority of the nobility live in or around the capital city or at least come to visit every so often, I try to visit with them whenever I get the opportunity.”

      That made sense to Maida, and she said as much. “Because if anybody’s going to try to seize power by destabilizing the Empire, it would most probably be a noble and not a merchant and definitely not the peasants. They’re too busy surviving to organize a rebellion.”

      Sábria blinked several times, only now remembering that Maida was the daughter of two scholars who’d supported their daughter’s interest in all things military. They’d encouraged her to read both sides of history and as a result, she’d developed a remarkably shrewd, tactical mind not normally seen in the Blades.

      It was one of the traits that had made her an obvious candidate for the Hunters when she’d first applied several turns earlier. “Most likely. Not that these particular nobles will be actively involved in bringing down the Empire.” Relieved to hear Maida’s quiet chuckle at the idea that they’d just happened upon a nobleman actively involved in a rebellion, Sábria smiled and allowed herself to companionably bump into her Blade’s shoulder. “Even so, when I’m talking to them, I want you to see if you can chat up some of the guards and servants. Use that incredibly agile mind of yours to my advantage.”

      The way Sábria was treating her like a normal Blade worried Maida. She wasn’t who Sábria remembered, and she shouldn’t rely on her to be the person she used to be. “I think living alone for so long and…maybe the beatings, too, have done something, like I said before. Up here.” She pointed to her head. “It scares me sometimes like maybe I won’t ever be okay again, you know? I’m not okay, and you shouldn’t think I’m the person who rode away from the Temple to join the Hunters. I’m just not, and if you’re relying on me, well, you shouldn’t.”

      Maida’s brokenness had been abundantly obvious when they’d been up in the tree and she’d fallen apart in Sábria’s arms. Sábria had learned from many, many late-night talks with Haria, who was a skilled mind healer in addition to her devotion to the physical aspects of healing, that it was essential to establish a base point from where a person in crisis could stop their downward spiral and begin moving forward toward healing. That’s what she was trying to accomplish with Maida. It was never too early to offer herself as the bedrock where an emotionally wounded Blade felt steady enough, supported enough, to begin the healing process.

      As they walked companionably through the underforest, Sábria asked, “Maida, have you ever been to a spot where a fire has ravaged a forest? I don’t mean immediately after. I mean, a turn or two after the flames burnt the trees to the ground?”

      Not understanding where Sábria was going with her question, Maida shrugged, “Of course. Sometimes, all you see are sharp spikes that used to be majestic trees sticking up all over the place.”

      “What else do you see?”

      Still unsure what Sábria was getting at, Maida knew her well enough to know they’d eventually get to the point. She thought about the times she’d walked for days across desolate hilltops and over charred ridges and valleys. “By that time, you said a turn or two after the fire, mostly, the ash has either blown away, or it’s been plowed under by herds of elk or deer moving through the area on their way to meadows the fire didn’t reach.”

      “And?”

      About five full moons earlier, a fire had blown through one of Maida’s favorite forests. It had cleaned out the underbrush and some of the smaller, weaker trees, but the bigger ones remained. She stopped and closed her eyes, bringing to mind everything she’d noticed as she’d roamed about trying to recognize some of the trees that had been home over the turns.

      Some were made for drowsing in their boughs, and she’d often enjoyed a deep, restorative sleep when the trees cradled her body so completely among their branches and leaves. Those trees were special to her and she’d been comforted knowing most had survived the flames.

      But that wasn’t what Sábria was asking, and she appreciated her giving her time to work out the answer. Quite often, when she wanted to remember details, she pictured herself in the setting, and as she did so now, she remembered nearly stepping on a sapling barely reaching the top of her ankle.

      Understanding dawned, and when she opened her eyes, she found those familiar blue eyes studying her with the intensity she remembered so very well. That, combined with the knowledge of what Sábria was telling her, had her swallowing back her tears. Lately, it seemed her emotions lay just below the surface, waiting like sharp-toothed piranhas ready to leap up and devour anything that dared come close—good or bad.

      Once she’d pushed the tears down where they belonged, she gave the answer in a blank, emotionless recitation. “Well, you see blackened and charred acorns lying everywhere, but every now and then, the seed inside surprises you by taking root and growing despite the blistering nightmare they’ve been through.” Once again, the proud look in Sábria’s eyes at her ability to work through problems melted away some of the ice around Maida’s heart.

      “You were always quick, sometimes too quick, but your nimble mind definitely kept me on my toes while you were with us in Sarlogne.” Pulling in the scent of several campfires, Sábria pointed to their right. “Are those fires from the bandits or the noblemen?”

      “The noblemen. The bandits are that way.” She indicated a northerly direction with a lift of her chin.

      As Sábria slowly headed toward the smoke from the campfires, she continued with the lesson she needed to impart to her damaged Blade. “You’ve been burned in the flames, Maida, and, to extend the metaphor of the forest fire, I can and will provide the life-giving water—the love, encouragement, and shelter against the gale-strength forces you might face—but you’re the one who’s going to have to decide to shed the bitter, burnt-out kernel of darkness that’s grown in your heart and walk toward the light of a brighter future. Turning away from the anger and hatred you’ve faced and will probably face in the near future won’t be easy. I’m going to need your help ferreting out the ones responsible for what’s happened, and you’ll face backlash and even hatred until the truth comes out.”

      She glanced at Maida as they walked side by side. “I promise I’ll shelter you as much as I can, but the cruelness, the emotional cruelty won’t go away overnight, and you’ll have to be strong enough, like those saplings who overcame huge obstacles, to rise above it.”

      Maida shook her head. “You don’t have to shelter me, My Lady. You have enough to worry about without thinking I’ll crumble at the slightest insult. As long as I know you’re there for me, I’ll be fine. I’m strong, it’s just, I don’t know….” Once again, she tapped her temple, indicating things might not be right with her thinking process.

      Sábria thought back to when she’d been overwhelmed by events in her life. People had been there for her: Shirin, Isobel, Rúsola, and Gwe, to name only a few. Knowing how blessed she’d been to have their support only underscored what Maida and the rest of the Hunters had been going through alone. “Hunters were never meant to live isolated lives away from the Temples. All of you have rooms within their walls for just that reason, so you don’t become separate from the Blades. You don’t become ‘other.’”

      “We aren’t welcome inside the Temples anymore.”

      “I know. Have you heard of the term, divide and conquer?”

      “Of course.”

      Sábria remained silent, letting her words sink in. She could supply the correlation, but felt it was more important for Maida to feel as though she’d worked it out on her own, that her mind was still as keen in certain areas as it ever was. She kept walking when Maida pulled up short and stared after her.

      What Sábria was implying was impossible, and Maida hurried to catch up. “You think forcing the Hunters away from the Blades is an intentional tactic? By whom and to what end?”

      “I don’t know yet, but whenever the concept of power is involved, there will always be those who want it above all else. They’ll do anything, step on anyone, and destroy something that’s good in order to get it.”

      Maida whistled softly. “I’ve been looking at this just from my experiences, and that’s blinded me to the bigger picture. Why the Hunters?” Her mind worked overtime as she sifted through what she knew so far. “Because we’re a small subset of the Blades. So, taken separately, the Hunters mean nothing to whoever’s doing this. We’re simply a starting point, a place where a poisonous seed can be planted that will eventually infect all of the Daughters of Elyon.”

      Trying to teach shivs the realities of politics, power struggles, and diplomacy was something Sábria wholeheartedly enjoyed, but working with mature, fully-trained Blades who’d experienced the harsh realities of their Empire was a refreshing change. “That’s the hypothesis I’m working with at the moment. And Maida—” She stopped yet again, needing to have the young woman’s full attention. “You’re still as quick-witted as you ever were. As far as I can tell, and we’ll get Master Healer Haria to confirm it, there’s nothing physically wrong with your head.”

      “But I just go off sometimes for no reason. Like I did when I tried to slash Xyda’s throat. I intended to kill her so she’d leave me there to die. What person in their right mind does that?”

      The worry Sábria saw in those haunted eyes broke her heart. She hoped they’d be able to bring back the irrepressible, happy-go-lucky Blade she’d once been. “Physical injuries or brain damage, which is what I think you’re referring to when you tap your temple and tell me something is wrong, are vastly different from emotional trauma.” When Maida looked away, Sábria put a gentle finger to her chin and brought it back around so they were looking each other in the eyes again. “The good news is I’m very good at healing emotional trauma if you’re willing to trust me and give yourself enough time to heal.”

      “Well, at least I told you, and now you know. What you do with it’s up to you. And I do trust you, it’s me I worry about, not you.”

      “Good, then let me do the worrying, and you work on the healing, yes?” When Maida’s lips twitched in an almost smile, Sábria thought now might be a good time to glean some more information from her Blade. “Along the lines of the times you were beaten or when you were guarding and rescuing other Hunters, did you recognize any of the people doing the beatings?” She deliberately stopped short of using the term ‘Blades,’ intentionally using the more generic term of ‘people’ to include the civilians Xyda had said were in on the beatings.

      With most standing armies, an unwritten rule existed where warriors handled their own problems within the ranks. If a soldier didn’t want to be beaten, killed, or abandoned in battle, they never spoke badly of someone to a superior officer.

      When Sábria had become Arch Priestess, that philosophy had existed to some extent among the Blades. She quickly put an end to that by demanding people answer every question she put to them, regardless of whether it meant turning on a fellow Blade. After a while, the practice trickled down through the ranks, and everyone understood when another Blade answered an honest question put to them by one of their superiors, even if it meant they’d face the consequences for breaking the Temple rules.

      Maida had been away long enough that she hesitated, not because she didn’t want to out the people responsible, but because she’d harbored a need for revenge for so long, she didn’t want to give up the chance to retaliate. She’d done it on a couple of occasions, but truth be told, she hadn’t enjoyed walking away from a Blade she’d just battered into the ground. “Well, there are two that I know were involved, that I…talked to…who haven’t repeated their mistake after we had a…conversation. I’d rather think they learned their lesson and leave it at that.”

      “Too bad.” There was no way Sábria could allow any Blade to get away with giving her a partial answer. She’d found she needed specificity when dealing with problems of this magnitude, and since Maida was talking, she pushed her to give all she knew.

      Maida had been around her Arch Priestess long enough to know she couldn’t get away with partial answers. Bowing to the inevitable, Maida gave her more. “Most of the time, for me, anyway, I only caught glimpses of their trews because they always threw a hood over my head. What I did see, though, weren’t Blade uniforms. The trews were brown, like Temple civilians wear.”

      “Then how did you know what Blades to talk to when you had your so-called conversations? I assume your talk included a physical altercation?”

      She should have known Sábria wouldn’t be distracted from what she really wanted to know. She lifted a shoulder, “Maybe. And I knew because one time when Harda was inside Frayham, she managed to whistle because she knew I was waiting outside. It was at night, and her attackers saw me when I climbed over the wall. They ran, and a Blade ran beneath a torch, and I recognized her hair.”

      “Her hair?”

      “Bright red and curly, worn in two tails reaching to her waist. She doesn’t have them anymore, though.” Maida decided not to mention they were hanging from the boughs of one of her favorite trees.

      Sábria ground out the word. “Yndel.”

      If the identity of the Blade surprised her, Maida couldn’t tell. But then again, as Arch Priestess, Sábria received reports about problem Blades from all across the Empire. Maida reasoned it wasn’t a stretch that she’d heard about one of the biggest bullies in Frayham, so she neither confirmed nor denied that Yndel had been one of the ones who’d beaten Harda.

      Sábria stopped and pressed her for more names. “Anyone else?”

      “One young but really strong civilian. I’ve seen her in the vineyards practicing with a sword. Her skill level surprised me because field workers don’t generally have the time or access to the weapons masters they’d need to learn sword fighting.”

      “Do you know her name?”

      “No.” The questioning triggered memories of her beatings, and anger twisted her face into a tight mask. The storm cloud of emotions held at bay by their earlier conversation returned with a vengeance. “I never stay around long enough to chat. In fact,” Maida pulled a small pouch from beneath her tunic. It hung around her neck on a leather thong threaded through an attached leather loop. She tugged on the opening to loosen the drawstring, and when it wouldn’t come loose, she growled and jerked on it several times before Sábria took it from her and worked at loosening the leather string holding it closed.

      Sábria moved slowly, recognizing the resurgence of the Hunter’s anger. She calmly loosened the crimp at the pouch’s top but stopped short of completely opening it. Any little control she could give back would help in the long run.

      With a glare, Maida snatched it back and opened it all the way. She poked around inside with her finger, finally extracting what looked to Sábria like a chipped piece of quartz. “This was all I took away from our last meeting.”

      Sábria held out her hand, and Maida dropped the object onto her outstretched palm. “Is this…?”

      Nodding, Maida carefully retrieved the tooth and replaced it in the pouch. “Uh-huh. I actually did a good deed to get it. She was choking on it, and I pounded her back hard enough to dislodge it.” She mimicked a whacking motion with the palm of her hand. “Right between the shoulder blades, just like the healers taught us. The damn thing went flying across the street. I had to search a while before I finally found it. She was gone by then.” Maida tried for jovial but ended up sounding, maybe not, malevolent, but definitely surly and vindictive instead.

      As they walked, Sábria considered the speed at which a generally genial mood had soured. That was something that never would have happened before. Yes, Maida had always worn her emotions on her sleeve and could jump from one mood to another in the blink of an eye, but they rarely descended into the blackness she’d seen several times since they’d reconnected. Her fond memories of a brash, young, impertinent shiv with bright brown eyes laughing at something she knew she shouldn’t have said or done would have brought a smile to her face under different circumstances.

      Chancing a glance at those same eyes, Sábria was disconcerted to see vitriol in their muddy depths. Gone was the playful glint that had so often sparkled with a lively, cheerful intelligence. Now, a smoldering darkness filled them with so much more than simple anger, and Sábria understood what Xyda had meant when she said Maida wasn’t quite a loose cannon but close to it. “You were beaten four times. Have there been others who’ve been attacked more than that?”

      Maida shook her head, and an amused glint came into her eyes. Amused, yet not amused—a strange combination that spoke of her feeling of not being quite right. “You always said my mouth would get me in trouble one day. You were more right than you knew, weren’t you?” Her mouth twisted into a thin, bitter line as she glanced sideways at Sábria.

      Sábria stopped and cupped her hand behind Maida’s neck. “Maida, this isn’t the woman I knew.”

      The Hunter batted her hand away, stepped back, and shouted. “I know! Don’t you think I know that?” Her eyes blazed, and she hit the side of her head with her fist. “I told you. I’m not right up here. Were you even listening?”

      Behind Maida, Geller stepped into the open, and Sábria ordered her to return to the tree with a barely perceptible tilt of her head. Trying for unconcerned, Sábria raised her brows and said to Maida, “I see that.” She stepped close and once more placed her palm behind Maida’s neck. This time, instead of speaking, she gently tugged her forward and repeated her earlier action of pulling the young woman’s head against her shoulder. She spoke softly into Maida’s ear. “But I have to see the problem before I can fix it. Thank you for allowing me to see a little bit of what’s going on inside of you.”

      She waited a beat. “I’m not afraid of you, you know. I told you before, I love you and we’re going to work through all those dark emotions roiling inside of your head. Do you trust me?”

      Maida nodded into her shoulder, pulled in a chest-expanding breath, and let it out in one long sigh. “You should be.”

      “Should be what?”

      “Afraid of me.”

      “Why?”

      Maida’s prolonged silence spoke volumes. Eventually, she whispered, “Because I am.”

      Wanting the Hunter to look her in the eyes, Sábria pushed her to arm’s length but kept her hands locked onto her shoulders. When those haunted eyes met hers, Sábria shook her head. “I know you, Child. No matter how you think you’ve changed, you’re still the Maida who cared enough to save five skellis from a slaver’s wagon single-handedly. Four of them are still alive, by the way, and three have left the Codpiece and taken up positions inside the Merchant’s Quarter. Kolly even works as a scullery maid for Lady Farryn.”

      Maida crossed her arms in more of a self-conscious gesture than an angry one.

      “You’re still my shiv who took a knife in her arm to save her handler during a brawl.” Sábria made sure her amusement shone in her eyes at her next words. “You’re still the Blade who danced naked on the tables in front of the Broken Tooth because you lost a bet.”

      Amusement wavered in those weary eyes just before Maida looked down at her feet.

      As she’d done so many times before, Sábria deliberately softened her gaze before gently placing her fingers beneath Maida’s chin and raising it. She waited a beat, knowing Maida would eventually look her in the eyes. When she finally did, Sábria softly smiled. “Don’t you ever forget, Maida. You’re that Blade. I love you and we’re in this together, yes?”

      Just like that, the black mood lifted, and Maida shyly nodded. “Are you still the Arch Priestess who whipped the skin off that bare butt when the Prime dragged me back to the Temple?”

      “What do you think?”

      Maida looked deep into Sábria’s eyes and nodded. “I think you are and…I think,” the muscles in her jaw jumped once before she continued, “I think I need your help.”

      “We need each other’s help, Maida. It’s not a one-way thing. I need your help to heal the Hunters as much as you need me to help you to heal. Can we work together to make right what’s gone so terribly wrong?”

      “Aye, My Lady. I’ll try.” Wanting to move on, Maida pointed toward the campfires. “One more try to get to those poxy noblemen?”

      With a grin, Sábria put her arm around Maida’s neck and they walked the rest of the way to the noblemen’s encampment.
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      Colorful tents in what Sábria recognized as the maroon, blue, and gold of Lord Ashden’s colors had been set up in concentric circles radiating out from one super-sized, ornate tent large enough to hold ten comfortably housed men.

      If the colors hadn’t been enough of a clue, a flag bearing the oversized figure of a powerful griffin, with the golden body of a lion topped with the maroon and blue head and wings of a majestic eagle, told everyone that the Earl himself was present.

      Before entering the camp, Sábria signaled to Geller to join them. Her concerns about not being welcome had evaporated the moment Shirin had told her what nobleman was camping nearby. He and his entire family worshipped Elyon, and Lord Ashden, a great bear of a man, was known as one of the most honorable men within the Cibían nobility. Still, she wasn’t a fool, and while she and Maida would be formidable opponents, not utilizing Geller’s tactical expertise would be foolish in the extreme.

      The Prime jogged up, and the three walked out of the forest into the small clearing. The encampment was upstream from where Ailith and Xyda had set up camp. Sábria envied the waterfall cascading down into a deep pool a short distance away.

      Several people, both men and women, played or lounged about in the water. When she noticed a few children among the group, Sábria looked at Maida, who shrugged. “They must have been in the tents when I came by. I didn’t see them and definitely didn’t hear them playing when I passed the camp earlier.”

      Two of the children had the distinctive blond hair typical of Lord Ashden’s offspring. It was a trait that ran true within the Ashden line. Sábria and her companions had come very close to the tents by the time a sentry’s whistle sounded. The warning may have been late, but the response was professional and well-ordered. Within moments, several people, men and women alike, rushed from the tents with their swords out and ready for battle.

      Geller muttered, “About time. If our sentries had taken that long to report an intruder, I’d have something to say about it.”

      They were quickly surrounded by guards who didn’t appear too threatened by the three Blades. Across the meadow, men, women, and children swam to the stream’s edge and climbed onto the shore. Several were naked, but that didn’t stop them from pulling swords from scabbards lying nearby and starting forward.

      A tall, imposing woman swept out from the main tent with her sword at the ready. Her dark blue tunic bore the intricately embroidered pattern of a griffin similar to the one on the banner. Tight sleeves showed off muscular arms and broad shoulders typical of the Ashden line. While she had the aristocratic features of her mother’s side of the family—straight nose, high cheekbones, and rounded chin—she had her father’s strength of body and proud bearing. It seemed as though they hadn’t been expecting company because instead of wearing her wavy blonde hair pulled tight into a bun at the nape of her neck, she wore it flowing down around her face, softening the intense gaze she’d turned on the unexpected visitors.

      The instant she recognized the Blade uniforms, though, her face broke into the wide grin Sábria had always admired from the first time she’d seen it. The lady whistled what must’ve been a stand-down order because suddenly, the guards surrounding them relaxed, and everyone at the stream sheathed their swords, set them on the bank, and resumed their happy chatter as they jumped back into the pool.

      The woman strode over with the natural confidence of a seasoned warrior. “Lady Sábria. Welcome to our encampment.” She looked around, fully expecting to see more blades. “Surely you can’t be here with just the three of you?” She bowed low before striding forward and holding her arms out as though she would pull the Arch Priestess into a bearhug of an embrace.

      Geller and Maida stepped forward to block her way, and, realizing her mistake, the woman pulled up short.

      Sábria pushed past her two defenders and pulled her into a hug anyway. “Lady Ada, it’s so good to see you. I thought you were still down south. Haven’t raiders been attacking your southern border?”

      The Lady Knight stepped back. “It’s good to see you as well, My Lady. And yes, I’ve been patrolling our southern borders, but my father sent my cousin down to relieve me so I could return in time for my younger sister’s Trial of Ascension.”

      “I thought Tinéa must be nearing the end of her time as a squire. Congratulations. How many knights does that make in your immediate family now?”

      “Four, so far, but then the twins are becoming squires at the same time Tinéa earns her knighthood, so all in all, there’ll be six of us unless one of the younger ones decides to try for their shields. You never know.”

      “Your mother and father must be very proud.”

      The smile slipped, and Ada glanced away. “You wouldn’t have heard yet, but my lady mother died four full moons past. She’d heard that some raiders were attacking one of our lower settlements, and she rode out with our soldiers to defend them. The defense was successful, but my mother was scored across her belly, and the wound became septic.”

      A septic wound was bad enough, but a septic belly wound was an excruciating way to die. Sábria took hold of Ada’s upper arm and squeezed. “I’m so sorry, Ada. And your father?” She knew he had to be around somewhere since the ancestral flag was flying above the main tent.

      Ada’s smile was never absent for long, and those beautiful white teeth made an appearance again. “That’s part of the reason we’re out here. Father declared Mother wouldn’t want us to grieve forever, and he said this was a time of celebration and renewal.” She looked over her shoulder at the swimmers playing in the water. “Didn’t you see that great hairy bear climbing out of the stream? Surely you couldn’t have missed that.”

      Sábria laughed. “To be honest, when I saw them climbing out without any clothes, I decided to look away.”

      Ada laughed again and shook her head. “Probably a good idea, but the men and many of the women mostly keep their undratrews on. But where are my manners? Please come inside. We’re hardly rough camping here. I have tea, and believe it or not, there’s a nice bottle of Tafonti from your vineyards in Frayham.” With a wave, she indicated Sábria should precede her.

      Geller and Maida fell in behind.

      All the guards who’d surrounded them bowed low as they passed, most doffing their caps to give an extra portion of respect to their Priestess. Maida moved closer to Sábria and asked, “My Lady, I know this is a strange request, but if you don’t mind, it’s been several days since I bathed.”

      Sábria was pleased that Maida had remembered her assignment. She turned and spoke over her shoulder, “Go ahead. Enjoy yourself. I’m safe enough.”

      Geller glanced at Maida but said nothing. It was unusual enough for a guard to beg off her duties so she could bathe that Geller knew Sábria must have given her an assignment before their arrival. She would have spoken up if this had been a hostile camp, but she not only knew Lady Ada, she’d also spent time drinking with many of the guards in the encampment whenever they visited Sarlogne. They were all good people and while she’d remain alert and ready for anything, she wasn’t overly concerned for Sábria’s safety.

      As they approached the tent, a young girl of about nine wearing the maroon tunic of a page in service to one of the Ashden Knights stepped out. She had the Ashden blonde hair and when she saw Ada, she broke into a smile that bore an uncanny resemblance to the Lady Knight’s. The girl froze when she saw who was coming to the tent. Her smile slowly faded while her jaw dropped open in speechless shock. With her green eyes going round as saucers, it looked like she’d forgotten to breathe.

      The three women halted as well, and Sábria stepped forward and smiled down at the awe-struck child. “Well, hello. I can definitely see the family resemblance, but I didn’t realize Lord Ashden had a daughter as young as you.”

      When the girl remained silent, Ada barked a rebuke. “Robi, where are your manners?”

      The reprimand jerked the girl out of her shocked stupor, and she pulled herself to attention. Usually, a member of the nobility, no matter the age, would bow low or curtsey before the Arch Priestess. Robi surprised them all by pounding a fist on her chest in the way a Blade would salute her superior.

      Ada sighed. “Robi, you’re a page, not a shiv.”

      Robi’s eyes narrowed. “The only reason I’m training as a page and then as a squire is so I can be a shiv when I turn fifteen. You know that, and I’ve told Uncle that, too.” She looked at Sábria. “I’m going to be one of your Blades, My Lady. It’s all I’ve ever wanted to be. I want to serve Elyon, and I want to protect the women of the kingdom.”

      Ada grinned affectionately and put her arm across the girl’s shoulders. “Lady Sábria, this is my niece Rabi. Rabi, this is Lady Sábria, Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon.”

      Robi nodded. “I know. She’s going to be my Arch Priestess. You watch.” Her brows pulled down as she paused in serious thought. “Well, you already are my Arch Priestess, but I guess I should say I’m going to be one of your Blades.”

      Ada indicated Geller with the lift of her hand. “And this is Prime Geller.”

      Robi straightened again and brought her fist to her chest. “It’s an honor to meet you, Prime Geller. I’ve heard a lot about you. I practice all the time with my sword and knives. I’m not that good with bow and arrow, but I’m going to be. Well, I’m not good at any of them yet, but I will be.”

      Geller pointed to Maida, who’d just made it to the stream’s edge and was stripping off her tunic. “That’s Hunter Maida, and she’s th’ best archer I’ve ever had th’ privilege to work with. Maybe while we’re here, ya can ask her if she has some hints or suggestions fer ya.”

      Sábria listened to her Prime, who, as usual, had already figured out why she’d allowed Maida to go to the stream. Children often knew more than people gave them credit for, and by sending Robi to Maida, she was providing the Hunter with another way to glean information from the lesser members of the hunting party.

      The girl’s eyes grew round again, and she stared at the hunter just now diving into the water. “A Hunter? Here? Can I go talk to her?”

      “In a bit. Right now, I need you to serve Lady Sábria, Prime Geller, and me in the tent.”

      Robi stared at Maida as she swam towards the pool where most of the people were playing and talking.

      “Robi.” When the young page tore her eyes from Maida and glanced back at her aunt, Ada raised her brows and looked pointedly at the tent flap.

      “Oh!” Robi quickly stepped to the flap and pulled it aside. “After you, My Lady.” This time, she bowed low as Sábria nodded her thanks and entered the tent.

      Before Ada ducked inside, she pointed to the stream. “On second thought, please go tell Lord Ashden that Lady Sábria is here.”

      The child’s face lit with excitement, and before Ada could say anything else, Robi dropped the tent flap and raced towards the stream. Ada sighed and shook her head. She lifted the flap and held it open. “After you, Ursuna. It’s good to see you as well.”

      Ursuna grinned and ducked into the tent. “Looks like she’s a handful, that one, but I hope yer Lord father does allow her to become a Blade because I think she’ll make a good one.”

      “I don’t think Father could keep her out of the Blades if he tried. Her father died in a riding accident when she was only three, and her mother and sister were killed six turns ago. We don’t know who killed them. All we know is they were found lying in a field, and someone had slit their throats. Since then, all Robi has talked about is how she wants to become a Blade to protect women just like them.”

      The tent wasn’t one used for sleeping. The nicely appointed space was more of a central meeting place where the family could come together and enjoy one another’s company in style. A matching pair of padded maroon armchairs bearing the Ashden Crest sat in the middle of an ornately decorated, circular maroon and blue rug that covered nearly all of the tent’s open floor space. An assortment of comfortably shaped cushions were scattered about, providing a variety of comfortable options for anyone who might prefer lounging in a small group instead of in one of the more formal chairs.

      A low-to-the-floor card table had been pushed out of the way and stored at one side of the tent with three decks of playing cards neatly stacked at one end. A tray full of specialty dice used in the many different dicing games played throughout the realm had been placed in the middle of the table, as well.

      Next to that, a variety of musical instruments—two lutes, a vielle and even a cornett—were carefully resting in padded cradles or stands. On either side of the tent opening stood two weapons cradles, mostly empty, where warriors would leave their weapons when entering the tent.

      Ada indicated one of the chairs with a graceful wave of her hand. “Please have a seat, My Lady. Our chief steward is loath to have us go anywhere without proper furniture, and since my father adores music of all kinds, we, of course, had to bring instruments to enjoy in the evenings. Honestly, I don’t think our steward has ever slept or camped rough in his life. But he’s a good man who means well, so if that means we have a bit more comfort than is necessary on a family camping trip, then so be it.”

      Sábria was quietly amused by the ornately carved side table placed strategically on one side of the tent. It held several wine bottles and glasses and a silver tray laden with an enviable supply of cheeses, crackers, and various types of fruit. A child’s primer sat open next to one of the cushions reminding her of Ada’s niece. “How old is Robi?”

      “She’s small for her age. Eleven, if you can believe that. I was already up to my father’s chin by that age, but then, I’m taller than most of the men I meet. This will be her last turn as a page.” Ada walked to the wine table and chose three wine glasses from several that had been placed on one end, upside-down to keep out dust and other airborne impurities. She chose a bottle of Tafonti and poured two glasses before Geller stopped her on the third. “No, thank you. I have a long night ahead of me, and wine puts me to sleep.”

      “Tea then?”

      “If ya tell me where it is, I’ll get it.”

      Ada set the bottle down and picked up a covered pitcher, which she held up for Geller to see. “I have it right here. The herbal mixture is one of my favorites that we don’t often get down south. And it has a little bit of a kick to it. If you need to stay awake, this is the tea for you.” She poured it into the third wineglass.

      Geller took that one and one of the glasses of wine and returned to where Sábria stood looking at an array of swords set in one of the two multitiered cradles. She handed the wine to Sábria and kept the tea for herself.

      Sábria pointed to a red-edged sanguine sword cradled in the third tier down. “This is your mother’s sword, isn’t it?”

      Ada stepped beside her and ran a finger along the curved top edge of the beautiful weapon. “It is. It’s the one she was carrying when she was cut down. Even though my father has declared an end to mourning, he can’t seem to part with the sword. It was what brought them together in the first place so many turns ago. I don’t know if you realize they were squires together and became Knights on the same day. Just after their Trial of Ascension, Lord Clemins, the old man, not the current lord, challenged my mother’s right to be a Lady Knight.”

      She grinned at Sábria. “Well, my father thought it was up to him to protect her honor. He challenged Lord Clemins, and as he was stepping out onto the dueling floor, my mother stepped in front of him, put the tip of her sword beneath his chin, and told him if he took another step, he’d find the sword rammed up through his chin into his mouth, which he’d do well to keep shut.”

      The tent’s flap was pulled aside, and Lord Ashden strode in. “You can imagine what a kick to my ego that was. Remember, I was a seventeen-turn buck thinking I was defending a lady’s honor. What a fool I was.” He chuckled and shook his head. “She ran him around that floor with ten times more skill than I could’ve done. Ultimately, she disarmed him and had him kneeling at her feet, apologizing for the insult to her and her family.”

      He stepped to the middle of the room and bowed low. “My Lady Sábria, you’re the last person I expected to find traveling through the woods. But it is indeed a pleasure and an honor to see you again.”

      Sábria held out her hand.

      He took two steps forward and kissed her ring.

      This noble family had always been one of Sábria’s staunchest supporters. But more than that, Sábria genuinely enjoyed spending time at their estates whenever she could get away and trusted them to have the welfare of the Empire and of her Blades at heart. It had been for those reasons she’d felt it imperative she needed to visit them when Shirin had told her who was camping nearby. As large landowners and respected leaders among the nobility, they were well-placed to hear rumors of a rift developing within the Blades. “We have a camp a short distance downriver from you, and when Commander Shirin told me she’d seen your encampment, I knew I wanted to come pay you a visit.”

      Ashden absently noticed Geller standing to the side of the tent flap, and as was proper, the Prime bowed the requisite amount proscribed for an Earl of the realm. “My Lord.”

      Out of a lifelong habit, he unconsciously assessed the types of callouses and weapons she wore and then dismissed her presence as he would any servant. Turning his attention back to Sábria, he shrugged, “I must admit, when Robi ran over shouting that you were one of the visitors, I didn’t immediately believe her. It wasn’t until the Hunter introduced herself and said that yes, indeed, the Arch Priestess had come for a visit that I fully believed her.”

      Ada had retrieved a fourth glass when her father arrived. After filling it with wine, she picked up hers and delivered his with a slight bow. “Where is she, by the way? She’s supposed to be in here serving.”

      “She’s busy hero-worshipping the Hunter.” He motioned to the two chairs in the room. “Please, be seated.” Turning to Geller, he pointed to the tent flap. “Get a third chair for Lady Knight Ada.”

      Geller wasn’t the least bit intimidated by the nobility and she calmly and politely declined. “I don’t leave Lady Sábria’s side when Commander Shirin’s gone, Milord.”

      Ashden stiffened, but Ada put a calming hand on the small of his back. “They’re a military organization, Father. She has her orders, and they in no way imply that Lady Sábria isn’t safe in our company.”

      Sábria gracefully lowered herself into the chair and, after taking a moment to taste the wine, agreed. “Indeed, My Lord. Whenever I’m outside the Temple, I’m rarely without a bodyguard, and Prime Geller is hardly a servant. While it’s not a well-known fact, she’s the third-ranking Nyaki Master in the Empire and the seventh-highest-ranked Master in the known world. Her refusal has nothing to do with her fear for my safety and everything to do with her position within the Blades. When Commander Shirin isn’t at my side, quite often, even when I’m in a perfectly safe environment and have no need of protection, as is the case in these circumstances, Prime Geller assumes the role of protector.” Sábria knew perfectly well that the Earl studied the Nyaki arts and that Geller’s rank would impress him.

      Non-plussed, Ashden studied Geller more closely than when he’d first walked into the tent. This time he scrutinized the callouses on her hands with an eye to detail. When studied by someone familiar with various weapons, they spoke of turns of practice in several weapons systems. His shoulders relaxed. “My apologies, Prime Geller. Or perhaps, as a practitioner of the Nyaki discipline myself, I should refer to you as Master.” To everyone’s surprise, he handed Ada back the wine glass, put his fist into the palm of his hand, and bowed low.

      Geller set her glass on a table and returned the gesture. “No offense taken, Milord.”

      Ashden nodded, retrieved his glass, and turned to his daughter. “Since Robi and several others are getting a personal lesson in archery, would you mind fetching a third chair for yourself?”

      Ada smiled at Sábria and then winked at Geller as she exited the tent.

      Ashden sipped his wine and shrugged, “I wondered how you could be out here with only two people, but with a Nyaki master and a Hunter combined with your formidable skills, bandits would be hard-pressed to mount a successful attack.”

      Even though she knew the probable answer, Sábria pointed in the general direction of the other camp. “Are you aware of the bandit camp nearby?”

      “We are. Perhaps you were wondering about the late warning of your arrival. Most of my guards have gone to roust them out of the area, and I’m down to four sentries until they return. Two of the four are on the other side of the stream guarding the swimmers.”

      Ada returned with a camp stool she set between Sábria and her father before lowering her tall form down onto it.

      Her father let out a soft groan and shut his eyes. “It’s hardly dignified to have your knees bumping your chin, Ada. You’re a Lady Knight, for Goddess’s sake.”

      The Knight wrapped her arms around her knees and grinned at Sábria. “My dignity is still intact, Father. Lady Sábria understands the concept of rough camping, although we can hardly call what we’re doing rough.”

      Returning Ada’s smile, Sábria had to agree. “I’ve done my fair share of rough camping, and your daughter’s right. This isn’t it.” She shrugged. “Unless we happen to be talking about what some of the softer city nobles consider camping rough.”

      Both Ashdens laughed good-naturedly at the truth of her words.

      Bringing up the nobility would hopefully allow Sábria to segue into what she wanted to discuss. She took another small sip and moved into a topic he’d know intimately. “Speaking of the nobility, I’ve heard some rumblings that some of your peers are still vexed about the outcome of the Festival riots. I realize no one would overtly bring talk of sedition to your ears, but have you heard any whisperings about discontent among the nobility?”

      Ashden exchanged looks with his daughter. “As a matter of fact, Ada returned from our southern border with news I hesitate to bring to your attention. Not about the Festival riots, and not outright sedition, mind you, but perhaps something more insidious. I didn’t want you to think we were in any way disloyal. At times, the Emperor feels…well, he’s mentioned on occasion that if someone knows about talk of disloyalty to the realm, it logically follows they must be disloyal themselves.”

      With the exception of Isobel and Gwe, Sábria never spoke of her feelings about the Emperor with anyone outside of the Temple. She looked at Ada and raised her brows, silently asking for a report.

      Ada stood and paced to the other side of the tent. “It’s nothing I can put my finger on, My Lady, and that’s why Father said perhaps we should keep it to ourselves until we have something solid to pass along.” She returned and nervously fingered the wineglass, rolling the stem back and forth in her fingers while she considered the best way to frame what might be nothing more than gossip-mongering. Her lips thinned as though she wasn’t sure she wanted to open her mouth to speak. She glanced at Geller, then back to Sábria, and finally said, “I’m glad to see a Hunter traveling with you, My Lady. I’ve heard…rumors…of a rift between them and the rest of the Blades.”

      “Rumors?” Sábria wanted to hear what she had to say without giving away just how upset she was to hear others had known about the rift while she’d been kept in the dark. And she wondered just how intentional that had been. Were the perpetrators so well organized that they could keep something like that from her? She’d assumed her ignorance was because there hadn’t been any Hunters needed in Sarlogne for several turns, but what if the conspiracy to divide the Blades went deeper than that?

      Ada’s brows were as blonde as her hair, and while they didn’t look as menacing as, say, Geller’s black arches that so eloquently conveyed irritation or amusement depending on the circumstances, the way Ada’s plummeted and creased the Lady Knight’s otherwise smooth forehead spoke of disquiet and apprehension. “More like whispers, really. Overheard conversations around a campfire after we’ve chased off raiders and even some who say they’ve heard—” she grinned and shrugged, “Well, it’s silly, really.”

      “What is?”

      “Nothing. It doesn’t bear repeating, just stupid camp talk.”

      Sábria felt Ada’s resolve to repeat the rumors wavering. While she couldn’t force a Lady Knight to tell her something she’d heard, she could at least wax the surface to help her slide into the topic. “Ada, even if you’re hearing false rumors, if they pertain to my Blades, I’d rather you tell me and let me decide whether to discount them or not.”

      Ada and her father glanced at one another again, and Lord Ashden nodded. “She’s right, Lass. It’s what you’d want if the same were being said about your troops on the southern border.”

      Blushing was so uncharacteristic of this charismatic Lady Knight that when it happened, Sábria sat forward and indicated the stool Ada had earlier vacated. “Please, sit.” When Ada reluctantly lowered herself down, Sábria put a hand on her knee to reassure her. There’s no need to be embarrassed, Ada. I’ve been in my position long enough to know when a person is speaking out of genuine concern and not simply repeating a nasty rumor.”

      “You’re mistaking my blush for embarrassment, My Lady, when I’m actually reacting out of anger. We, by that, I mean our entire family and all those who answer to us, worship the Goddess and believe you’re Her Voice among the people. We’re all warriors here and have studied tactics and warfare. If what’s being said is true, I think there are those who’d want nothing better than to bring down the Blades and their Temples around the Cibían Empire.”

      Ashden leaned toward his daughter. “Ada. You’re getting ahead of yourself. No one wants to bring down the Daughters.” He shot an apologetic look at Sábria. “Sometimes my daughter⁠—”

      Sábria held up her hand. “Please, Lord Ashden. In our discussions over the turns, I’ve come to appreciate and respect your daughter’s grasp of tactics and warfare. I’d like to hear what she has to say.”

      Ashden sat back and with a slight lift of one shoulder in a resigned shrug, indicated it was up to Ada whether she should continue or not.

      Ada studied her father, obviously respectful of his opinions and concerns.

      Catching Geller’s eye while the two Ashdens communicated silently, like any two people who’ve worked and fought extensively alongside one another would do, Sábria minutely lifted her glass and then glanced at Ada’s nearly empty one.

      Geller immediately walked to the side table, where she picked up the Tafonti and brought it over to where the other three were seated. Without asking, she filled Ada’s glass first and then topped off her father’s wine, too. Since Sábria had been judiciously taking tiny sips, she covered her glass with her palm, telling her Prime she didn’t intend to drink any more wine than was necessary to satisfy social expectation.

      The two Ashden’s had been so focused on one another that Ada looked surprised to see her previously empty glass full again. Raising her brows, she took a large swallow and faced Sábria once again. “You need to know, My Lady, that this family stands firmly behind you and your Blades. That being said, it’s being whispered about that someone heard someone say…you know how that goes…” She paused when Sábria rolled her eyes and smiled. “Anyway, someone claims to have heard two Hunters saying they were no longer part of the Blades and that all of them should simply leave the Empire. Although we all know that’s not an option. In the same way that I’ll be a Lady Knight until the day I die, all Blades will be in the Goddess’s service until she takes them into her arms.”

      Sábria nodded and schooled her features so none of her apprehension showed. “I appreciate you telling me what you’ve heard, Ada. Those are exactly the types of rumors I need to hear. How widespread do you think they are?”

      “Among the common people, my warriors and camp people, pretty widespread. I’m not sure about the nobility, though.” She looked quizzically at her father, who was better placed to hear rumors among his peers.

      The Earl paused momentarily, and his bushy brows came down low over his eyes. “I’m known as a staunch defender of the Daughters, and I doubt anyone would speak negatively about them around a card table at one of Lord Compton’s parties while I’m present, but now that I think about it, I did walk in on a conversation I thought strange at the time. I walked into the smoking lounge of the Pavilion one evening and overheard Renly telling Bathton something to the effect of ‘Once they’re gone, what’s to stop others leaving as well?’ They saw me and immediately changed the subject, and I thought nothing of it until now. I have no idea whether they were discussing the Hunters and the Blades or some servants on one of their estates.”

      The names gave Sábria a pretty good idea, but she never showed her cards when speaking about one lord to another. “Lord Renly and Lord Bathton? Both very loyal to the Emperor.”

      Ashden hummed, “Hmm. Yes.” Apparently, he, too, was circumspect when giving opinions about his peers.

      If anyone could quell the rumors, it would be these two well-respected members of the nobility. She thought about how she could prime them to do just that without them knowing that was her intention. “Well, rumors are funny things. Sometimes, they take on a life of their own, but you’ll be pleased to know that I have several Hunters in my encampment downriver, and I’m certain if there were any major problems, they’d let me know. If you hear any more of this Blade vs. Hunter nonsense⁠—”

      Ada broke in, “We’ll put a stop to it immediately. As I said, our family is yours first and foremost⁠—”

      Now Lord Ashden interrupted his daughter, “Not that we don’t support the Emperor….”

      Sábria held up a comforting hand. “Of course, your equal support of Emperor Aloric goes without saying.”

      It looked as though Ada bit into something distasteful when she mumbled, “Of course. But what I meant was that we’ll keep our ears open and do what we can. It’s precisely these types of rumors that can, as you say, take on a life of their own.”

      Lord Ashden still looked concerned. “There’s something else I think you should know, My Lady.” He motioned to the tent flap, indicating the people outside. “We came into Sarlogne to gather up some members of our extended family so that we could officially bring our grieving to an end. As you know, my lands lie two days ride to the south. Or, more precisely, it takes at least that long to arrive at my northern border. After hearing what the warriors were repeating at Ada’s camps, I started paying more attention to the Blades who patrol the villages and towns scattered throughout my estates.”

      Outriders from Temples located in lesser occupied cities often rode out to patrol the smaller towns and villages in their nearby environs, so Ashden’s mention of Blades riding patrol wasn’t surprising. Wanting to encourage such behavior on the part of the nobility, Sábria sat forward and looked the Earl directly in the eyes. “I’m always pleased to hear the members of the nobility have our best interests at heart and keep an eye out for the safety and security of my Blades.”

      He nodded distractedly, “Yes, of course. What I wanted to say was that on our way to Sarlogne, we passed no fewer than four Hunters riding south. Now, if they were riding southeast, that would be one thing because there are several Temples in that direction, but to a person, they were riding southwest.”

      Sábria understood immediately why that bothered him. “And there’s only one Temple in that direction. And your question to me, or is it possibly your comment or concern, is that there would normally be no reason for that one Temple to require the services of four Hunters.”

      She sat upright again while she considered this new information. She had no intention of giving credence to the rumors, even though they were true, so she smiled and shrugged. “Well, that’s a happy coincidence because I’d intended to ride to Oakenmere in the next few days to visit High Priestess Constin to celebrate her sixtieth nameday. It’s quite possible that since we’ve had Hunters who’ve come out of Oakenmere, they’re headed down there to honor her themselves.” In reality, only one Hunter had come from Oakenmere, and she’d died several turns earlier, but Sábria didn’t feel the need to expound on that fact.

      Ada brightened at the news. “It just so happens that Oakenmere is only a half a day’s ride from my headquarters. I’d consider it an honor if you’d stop in for a visit, My Lady, after you’ve celebrated the High Priestess’s name day. If you ride due east from Oakenmere, you’ll run into our camp.”

      Lord Ashden chuckled and looked at his daughter fondly. “I’m afraid my daughter has been isolated for too long in the south fighting raiders, My Lady. Riding out and confronting bandits has become a bit too commonplace for her. While you’re always welcome anywhere on my lands, it probably wouldn’t be a good idea for you to ride to her encampment precisely because she’s fighting raiders there, and I couldn’t guarantee your safety. Look what happened to my lady wife. A lucky swipe from a bandit’s blade and she’s gone. I’d hate for something like that to happen to you or your Blades.”

      “Really, Father. She said she has several Hunters in her party, plus Prime Geller, and I assume Commander Shirin will be with her, and if any of the raiders run into that lineup, they’re in for quite a surprise.”

      Sábria had genuinely liked this Lady Knight from the first time they’d met some fifteen turns earlier. She admired her enthusiasm and her willingness to repel raiders coming across the Cibían border. “I believe the Trial of Ascension isn’t for another seven days, so if I were to ride out to see you, I’d be visiting your cousin rather than you in your border camp.”

      Ada slapped her forehead with an open palm. “That’s right, I’d forgotten I’ll still be in Sarlogne when you go.”

      “Some other time, perhaps.” She looked at Lord Ashden. “I’m curious. Did you recognize any of the Hunters you passed?”

      Ashden quickly shook his head. “I did not. It’s so rare for us to see one on our lands.”

      “Do you think you could describe them for me?”

      “One was a dark-skinned woman who rode openly on the road, something I understand is out of character for the Hunters. In fact, just seeing one anywhere is extremely unusual if they’re not with other Blades, like the one who came here with you, for example. Anyway, the woman wore her hair cut very short, perhaps only this long.” He held up his little finger and circled the first joint with the thumb and forefinger of the opposite hand. “She was about thirty-five to forty, lean but muscular, like most Blades. I don’t remember much about her face other than she had thick, wide lips,” he smiled almost shyly, “beautiful lips, really. I think that’s why I noticed them.”

      Sábria glanced at Geller but then quickly looked away. She recognized the description and was somewhat alarmed that the woman she considered second to Xyda had been riding to possibly join the other three Lord Ashden had seen. She hoped they weren’t meeting in the south to escape across the Cibían border into Preyvin, an ungoverned territory she’d be hard-pressed to justify crossing into without taking at least sixty to a hundred Blades with her as guards. If Xyda refused to hunt them, then she was afraid whatever Hunters crossed would be lost to her, something she refused to allow, no matter the cost.

      Lord Ashden continued, “My sentries saw two others moving through the forest, but they described them more as ghosts than people. However, they did recognize the uniforms. And then, finally, I thought it unusual that when I looked up, I saw a Hunter sitting in a tree watching us go by.”

      Sábria raised her brows. “Unusual for a Hunter to be up in a tree?”

      He shook his head. “No, what was unusual was when I made eye contact, she smiled and waved as though it didn’t matter to her that she’d been seen. They’re usually so reclusive and careful not to show themselves that it was notable, that’s all.”

      “Description?”

      “Brown skin, mid-thirties, I’d guess. I couldn’t tell her height, but she wasn’t lanky, so I didn’t get the impression of a tall woman. Her eyes were dark, but she was too far up for me to see the exact color…let’s see….” He paused while he tried to recall more details.

      Geller spoke up from where she waited next to the tent opening. “Any marks or tattoos?”

      That jarred his memory, and he sat up straighter. “Yes. Now that you mention it. I don’t know why I didn’t remember immediately because it was so unusual. There was some design on her left jawline that ran down the side of her neck. Again, she was too far up for me to see it clearly enough to tell you what it was.”

      Sábria smiled, “That’s fine. I know who it is. Thank you for those excellent descriptions.” A shout went up outside, followed quickly by laughter. Sábria used the distraction to set her wine on the table and stand. “And thank you, too, for your hospitality. It’s getting late, and I really should get back to camp before Shirin sends the Hunters out looking for me.” She grinned, knowing that was exactly what would happen if she extended her stay much longer.

      The Ashdens rose and set their glasses next to hers. Geller opened the tent flap, and everyone stepped outside to see what was causing all the commotion. Ada crossed her arms and waved at a group of people gathered around Maida and Robi. “Oh ho. You weren’t kidding when you said she talked the Hunter into giving her a personal lesson.”

      About half a furlong from the tent, someone had hung an oblong leather bag filled with seed over the side of one of the wagons making an excellent practice target. Half again the distance to the wagon, Maida was down on one knee behind Robi, who had an arrow knocked and aimed at the target. With a beginner’s skill, she loosed the arrow, which sailed over the wagon and out into the forest beyond. Good-natured laughter rose again, and money exchanged hands as several men and women paid up on their bets.

      Robi’s shoulders stiffened. She glowered at Maida, who shook her head, took hold of the young girl’s shoulders, and turned her so she faced the target again. Maida handed her an arrow, but instead of having her knock it, she had her hold it upright at arm’s length in front of her body. Maida placed her palm over the girl’s right eye, testing to see which eye was dominant.

      Maida said something in the girl’s ear, and when Robi shook her head, she removed her hand from that eye and covered the other. Robi nodded, and the Hunter spoke to the girl one more time. When Robi lifted the bow, knocked the arrow, and aimed at the target, Maida stopped her.

      She made the girl lower the bow, close her eyes, and pull in several deep breaths. She touched Robi’s shoulders, and when they visibly relaxed, Maida placed her fingers beneath the arm holding the bow, told her to open her eyes, and had her slowly raise it while gently pulling back on the flaxen bowstring.

      When Maida covered the first eye again, Robi flinched and glanced over her shoulder. Her puzzled scowl suggested that she was wondering whether Maida was making fun of her by covering her eye.

      Maida put her fingers on the child’s blonde hair and twisted her head around until it faced the target again. With gentle patience, the Hunter repeated the relaxation process and this time covered the second eye.

      With everyone watching, Robi obediently pulled in several long breaths, raised the bow, and drew back on the bowstring. After waiting a moment, she released the arrow. It missed the target but hit the side of the wagon with a resounding thunk.

      A loud cheer rose among the onlookers because that was the first time she’d hit even that much of her target.

      Robi turned and flung her arms around Maida’s neck, and Sábria was glad to see her Blade hug the child in return. She called out, “Maida.” When the Hunter looked over her shoulder, Sábria signaled her to come before turning to speak to both Ada and her father. “Lord Ashden, I understand your niece wants to become a Blade. I realize she has another turn yet as a page and then four turns as a squire, but I’d like to make you an offer. I have another orphan—she’s about nine turns—with no other children her age inside the Temple.”

      Ada raised her brows. “Robi’s only eleven. I didn’t think you took younglings as shivs until their fifteenth name day, My Lady.”

      “We don’t. She wouldn’t be a shiv. Not for another three turns, yet, but she’d learn weaponry and take classes in reading, writing, math, and other subjects. She’d have to work to earn her keep, though. She’d have equestrian duties in our stables, would run errands for the Blades, and work in the armory for Prime Geller and the other weapons masters cleaning and sharpening swords, repairing scabbards and sheaths, and learning how to craft our practice blades. That way, after a turn or so, she’d know whether the life of a Blade is for her, and if it’s not, she’ll still have time to be a squire and then eventually a Lady Knight.”

      When father and daughter looked at one another, she added, “This wouldn’t happen, of course, until I return to the Temple, maybe in one or two full moons, but it’s something to think about, anyway. There is one other thing, though.” She ran her finger down her nose, anticipating their reaction to her next words. “The nine-turn child is a skelli who’s been adopted by the Blades. But she’s strong and smart as a whip and⁠—”

      Lord Ashden held up his hand. “My Lady Sábria, do you see that man over there ordering my warriors about, telling them to get the camp in order and ready for the evening meal?”

      “Yes.”

      “He was what city dwellers refer to as a nint, and now, after many turns working for our family, he’s the fourth highest-ranking warrior among my guards. In fact, we often recruit our people from the inner-city orphans because they’re tough enough to withstand life on the southern borders. If we decide to send Robi to you, we’ll have no problem with her befriending a skelli. I don’t suppose that Hunter would be at the Temple very often to teach her archery, but that would definitely be a plus if she came by every so often to give her a lesson.” He smiled, knowing Hunters rarely remained at any one Temple for very long.

      Returning the smile, Sábria simply raised her brow and shrugged, “You never know what the future brings, do you?”

      He watched Maida walking toward him with his niece in tow. “No, of that I’m absolutely certain. So, I thank you for the offer and for the time to think about what would be best for her. We’ve grown quite fond of our little heathen, haven’t we?” Robi stepped up next to her Uncle, who put an arm around the girl’s shoulders.

      When Sábria stepped back to take her leave, Lord Ashden, Ada, and everyone else in the camp bowed low. With a final wave, she, Geller, and Maida said their goodbyes, then turned and walked into the forest.
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      Sábria called the meeting that evening with just the five hunters. Because the topic was so incredibly personal, she’d asked everyone else to busy themselves with other things. Initially, she thought sitting around the campfire would be a good idea, but she decided that privacy was more important than comfort and had them all inside the largest tent.

      Since it had been Rangel Lamberry’s tent, it was an opulent setup that accommodated a central fire pit with a small vent hole through which smoke could escape. Ailith had carefully laid a small fire directly beneath the hole. Since she’d mostly lived in Dreyutha, where it was hot and stifling most of the turn and no one she knew would use such a “Fowkin’ sissified waste of a good tent top,” she’d purposefully added a small green stick to the flames to make sure the smoke did, indeed leave the tent through the “upside down pissin’ hole.”

      Maida had followed her into the tent and grinned at Ailith’s grumbling, thinking she really did like this young shiv and might just befriend her instead of bed her as she’d originally thought. “So, they don’t have these where you’re from? In the mountains of Eastern Cibía, where I grew up, even the common soldiers have venting holes in their two-person tents. They’d freeze to death otherwise.”

      With a loud scoff, Ailith added one small branch to the cheerful fire she’d kindled. “And it’s no wonder Dreyuthan soldiers wipe th’ bums of every army what come to fight.” She scoffed again as she stood and wiped her hands on the back of her trews. She grinned wickedly as she glanced at Maida. “We just pile more and more soldiers into th’ twofer tents ‘till we’re cozy, and we pray to whatever God or Goddess we answer to that none had a extra portion of beans fer th’ last meal.”

      Sábria, who’d ducked into the tent during Ailith’s diatribe, laughed and grabbed Ailith by her tunic’s back collar. She tucked her shiv’s head beneath her arm and escorted her to the flap. “Out. I swear, Ailith, someday when you’ve mastered writing, I’ll order you to write a book about your colorful experiences in the Dreyuthan army. Now go.” With that, she gently shoved her outside, and then, with the fondness she felt for her shiv still etched into her features, turned in time to catch the hurt Maida tried to hide by turning away to settle her saddle pad in place.

      Since the others hadn’t yet arrived, Sábria pulled her upright and placed her hand behind the Hunter’s neck. She had to tilt her head just a bit to look directly into her eyes, and when a blush crept into Maida’s cheeks, Sábria changed her mind and pulled her into an embrace. “Maida.” She sounded a bit exasperated. “Always remember you’re special to me. It doesn’t matter if there are a thousand others who are, too.” She leaned back and smiled into those vulnerable eyes that had once been so full of confidence and mischief. “And there aren’t, by the way. I’ll let you in on a secret. I care for all of my Blades, but there are only a few who are truly, truly special to my heart. I count you among them.”

      When Maida shrugged wearily and made to turn away as though it didn’t matter to her whether she was or wasn’t, Sábria caught her by the chin and held her in place. “Look at me. Do you know what happens if you let those niggling jealous thoughts fester?”

      Maida tried to pull away, but when Sábria held on, she grumbled, “I’m not jealous.”

      “Let me tell you what happens. Jealousy is like the death roll of a crocodile. It spins and spins, making all rational thought impossible for both the crocodile and its victim. Don’t let it sink its teeth into you, Maida.” She waited for the Hunter to look her in the eye again. “And if by chance it sneaks in and your thoughts begin to roll into dark, destructive beliefs, come to me, and I’ll tell you again how very special you are to me. Yes?”

      With an impatient growl, Maida nodded and rolled her eyes. “Yeah. I will.”

      As her Blade pulled away again to straighten the saddle pad, a pad that really didn’t need straightening, Sábria sent up a silent prayer to her Goddess, Help me not lose her, My Lady.

      Gradually, as they finished their duties, the other four Hunters brought in their saddle blankets or bedrolls and settled around the fire. Not surprisingly, Falla sat next to Sábria, who found it interesting that the one who sat on Falla’s other side was Cladine, the prickliest of the bunch. Then again, her black-and-white personality would either accept a person or not, and it occurred to Sábria that the others may not have confided their concerns about Falla to her simply because she’d never been one to encourage familiarity among her peers.

      Once they’d all settled in, she laid out the ground rules. “First, there’s a lot of anger in this tent right now, and I understand that. But this is not the time to work through that anger. I intend to meet individually with each of you to talk about the hurt that’s been done to you and hopefully begin the healing process that’s been missing for so long. She caught and held each woman’s gaze until they nodded their understanding.

      “I sense an immediate need to gather all the Hunters together to talk through what’s been happening and to find a way to heal the rift that’s opened between Hunter and Blade. The first issue I want to address is this. I understand why Xyda needed to metaphorically separate you from the Blades. What you need to understand is that what she proposed is impossible. You are all my Blades, first and foremost.” She moved her gaze from person to person with each word. “We…are…all…Elyon’s Blades.”

      Harda shook her head with a glower and said quietly, “No.”

      Cladine scoffed and looked away. “Not anymore.”

      Falla shrugged and said cheerfully, “Of course we are, My Lady. Don’t mind any of them.” She glanced at Xyda, who hadn’t said anything. “I know you said we’re Hunters and not Blades, Xyda, but as Sábria said, you meant it metaphorically, right?”

      Xyda simply glared at her before turning her attention back to Sábria, who said, “Let me make myself clear. If you wish to stop being Blades, I can and will make that happen. You’ll serve the remainder of your lives as civilians within the Temples. As you, above all Blades, know, when you choose to serve Elyon, you choose for life. Now, before we go any further, which of you choose to step out of your role as a Daughter of Elyon?”

      She started with Xyda, whom she was reasonably certain would want to remain a Blade after her encounter with the Goddess. “Xyda?”

      Xyda rubbed her brows and turned away slightly. Her regret was visible in her slumped shoulders. “I was wrong to separate us from the Blades. I just…didn’t know what else to do.”

      Harda jerked around to face her full-on. “Wrong? Are you kidding me?” She was a short, compact woman with a muscular femininity common to many women in the Blades. Her brows were naturally sculpted into perfect arches, and they rose over a set of intense, brown eyes that were flashing dangerously at her leader. “You weren’t wrong. The fucking Blades⁠—”

      “Enough, Harda!” Xyda’s snarling bark had everyone except Sábria jumping in surprise. She’d gone from regretful to dominant in a heartbeat. “We’re Blades. I didn’t know what else to do because everyone was threatening to leave, and that, at least, I knew would be a disaster. I love Elyon, and I know you do, too.”

      “I’m Elyon’s Hunter. We’re Hunters, not Blades.” Harda pushed to her feet, and anger flowed off her in waves.

      In one graceful movement, Sábria stood and faced her. Her voice was gentle yet stern as she stared into those livid, hurt-filled eyes. “Harda, right now, at this moment in time, you’re my Blade, and I’ll do everything in my power to convince you to stay.”

      She held up a finger when Harda opened her mouth to speak. “But, if you continue to repudiate the Blades, then you’re telling me you no longer wish to serve Elyon in any capacity, and certainly not as a Hunter. Regardless of what you fifteen decided amongst yourselves, Hunters are now and will always be my Blades.” She waited to allow Harda to digest that fact.

      Harda was the first to look away. “You knew and did nothing.”

      “What did I know?”

      “That—” She choked on the words. Her lips pulled into thin, straight lines as she worked to control her emotions. Finally, she managed to get out what she’d been holding in for so long. “They, your Blades, beat me and threw me on the midden heap like so much trash.” She bared her teeth at Sábria, and a look of pure loathing came into her eyes. “On your orders, they said. Your orders!”

      “Who said?” It sounded like Harda knew who’d beaten her.

      “They did.”

      “And who are they? And I mean specifically, who are they?”

      Harda’s eyes jerked this way and that while she searched for the answer to the question. Her gaze landed on Falla, and she pointed a stiff finger at her. “You said they were right, that the Arch Priestess knows everything that happens in the Blades. You told me they were right. You know that she knew. Tell her!” That accusing finger pointed at Sábria now. “They said she knew, and you said they were right! Tell her what you told me!” She was shouting now, and tears glistened in her eyes.

      Sábria held up a hand and took a step closer. “Harda, when you say, ‘they knew,’ who are ‘they?’”

      Once again, Harda’s gaze shifted, and uncertainty flitted across her features as she ran a hand up into her hair and left it there. “I⁠—”

      Deciding to take a chance since she didn’t personally know Harda and wasn’t sure how she’d react, Sábria moved even closer. She put a hand on her Blade’s shoulder. “You’re upset, and you’re reeling right now.” She gently tugged her forward, hoping the Hunter would voluntarily come to her.

      Harda took a single step forward, which was enough for Sábria to pull her into her arms. “I didn’t know. I swear to you on my oath to Elyon, I didn’t know.”

      Harda began quietly crying into her shoulder as she whispered, “You knew. They said you hated the Hunters and told them to help you cleanse us from the Blades.”

      Sábria blinked with concern as another piece was added to the puzzle. Holding Harda close, she turned questioning eyes on their leader. “Xyda, how many Hunters have been told that lie?”

      Xyda looked from one Hunter to the next and received a nod from them all, except Falla, who pursed her lips and looked away. Xyda recalled her conversations with the Hunters over the past turn. “I think we’ve all heard some variation of that. That’s part of the reason we never came to you. What good would it have done if you were behind the beatings?”

      A thought occurred to Sábria and she whispered loud enough for everyone to hear. “And despite believing I was behind the beatings, all of you continued to do your duty to Elyon. After what you’ve gone through, I find that devotion…astonishing.”

      Everyone looked at her as though it should have been obvious. It was Xyda who eventually spoke. “We save Blades and shivs lives, My Lady. We hunt them. We find them as fast as possible because more often than not, they intend to kill themselves. You know better than anyone the stress every Blade out there encounters, and sometimes, it just becomes too much. We find them, talk to them, help them work through the overwhelming emotions they’re feeling. If we leave, who’s going to save them?”

      Harda pushed away from the embrace and looked into Maida’s eyes. The two stared at one another as though silently communicating something they didn’t want to say out loud. Sábria narrowed her eyes. “What is it?”

      Maida blushed and looked down when Sábria turned her gaze toward her, but Harda pursed her lips and came to a decision without Maida’s help. “We’re not as wonderful as Xyda makes out, My Lady. The stress gets to us, too. The only reason Maida and I are here is because we were told you’d captured Xyda. We decided to free her and then continue on our way. We ran into Cladine and after we told her what had happened, she had the same idea as us. Rescue Xyda and go.”

      “Go? Go where?”

      Harda pursed her lips at the question as though she’d already said too much. Sábria looked at Maida, who was still staring into the fire. “Maida? On your way where?”

      The blush that rose in Maida’s face was immediate and spectacular.

      “Maida. Look at me.” When she did, Sábria continued, “Is there something you haven’t told me?”

      The words were barely above a whisper. “We were leaving.”

      With her stomach plummeting at the thought that she’d been days away from disaster, Sábria pulled in a breath to steady herself.

      Harda crossed her arms and turned her back to the group.

      Falla sneered. “And we would have hunted you down like the traitors you are.”

      Turning icy blue eyes on the Hunter, Sábria stepped to where Falla sat with a smug look on her face.

      Since she’d been staring at Maida, Falla hadn’t noticed the reproachful look she was getting from her Arch Priestess. Sábria towered over her when she spoke. “Falla.”

      The Hunter raised her green eyes, expecting to see approval and agreement reflected in Sábria’s face. What she saw instead startled her. For the first time, her face tightened into an uneasy expression, as though she had no idea how distasteful her words actually were.

      Sábria wondered whether Falla thought she’d been doing her bidding whenever she put down her fellow Hunters.

      The nervous giggle that emerged as Falla tried to justify her words was telling. “Well, that’s what we do, right? We hunt Blades who run, and as you just said, all Hunters are Blades. I know I wouldn’t shirk my duties simply because I’ve worked beside the Hunters who ran. I’d step up and do my duty.” Her look was hopeful when she looked from Xyda to Cladine as though expecting support from that quarter. “Wouldn’t you?”

      While she wanted to strip Falla of her Hunter status then and there, Sábria forced herself to relax. Getting all the information she could out of these five was paramount, so she merely said, “Falla, perhaps you’d do better to simply answer questions put to you instead of commenting on what’s being said.”

      Sábria turned her attention back to Maida. “Were you going to meet other Hunters?” When Maida nodded, she asked, “How many?” Maida lifted a shoulder, and Sábria looked at Harda. “Harda? Do you know how many Hunters have decided to run?”

      “No. We… some of us… received a note. That’s all. I don’t know who it’s from, but I understood what it meant.”

      “What did it say?”

      Reluctantly, Falla pulled a strip of parchment from her pocket and handed it to Sábria, who looked at the other women. “Who else received one?”

      Xyda shook her head, and Cladine scoffed. “I threw it on th’ midden. I’m a Hunter through and through, and I’ll be damned if I’ll run from th’ poxy Blades.”

      That brought them full circle, and before Sábria read the note, she stepped over to where Cladine sat with her legs drawn up and her arms wrapped around her knees. With her dogmatic personality, there was no reason to comfort the warrior or attempt to change her mind. Either she’d remain a Blade or not. “As I said before, Cladine. Hunters are Blades. Do you intend to remain a Blade?”

      The taciturn woman’s jaw worked back and forth, a gesture Sábria had grown familiar with over the turns. It didn’t take long for her to answer. “What didn’t ya hear? I said I’m a Hunter through and through.”

      “Then tell me you’re a Blade.”

      The jaw stopped moving and the muscles jerked up and down as Cladine clenched and unclenched her teeth. Without warning, she stood and glared into Sábria’s eyes before pulling herself to attention and pounding her fist to her chest. “Fine. Like it or not, I’m a Blade what’s sworn to ya, and that won’t change anytime soon.”

      “Like it or not? So you don’t like being a Blade?” Sábria’s gaze hardened.

      Those thick brows pulled down low over her brow. “I meant whether you like it or not, Sábria, not me.”

      All the tension left Sábria’s shoulders as she grinned with relief. “I not only like it, Cladine. I love it, and whether you like it or not, I love you, too.”

      “Pshh.” Cladine rolled her eyes and sat, but not before Sábria saw a telltale hint of a blush rising into her cheeks.

      Sábria pointed to Harda’s seat. “Harda, please sit down. We’re not done, and along those lines, I need to hear you say it as well.”

      With a resigned sigh, Harda sat, crossed her legs, and leaned back on her hands. She stared at Sábria before asking, “I need to hear you say it first, while I’m looking directly into your eyes. Did you, or didn’t you know what was happening in every Temple in Cibía?”

      “It wasn’t happening in every Temple.” The statement held the suggestion of a question as she turned quizzical eyes on Xyda. “Not in Sarlogne, anyway. Were Hunters beaten in every other Temple? All twenty-nine of them?”

      Xyda cocked her head, thinking. “I don’t think so.” She started silently counting on her fingers and before long, Maida was doing the same. When Sábria looked at Harda and Cladine, they were both silently counting as well. After a while, Xyda looked at the others. “I count, ten?”

      Maida shook her head. “I got eleven.”

      Both Harda and Cladine nodded. “Eleven.”

      Sábria returned to her pad and sat. “No, Harda. I didn’t know, and I think that was intentional.”

      At Harda and Cladine’s confused looks, Maida simply said, “Divide and conquer. Whoever’s behind this didn’t want Sábria to know. So, sever our allegiance to Sábria and hers to us, in our eyes, anyway, and turn the Blades, some of them, against the Hunters. Divide and conquer.”

      They all turned to look at Falla, who’d barked out a laugh. “Ridiculous.” When she realized none of them were laughing at Maida’s notion, she turned to Sábria. “There was no divide and conquer. It was what you wanted.”

      “Why would you say that?” It seemed to Sábria as though Falla actually believed what she was saying.

      “Because. When you sent Demaria to Shelfield Temple, she told me you regretted making Maida a Hunter. She said you were always angry at her and had only made her a Hunter to get her out of your hair. She said—” Her words trailed off.

      Sábria stared at her, dumbfounded. “Why would you believe the words of a disgraced ex-Blade?”

      “Disgraced?” Falla scoffed. “It’s not a disgrace to decide the life of a Blade isn’t for you anymore. When the Blades wrongly accused and then killed her friend, Khaldo, she quit and decided to serve Elyon as a carpenter in Shelfield Temple’s carpenter’s shop. I go to Shelfield a lot, and we came to know one another. She told me a lot about you and Sarlogne and the Hunters she’d known when she’d served here.”

      She was on a roll now, wanting Sábria to understand how she’d done what Demaria had said their Arch Priestess wanted. “She said you despised Maida, that she was nothing but trouble, and when we heard she’d been beaten, she said you’d probably ordered it and—” Sábria’s complete and utter astonishment must have bled through her outer façade of calm because once again, Falla’s words stuttered to a stop.

      Sábria covered her eyes, cursing her stupidity at relocating Khaldo’s followers without more of an announcement to the Temples about why they were being sent out of Sarlogne. She lowered her hand and looked at Maida, “You were shivs with Demaria, weren’t you?”

      Maida’s angry scowl said it all.

      “And she and Khaldo bullied you, right? And you fought back?”

      “Do you remember when Demaria came back one night beaten and bloodied to a pulp? She said some nobs had jumped her?” When Sábria nodded, Maida continued, “Do I look like a nob to you?” She sneered, “They never touched me again.”

      Maybe she should have stepped down when Elyon had offered to take away her ring. Maybe she didn’t deserve to be Arch Priestess with all the mistakes she’d been making over the turns. Putting those thoughts aside, Sábria decided to move on. She looked directly at Harda and said for the third time, “No, Harda. I didn’t know.” Hopefully, by repeating the truth, Harda would come to believe she’d been ignorant of the beatings.

      Harda pursed her lips. “Then, My Lady. Yes, I’m a Blade, and I intend to remain a Hunter if you’ll allow it.”

      “Excellent. Since Maida has already told me she’d like to remain a Blade, I’d like to move on. I need each one of you to tell me your story. What’s been happening this past turn? What happened specifically to you, and what have you seen happen to other Hunters?”

      She caught Maida glaring at Falla, and she shut that down immediately. “Maida, did you not hear what I just said? We’re moving on, and you glowering at Falla isn’t going to accomplish anything right now, so stop.”

      When Maida looked into the fire, Sábria continued. “This is an open meeting. It’s not a time for you to confront one another. What’s happened and continues to happen between the Hunters and the Blades is like a snowball rolling downhill. As it rolls, it becomes bigger and bigger and bigger, and we, the six of us, are the ones who are going to stop it. In order to do that, I have to know what’s been happening. Xyda, since you’re the most senior, why don’t you start?”

      Xyda treated her story like a report, detailing everything she knew about what had been happening over the last turn. Cladine followed, and by the time Sábria heard Harda recount the nightmare she’d been living through, she wanted to bury her head in her pillow and pretend she was having some kind of nightmare she’d wake up from sometime soon.

      She’d always been sensitive to emotional undercurrents, but the anger and distrust running through her Blades was stifling. She was beginning to understand how frustrated and lost Xyda must have felt as their leader, and here she was, discouraged and disheartened after only dealing with five of the fifteen hunters.

      After the first four had given their reports, Sábria hesitated before turning to Falla, unsure whether she wanted to hear more from her. Ultimately, she decided getting everything out in the open was more important than keeping the divisive Hunter quiet. “Falla, do I understand you’ve been fortunate enough to avoid any beatings during this past turn?”

      Falla looked from Xyda to Harda to Cladine. Unfortunately, she could feel the anger and hatred from the other Hunters, and none of them offered her any support. Her gaze skidded across Maida, who was glaring at her again.

      Sábria tried one more time. “I’d like to know why you’ve stopped Hunting. Why haven’t you gone on a single Hunt for an entire turn?”

      Falla swallowed nervously and tried for an ingratiating smile that fell far short of the mark. “It’s not that I haven’t tried to answer a summons. Every time I hear about someone running, by the time I arrive at the Temple, a Hunter has already been there and gone.”

      Sábria, who’d been sitting cross-legged, raised one knee and wrapped an arm around it.

      That allowed her to face Falla directly. “Look me in the eyes and say that again.”

      Falla tried to laugh as she glanced at the other Hunters. “We’ve all had times where we’ve ridden hard to get to a Temple after a summons, and the assignment has already been given out.” She looked at everyone in the circle with her brows raised, expecting them to agree. When none of them did, she laughed and tried again. “Oh, come on, Xyda, you know it happens all the time.”

      Xyda remained silent, and Sábria repeated, “Falla. Look me in the eyes and tell me why you haven’t been on a single hunt for an entire turn.”

      Anger flashed in Falla’s eyes. “Don’t you believe me, My Lady? I went to the Temples, but I was always too late. I’d never lie to you.”

      “Did you purposefully delay going so another Hunter would arrive before you?”

      “Of course not. I’ve never—” When Falla saw fire flash in Sábria’s eyes, her words ground to a halt. “Well, I suppose that might’ve happened once or maybe twice, but really, there haven’t been that many Blades or shivs run in the past turn.”

      Maida growled, “Then how do you explain me having four assignments to your zero?”

      Since that was a legitimate question, Sábria let it stand. If she hadn’t been watching for it, Sábria would’ve missed the hatred she saw in Falla’s eyes when the woman looked at Maida.

      Falla’s tone, meant to sound playful and joking, had a mocking edge. “So says the overachieving pampered pet who’s been sucking up to Xyda from the first day you came into the Hunters. Watch me do this, Xyda. I saved so-and-so from killing herself, Xyda. And it’s not only her you suck up to. You do the same to Harda and Cladine as well. Doesn’t she?” Her gaze flitted between the three, expecting them to support her claims.

      Harda was the one who spoke up this time. “What happened to you, Falla? You used to be one of the top Hunters. When you first joined us, you were eager to learn. I can remember times when you asked if you could follow along just to see if you could learn new techniques from one of us. But then it all stopped. In fact,” she glanced quizzically at Maida and then back at Falla. “In fact, and Xyda and Cladine tell me if I’m wrong here, but that stopped shortly after Maida became a Hunter, didn’t it?” She answered her own question. “It did. And I didn’t understand why you’d begun targeting Maida. Bullying her even. How many times did Xyda or Harda tell you to back off? You hated Maida from the start. And now that I’m thinking about it, Maida has always said that you were telling people when she’d be returning to the Temples. Were you? Were you setting her up to be beaten?”

      Falla reared back in shock, but it was painfully obvious she was putting on an act. “Of course not! How can you even say that? I’d never—” Once again, her gaze darted to Sábria, and in that instant, the Arch Priestess knew beyond any doubt that that was indeed what Falla had done.

      Sábria stared at her, trying to understand why a tenured Hunter would betray a fellow Blade. “How many, Falla?”

      “How many? I don’t understand.”

      “How many did you betray?”

      Falla opened her mouth to speak and then closed it again. She gave a shaky laugh and shook her head. “Betray? I don’t know what you mean.”

      Sábria tilted her head, trying to see this from Falla’s point of view. “What do you call it?”

      “Things haven’t been right in the Hunters for a while now, My Lady. Blades and other people outside of the Blades have seen it. I’m not the only one. They’ve seen it too.”

      There was that elusive “they” again. “What do you mean by they? Who are they?”

      “Well, people like Demaria and Oumar, you know, people who served in Sarlogne with you. Even though they chose to leave the Blades, they were still loyal to you and what you wanted. They said you sent them around to all of the Temples because you needed them to be part of your eyes and ears to watch the Hunters because you didn’t trust them—” She stuttered to a halt and then amended, “Us. You didn’t trust us.”

      Sábria narrowed her eyes. “It sounds like you threw your lot in with them instead of with your fellow Hunters. Is that correct?”

      “I threw my lot in with you, My Lady. I knew there was trouble with the Hunters. I’ve known it for quite a while now. I’d even become like them, arrogant and brutal whenever we went out to capture a Blade.”

      “Brutal? I haven’t had any reports from any of the High Priestesses telling me that my Hunters have become brutal. Xyda? What’s she talking about?”

      Xyda looked as perplexed as Sábria felt. “I have absolutely no idea, My Lady.”

      Sábria stared at Falla. “What do you mean by brutal? What did you do that was brutal since you said you’d become like them?”

      Falla nervously glanced around at the rest of the Hunters, who were staring at her now as though her role in this fiasco was only now becoming clear. “I didn’t mean that I’d become brutal. Just that I’d heard rumors that the other Hunters were that way. I know for a fact that Maida joined the Hunters with a reputation for being a bully.”

      She glared at Maida, who didn’t flinch away from those accusing eyes. “Do you deny that you beat Demaria for no good reason when both of you were still Blades in Sarlogne?” She got a knowing look in her eyes. “And don’t you dare lie. You know as well as I do that one of the Goddess's gifts to the Arch Priestess is the ability to spot a lie.”

      Maida bared her teeth. “Then maybe the Arch Priestess should’ve been there when Demaria told you that I’d beaten her for no reason. I had a reason, Falla.” Her tone was full of derision when she spat out the name. “She, Khaldo, Oumar, and all their followers were bullies who tried to bully me. I let them know that wasn’t going to happen.”

      “There.” Falla looked triumphantly at Sábria. “See? She lies even when she’s right in front of you.” Falla sat forward, and for the first time, Sábria thought she detected a slight trace of madness in her eyes. She tried to recall if there had been any on her mother’s side of the family. She’d have to look into her records when they returned to Sarlogne. Or, instead, could that look be the same self-righteous hatred she’d seen in Khaldo’s eyes the last time they’d met when the woman had been hiding in the shadows of the courtyard? The subtleties of evil and hatred were so much more difficult to discern than, say, those of happiness and love.

      Oblivious to Sábria’s thoughts, Falla continued with her explanation. “That’s why I began telling certain people when a Hunter had gone out on a Hunt and when they were returning. I was doing your bidding, My Lady. I tracked them, and none of them knew. I’m better than all of them because none of them knew they were being followed, and none knew when I circled around in front to get to the Temples to let people know they were coming. It’s what you wanted us to do. Make sure the Hunters knew they couldn’t abuse the Blades.”

      To Sábria, it felt as though Falla was still trying to drive a wedge between her and her Hunters by repeating over and over that it was what she’d ordered, as though it were a fact that Sábria had needed help bringing the Hunters to heel. As everyone stared at Falla, the only sound was the snapping of the sap in the wood Ailith had used to feed the flames.

      Falla wrongly interpreted the silence as tacit approval to continue. “Since Hunters get assignments from all of your Temples, I had the opportunity to talk to everyone who left Elyon’s service after Khaldo was killed. They’d all served here in Sarlogne, and every one of them told the same story. Maida was a bully, and you were constantly beating her because she wouldn’t stop harassing and bullying other Blades and shivs. They said she was always picking on the shivs. I mean, they all said the same thing. They couldn’t have all been wrong, could they?”

      It took a moment to tamp down her shock at what Falla was saying, but Sábria finally got her voice back. She wasn’t ready to shut her down just yet, though, because she was getting information that she wouldn’t get anywhere else. “But I understand that this business with the Blades undermining and attacking the Hunters started nearly a full turn before Khaldo’s followers were sent out to the other Temples. Had you heard anything prior to them joining the Temples in their new civilian capacities?”

      “Well, yes, and what Khaldo’s friends told me backed up what I’ve been hearing.”

      “Hearing from whom?”

      Oblivious to the steadily growing animosity from her fellow Hunters, Falla sat up straight and nodded approvingly at the question as though complimenting Sábria on her perceptive thinking. It seemed as though she was proud to finally be able to report to her Arch Priestess all that she’d done to help bring the Hunters to heel. “Well, I don’t know if you know that my father is good friends with Lord Renly, and I understand that Lord Renly is good friends with you, My Lady.”

      While that was so patently false as to be comical, when Sábria didn’t disagree, Falla continued. “I visit my father’s estates quite often, and it’s been close to a full turn that I first became aware of yours and Lord Renly’s concerns. I believe it was at my grandmother’s nameday celebration, and since it’s coming up again soon, then yes, I suppose it has been almost a full turn. Anyway, Lord Renly was there, and he told me of the many meetings he had with you, Commander Shirin, and others within the nobility where you’d stayed up late many nights discussing the problems of the Hunters.”

      Sábria could feel everyone’s eyes on her, but she chose not to acknowledge them. Her incredulity at what she hoped was Falla’s naïveté was building with each new revelation. How could a seasoned Blade believe such nonsense? “Did he mention the other nobles who shared his concerns?”

      “Lord and Lady Bathton. Lord Compton was there, too, and he told me about the meetings he’d attended with you, as well.

      “Anyone else?”

      Falla scrunched up her pretty little nose while she thought, and Sábria almost did the same, but for entirely different reasons. With a shake of her head, Falla looked regretful when she admitted, “I’m sure there were, but I can’t recall who. I’m sorry, My Lady.”

      “You’re very close to your father, if I remember correctly?”

      “Very close, My Lady. My mother died when I was still a child, and my father became my only parent. He taught me everything I know, and his loyalty to the Empire and to Emperor Aloric…” A telling stutter followed by a slight blush gave the lie to her next words, “…and to you...is well known. He instilled that loyalty in me.” She perked up, and a smile brightened her features. “He was the one who encouraged me to join the Blades.”

      There was no way this conspiracy could go back that far, was there? “How old were you when he suggested you petition to join the Blades?”

      “Well, as you know, I became a Blade a little later than most. I was twenty-two, and I’m thirty-three now. So it was right before then. And after I’d been a Blade for a while, he said he’d be the proudest man alive if I could take the next step and join the Hunters. So, as you know, as soon as I turned twenty-nine, I petitioned to join, and I made it. And I’m a good hunter. An excellent one, if I might say so myself.” She practically preened as she said the words.

      Xyda sat forward, drew one knee up, and wrapped her arms around it.

      Sábria privately thought it was more a way to hold herself back than to move into a more relaxed position. Good woman. At least Xyda understood why Sábria wasn’t reacting, and she hoped the rest had figured it out as well.

      Xyda’s tone was mild when she asked. “Excellent Hunters don’t go an entire turn without going on a hunt, Falla. How do you explain that?”

      For the first time, Falla had the grace to blush. Sábria wondered what had brought color into the woman’s cheeks. What could be worse than what she’d already told them?

      “I haven’t Hunted for the last turn because, at that party, Lord Renly warned me that Sábria sent out word that people were to start disciplining the Hunters whenever they mistreated a Blade or a shiv. I knew I needed to help them however I could, and if that meant using my tracking skills to follow all of you around, then that’s what I did. That was my way of doing what the Arch Priestess ordered us to do.”

      Sábria and not Lady Sábria. Interesting. “And you believed him? You basically took orders from a nobleman without checking with me, Xyda or any of the High Priestesses?” Sábria was good, but even she couldn’t keep the incredulity out of her voice.

      If Falla picked up on Sábria’s growing dislike, it didn’t show. “Yes. I had no reason to doubt them. My father would never lie to me, and neither would his friends.”

      “And you didn’t know that Khaldo’s followers were actually disgraced Blades whom I had removed from my service?”

      “That’s not true, My Lady. They left your service when Khaldo was killed.”

      Sábria had heard enough. “You’re lying, Falla. Not in the salient points of your story but about your ignorance of what your father and his friends are up to. What I’m wondering is whether your father put you up to undermining the Hunters and driving a wedge between them and the Blades or whether you volunteered to join the Blades to undermine us to please him. Not only have I never met with any noblemen to discuss Temple business, but I’d never discuss Temple business with outsiders, nor would I ever enlist them, or you, or any disgraced Blades to help with a perceived problem among my Hunters. You’re a bright, articulate woman, and I find it difficult to believe that you’re as innocent as you’re pretending to be.”

      Sábria glanced around at the other Hunters. Their growing hostility was clear by their stiff shoulders, clenched fists, and scowling tight-lipped expressions. Realizing she needed to diffuse the situation instead of adding fuel to the fire, she decided to bring them back into the conversation. “How many of you knew about the disgraced Blades? About the reasons I stripped them of their Blade status and dispersed them among the Temples as civilians?”

      Harda raised her hand. “If you mean Khaldo’s followers, then I did. It wasn’t a secret, My Lady. But now, I’m wondering if Falla showed up here today because she wanted to help Xyda or because she’d heard Cladine, Maida, and I were coming, and she was worried that all the shitty stuff she’s been up to would come out.” She turned an icy glare on Falla. “Are you here doing damage control, you slimy piece of⁠—”

      Sábria held up her hand. “Enough.” Obviously, Harda hadn’t bought into Falla’s claim that she was simply following her Arch Priestess’s orders, but Sábria didn’t want this meeting to devolve into name-calling or worse. “As I said before, this is a group meeting where you stay civil, or you keep your mouth shut, Harda.”

      Thankfully, Cladine chose that moment to speak up. “Even I heard why they’d been sent to the Temples, and I don’t spend any time in any of them. I find the Blades or shivs I’m supposed to find, deliver them to a High Priestess, and leave. I don’t remember how I found out you’d kicked them out of the Blades, but I never liked Khaldo or her ilk when we were all here in Sarlogne. She was a nasty piece of work, and when I heard a horse had stomped her head into the cobblestones, I remember thinking it was a fitting end. I didn’t like her followers either.”

      Falla jumped to her feet. “That’s not true! Khaldo was set up. She never should have died. Her father told me—” the look on her face and the way her mouth remained open even after she stopped speaking was telling. She’d said too much, and she knew it.

      Both Sábria and Xyda rose. Xyda stepped around from the other side of the fire and stood next to Sábria, who had the feeling the Hunter thought it her duty to protect her from harm.

      Things were finally beginning to take shape in Sábria’s mind. “That’s right. Your lands and Lord Sandringham’s butt up against one another, don’t they? Khaldo’s father is Lord Sandringham’s nephew, which made Khaldo his grandniece. Now that I remember, the two of you petitioned to become shivs at the same time, didn’t you?”

      Falla nervously glanced from Xyda to Sábria and then looked over her shoulder at Maida, who’d risen to her feet and stepped behind her.

      Seeing the violent, crazed storm brewing in Maida’s eyes made Sábria’s instincts go on high alert. “Shirin!” Although she hadn’t told Shirin to remain outside, Sábria knew that was exactly where she’d be.

      Instantly, the flap flew back and Shirin raced in with Geller close on her heels.

      Sábria grabbed Falla and threw her to the side just as Maida drew her knife and slashed forward, barely missing stabbing Sábria in the gut.

      Xyda lunged in and grappled with Maida over the knife while Shirin, who’d only seen Maida lunge towards Sábria, tackled them both, falling on top of Xyda, who held Maida’s knife hand clenched between two fists. On the way down, Xyda rapped Maida’s knuckles against the hard ground, loosening her hold enough that the knife fell out of Maida’s grip.

      Sábria pointed at Falla and shouted to Geller. “Get Falla out of here!” In the middle of her orders, she had to grab Harda, who’d leapt across the fire, intending to skewer Falla on the bone-handled knife she held in a white-knuckled grip. “Get her to Jenx and Ailith. Tell them to bind her hands and feet and then get back in here!”

      Using pure brute force, she threw Harda to the back of the tent before catching Cladine, who was on her way to kill the woman who’d betrayed them. She twisted the knife out of Cladine’s hand and tossed it into the fire before throwing her to the ground and immediately lunging at Harda to bring her down a second time.

      The only saving grace in the free-for-all was that none of the Hunters intended Sábria harm. No one fought her. They only tried to get away so they could get at the traitor in their midst.

      Geller grabbed Falla, who swung at her as though she intended to fight. Realizing the urgency of the situation, Geller punched her in the brachial nerve, immediately rendering her unconscious. She grabbed her by her collar and sword belt and dragged her from the tent.

      Ailith and Jenx had heard Sábria shout for Shirin and had sprinted over to help.

      Geller threw the unconscious Falla at their feet. “Tie her up and stay with her.” She disappeared back into the tent without noticing the astonished look on the two women’s faces. Their shock didn’t keep them from following orders, though, and Ailith had her thongs out even faster than Jenx. They bound Falla’s wrists and ankles, and after hearing the angry curses and shouts inside the tent, Jenx pointed to the forest. “Let’s drag her out there. We don’t want anyone running out and stabbing her to death on our watch.”

      As they were dragging her, Jenx gave her shiv further orders. “If one of the Hunters comes out looking for her, I’ll fight them. You stay with Falla and only fight if there’s no other option. She’s bound, so it’s now our duty to protect her. Do you understand? You’re not to fight the Hunters unless there’s no other option.”

      Ailith knew enough not to argue. “Aye, Jenx.”

      Jenx noticed Ty running for the tent. She dropped Falla’s feet and pointed at her. “Hey! Stay over there, Ty. Do you hear me? Ailith, tell her.”

      At Jenx’s shout, Ty stopped and looked at Ailith, who translated, “Me handler says to get over by the fire and stay. Go now, Ty. Ye’ll just make more problems if ya rush into th’ tent.”

      Even though she was reluctant to stay back, Ty obediently turned and jogged back to the fire.

      Jenx gathered up Falla’s feet again and motioned with her chin for Ailith to move toward the forest. They carried her through underbrush and scrubs, up a small game trail, and accidentally set her down in the middle of an outcropping of mushrooms and other fungi. Recognizing that the ones near the Hunter’s face were poisonous, Ailith kicked them this way and that, clearing a small area of the furry, green-spotted devils.

      Jenx watched her work with a puzzled look on her face. “What are you doing?”

      When she was satisfied she’d sufficiently cleared away the mushrooms, Ailith dragged Falla to where there was no possibility of her accidentally ingesting any when she came around. “Them’s Bushy Beards.” When the puzzled look intensified, Ailith said, “Bushy Beards. If she gets even a chigger bit on her tongue, she’ll carp.”

      “Carp?”

      “Die.”

      As the two stared down at her, Falla moaned and began to come around. When she realized she was bound hand and foot, her bellows were probably heard all the way to Sarlogne. Her wrists turned white as she struggled to free herself. With all the squirming she was doing, Ailith was glad she’d had the forethought to remove all the Bushy Beards from the immediate vicinity.

      Ailith knelt beside her and put a calming hand on her arm. “Yer hogtied, that’s fer sure certain, but yer all right, ya ken? Me and Jenx are right here with ya, and we’ll let nothin’ happen to ya.”

      “Happen to me? Get your fucking hands off of me, you filthy dung-faced Dreyuthan bootlicker. I’m a noblewoman of the realm. My family’s one of the highest-ranking families in Cibía, and you dare lay your grimy disgusting hands on me? You’re nothing but a filthy shiv, and I’m a Hunter. I’m the elite of the elite.” Her screams had ratcheted up to shrieks now, and spittle flew from her lips as she continued to curse Ailith’s family line.

      With a comically confused look, Ailith studied her hands before holding them out to Jenx. “Onliest dirt on ‘em came from her.” Then she wiped her face on her sleeve. “Do I got dung on me cheeks?”

      Jenx walked over and jammed her fists onto her hips. She glared down on Falla and snarled. “You do realize if more than one of them comes for you, this shiv is the only thing standing between you and death, right? And that’s not even counting the fact that she cleared a space so you aren’t lying in a pile of poisonous mushrooms.”

      Falla’s struggling rose to new heights as she twisted around and swung her feet behind Jenx’s knees. With a brutal jerk accompanied by a loud, howling scream of rage, she brought Jenx down onto her back with a thud.

      Ailith pursed her lips, trying hard not to laugh. She knew this was a serious situation, and laughing would be a very bad thing to do. But when Jenx jumped up with a bunch of leaves and pieces of a fern bush sticking to the back of her head, laughter bubbled from deep inside Ailith’s belly and spilled out all on its own. She covered her mouth and turned away, but not before Jenx’s eyes opened wide with fury, ready to unleash her pent-up frustration on her shiv.

      Jenx’s hands fisted as she pulled in a breath before controlling her anger and speaking in a calm, low tone most people recognized as her way of not biting her victim’s head off. “I’m so glad you find this funny, Ailith. We have the Arch Priestess fighting a bunch of Hunters in an enclosed tent, and you’re here laughing.”

      Ailith got herself under control before she turned to face her handler. “I’m sorry, Jenx. It’s just that ya look like ya got a little too cozy with yer salad, that’s all.”

      Behind her, Falla slid her bound hands over her butt, intending to force them down and around her feet so she could bring her hands in front of her waist.

      Ailith saw the movement and grabbed the hands as they reached the back of Falla’s knees. “Oh, no ya don’t.” She pulled them back up to where they were supposed to be and then took another thong from her belt pouch. This she attached to the cord binding Falla’s wrists, ran it around her neck, and brought it back down and tied it to the original cord circling her wrists.

      Falla continued cursing her at the top of her lungs, and they almost missed Maida’s angry shout. “I hear you, you skut-brained excuse for a Hunter. Where the fuck did they take you? Ailith, where are you?” Maida burst through the trees, running straight for them.

      Jenx tensed and planted herself between Falla and the oncoming Hunter. Maida tried to sidestep, but Jenx was too fast. Wrapping her arms around Maida’s chest, Jenx fell to the ground and wrapped her legs around her knees, using every means possible to control the raging, raving woman whose twisted features in no way resembled the friendly Hunter Ailith had eaten with earlier that day.

      They rolled over and over in the leaves as Maida tried to get the upper hand over Jenx. If the Hunter had been in her right mind, Jenks probably wouldn’t have had a chance. Fighting Blades was Maida’s specialty, after all, but something had snapped inside her, and all she could focus on was her need to get her hands wrapped around Falla’s neck.

      Ailith heard a second set of footsteps running their way, and she stepped between Falla and the oncoming Blade, ready for anything. She spread her legs shoulder width apart and bent at the knees with her arms out, ready to tackle whoever was coming just like her handler had done with Maida.

      Relief washed through her as Shirin raced around a tree, saw Jenx wrestling Maida, and jumped in to help get the Hunter under control. Ailith grimaced when Shirin took an elbow in the jaw and then squinted in sympathetic pain when the Commander brought her knee up hard between Maida’s legs. The three rolled around some more until Sábria strode through the forest. She pulled Shirin off Maida first, then Jenx, before grabbing Maida by the collar and pulling her up straight.

      Sábria threw the Hunter into a fern feather bush, strode after her, jerked her out of the bush, and shoved her further away from the three Blades. Even Falla’s muffled screams had gone silent as they watched Sábria steadily moving her Hunter deeper into the woods.

      The next time Sábria shoved, Maida managed to keep her feet, but something in Sábria’s face as she came for her again had the Hunter looking more than a little frightened and unsure of herself. The madness in her eyes had been replaced by the realization that she’d seriously pissed off the most powerful woman in the Empire. She backed up, holding a hand between them that Sábria batted aside with a growl as she moved in and shoved her back again. Maida tripped over a raised root and landed on her butt with a thud.

      Sábria’s pace was controlled and steady. She strode to where Maida lay in the leaves trying to catch her breath. Grabbing the front of the Hunter’s tunic, she neatly hauled her to her feet, took hold of her belt, and once more threw her further into the forest.

      Ailith watched with wide eyes. She’d never seen her Arch Priestess being so physical with someone who wasn’t fighting, and she wasn’t sure what to think. “Fowk.”

      Quite used to seeing a furious Arch Priestess, Shirin walked to Ailith, grabbed her by the arm, and shook her. “Since when do you just stand around watching and doing nothing when your handler is in a fight with someone as skilled at hand-to-hand combat as a Hunter?”

      After watching Sábria back Maida into the woods, when confronted by her irate Commander, all Ailith could do was stand with her mouth gaping as she frantically cast around for an answer as to why she hadn’t done what was expected in a fight. Her mind went blank, and for once, her traitorous mouth didn’t jump in with a thousand inane reasons for not helping her handler.

      Luckily, Jenx spoke up and answered in her stead. “She was doing what I ordered her to do, Commander. I told her that if someone came to hurt or kill our prisoner, I’d fight them, and she was to stand guard over Falla and only fight if she had to. With so many Hunters, I didn’t want us both fighting the first person and having another one come and kill Falla. It was our duty to guard her, and Ailith did everything exactly right.”

      Shirin made a concerted effort to relax. She released Ailith’s arm, patted her on her back, and let out a long, stress-relieving sigh. “Excellent job, then. I saw how ready you were to take me on if I’d have been another Hunter.”

      Ailith rubbed her arm, remembering the first time it had felt like Shirin’s fingers had squeezed so hard they actually touched bone. People could say what they liked, but her leaders were hard, strong women a pidge could be proud to work for. And despite everything they’d been through, she was.

      Shouting came from where Sábria had taken Maida, and Shirin stared into the darkened forest. Only one voice was raised in anger, and it definitely wasn’t Maida’s.

      There had only been one other time Ailith had heard Sábria shouting with such pent-up emotion. Her brows rose into her hairline when she looked at the Commander. “I’d hate fer her to get that fasched with me.”

      One side of Shirin’s mouth quirked in amusement. “Do you remember the first day you two met?”

      “Oh, aye. Yer right. Only it were a quiet kinda fasched. Not like that.” She indicated the shouting with a lift of her chin. It grew quiet, and they watched the forest, wondering what was going on.

      Shirin glanced toward the camp, and Ailith’s curiosity got the better of her. “Ya left Prime Geller alone with th’ Hunters, then?”

      The rustling of leaves caught everyone’s attention, and after a few moments, Sábria strode toward them with a steely glint of determination in her eyes.

      Ailith noticed the purposeful walk and stiff shoulders. She’d seen this look a lot lately, and she marveled at the strength and resilience it must take to hold the twin positions of Arch Priestess and co-ruler. Her gaze wandered to the forest behind Sábria to see if Maida was coming, too.

      Sábria, whose mind was elsewhere, intended to sweep past and talk to Shirin. Happening to notice Ailith intensely staring into the forest, she stopped and glared sideways at her. Residual anger made her words sharp and more than a bit scary to a nervous Shiv. “Problems, Ailith?”

      Wondering what had happened to her new friend, Ailith raised her brows. “Um. No?”

      “You’re not sure?”

      Falla chose that moment to come to life again. “You let that filthy, dung-faced Dreyuthan peasant put her scum-covered hands on a noblewoman of the realm! When my father hears about this, he’ll beat her senseless before he strips the skin off her back. Then he’ll come for you and your⁠—”

      Ailith wasn’t sure what to do about an angry Arch Priestess, but she knew how to handle a foul-mouthed prisoner. She squatted, pulled out her belt knife, and sliced off a strip of material from Falla’s tunic, which she wound around the Hunter’s mouth before pulling it tight. She tied a knot with the two ends and left her squirming and squealing on the ground. After checking to ensure the gag wasn’t too tight, she glanced into the forest again, expecting Maida to come any moment. Still squatting, she swiveled around and came face to face with Sábria’s thighs.

      Sábria had moved forward and was standing over Ailith with her hands on her hips. “You seem very interested in something out there, Ailith. I’ll ask you again. Problems?”

      Having Sábria looming over her after what she’d just seen with Maida ramped Ailith’s mouth into a full-blown, panicked gallop. “Well, two of ya went, and only one come back, so I’m wonderin’ if I should go look fer a body or somethin’ ‘cuz I know when yer chuffed, alls well and good but when ya get yer dander up, yer like a cat what had some nob step in yer milk an’ spill it on yer paws and ya get all puffed up an’ spittin’ like and⁠—”

      Sábria bent and, with a closed fist, chucked Ailith beneath the chin to shut her up.

      Ailith, who knew her mouth went off at the worst of times, blinked up at her. “I thank ya, Milady.”

      Removing her fist from beneath Ailith’s chin, Sábria narrowed those icy blue eyes and asked. “Any more problems?”

      Ailith shook her head. “No. No problems. One Hunter trussed up like a snowmeere goose, one Hunter missin’ and me here not havin’ a single problem in th’ world. All’s good here.” She nodded, “Just fine, Milady.” She glanced into the forest again and spoke more to herself this time. “Not even a chigger bit of problems here.”

      Sábria straightened. “Good to know.” She turned to Jenx. “The two of you stay here with her. Falla’s your responsibility to guard and to protect from harm.” She pointed a stiff finger at Ailith. “Do not go looking for Maida.”

      Ailith stood and nodded, “Nope. Wouldn’t dream of it. Me’n Jenx, we’re stayin’ right here and—” This time, it was Jenx’s sharp elbow to her arm that shut her up.

      With a final nod at the handler, Sábria turned and motioned for Shirin to join her. She gave instructions as they walked back to camp. “I sent Maida back to get Ada, five of their warriors, and a wagon. They’ll act as extra guards because I’ve changed my mind, and we’re leaving for the Temple tonight. I don’t trust any of the Hunters not to kill Falla in the middle of the night. Strike camp and be ready to ride when Ada arrives.”

      “Understood.” Shirin looked at Sábria out of the corner of her eye but refrained from asking the question uppermost on her mind.

      As usual, Sábria knew what she was thinking. “Ailith was partially right. I…” she chose her words carefully, “painfully reminded Maida that no matter the circumstances, she’s to listen when I give an order. And yes, I trust her to return with Ada. As I said, though, I don’t trust her not to kill Falla, which absolutely cannot happen while she’s in my custody. We’ll stop and wake up Magistrate Fiyori on our way into town. I need Falla put into protective custody in Magistrate’s Court while we’re away.”

      “When do we leave?”

      “We’ll go as soon as Falla is safely tucked away in a cell and I get all the administrative details in order. I’m going to send a rider for Rúsola tonight, so she should be in Sarlogne the day after tomorrow. In the meantime, I’m putting Osstendler in temporary charge of operations until Rúsola arrives.”

      “We’ll be looking for the other Hunters, right?”

      That reminded Sábria of the piece of parchment Harda had given her. She pulled it out, read it, and handed it to Shirin.

      Shirin read it aloud. “It’s time. Meet at Wakona Beck. Two sevendays.” She looked at Sábria. “What does that mean? Where did this come from?”

      “It’s a note that some of the Hunters received. Xyda didn’t get one, so it’s possible they weren’t sent to everyone. The Hunters seem to think it’s from one of them telling them to meet up so they can run. Lord Ashden saw four Hunters heading south while riding from his estates to Sarlogne.”

      Sábria sighed and ran her hand up into her hair. “I don’t think it’s from a Hunter, Shirin. From what Falla just told us, some of the noblemen, Lords Renly, Bathton, her father, Lord Chilton and possibly Aloric, although I have no proof he’s involved, have been working to destabilize the Blades. Possibly for the last ten turns. I think this note is either luring the Hunters into a trap or is baiting them to leave Sarlogne altogether.”

      They emerged into the open area where Geller had the Hunters seated in a circle around the fire. The Prime stood over them with her arms crossed and her feet wide, ready for anything. Out of a newly formed habit, Sábria looked for and found Ty near the horses and mentally put her in the “safe” category.

      When the two women slowed their pace so they could continue their discussion in private, Shirin bent and picked up a stick, which she absently broke into pieces before dropping each one on the ground. “I overheard what Falla said since I was standing right outside the tent, and I can’t help but wonder what would have happened if Xyda hadn’t brought the shiv to our Temple. You’ve often spoken of the black and grey eddies of our lives. Sometimes I wonder if Elyon nudges things along when blackness is about to descend.

      Sábria had always been excellent at thinking on her feet, and she continued formulating plans as they walked into camp. “If what I believe has been set in motion, then yes, circumstances are indeed shrouded in a black veil. I believe Elyon may nudge blackness toward grey, but as her warriors, it’s up to us to act when we notice the change. She nudges, and we step forward and shove the blackness all the way into grey, maybe even into white when everything goes our way.”

      She stopped and faced her friend with a half-smile. “Sometimes I get tired of fighting the darkness, but other times, like now, I’m energized by it. We were born warriors, Shirin. It’s in us. In our blood.”

      Shirin knew exactly what her friend was feeling and returned her smile. “I know what you mean. I wouldn’t change my life for the one I was born into, that of a pampered princess. So, what are our next steps? What do I need to do?”

      “We’re riding for Wakona Beck as soon as you can get everyone packed and organized. I need Geller and thirty senior Blades, along with Jenx, Ailith, Ty, Killian, and Emlyn. Leave Terro here. She’s excellent in a crisis, and I’ll feel better if she’s here backing up Calit and the other two. Oh, and we’re taking the four Hunters with us. Everyone is to be kitted out in full battle gear. If it is a trap for the Hunters, it will be up to us to rescue them.”
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      Three days later, Harda and Cladine came running back to where they’d set up camp a short distance from the outcropping of rocks known as Wakona Beck. Sábria met them along with Lord Ashden and Lady Knight Ada and Shirin by her side. When Ada had found out what was happening on Ashden land, they’d packed up camp, dropped all their non-essential people back on their estates, and had ridden to join the Blade contingent. They’d also brought over forty warriors used to fighting in the rugged, brutal terrain.

      The name, Wakona Beck, roughly translated into meandering stream—some ancient warlord’s idea of a joke. The only water to be found was in springs hidden by barren outcroppings of rock and very little foliage. It was prone to harsh weather conditions and was known to have some of the hottest temperatures in Cibía. Luckily, Ashden and his people knew where all the water sources were.

      Sábria handed Harda a flask, which she immediately gave to Cladine. Ada handed Harda a second one, and both women drank deeply. Harda swallowed and turned to Ada. “You were right, My Lady. Troops are guarding the water.” She knelt and picked up a stick, which she used to draw a map in the sand. “The Hunters have claimed the high ground here.” She drew a series of circles representing rocks. “I don’t know how many are up there, but there are bodies littering the ground beneath the rocks. I didn’t see any Blade uniforms, but some of the bodies I did see were killed with arrows, and quite a few have wounds consistent with sword fighting.”

      She stopped to drink some more, and Cladine took up the narrative. “The Hunters are in an excellent defensive position, though, in the middle of several boulders up on a hill. It seems like the first wave of attackers got quite a surprise when a good many of them were killed outright. They must have retreated to lick their wounds and figure out a better plan of attack than just throwing bodies up the hill, hoping they’ll get through.”

      Lord Ashden used his finger to draw lines next to the lines and circles Harda had drawn. “Your Hunters saw more than my scouts, who had difficulty getting in without being seen, but from what they could tell, the attacking troops are here and here. There are no banners, so whoever organized this didn’t want to be identified. Did your other Hunter come back with a number count yet?”

      Sábria shook her head. “She should be back—” Movement among the warriors caught her eye, and when she looked, she was relieved to see Maida running into camp. The Hunter’s face was flushed a bright red, and sweat trickled off her brow.

      Someone handed her a skein of water and pointed her toward Sábria’s group. She nearly drank the entire skein and then jogged over to them. Still trying to catch her breath, she brought her fist to her chest as she came to a halt. “I counted at least one hundred, My Lady. All were well-armed with swords and knives. There aren’t any banners flying anywhere, but I managed to get into the tent, and I found this.” She pulled a packet from beneath her tunic and handed it over.

      “They erected tents?”

      “Just one, Milady. More like for administration than for sleeping.” She shrugged. “And probably for whoever’s in charge to get out of the sun.”

      Sábria took the packet with narrowed eyes, not wanting to berate her Blade in front of the Ashdens. She’d told Maida not to take any chances, but Maida had always been one to follow the intent instead of the letter of the law. They couldn’t afford to let the attacking forces know they were there, and Maida had snuck right into the middle of their camp, into one of the tents, to see what she could find.

      She unwound the leather thong holding the packet closed, unfolded the first parchment, and found a second one tucked inside. Sábria blinked at the two pieces of red, broken wax still attached to the flap bearing Lord Bathton’s family crest. She showed it to Ashden, whose brows rose into his hairline.

      “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t been here to see it myself. What does it say?”

      Sábria carefully opened the letter without loosening those two pieces of damning evidence. She read aloud. “Meet at the prearranged location. Fifty you. Fifty me. May seem a lot, but H’s better than B’s at fighting. F has left the items discussed. Leave pieces scattered. Don’t be obvious. F delivered notes. Burn this.”

      Ashden stood behind her, reading over her shoulder. “It’s not signed.”

      “Unless you count the signet sealing it closed.” Sábria carefully returned that to the packet and brought out the next. There was yellow residue on the flap and she opened the packet wide to look in the bottom. Reaching in, she carefully scooped the wax button onto her palm and brought it out. The bright yellow hue matched the residue on the flap of the letter she held.

      Ashden leaned in to get a better look. “Chilton.” he sighed. “I thought better of him. His daughter’s in the Blades, isn’t she?”

      Sábria nodded and looked over her shoulder at him. “She’s a Hunter. Her name’s⁠—”

      Ada spoke up. “Falla. She had relations with one of my men until I found out and put a stop to it.”

      The glare Sábria turned on her was more incredulous than angry. When women joined the Blades, they forswore sexual relations with men. “And you didn’t tell me because…?”

      The Lady Knight pulled herself to her full height. “I may worship Elyon, and I’ll always support you, My Lady, but I don’t answer to you when it comes to handling my people, nor do I report every interaction I have with one of your Blades. It was handled at my end. I was satisfied.”

      The tightrope Sábria walked when dealing with the nobles was thin, indeed, and while she wished there was more two-way communication between the Temple and the nobility, she accepted that the rope was thin from both ends, not just hers. “Of course, Ada. Forgive me. When I’m focused on a problem, new, extraneous information can often ‘tip the applecart,’ as they say. Thank you for telling me now, as it’s more pertinent than you know.”

      “Apology accepted, My Lady. I perhaps shouldn’t have sprung it on you as I did.”

      With ruffled feathers smoothed, Sábria opened the letter and read this one aloud as well. “F says H captured by AP. Investigating. F will stall. Don’t hesitate. Move now. Remember rewards. Burn this.” She thought back on their timeline. “This is very recent. Today or yesterday at the earliest.”

      Ada cocked her head. “Obviously, H is the Hunters, and B stands for the Blades. I assume AP is you, My Lady. Do you suspect Falla of being F?” She looked at her father, who grunted in disbelief. Ashden believed in honor and chivalry, and Ada knew that while he was far from naïve, he expected all noblemen to have the same high ideals as he did until they proved otherwise. “Father, that’s Chilton’s seal. Falla is his daughter. It only stands to reason.”

      Ashden rubbed the back of his neck while he paced away from the three women. When he returned, his expression was clouded with worry. “Ada, be careful what you say. You’re accusing a lord of the realm of treason against the Crown of Elyon and, by extension, against the Emperor.”

      Ada lowered her voice and leaned in. “Unless the Emperor is the one behind all this.”

      Ashden rocked back on his heels and roared. “Ada!”

      Sábria quieted him with a raised hand. “Please, My Lord. We’re not that far from Wakona Beck.” The man’s bushy mustache fairly quivered from indignation as Sábria glanced around at the groups of warriors awaiting orders. No tents had been erected since their intention when they arrived had been to find out what was happening and rescue the Hunters if necessary. Men and women alike, all seasoned warriors, either squatted in groups murmuring among themselves, perched on rocks sharpening or checking their weapons, or were simply standing by waiting to go into battle.

      The last group was made up primarily of Blades wearing their distinctive dark uniforms. While they weren’t standing in formation, they remained quiet and off to the side, silently coming to terms with what Sábria had told them about what had been happening with the Hunters.

      When they’d first left the Temple, the four Hunters traveled alone in their own group. Their sullen, stiff postures kept away any Blades who might have been inclined to visit on the long ride.

      After Sábria had fallen back and had a quiet word with Jenx, Ailith, Killian, and Emlyn, the four Blades had inserted themselves into the cluster of Hunters. They’d struck up conversations about meaningless topics that had nothing to do with Temple business. One by one, other Blades joined them, entering into ongoing conversations or, in a few cases, renewing old acquaintances or friendships.

      Even though most of the warriors were looking their way after Ashden’s outburst, Sábria was relieved none of them was close enough to listen to their conversation. Nonetheless, she lowered her voice to ensure no one but their immediate group would hear her words, but still spoke with a voice of authority that brooked no argument from the Lady Knight. “Do not ever accuse Emperor Aloric of treason against me, Ada. Ever. You know as well as I do how dangerous such talk can be. I’m speaking to you now as your Arch Priestess, the co-ruler of Cibía, and the Voice of Elyon. You may think those thoughts about your Emperor, but—and this is a direct order—you will never speak them aloud again. Do I make myself clear?”

      Blushing, Ada pulled in a breath, straightened, and then bowed. Since Sábria had invoked her position as co-ruler, the rules for addressing her had changed. “Yes, Your Majesty. It’s my turn to apologize. I’ve spent too much time on the southern borders, where people say what they think. And you’re right. That kind of talk can get me boiled in oil as a traitor to the Empire. Please forgive me.”

      A perverse voice in the back of Sábria’s mind wanted to lean in and whisper, ‘Don’t worry, I think he’s in on this, too,’ but knowing Lord Ashden as she did, that would be a very bad idea. On the other hand, she needed to rein in this strong noblewoman in order to, at the very least, keep a friend and an ally alive to fight another day. “Southern borders or not, Ada. Curb that tongue of yours.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” If it was at all possible, the spectacular blush that had risen into Ada’s cheeks intensified to an even deeper crimson than before.

      Sensing Ada’s acute discomfort, Maida decided this would be a good time to add to her report. It wasn’t as though she’d never misspoken and drawn Sábria’s ire before. She liked the Lady Knight and wanted to help by diverting attention away from her so she could regain her composure. “I have more, My Lady.”

      Grateful for the interruption, Sábria turned to her. “What else did you find?” Sábria’s mood lifted just a bit when she recognized the same mischievous glint she used to see in Maida’s eyes. Her Blade knew she shouldn’t have chanced a foray into the tents, but she’d done it anyway, probably to tweak her Arch Priestess’s nose like she used to do in the past.

      “I didn’t find anything else, but the men and women—they’re not warriors, My Lady. More like riffraff someone pulled in off the street. No discipline, fighting amongst themselves.” She narrowed her eyes while she thought. “That being said, their weapons are well-maintained, so their fighting skills might be better than someone might think at first glance. We all know there are trained caravan guards, or bottom feeders hired from the Guardian’s Guild to protect important cargo in the trib runner’s punts, or even pirates for that matter, who are wild and unruly but can fight like demons.” She shrugged, “I’m not sure which these are.”

      Sábria considered that. “Uniforms?”

      “Only a scattering. The ones wearing them, now, they look like real fighters. I’d say there are maybe twenty. All men. And one dangerous-looking nob. You know the type. Moves like a panther, always clenching his fists and stretching his fingers to constantly keep his hands warmed and ready to fight. If I had to guess, I’d say he’s wearing expensive calfskin. Softer than anything I could ever afford.”

      Listening closely to Maida’s report, Lord Ashden asked, “What colors?”

      With a tilt of her head, Maida considered the question. “Now that was interesting, My Lord. While the uniforms were all alike, they were nothing more than dark brown tunics and trews—brown boots, too. I didn’t see a single coat of arms or identifying patches. But the panther’s was sand-colored so he blends in really well out here. I almost didn’t see him, to be honest.” She flicked a guilty glance at Sábria, who luckily hadn’t caught the fact that she’d almost been caught by the man.

      Sábria added the new details to her growing arsenal of information. With a quick glare at Maida no one else noticed, she asked, “Anything else?”

      Okay, so maybe she had heard after all. Maida quirked the side of her mouth and shook her head.

      There was one other letter in the pouch, and since they all needed to hear what it contained, Sábria drew it out after returning the previous one to its place. Chilton had used his signet ring to seal this letter as well. Only this gob of wax had released its hold as a single, intact, flattened sphere that was tenaciously clinging to the flap. Sábria murmured, “Another one from Lord Chilton.”

      Shirin, who’d remained silent up to this point, brought up something that had occurred to her after listening to the contents of the second letter: “Do you think Lord Renly might be personally leading this attack on the Hunters? He didn’t burn the letters like he should have, which makes me wonder whether he feels he’s shouldering all the risk by being the one to actually kill the Hunters. If he’s caught, he’s keeping the letters, with wax seals intact, as an insurance policy against being hung out to dry by his co-conspirators who conveniently aren’t here should things go spectacularly wrong.”

      “Oh damn!” Maida angrily pursed her lips, silently berating herself for her lapse. “I did get something else, My Lady. Sorry about that.” She slipped her finger and thumb between the top of her leather boot and her leg. “I put it in my boot for safekeeping and forgot about it.” She pulled out a signet ring which she held out to Sábria.

      Everyone stared at the gold ring Maida held in her hand. With her mouth slightly ajar, Sábria plucked it out of her palm and brought it close enough to clearly see the raised design. When she knew, she slowly raised her gaze to meet Lord Ashden’s curious expression. “It’s the top half of a stag with the word ‘Loyalty’ engraved underneath.” Even though she knew full well whose ring it was, she handed it to Lord Ashden, who’d be more inclined to believe it if he saw it with his own two eyes.

      He examined it and then handed it off to Ada, who did the same. After a moment, she looked up with a sober expression accompanying the softly spoken name. “Renly.”

      Sábria looked at Shirin, who’d been correct in her guess that Lord Renly himself was here. She considered all the ramifications if that turned out to be the case. The determined look she turned on Lord Ashden told everyone she’d brook no argument on what she was about to ask of him. “If we get lucky enough that Lord Renly is here, we can’t let him escape. My Lord, I brought my trumpeter with me. If any of us recognizes Lord Renly, whichever one of us sees him will have her blow a low note with a rise on the end. She’ll repeat it three times. If you hear that, your only focus must be locating and capturing him. It will go over better if you’re the man to bring him to answer for his crimes.”

      Ashden had inherited the rank of Earl, but what he was most proud of was the place of honor he’d earned as a ruling Knight within the Cibían military. As such, only a few people outranked him, and Sábria was one. As anyone used to serving within a military chain of command would, or at least should, do, he accepted her authority and nodded resolutely. “Understood.”

      Sábria turned to the last letter and read it out loud. “All goes to plan. H are no longer part of B, and AP has no idea. Agree with your concern about F being weak link. Mission critical. She’ll obey or disappear. I’ll handle it. Keep your nerve. Burn this.” Sábria lowered the letter and thought. “Is he saying what I think he’s saying?”

      Ashden looked more than a little concerned. “Filicide? I can’t believe a father would kill his own child to…what end? How far would a man go—” He didn’t finish his sentence. He didn’t need to.

      Sábria couldn’t think about that now. “This communique sounds like it’s older than the other two. It also sounds like maybe whoever received the letter, probably Lord Renly, was getting cold feet. Interesting.”

      A thin, wiry man whose tunic and hands were covered in blood walked into camp and strode over to Ada. “Had a couple a sentries spot us. Killed ‘em both and hid th’ bodies, but we need to move. Looks like they’re readyin’ to try another run up to th’ rocks.”

      Sábria nodded. “Ada. It’ll take longer for you and your people to get into position than the rest of us. The ten Blades assigned to you are well-trained and will obey your orders. Once the enemy engages the Hunters, you’re free to attack. Assign one of the Blades to stay by your side. If you see Lord Renly, have them signal. Other Blades will relay the whistle to our trumpeter. As soon as she hears the message, she’ll sound the trumpet call. Are all of your people wearing the black headbands?”

      “They are.”

      “Get started then.”

      Ada immediately signaled her warriors. They’d seen the scout reporting to her and were up and waiting for the order to ride. When they saw it, they immediately ran to their horses, which were picketed nearby, saddled and ready. Ada leapt into her saddle.

      Ten Blades ran to where Ty was keeping their horses at the ready. Once everyone was mounted, Ada led her people out of camp.

      With the Lady Knight and her people on their way, Sábria called out, “Soirin.”

      A lithe woman with coal black hair, high cheekbones, and lively, black pearl eyes ran over and saluted. “Yes, My Lady.”

      “You’ll be running with Lord Ashden. You’re to inform him immediately if you hear a ‘quarry located’ whistle.” She turned to Ashden. “Soirin is an Astrian desert nomad, My Lord. She’ll know this terrain better than most. I recommend listening to any advice she might give you about navigating your way to your position.”

      A gleam shone in his eyes. “None better in these conditions than an Astrian whelp. Welcome.” He clapped her on the shoulder to show his appreciation for her skills.

      Soirin nodded and showed her teeth in a wolf-like grin. “Thank you, My Lord.”

      Sábria continued, “As we discussed, you’ll come around from behind in a pincer movement. Wait for me and my Blades to attack if you can. I don’t want the Hunters mistaking you and your people for the enemy. Along those lines, have you made sure everyone has the black headbands?”

      “Yes. Here’s hoping your Hunter managed to sneak up those rocks to deliver the message that our warriors are wearing them to differentiate us from their enemies.”

      “Xyda is the best tracker we have. Her abilities in stealth movement are exceptional. If anyone can get through unseen, she’ll be the one to do it.”

      He looked in the direction of Wakona Beck. “Even we’ve heard of your Hunter Xyda. Whenever Robi plays at being a Blade, what do you think she calls herself? Xyda this and Xyda that. I’m trusting the lives of my people to her abilities. Let’s pray she lives up to her reputation.”

      He signaled to his warriors using hand signs, and one by one, they melted away into the barren, rocky landscape. The rocks to the rear were too large and numerous for horses to navigate, so Lord Ashden and his people were to make their way to their assigned positions on foot. He and Soirin took off at a jog, and soon all that remained were the three Hunters, Sábria, Shirin, Geller, their twenty Blades, and Ty, who would stay at the staging area and care for the horses left behind by the warriors on foot.

      Sábria stepped to where her Blades waited. Anger burned in many eyes—the kind that could get a person killed if they focused on it instead of on the person they were fighting. “I can see that most if not all of you, are livid about what was done to your fellow Blades.” She looked directly at Harda, Maida, and Cladine, needing to know if they still considered themselves Blades.

      Each woman nodded in turn.

      Satisfied, Sábria returned her attention to the other Blades. “I know the information about what's been happening to the Hunters is new to you. Several days ago, it was new to me, too. Except for our two shivs, you're all seasoned Senior Blades and understand that emotions can kill in the middle of a swordfight or battlefield. I'm asking that right now, you put aside your emotions, steady yourselves, and fight as you've been trained. Even with the addition of Lord Ashden's people, we're outnumbered. This isn't going to be easy, but with Elyon on our side, I believe we'll win. I want every one of you to still be alive when we're through.”

      They were all watching her, listening intently to what she had to say. “Even though we just found out that people want to divide us, the Hunters have been living with this for well over a turn now. They're angry. Justifiably so. Xyda, Harda, Maida, and Cladine have had a few days now to come to terms with the fact that I, we, knew nothing about the abuse they were suffering. The Hunters trapped on that hill are only now hearing about it from Xyda.”

      A lot of brows went up as people realized what she was saying. She looked them in the eyes, wanting each one to feel as though she were talking only to them. “The Hunters won't trust us until we convince them we're not the enemy. They'll say angry, hateful things to your faces when the battle is over. I imagine they'll be abusive, insulting⁠—”

      Harda spoke up. “They'll out and out hate you with a vengeance.” She pointed to herself. “I know what happened now, and I'm still struggling not to,” her mouth twisted into disdain and disgust, “revile every person I see wearing the Blade's uniform. It will be one hundred times worse for them.”

      Sábria took back the reins. “Yes, it will. I'm asking you not to react when they come at you. When Blades are injured, we rally behind them like we did with Caitir. These Blades, the Hunters, are hurt. They've been beaten, sometimes, by the very women who were supposed to support and protect them. Now, we will surround and protect them. If they abuse us because they're emotionally and physically wounded, we'll rally around them and be there for them while they work to heal.

      She was glad to see understanding nods from these women. The fact that they were mature women who'd do as she asked helped with what she had to say next. “Because of their anger, they may not stop killing if their attackers surrender. If Commander Shirin, Prime Geller, or I give the surround and capture order, and the Hunters continue fighting, I expect you to bring them down using the least force necessary. If the Commander or the Prime are nearby, let them deal with them before you engage. If the Hunters turn their blades on you, one of the three of us will step in to disarm them. If we do, you're to disengage.”

      She stared down the three Hunters who'd grumbled at her words. “They're still Blades and are subject to my orders.” She turned to Shirin. “The others should be in their places by now. Mount up. Oh, and if you hear Trissa sounding “capture” on her horn, ignore it.” While it was rare for the Blades to be involved in a cavalry charge, they still practiced mounted maneuvers and were trained in the various bugle calls used by a standing cavalry.

      Once everyone was mounted, Sábria wasted no time having the bugler sound the charge. In no time they were racing around the slight hill that had hidden them from view and over the barren ground to where an active attack was already in progress.

      To their credit, the fighters rallied quickly and turned to face Sábria and her people. That is until Ada came charging in from the opposite side, and Lord Ashden and his troops flooded over the hill where the Hunters had taken a stand. At that point, what had been an orderly fight became a chaotic melee of weapons, screams, and shouted orders.

      As Ailith rode into the thick of the battle, her horse was cut down almost immediately. She'd been unable to kick free in time, and the horse landed on her leg and rolled over her. The man who'd brought her down had the skills of an experienced warrior, and the instant the horse rolled off her, he brought his sword down in a move meant to cleave her head in two.

      The shock of being crushed beneath a twelve-hundred-pound animal combined with the feral snarl of a man bringing his sword down on her head brought a red mist falling over Ailith's eyes. Time slowed, and as the man whipped his sword down, she raised her own, blocking it inches from her face. With an enraged bellow, she leapt up and began fighting in earnest, backing the man with a series of moves that had his eyes opened wide in fear.

      Jenx had seen her go down, but she was too busy with her own battle to be able to go to her aid. She sent up a prayer, asking Elyon to kick in Ailith's berserker response sooner rather than later and then put her shiv out of her mind to concentrate on not being killed herself.

      Up on the hill, Hunters erupted from behind the rocks and raced down the hill led by Xyda, the only woman they'd follow without question.

      Sábria had taken the high ground to see the battle from the best advantage possible, and when she saw all ten of the missing Hunters charging after Xyda to join the fight, she couldn't help but whisper, “Thank you, My Lady, for bringing them all back to me.”

      She turned in time to see Ailith's horse go down and had just gotten ready to kick her mount into an all-out sprint downhill when she saw her jump out from beneath the beast in time to block a blow that would have killed most of her Blades. She nodded with grim satisfaction when she saw her shiv's inner berserker kick in and knew she'd be fine from that point on, well as fine as any of her Blades could be in the middle of such a chaotic, disorganized battle.

      The ten Hunters mowed a bloody swath down the middle of the barren ground. It seemed Maida’s alternative guess as to the enemy’s skills was the correct one. While their opponents were peasants, they were far from lacking in fighting skills. The attackers outnumbered the Blades by a third more bodies, and at times, several clustered together to get the upper hand over an opponent.

      Since Xyda was such a formidable fighter, a group of three had surrounded her and were using a thrust-and-retreat tactic to tire her out. They'd gotten in several shallow nicks that, from Sábria's viewpoint, showed up as tears in the fabric of her tunic and trews.

      She'd just about decided to ride down to help when a far-off whistle sounded. Despite fighting their enemies, one by one, Blades repeated it over and over. It didn’t matter that they didn’t know who’d been spotted or where. They were trained in battlefield communication and passed the message along without breaking stride. Sábria searched the battlefield, trying to find some clue as to where Lord Renly had been spotted.

      “There, Milady.” Trissa pointed across the field at Shirin, who’d moved her gelding away from the main fighting to give herself time to deliver her message. She faced Sábria but was pointing her sword up the hill.

      Sábria turned to look in the direction indicated but didn’t immediately see anyone. Then, finally, she saw what her second had seen. A man climbing the side of the hill toward the rocks where the Hunters had barricaded themselves. It hadn't been the presence of the movement that had caught her eye but rather the stealthiness that had attracted her attention. The man wore a peasant's tunic, but as Sábria watched him move from rock to rock, she finally saw what she was looking for.

      Renly had broken both legs in a riding accident turns before and, as a result, walked with a unique tilt to his pelvis caused by the shortening of one leg over the other. It hadn't kept him from fulfilling his duties as a Knight, and he had, in fact, overcompensated by becoming a better swordsman than he’d been before the accident. “Got you, you filthy bastard.” Sábria turned to her bugler. “Sound capture.”

      The bugler put the horn to her lips and blew a long note with a rising note at the end. She blew it three times and then waited to see if Sábria wanted her to repeat it.

      Sábria stood in her stirrups and searched the battlefield. “Do you see Lord Ashden?”

      “Over there.” Trissa pointed in the exact opposite direction to where Sábria was looking.

      Sábria turned her horse around and saw Ashden fighting two men at once. “Sound it again to get his attention.”

      Trissa did, and as Sábria watched, Soirin, who’d just run a man through, shoved him off her sword and turned to find the source of the bugle call. When she’d found them, she moved in and engaged one of the fighters attacking Lord Ashden. She made quick work of him, and since Ashden was now fighting one-on-one, his attacker had no chance against a trained Knight.

      When Ashden killed his man, Soirin grabbed his shoulders and pulled him around so he was facing Sábria, something that probably didn’t sit well with him but also something that couldn’t be helped. She pointed uphill to where Sábria and her bugler sat.

      Sábria could tell by the way his head moved back and forth that he couldn’t locate them. Without taking her gaze off him, she ordered, “Sound it again.”

      When she did, Ashden located them by following the bugle’s distinctive call.

      “Now, point that thing that way.” Sábria stood in her stirrups again and pointed her sword to where she'd last seen Renly.

      Trissa planted both feet in the seat of her saddle and stood, standing high above both Sábria and her horse, which stood with amazing patience for having a woman standing on his back. With big, wide arcs, she pointed in the direction Sábria had indicated.

      “Get down.” Sábria's order was sharp and loud and Trissa quickly dropped into the saddle. “Did you forget there are archers on the battlefield?” At the younger woman's blush—Trissa was nearing twenty-seven turns, but she had the maturity of a much younger Blade—Sábria relented. “But you got his attention. Thank you.”

      Lord Ashden had taken off on the run to find Lord Renly. He and Sábria were of an age, but his bulk, mostly muscle, slowed him down considerably. Although she hadn’t assigned Soirin as Ashden’s backup, she was glad to see her Blade following in his wake.

      With that done, Sábria turned back to the battlefield and watched Ailith run to where Xyda had fallen over the body of the one attacker she’d managed to kill out of the original three. The other two were moving in, but in an astonishing display of swordsmanship, Ailith engaged them both, pushing them back until Xyda could get to her feet and engage one while Ailith continued to attack the second.

      “Goddess bless, Milady. I’d heard th’ shiv were good with a sword, but where’d she learn th' slashin'? Lady Isobel teach her, or did she learn in th' Dreyutha army? Fowk! Look at th' way she's plowin' through them warriors.”

      Sábria didn’t have the luxury of only watching her shiv, so she ignored Trissa and took in what was happening around the battlefield. Between Ailith, Shirin, Geller, Xyda, and the Hunters' fury, the fight quickly turned into a bloody rout. More heads and body parts were lying on the ground than Sábria had ever seen. “Sound surround and capture.”

      Even though Trissa was immature, she was an excellent, disciplined bugler. She immediately put the horn to her lips and sent the call telling the Blades to break off fighting if possible and capture those willing to surrender.

      Sábria watched her Blades step back and shout at their opponents that they’d lost. They ordered them to look around and give up the fight. Some of the attackers continued fighting, others attempted to run while still others dropped their weapons and raised their arms in the air. Her people began herding the latter into a circle away from the few fights still taking place.

      It was a relief that Lord Ashden's people were disciplined enough to recognize what was happening and direct their opponents there as well. Most of the Hunters obeyed the call, but three continued fighting as though they hadn't heard it at all.

      In a practiced maneuver, Shirin and Geller ran to the nearest of the three and stepped in between the Hunter and the man they were intent on killing. Standing back-to-back, they forced the two fighters away from one another. Once they were separated, in a prearranged tactic, other Blades stepped in to subdue the Hunter and give Renly’s warrior the option of surrendering, which they all did.

      Shirin and Geller repeated their tactic with the remaining two Hunters who’d disregarded the command to break off the attack. As soon as nearly all of the fighting was stopped, the prisoners were forced to their knees, disarmed, and made to lie prone with their arms out to their sides until a Blade could secure their hands behind their backs.

      Sábria's attention wasn't on them, though. Away from the battle and hidden from view of most of the fighters, Ailith had somehow found Maida’s assassin, or he’d found her. Either way, neither was inclined to break off their attack. Their blades flew through the air, moving so fast as to be nearly invisible. The steady, swift clang as metal met metal was a testament to just how fast the two whipped their weapons back and forth to create an opening in which they could kill their opponent.

      Without taking her eyes off of Ailith, Sábria barked a sharp command to Trissa. “Join the circle and guard the prisoners.” Kicking Shadowfoot into an all-out gallop, Sábria hoped to get to Ailith before the swordsman, who was indeed exceptional, cleaved her in two. She recognized the abilities of an assassin when she saw them and wasn’t one hundred percent convinced that despite being a berserker, Ailith was up to fighting someone of this man’s abilities.

      The man’s grim smile suggested he was playing with her. Each feint and thrust was deliberate, like a predator toying with its prey, savoring the thrill of the hunt. With a calculated shift in the pattern of attack, the man put Ailith on the defensive. Unfortunately, with her blood up, the shiv wouldn't be able to disengage. She was holding her own, though, and blocked his attack swing for swing.

      Ada and Jenx stood poised and ready as they watched for an opening to step in and stop the fight. The man was clearly enjoying himself, and even as she urged her horse to go faster, Sábria recognized in him the euphoria a fanatic experiences when fighting to prove his skills against someone with equal or nearly equal abilities. He’d fight to the death, not caring about anyone else on the battlefield except the one who dared challenge him.

      Ailith’s movements faltered, but instead of the joy of the kill filling her opponent’s eyes at what would normally be a portent of victory, the man’s triumphant sneer wavered when she planted her feet and bared her teeth in a rictus of fury and unholy bloodlust. Suddenly, with a protracted snarl, her abilities and speed seemed to double.

      A gasp went up among the onlookers as a downward slash nearly caught him across the belly. When he jerked back, Ailith surprised him by turning sideways and whipping her blade across her opposite shoulder. This time, instead of aiming for his body, she sliced a deep gash that started at his ear, ran across his cheek, and ended on the other side of his nose.

      Slightly panicked at her enhanced abilities, the man dove out of the way of her next swing, lunged to the side and pulled a second sword out of a dead nob’s belly. Wiping blood from his face with his sleeve, he came at her now with two swords, which he wielded as skillfully as he did a single blade.

      Pulling Shadowfoot to a sliding stop, Sábria leapt from her saddle before the horse’s hooves finished spraying dirt in their wake. She needed to get in to take over the fight, but both Ailith and the man were spinning, kicking, and slashing with such intensity and speed it was impossible to move in without being killed.

      In a masterful, cross-body move, the man slashed low with one sword and high with the other, forcing Ailith to jump perpendicular to the ground, soaring over the one and ducking beneath the second.

      Her escape shocked the man enough to give her time to land on her chest with her arms tucked in close to her body. Without pausing, she pushed onto her hands and spun with her legs held straight out like a club, sweeping his feet out from under him.

      Being an expert fighter, he was used to such moves, and he recovered too quickly for anyone to take advantage of the fall.

      Unfortunately for him, Ailith’s blood lust had surged to an all-time high. With an enraged bellow, she jumped to her feet, grasped her hilt with both hands and charged directly at him.

      Crossing his swords in front of his chest, he timed his response perfectly, catching the tip of her sword in the crossed “V” and, with the speed of a true master of the craft, flung his blades upward, carrying her sword and her arms with them. That left her chest fully exposed to his next slash, which he executed with a triumphant gleam in his eyes.

      Those same eyes widened in shock when it seemed Ailith had known what move he intended to make before he’d fully decided his course of attack.

      Without a moment’s hesitation, Ailith whipped her sword around as she blocked his slash and thrust. Using a move Sábria hadn’t seen before, she twisted around so her back was to him, reversed her sword, and slid it between her body and arm. Pushing backward with her powerful legs, she gripped her pommel with both hands and drove her sword through his body until it reappeared on the other side.

      In an impossibly quick movement, she twisted and withdrew her blade, spun in a complete circle, and in one continuous motion, sliced through his neck as though it were butter. As his head landed on the ground, she brought her sword up over her head and, with a growl, sliced his skull in two. His blood ran in rivulets down her forehead and cheeks as she swung around, looking for someone else to fight.

      She came face to face with Sábria, who was holding her hands up to show she was unarmed. “It's over, Ailith.”

      With adrenalin raging through her body and her lips pulled back off her teeth, she spun in a full circle again, looking for someone to kill.

      If Sábria hadn’t seen the insane rage in those eyes before, she would have wondered if a demon was inhabiting her shiv. “Ailith. I'm walking over to you.”

      Ailith’s chest heaved with her pent-up energy. Her knuckles were white from the strength of her grip on the sword that felt like a living thing in her hands. She spun away, alert to an attack from behind.

      “I'm putting my hands on your shoulders now. It's over. They've surrendered.”

      She knew Sábria's voice, and slowly, ever so slowly, the red receded from her vision. When she felt Sábria’s hands on her shoulders, her knees gave way, and she sank to the ground on legs that had turned to jelly.

      Sábria followed her down, and Ailith thought she heard Shirin’s echoing voice saying something about her sword.

      “I'll take your sword, Ailith. Feel my hands on yours and loosen your grip.”

      As Sábria's arms slid around her, Ailith concentrated on letting go of the sword. When she managed to loosen her fingers, Shirin lifted it out of her hands.

      Behind them, she heard the Lady Knight's voice speaking with an awed reverence common to a fighter who’d just witnessed pure elegance in another swordsman’s skills. “Holy Mother Goddess. What was that?”

      Since Sábria had decided the fewer people who knew about Ailith’s berserker abilities the better, Jenx answered cautiously, “She's uh…she's something, all right. We're…um…all very proud of her fighting abilities.”

      Ailith pulled in several deep breaths.

      “Are you okay now?” Sábria whispered directly into her ear.

      Still shaking from the rage that hadn’t completely left her body, Ailith leaned into her embrace and nodded.

      “Is any of this blood yours?”

      Ailith glanced down at her tunic, which was splattered with mud and blood, and the Goddess only knew what else. “Maybe. Don't know. But I'm okay.”

      Even though she needed to spend more time calming her shiv, Sábria had a far-reaching, complicated situation unfolding that required her immediate attention. She reluctantly released Ailith and turned to Jenx. “Check her for wounds.” When Jenx moved in behind Ailith and put her knee against her back to support her, Sábria stood and glanced around. Relief washed through her when she realized that very few people had witnessed the fight because most of them were on the other side of the rocks.

      She stepped to the Lady Knight, who was still staring at the shiv. “Ada, I have a request.”

      Ada absently nodded without taking her gaze from the shiv.

      “I’m asking as your Arch Priestess that you never speak to anyone about Ailith’s fighting abilities.”

      Ada had been in training to be a warrior her entire life, and understanding filled her bright eyes. She nodded slowly as she turned her gaze on Sábria. “She’s from Dreyutha.”

      Sábria simply nodded, wondering if this intelligent woman would put two with two and come up with four.

      Leaning in, Ada said quietly. “A berserker?”

      Well, that answered that question. Again, Sábria nodded.

      “You’re wise to keep her abilities a secret, My Lady.” She thoughtfully glanced over her shoulder. “It makes me wonder whether Elyon had a hand in moving the fight out of sight of everyone else.”

      “Elyon watches over her Blades, Ada, but we rarely know when she intervenes.”  When the Knight nodded, Sábria put a hand on her arm and pointed toward the hill with the rock outcropping. “Your father went to apprehend Lord Renly up in those rocks up there. Take some of your people and see if he needs your help.”

      “Yes, My Lady.” Ada slipped around the rock, pointed to a squad of her people, and took off at a run to find her father.

      Sábria stepped from behind the rock and called out for her Prime. “Geller.” She found her already doing the task she’d intended for her. They needed to secure the prisoners, and Geller was seeing to it. When her Prime glanced her way, Sábria shook her head and waved her off.

      “Shirin—”

      “Organize the healer detail. I'm already on it, My Lady.” Shirin strode away to make sure that was being done.

      Spotting Killian kneeling over a prone body, Sábria’s heart leapt into her throat. “Oh, no. Please.” She hurried over and became light-headed with relief to see Emlyn’s brown eyes focus on her.

      “Wasn’t my head this time, My Lady.” She smiled wanly. “I need to ask Prime Geller to work on my backhand block on the left side. It’s just a slice across my hip. I’ll be fine.”

      Judging by her grey pallor, the wound wasn’t quite as simple as the shiv was making out. Sábria knelt next to Killian, who was holding a torn strip of Emlyn’s tunic over the shiv’s hip while trying to slide the other end around behind her back. Killian was excellent in emergencies, but as Sábria well knew, when it was their own shiv, a handler’s mind moved into overdrive and didn’t always make the most rational decisions.

      Sábria lay her hand on Killian’s and pointed to Emlyn’s head. “I’ve got this. Why don’t you make her more comfortable?”

      Seeing the relief in Killian’s nearly panicked eyes told Sábria she’d guessed correctly. Killian immediately moved to Emlyn’s head, which she cradled in one palm before swiping a stray hair from her shiv’s sweaty forehead. After lifting the torn strip to check the wound, Sábria looked around for Kara, the healer she’d brought along, knowing Emlyn would probably require her services.

      She saw her working frantically on a Blade who was writhing in pain a good distance away. She turned instead and called out, “Shirin.” The Commander was busy organizing her end of things, and when she stopped to see what Sábria needed, Sábria shouted, “Send someone with three powders for me and a skein of water with a cup to mix them in. I need fire seed, peporage leaf, and caneleid powder.”

      Someone, probably Geller, had sent a Blade back to where Ty waited with the horses and a wagon Kara had outfitted with medical supplies. Ty had somehow brought the wagon and the remaining herd of horses, all loose, all now milling about, waiting for her next command. Shirin pointed to Senior Guardian Tarvin, who nodded and jogged to the wagon.

      After finding all the correct herbs, a wooden cup, and a skein of water, she handed everything to Ty and pointed at Sábria.

      Pride swelled in Sábria’s chest at the sight of her daughter—her daughter—running toward her carrying the supplies. Her body was perfect and her blonde hair beautiful in Sábria’s eyes. She watched the graceful way she ran with a gait somewhere between a nimble deer and a sturdy battlemare. Pulling her attention back to the task at hand, Sábria checked the wound one more time.

      Emlyn was watching her with pain-filled eyes, and to keep her mind off the wound, Sábria smiled. “Fire seed powder can be mixed into a paste to staunch the bleeding. I’ll mix the peporage powder in with it because it stops infection, and the caneleid powder⁠—”

      Trying for a smile, Emlyn interrupted, “Is to put me to sleep. I know. Healer Haria kept pouring the awful stuff down my—” she grimaced before continuing, “down my throat.”

      “And that’s exactly what I’m going to do right now.”

      Since Trissa’s primary duties as a bugler were finished, Geller had assigned her to begin her secondary role as healer’s helper. She ran supplies to the people tending to the wounded and was trained in triage and easy emergency procedures when appropriate. She stopped by to see if her services might be needed. “Do ya need help, Milady?”

      “No, thank you, Tris. How many other wounded do we have?”

      Trissa moved out of the way when Ty arrived with the supplies. She took them from her and said, with a shy nod that surprised Sábria. “I thank ya, Ty.”

      Ty smiled back, glanced at her mother, and dipped her chin in an abbreviated bow before jogging back to the wagon to await further orders.

      Glad to see that Tarvin had included some fresh linen bandages, Sábria realized she needed Trissa’s help after all. “On second thought, I have my hands full controlling the bleeding. Would you mix the Caneleid powder with some water first and then once Emlyn’s taken it, we can use the cup to make a paste out of the other two.”

      Right before she was ready to apply the paste, she called over to Kara. “Kara. She’s going to need stitches, but the bleeding hasn’t stopped. Should I put the paste on it even though you’ll have to stitch her up?”

      Kara, who’d finished with her first patient and had moved to the next, said something to the Blade assisting her and then came over to see Emlyn’s wound. Seeing the shiv was unconscious, she asked, “How much powder did you give her?”

      Since Trissa had been the one to mix the drink, she answered in place of Sábria. “A half of this.” She held up a small spoon used to measure powders and potions.

      “Perfect.” Kara lifted the bloody cloth and examined the wound before turning to Sábria. “I understand we’ll be taking the wounded to Ashden Manor and that it’s about two candlemarks away?”

      “That’s right.” Sábria had just noticed Lord Ashden, Ada, and Soirin walking down the hill with Lord Renly. Several of Ashden’s warriors were walking behind the group. Renly wasn’t bound, and she silently cursed Ashden’s stubborn belief that if a nobleman gave him his word that he wouldn’t run, then that word was sacrosanct. “Prime Geller. To me.”

      Geller, who was still organizing the over forty prisoners, spoke to Sela before turning and jogging their way.

      While they waited for her to reach them, Sábria asked Kara, “Well?”

      “I’m going to smear the paste on it and then wait for more sanitary conditions at Ashden Manor before sewing her up.”

      Geller stopped next to them. “Milady?”

      Glancing at Trissa, Sábria pointed at the wagon. “We’ll need a stretcher to move her.” When the young Blade was gone to fetch the collapsable stretcher, Sábria turned to Geller. “Until we reach Sarlogne, you’re responsible for ensuring Lord Renly doesn’t escape. It looks to me as though he’s given his word to Lord Ashden that he won’t run, but I trust his word as much as I trust a smiling adder. You’ll have to tread carefully with Ashden so as not to step on his prickly sensibilities.”

      Sábria’s eyes sparkled at Geller’s raised brows. “Yes, well, it can’t be helped. Organize a guard detail, Blades only, no Hunters, to watch Renly day and night. And speaking of Hunters, don’t let them gut and clean his carcass.”

      Geller chuckled at that. “Do ya want me in his room overnight?”

      “I don’t know. We’ll sort that out later.”

      “Aye, Milady.”

      Since she had Kara here, Sábria asked, “Casualties?”

      “Not bad, really. No Blades dead, a couple of deep slices, one head wound. Two of Lord Ashden’s people died, about twenty injured, and I stabilized one woman who may or may not survive the trip home.”

      “And the others? The ones attacking the Hunters?”

      “I haven’t gotten to them yet. Judging by the body parts strewn about, since I haven’t found any of our people missing heads or limbs, I’d hazard a guess and say they didn’t fare as well as our side.”

      Kara’s dark sense of humor had grown on Sábria over the turns, especially since the plump little healer could deliver her opinions with a straight face that hid any hint of disrespect toward the dead and injured. “Thank you, Kara. Carry on.”

      Rising, Sábria made her way to where Shirin was organizing the trip to Ashden Manor. In between answering what seemed like a thousand questions and keeping the Hunters from storming over to slit Lord Renly’s throat, they somehow managed to get the trip organized.

      By the time they pulled out with the wounded, the dead, the prisoners, and a spitting angry group of pissed-off Hunters who wanted to, as Maida had angrily shouted when she’d seen Lord Renly walking into camp, ‘cut out the bastard’s liver and serve it up on a spit,’ Sábria was more than ready to build the fire herself and roast a long list of livers she’d happily prepare herself.
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      It took nearly four candlemarks, but they finally rode beneath the portcullis into the inner bailey of Lord Ashden’s familial estates. Like the Temples, the manor house was surrounded by a tall, four-sided wall of ancient stone reflecting many centuries of protection and defense. Not all familial estates boasted a full wall, but Ashden sat on the southern border of Cibía and was considered the first line of defense should a greedy monarch decide to invade the Empire by chancing a trip through the Preyvin territories.

      While the manor was large and elegant, the estate was not nearly as nicely appointed as the Sarlognean Temple of Elyon. The manor house had three stories and forty rooms, but unlike the Temple, which had the equivalent of a small village within its walls, the manor was only one of two buildings inside Lord Ashden’s keep. The second was the smaller servants’ quarters, which also housed the kitchens, cleaning supplies, and a small but adequately appointed healer hall.

      Most of the populace lived in the surrounding village, and by the time the entourage rode through the gates, much of Lord Ashden’s people had peeled off to greet their families, who stood in the streets cheering their return.

      Ailith had seen many estates riding with Lady Isobel and wasn’t particularly impressed with Ashden Manor. Since water wasn’t abundant in the south, there were very few trees and no flowers whatsoever, but she had to begrudgingly admire the lack of filth or dirt on the cobbles and bricks.

      The courtyard was a hive of activity, with servants performing tasks such as preparing food, carrying water, and ladies hurrying to the healer hall with extra linens and herbs from the storehouse. The Ashden heraldic device was prominently displayed on banners and flags throughout, and small children were running in from the village with armloads of vegetables in anticipation of the manor needing to feed such a large contingent of people.

      With a sigh, Ailith watched Sábria and the Commander disappear inside the mansion and slowly dismounted. She didn’t fully understand why she felt so drained, and all she wanted was to find a pallet somewhere where she could curl up and sleep for a while. Jenx had assigned her to help Ty with the Temple’s horses, though, and she gathered up the reins of several horses and the two of them followed a young lad that the Lady Knight had said would show them to the stables.

      Not surprisingly, he led them back out the portcullis, down a street that was little more than a dirt path, and into a wooden stable. There, she ran into three Hunters who’d chosen not to join the rest of the Blades. She’d never met them, but their faces were hardened with hatred and anger. Ailith stared at the dirt floor as she led four horses past where they were drinking ale and glaring at anyone who happened by.

      One Hunter pushed off the stall door she was leaning against and stepped into Ailith’s path. “Well, if it ain’t th’ baby shiv with tree trunks fer legs. Think you’re somethin’ eh, baby shiv?”

      Having dealt with bullies her whole life, Ailith stared at the ground as she tried to move past as unobtrusively as possible.

      The woman, who stood half a head shorter than she was but looked tougher than nails, shoved her into the chest of a big, bay gelding.

      Knowing the Hunter meant trouble, Ailith called out to Ty in Dreyuthan. “Fie to th’ manor, Ty. Wait there fer me.” Thankfully, Ty was used to following orders because she immediately turned her string of horses loose and raced back to the keep.

      The Hunter who’d shoved her stepped forward and growled into Ailith’s face. “What did ya call me, ya fowkin’ Dreyuthan bitch?”

      If Ailith hadn’t been so tired, she might have seen the backhanded slap in time to duck. As it was, the woman’s knuckles rocked her head back, and she went flying beneath the horses’ hooves, panicking the beasts. One stepped on Ailith’s shoulder, and she rolled out of the way of the others as they raced back the way they’d come.

      The other two Hunters laughed as the first grabbed the front of her tunic in two fists and hauled her to her feet. “Wanna know what yer fowkin’ Blades have been doin’ to us, shiv?” Ailith had never had a Blade, let alone a Hunter, attack her before, so when the woman slammed her fist into Ailith’s belly, all she could do was try to dodge and block the blows as they came raining down on her.

      After what seemed like fifty hard fists and boots had landed, bodies started flying as first Sábria and then Shirin and Sela each grabbed a Hunter and sent them hurtling in separate directions. Sábria knelt beside Ailith and shouted over her shoulder, “Get them in that stall and hold them there until I’m finished checking her.”

      Ailith propped herself on her elbow and watched the Commander and the Senior Guardian herd the Hunters into a stall. The women were sullen as they walked through the gate on their own. She turned to see Ty outside the double doors working to gather up both strings of horses. With Sábria’s help, Ailith pushed to her feet, brushed off her trews, and looked at her Arch Priestess. “It’s all good, Milady. No harm done.”

      With that, she limped to Ty, thanked her, and took hold of her string of horses. Together, they led their charges to the other end of the barn, where the stableboy waited next to an open gate, his eyes wide with fright. “They...they go in here, Mistress.”

      Ailith reassured him with a friendly grin. “Ain’t no Mistress, here, ya chuckle-brained bucker boy. Just a fowkin’ Dreyuthan peasant what needs a place fer her horses to kip fer th’ night, aye?”

      The lad visibly relaxed and grinned with a row of teeth that had a few blank spaces, either from natural causes or a horse’s hoof, Ailith couldn’t tell. “That there gate opens onto a holdin’ pen. If’n they’s all fine bunched up, just tie th’ strangles on th’ rails and I’ll unsaddle ‘em and rub ‘em down. I be here all night an’ kin keek ‘em fer ya. No problem.”

      One at a time, Ailith tied the reins to one of two rails and stepped aside to let Ty do the same with her horses on the other. When she moved out of Ty’s way, Ailith accidentally ran into Sábria standing near a side wall, waiting with her arms crossed. The steely glint in her eyes was worrying, and Ailith raised her brows, wondering why the Arch Priestess had followed her after she’d told her she was fine.

      Sábria pointed to the gate and told the lad. “Leave us, please.”

      The boy pulled on his forelock and then bowed for good measure before running into the center aisle and disappearing from view.

      Not sure what she’d done to make Sábria mad, Ailith crossed her arms and stared at her boots.

      “Turn around.”

      Thinking she was about to be disciplined, Ailith’s head shot up so fast she nearly lost her balance.

      Sábria pursed her lips and worked to calm herself. She put her thumb and finger into her eyes and silently counted to ten before blowing out a breath and starting again. “You’re not in trouble, Ailith. You have a hoofprint on the back of your tunic, and I need to check to ensure you’re not badly injured.”

      Ailith’s mouth rounded in relief, and a whispered “Oh” was all she could initially manage. “No, I’m fine, Milady. Weren’t nothing.”

      Still trying to contain the anger roiling inside her over the fact that her daughter had needed to come running into the keep to drag her outside and lead her to the barn, where three Hunters were pummeling one of her shivs, Sábria simply pointed to the ground and swiveled her finger in the air, telling her to turn around.

      When Ailith turned, Sábria lifted her tunic and saw a perfect horseshoe print in the middle of her shoulder blade. Several boot prints and other bruises were also starting to form. She gently placed her hand beneath Ailith’s wrist. “Can you lift your arm?”

      “Oh, aye. It’s—” Ailith’s breath rushed out when she lifted her arm a bit too high and much too fast. Pain raced from the middle of her back up through her shoulder and down into the upper part of her arm. She wheezed, “See, I’m fine. Nothin’ that’s no been done before.”

      She was surprised by Sábria’s livid, ominous growl. “Not while I’m around.”

      “Well, no, but a warrior’s a warrior’s a warrior, Milady, and I can take a beatin’ from anyone and be just fine. Look, ya said they were gonna be fasched and to take what they hand out, so…I ken it’s important to ya to start their healin’, aye? Well, I’m takin’ it, and I’ll try to talk to ‘em and help ya make ‘em see that we’re not all bad, aye?”

      After slowly lowering the tunic, Sábria stepped around and stood in front of her shiv. She couldn’t believe what she’d just heard and simply stared into Ailith’s guileless eyes, wondering how she’d been so lucky to have Elyon bless her Temple with this young woman. “No, Ailith. I don’t want you around these Hunters. Xyda, Cladine, Maida, and maybe Harda, yes, but none of the others. Taking a beating isn’t what I meant when I told everyone to put up with the Hunters’ anger.”

      Ailith shrugged, “It’s okay, Milady. I can⁠—”

      “No.” Sábria practically barked the order, and when Ailith straightened, she added in a softer tone, “No, Ailith. I’m giving you an order that I expect to be obeyed. You’ll stay away from all of the Hunters except those I named. Now. Report to the healer’s hall and show Kara your back and that bruise that’s starting on your cheek. Understand?”

      “Aye, after I finish helping Ty with th’ horses.”

      “No, now.”

      “Milady, I don’t think it’s safe fer her to bring ‘em on her own.”

      “Neither do I. I’m assigning Soirin and Tarvin to help her. Now go.” She gently turned Ailith and gave her a little shove. With a sigh, she watched her walk away and then turned to Shirin. “Take them to the bailey and wait for me there.” With that arranged, she took Ty to find two Blades to guard her daughter and help her put away the horses.
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      Satisfied Geller and Sela were seeing to the injured and the prisoners, Sábria asked Lord Ashden for a private room where they’d neither be disturbed nor overheard. Despite her flagging energy, her instincts told her that putting off the first conversation with the Hunters until they returned to the Temple wasn’t an option. Her go-to response had always been to deal with her problems head-on, and that’s what she intended to do.

      She and Shirin met with the remaining fourteen Hunters to explain what they’d learned about the nobles’ divide-and-conquer tactics. After servants had brought in enough comfortable chairs and sofas and the kitchens had provided food and drink, Sábria finally strode in and sat.

      Ashden had provided them with a well-appointed but seldom-used room in a back wing of the mansion. One darkly stained bookcase held books arranged by topic rather than size or color, both of which varied considerably. This made for a rather haphazard backdrop to the rest of the room’s furnishings.

      A large table with intricately carved legs had pride of place against the far wall. Five busts of the last five masters of Ashden Manor were displayed from one end of the table to the other. The face of the current Lord Ashden was so eerily similar to the big man that one couldn’t help but wonder whether the others were as remarkably faithful to their subjects, as well.

      A large, intricately woven rug took up much of the floor. That it was ancient was a given as there were wear marks here and there where items of furniture had rubbed away the pile. Far from being a snub to the Arch Priestess, the rug was a proud reminder of how far back the Ashden line had served Cibía and their Goddess. Typical to most mansions, shields and weapons hung on the walls, along with tapestries and mirrors placed strategically around the room.

      Sábria chose an overstuffed wing chair and sat.

      Taking that as their cue, the room’s other occupants set their plates and mugs on a sideboard and took their places on the ring of chairs brought in for the occasion.

      After looking each woman in the eye, Sábria turned her attention to the ones she hadn’t met more than two or three times. “I know all of your names from reports, but some of you I haven’t seen in turns. Forgive me if I’m not immediately able to put names to faces.”

      Geirin, the one who’d backhanded Ailith, sneered. “Maybe if ya’d done yer fowkin’ job and paid more attention, none of this would of happened.” She was one who looked more like a man than a woman, squarely built and imposing and not in the least bit soft.

      Prior to the meeting, Sábria had met with Shirin and Xyda, telling them that if any of the Hunters needed correcting, she’d be the one to do it. When neither spoke up at Geirin’s rudeness, the woman took that as tacit permission to continue. “I’ve heard every one of ya pissin’ and moanin’ about th’ fowkin’ Arch Priestess this and th’ Arch Priestess that, and now yer sittin’ there like a bunch of whipped pups.”

      “Funnily enough, Geirin, on this one point, I agree with you. Yes, I should have been paying more attention despite all that’s happened this last turn with the festival riot, people kidnapping my shivs, killing my Blades, the problems with the nobles, and other matters you know nothing about.” She turned to the other Hunters again, “And for that, I sincerely apologize. The fact remains, though, that I was deliberately kept in the dark about the abuse you were suffering. We’ve discovered proof that several members of the nobility have been plotting to bring down the Blades for quite some time.” She shrugged, “For how long, I don’t know. Unfortunately, their first step included severing the Hunters from the Blades and turning us against one another.”

      Sábria paused long enough to have them introduce themselves, and once she could put names to faces, a lengthy discussion ensued during which Sábria asked each woman to detail what had happened to them, what they’d witnessed, and whether or not they knew who had administered the beatings.

      While each one told their story, Hesta sat in a corner unobtrusively taking notes. Many senior Blades had privately questioned why the shyest person in the Temple would be tapped to come along on a mission like this. Her intelligence and note-taking ability were precisely why Sábria asked Shirin to include her on the list of those she specifically wanted.

      When they finished, Sábria took the time to tell the story from her point of view. There was a lot of angry grumbling when Falla’s role in the plot came out, something Sábria didn’t have the heart to stop. “Now, as I’ve already explained to Xyda, Harda, Cladine, and Maida, despite what you decided among yourselves, you’re still Blades. I’m going to go around the room, starting with you, Xyda, and have you tell me that as a Hunter, you are first and foremost, a Blade.”

      When several faces darkened, and some more grumbling ensued, Sábria continued, “If you persist in denying that fact, then I’ll be forced to strip you of your service to Elyon as a Blade, and you’ll serve out the rest of your life in a civilian capacity. Once we establish whether or not you intend to remain a Blade, I’d like to know whether you’d like to continue as a Hunter. No one will hold it against you if, after this nightmarish experience, you want to leave the position and resume your place at one of the Temples. Xyda?”

      Xyda looked at her fellow Hunters. “I’ve said this to all of you many times, but I was so very wrong when I tried to handle this problem on my own. I was wrong when I declared that Hunters were no longer Blades.” She turned to Sábria. “I’m a Blade first and foremost, My Lady. And I’d like to remain a Hunter.”

      Since Xyda had already spoken to them on the trip back to the Temple, no one was surprised by Sábria’s request. While some were reluctant, the first eleven agreed that Hunters were Blades, and ten of those eleven asked to be allowed to remain Hunters. The only exception was Maida, who hadn’t wavered in her desire to leave the Hunters and stay in Sarlogne to resume her duties as a Blade.

      When she came to the last three, Sábria caught and held each woman’s gaze. “Geirin, Meshi, and Neba, you beat one of my shivs. That’s an unforgivable offense in my book. My first inclination was to summarily remove you from Elyon’s service as a Blade.

      All three women’s eyes opened wide, and Geirin jumped to her feet. “That’s fowkin’ typical.” She jammed a finger in Sábria’s direction as she stared around the room. “She’s lyin’ about not knowin’ what was happenin’. Yer all fools if ya believe her.” She turned to Sábria. “Fowk you and all yer fowkin’ Blades.” She stormed toward the door, intending to leave altogether.

      Shirin and Xyda both rose and blocked her exit. In a calm voice, Shirin ordered, “Sit down, Geirin.”

      Puffed up like an angry bull, Geirin grabbed Xyda and rammed her against the door. “This is yer fault. Yer th’ one what brung ’em to us. Yer fault.” Her voice caught in her throat and broke on her last words.

      Xyda sighed and gently pried the big hands off her tunic. “I’m sorry, Geirin. I’m sorry about everything.”

      With a long sniff to pull air into her lungs and force herself to relax, Geirin turned around and glared at Sábria. “These two not lettin’ me go. That mean we’re yer prisoners, then?”

      “The three of you attacked a shiv, and for that, yes, you’re my prisoners. If you’ll take a seat, I’ll explain.”

      Since she knew there was no way to force her way through both Shirin and Xyda, Geirin grudgingly returned to her seat.

      Sábria continued as though nothing had happened. “As I was saying, normally, I’d remove you from Elyon’s service altogether. However, knowing all three of you were, at one-point, exceptional Blades who, as Hunters, suffered humiliation and beatings at the hands of people who should have stood with you, I’ve decided to make exceptions in your cases. While you’ll no longer be Hunters, if you choose to remain Blades, I’ll allow that.”

      Meshi and Neba looked up at that, but Geirin continued to stare at her boots.

      Sábria’s voice hardened, and her blue eyes turned to ice. “But, because you chose to beat my shiv, you’ll be on probation during this next turn. First, you’ll serve three full moons in a cell in Magistrate’s Court, separate from the other inmates. The next three moons will be served in the Temple doing menial tasks. After that, if I think you’ve reformed, I’ll allow you the final six moons of your probation on the streets as a regular Blade. You’ll all be placed on different shifts and won’t be allowed to work with one another. Meshi. Are you a Blade?”

      Meshi, a thin, sharp-faced woman with nondescript, shoulder-length brown hair, blushed. “Yes, My Lady. I want to remain your Blade. I’m ashamed of attacking a shiv, and before this meeting, I asked Xyda to take me to the healer hall, and when we found Ailith, I apologized to her.” Tears came to her eyes then. “When Geirin hit her, something inside me snapped, and I jumped in and helped her beat the shit out of someone who’d done nothing to me. Do you know what Ailith did?”

      Sábria did know, but she remained silent.

      “That stupid little shiv hugged me and said she was sorry about everything that had happened.” Wiping away her tears, she shook her head and fell silent. Shirin pulled a wipe from her pocket and handed it around the group until it reached Meshi.

      Sábria’s gaze softened. “I’m aware of that, Meshi. When you were a Senior Blade at Frayham, I received innumerable reports praising you for your abilities as a handler. That one fact played a big part in my decision to allow you to remain a Blade.” She turned to the second of the three. “Neba?”

      Neba sank down in her chair, crossed her arms, and glared out from under shaggy, black bangs that hung almost to her nose. “Swear to me by that fowkin’ ring on yer finger that ya didn’t ken what were happenin’ to us.” She held up her right hand. “They smashed me hand and laughed that I’d never hold a blade again. They smashed it, and if it weren’t fer Xyda what tracked me and come and found me in th’ trunk of a tree where I’d went to die—” She stopped when her voice cracked, swallowed, and tried again. “She took me to a healer. A good one. One what cost more silver than I could ever repay her and her wife. It’s because of her I’m here, and it’s because of her I’ll stay bein’ a Blade, but only if ya swear by that fowkin’ ring that ya didn’t ken what were happenin’.”

      Unsure of why she felt compelled to do it, Sábria followed her instincts and rose, stood before the Hunter, and held out her hand. “Cover the ring with your hand, Neba.”

      After hesitating for quite a while, she stood and grabbed Sábria’s hand.

      Neba stared anywhere but at her Arch Priestess, who said, “Look at me.” As soon as her gaze fell on Sábria’s eyes, heat flowed across their joined hands. Neba’s eyes grew wide with fright as the ring burned beneath her palm and she found herself unable to let go.

      Everyone listened as Sábria gave the declaration they needed to hear. “I, Sábria, Arch Priestess of the Temple of the Daughters of Elyon, twenty-third Sovereign chosen, marked, and blessed by the Goddess Elyon, Defender of the weak, Avenger of the lost, give you my word that I knew nothing of what was happening to you, my Hunters. My heart breaks for what you’ve been through, and I swear to hunt down those responsible and bring them to Elyon’s Justice.

      As the last words left her mouth, a triple ribbon comprising the three colors of providence twirled down Sábria’s arm, crossed their joined hands and flowed up to Neba’s elbow. Everyone except Sábria and Neba fell on their faces.

      As the colors disappeared and the ribbon receded, Neba sank to her knees before her Arch Priestess. Awe shone in her eyes as she looked up at the woman who was the Voice of her Goddess. With a shaking voice, she reaffirmed her service to Elyon. “Please allow me to remain in Elyon’s service as a Blade, Milady. And fergive me fer doubtin’ ya.”

      Sábria smiled down at her. “You’re forgiven, Neba, and I hope you forgive me as well for not taking more care of you and my other Hunters.” She pulled her to her feet, and when Neba blushed, Sábria pulled her into her arms and whispered in her ear, “You’re as important to me as a Blade as you were a Hunter, Neba. Always remember that.” When she released her, Neba nodded and Sábria glanced around at everyone lying prone on the room’s large decorative rug. “Would you all please get up and take your seats?”

      Secretly, Sábria found it interesting that the Goddess had decided to make herself known before Geirin decided what she intended to do. She hated the worshipful and fearful looks people gave her after Elyon made her presence known, but she accepted them from her Hunters with only a slight wince since she understood how necessary it was to bring them back into the fold. “Geirin?”

      Geirin scowled beneath a set of thick, heavy brows. She was a square-faced woman whose natural countenance was dark and menacing. The room was silent as everyone watched the one woman they believed would forsake the Blades altogether. When she finally looked up at Sábria, some of the anger was gone from her eyes. “I never turned me back on Elyon.” Her gaze locked onto Sábria. “Never.” She waited for Sábria to acknowledge that fact, which she did with a nod.

      Holding her arms out to her sides, Geirin shook her head. “Look at me, at this thick body what’s built fer fightin’. I’ll always fight fer th’ Goddess, whether ye’ll have me or no. I can’t say I don’t hate the Blades, but, I can say I won’t attack none no more. That were wrong, attackin’ one of th’ Goddess’s shivs. But don’t expect me to love none of ya, neither. Aye, I’m a fowkin’ Blade what loves her Goddess.”

      Sábria nodded again. “It’s a start, Geirin, and I’ll take it. We’ll move forward from there.” She had the three women who were to spend time at Magistrate’s court swear on their oaths to Elyon that they wouldn’t try to run. The day had proven exhausting, physically and emotionally. With the most critical part of her business done, Sábria excused them all and, along with Shirin, went to tend to last-minute details before they headed home in the morning.
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      Once they were safely back at the Temple, and after making sure the prisoners were settled and her injured Blades taken care of, Sábria had no sooner settled into her office in the Citadel when Shirin stepped in. “Subcommander Calit and Magistrate Fiyori to see you, My Lady.”

      Squinting up at her second, Sábria let her mouth drop open in exasperation. “Shirin, I haven’t been here long enough to warm my chair’s seat cushion, and you’re telling me I already have two people who need to see me? Now?”

      “I asked them to come back, but Fiyori insisted. She doesn’t look pleased.”

      The echoes of Ailith’s famous, “fowk,” rolled around in Sábria’s head. Tilting her head back and closing her eyes momentarily, she simply said, “Show them in.”

      In a few moments, Shirin ushered the two women into the room. “Justina. Calit. I trust there were no problems while we were away? I mean, we were only gone for a total of eight days. What could possibly happen in that short amount of time?” She was being sarcastic, mostly because she didn’t want to have to deal with whatever had these two looking so stressed.

      Fiyori ignored the sarcasm and answered with a stiff set to her shoulders. “Hunter Falla was found dead in her cell two days ago. We believe poison was somehow smuggled into her food. An investigation is underway as to how that might have happened.”

      Calit added, “We didn’t know when you’d return, so we sent her into the arms of the Goddess yesterday.”

      Remembering the letter she’d read from Lord Chilton to Renly, Sábria sat in silence, staring at the back wall but seeing nothing. Her rage was so acute that the man had orchestrated the death of one of her Blades that her mind had skittered to a halt.

      With a worried glance at Shirin, Fiyori wasn’t sure how to react to the utter stillness that had come over their Arch Priestess.

      Shirin moved forward and whispered in Calit’s ear. “Step out into the hall and wait. No one comes in.”

      With a relieved nod, Calit rose and left the room, quietly closing the door behind her.

      They sat in silence until Sábria slowly retrieved her saddlebag, pulled out the packet Maida had found, and handed it to Fiyori. To Shirin, she said, “Explain everything to her.”

      Her deadly monotone wasn’t lost on either woman, and for the next half-candlemark, Shirin spoke while Fiyori read and reread the letters. When Shirin finished giving the details of all they’d learned over the last several days, Jestína stood and pulled herself to her considerable height.

      Typically, the Magistrate answered to the Arch Priestess, but in this instance—a matter of justice—she assumed the full authority of her office. “Bring Renly to a cell in Magistrate’s Court immediately.” Tucking the packet under her arm, she swept out of the room.

      Sábria glanced at Shirin and nodded. When her second left the room to have Renly transferred, Sábria slowly walked to her door and locked it. Lowering herself into a prone position, she did something she’d only done a handful of times in all the turns she’d been the Voice of Elyon. Most times, Elyon would appear of her own accord. This time, Sábria called upon her Goddess, asking her to appear in her human form. When even the sounds of the songbirds in the courtyard stilled, she knew her supplication had been answered.

      “Stand, My Heart.”

      When Sábria raised her head, she saw her beloved Elyon standing before her in a flowing gown of iridescent blue—the Goddess’s color of revenge. Pushing to her feet, Sábria stood and bowed her head.

      “Ask your question.”

      She raised her gaze and looked directly into Elyon’s eyes, which perfectly matched the color of her gown. “Did you take Falla into your arms?”

      “No.”

      The answer was like a hammer driven into her gut. “She was a good Blade for a while.”

      “No. She was not.”

      Sábria looked into Elyon’s eyes. “How long?” She wasn’t sure what she was asking. How long had she been corrupt? How long ago had the plot been conceived? How long had three of her nobles been planning to destroy her Blades?

      That one look told her the answer to every one of those questions. Falla hadn’t joined the Blades to serve the Goddess. She’d inserted herself into the Temple to further a group of petty noblemen’s plans to destroy the Blades. But, despite the fact that Falla had betrayed her, the Arch Priestess in her couldn’t get past the fact that she’d been one of her own.

      “Only a fool grieves for the traitor sewing poison among her people, and you’re no fool, Sábria.”

      “I’m not grieving, but I can’t let the murder of one of mine go, either. Neither can I let a plot as damning as the one those three noblemen devised go unchallenged. I demand the Right of Revenge.” Sábria’s eyes were a determined, glacial blue.

      They stared into one another’s eyes while the Goddess considered her request. For the first time, Sábria thought she saw doubt and even a hint of worry behind those terrible, beautiful eyes.

      Finally, the Goddess relented. “It’s yours. Fight well, Sábria, because, as you know, once I erect the ring around you, I may not help in any way.” With those parting words, Elyon was gone.

      Sábria had never invoked the Right before, but with all that had happened, she couldn’t let the treasonous actions of the three lords go unchallenged, nor, on a more personal note, would she let the intentional killing of one of her Blades go unpunished, traitor or no. She knew in her heart that Aloric had been involved in some way, but, regretfully, she had no proof and couldn’t include him in the challenge without it.

      Shirin, Geller, and Calit were speaking among themselves in the Inner Courtyard when she emerged from the Citadel wearing the ceremonial uniform depicting the vengeful warrior aspect of her Goddess. Shirin’s brows pulled down low in concern when she saw what Sábria was wearing.

      The entire uniform, including the tunic and trews, knee-high boots, and all of her leather, was dyed a deep, cerulean blue. The only part of the uniform that wasn’t ceremonial was her sword, which she practiced with in some form or another every single day. The tunic was thicker and longer than usual for greater protection and was split up the sides from mid-thigh to waist to allow for ease of movement. Of course, it bore the Crest of Elyon—a white/gold figure of a woman’s muscular body holding a sword of twirled red and yellow in one hand and the blue mace of revenge in the other.

      The head of this aspect of the Goddess differed from that which was usually on the crest. In the crest above the throne and above the gate leading into the Temple, a blue, snarling beast was looking to the left, while the loving aspect of a red mother bear looked to the right.

      The only head on the uniform Sábria had chosen was the blue snarling beast of revenge. Sábria strode up to Sela, who was standing next to the archway leading into the Citadel’s gardens, waiting for her orders. “Run and tell Master Fiyori to prepare for the Right of Revenge. Tell her to issue a warrant commanding Lords Chilton, Renly, and Bathton to appear in the Magistrate’s courtyard in one candlemark. Have her send enough of the Magistrate’s Guards to ensure their compliance.”

      Sela brought her fist to her chest and ran to the tunnels leading to Magistrate’s Court.

      With two more steps, Sábria stood next to one of the Temple bells. She rang it three times, paused, and rang it twice more. She waited for a count of ten and repeated the sequence. Within a quarter candlemark, all the Blades who weren’t working a shift or tending to other critical duties had assembled in rows in the middle of the Inner Courtyard.

      Despite well over two hundred fifty Blades standing at attention, the yard was silent. The Hunters stood as a cluster within the Blades, and even the civilians had stopped what they’d been doing and were standing in front of the dining hall in a formation of their own.

      Sábria, who’d rung the bell and then retreated to wait alone in the Sanctum’s gardens, strode to the tower’s steps and climbed to the top, where she could see everyone clearly. Looking out over the concentric half circles of Blades and civilians alike, a wave of pride washed over her. These were her people, and she’d fight to the death, if necessary, to protect them. “Some of you, probably most of you, by now, have heard about the way some Blades and some civilians were manipulated into beating and humiliating the members of one of our elite units, the Hunters. When we discovered what was happening, we rode out to find several Hunters surrounded by close to one hundred warriors intending to slaughter our people. They were led by Lord Renly.”

      Still, no one moved or said a word. Everyone understood this was a historic moment for the Daughters of Elyon. None had ever seen their Arch Priestess in the uniform of revenge, and they watched her now with a deep-seated pride that went beyond simply belonging to the greatest fighting force in the Cibían Empire. They’d follow this woman into the depths of the underworld if she called on them to and would gladly sacrifice their lives for hers.

      “When we arrived, Hunter Maida stole into the middle of their encampment, went straight into Lord Renly’s tent, and brought back proof of what three of the realm’s lords had done. That she could get in and get out without being seen is a testament to the skills of the Hunters. We discovered that Hunter Falla was the inside person engineering the hatred and animosity that would eventually split the Hunters off from the Blades. She whispered poison into certain ears, knowing the insidious lies would spread.”

      She stared into the eyes of her people. “But they’re not separate. Despite all that was done to them, they’re Blades who served their Goddess to the best of their abilities. Despite all, they hunted for our sisters who were hurting badly enough to want to kill themselves.” She shouted loud enough that everyone would hear. “Do you hear me? Hunters are still Blades!”

      To Sábria’s surprise and the obvious shock of the fourteen Hunters standing in their small group, the entire Blade contingent along with all of the civilians raised their fists in the air and shouted, “Hunters! Hunters! Hunters!” three times, indicating their support for the women who’d gone through the depths of darkness and had come out the other side.

      Sábria bit back tears as she looked over and saw the shocked looks on the Hunter’s faces. She swallowed down the lump in her throat and continued. “What you may not know is that Falla was murdered in her cell two days ago. Poisoned. While you may think ‘good riddance,’ I don’t see it that way. Yes, she would have paid for her crimes, but it’s up to me and Magistrate Fiyori to hand down those sentences, not to a band of noblemen hoping to cover up their treasonous crimes.”

      Sábria saw the anger rightfully placed on Falla change to an understanding of why her murder couldn’t go unavenged. Good. They needed to understand. “For that reason, I’m calling a Right of Revenge against the three lords.”

      That set up a round of murmuring among the Blades, and Prime Geller shouted, “Oi. Shut it!” Everyone immediately quieted.

      “I want every Blade and every civilian from this Temple packed into the courtyard and Magistrates Court. You need to witness what happens to traitors who dare move against Elyon. Once I step into the circle with the three lords, Elyon will erect a blue circle of flame around us. No one may enter or leave the circle until either I’m dead or all of those vermin-infested lords are lying dead at my feet.” She caught and held Shirin’s gaze. “Know that I love each and every one of you with all My Heart. Now, go put on your dress uniforms and meet me at Magistrate’s Court. Dismissed.”

      Shirin turned away and hurried into the Sanctum, but not before Sábria saw the tears falling from her eyes. “Elyon, if this doesn’t go as planned, watch over her. Watch over all of them for me. Please.” She was surprised when Ailith walked up the steps with Ty by her side.

      “Milady. Ty doesn’t ken what’s happenin’, and, to be honest, neither do I. But I think ya should talk to her, explain, like, while I translate, aye?”

      The worried look in Ty’s eyes told Sábria that she knew something drastic was about to happen. With a nod, Sábria explained to her daughter what might happen, that she could lose the mother she’d just found if things went horribly wrong. She believed it would be better for Ty to be prepared than for her to watch her mother possibly die and not understand what was so important that she’d risk her life to uphold the tenets of the Daughters of Elyon.

      When Ailith finished translating, Ty stared into her eyes and then did something she’d only done once or twice in the short time they’d been with one another. She wrapped her arms around Sábria, held her close, and then growled something in Sábria’s ear. Stepping back, she waited for Ailith to translate.

      “She said,” Ailith cocked her head while she tried to put into words the last part, which was, in reality, a Dreyuthan saying. “I’m no sure exactly how to say it one fer one, ya ken? But the long an’ short of it is, ‘Ya better no fowkin’ die, or I’ll come to th’ afterlife and kill ya meself.’” With a nod for what she thought was an excellent translation, Ailith stepped back and grinned. “Goes double fer me, too, Milady.”

      Sábria couldn’t help it. With all that had happened in the past full moon, she put her head back and laughed until the tears fell. Pulling the two young women into her arms, Sábria held them close and then pushed them away. “Elyon is on my side, and I will survive lead my people.” She put her hand behind both women’s necks. “I will survive to love the two of you the way you deserve to be loved.” She released her hold. “Now. Go dress in your finest. And I’ll see you after the Right of Revenge.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 22

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The populace of Cibía was alerted to something monumental happening when nearly the entire population of the Temple filed into the courtyard of Magistrate’s Court wearing dress uniforms or the finest clothes the civilians owned. The courtyard wasn’t nearly as big as the Temple’s, but it was large enough to accommodate all Sábria’s people, plus members of the nobility and a few merchants.

      After receiving word from his people in the city, Lord Dunham arrived as the Emperor’s representative. He had no clue what was happening but knew enough that he needed to be there in his official capacity as Lord Seneschal. As he pushed to the front of the crowd, he was shocked to see Lords Chilton, Renly, and Bathton standing in the middle of the yard under the watchful eyes of several Magistrate’s Guards.

      The women’s uniforms were different from those worn by the other Blades. Instead of black, their tunics were green, symbolizing justice. The Magistrate’s Guards were yet another arm of the Blades, women dedicated to protecting the Magistrate, guarding prisoners, and keeping order in the courtroom.

      Since the crowd was comprised of Blades and nobles, only a subdued murmuring filled the walled-in yard. From outside the front gates, shouts of “Oi, what’s happenin’ inside?” and “What th’ fowk’s goin’ on?” could be heard echoing off the cobbled streets.

      Everyone quieted when Master Fiyori stepped from the allure—a wide pathway running the circumference of the top of the wall and out onto a brick platform jutting into the courtyard. The platform had been built specifically for this reason, allowing the speaker to be heard from any part of the bailey.

      Fiyori stood a moment, staring down at the three lords. “Lord Renly, Lord Chilton, and Lord Bathton. You have been accused of treason against the Empire, specifically against the sovereignty of the Daughters of Elyon. I have seen the proof against you, and it is indeed damning. Lord Renly, you led a contingent of over one hundred guards to murder ten Blades you and the other two lords lured into a trap with the aid of Lord Chilton’s daughter, Hunter Falla.”

      Dunham, who had enough self-restraint not to let his shock show on his face couldn’t help but rock back on his heels as though he’d been punched. Had Aloric organized something without telling Dunham? Did that mean he didn’t trust his Seneschal? He’d need to find out somehow.

      Chilton, who didn’t look in the least bit cowed, roared, “Lies. Where’s your proof?”

      Fiyori glared down at the man. “We had the proof of your daughter, Lord Chilton. She was in my custody but was unfortunately murdered the day before yesterday.”

      He shouted back, “You murdered her!” He looked around at his fellow nobles. “The Blades murdered my daughter without trial or proof of any wrongdoing!”

      Fiyori nodded to two Magistrate’s Guards who led a quaking woman into the yard from a side door. She called down to her. “Name and occupation.”

      The woman’s voice shook as she whispered something.

      “Speak up.”

      “Me name’s Charla, and I be a servant in th’ kitchen’s here at th’ Court.”

      “Charla, have you been forced in any way to speak the truth of what you’ve done?”

      Chilton spoke up. “Of course, she’s been coerced. Look at the way she shakes.”

      “No, Milady. Me man took th’ money that noynob had his man give me to put th’ poison in her drink. I tol’ me man to give it back or me life or no, I’d say who done it, and he bashed me ‘bout and tol’ me he’d kill me. I figured I were dead one way or t’other, so I kicked him in th’ cockeggs and left him lyin’ in th’ dirt, I did. Came and tol’ yer guards what that noynob done. Fowk th’ bastard what kilt his own spawn.” She spat in Chilton’s direction.

      Fiyori had heard it all, but to clarify to the noblemen and women in the yard, she asked, “What is a noynob?”

      The woman was gaining confidence now. “A nob what’s a noble, a course.” There was laughter and hooting from out on the streets and angry grumbling from the nobles inside the court.

      “And how did you know the man came representing Lord Chilton?”

      “He done tol’ me, didn’t he? He were a friend of mine, weren’t he? Works fer th’ bastard, don’t he? Chilton’ll give ya more’n this if all goes right, he says. Then me man done took all th’ coin. Said me friend tol’ ‘im it were his and no mine. Sweiven’ liar.”

      She made an angry face. “Well, fowk that shit. I felt bad ‘bout th’ lass, so I come this mornin’ to yer guards an’ tol’ ‘em what he done. And here I be, now, tellin’ all these fowks cuz what he done were just as wrong as me puttin’ th’ powder in th’ lass’s drink. ‘Cept his man tol’ me it weren’t fer killin’, just makin’ her sick like, to teach her a lesson. Next I know, the chit’s dead, and me man took me coin.”

      “Lies!” Chilton’s face had gone beyond red to a light shade of purple. He started for the woman but two Magistrate’s Guards blocked his way.

      Fiyori glared down at him. “Lord Chilton. I’ll have you gagged if you utter one more word out of turn.”

      In the typical way of a self-righteous nobleman, he puffed his chest out and straightened to his full height. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Guardswoman Konil?”

      When Konil pulled a gag from her pocket, Chilton sniffed down at her, turned, and retreated to stand next to his friends. Konil glanced up at Fiyori who shook her head. The Blade returned the gag to her pocket and she and her partner resumed their places behind the three noblemen.

      With Chilton silenced, for the moment, anyway, Fiyori held up the three letters from the packet. “I hold here further proof in the form of three damning letters bearing the seals of Lord’s Chilton and Bathton and found in Lord Renly’s possession inside the tent he’d erected just prior to his attempt to slaughter ten Hunters.”

      This time, Bathton, not Chilton, bared his teeth as he shouted at Renly and shoved him in the chest, “You fool! You absolute bloody fool!”

      Fiyori nodded, “Yes, Lord Bathton. I see where you and Lord Chilton admonished him to burn the letters. Pity he didn’t listen.” She turned back to the crowd. “In the normal course of events, I would convene a trial, read the proof for all to hear, and render judgment.”

      Since it involved three of the Empire’s nobility, Lord Dunham spoke up. “In the normal course of events? You cannot be proposing to damn these noblemen without due cause and trial.”

      Movement at the far end of the courtyard had everyone turning to look as Sábria, flanked by Shirin, Calit, and ten members of the honor guard, exited the entrance to the tunnel running between the Temple and Magistrate’s Court.

      Shirin and Calit stopped and signaled the honor guard to do the same. Only Sábria continued to the center of the yard to stand next to the three noblemen.

      The Lady Magistrate’s voice rose again, making sure everyone, including those outside closest to the gates, could hear. “There will be a trial, Lord Dunham, only I will not be its judge. Lady Sábria has asked for and been granted the Right of Revenge.” Shouting from various members of the nobility drowned out her words, and she waited for order to be re-established. She held up her hands, and eventually, people quieted. “Guards, move away from the combatants.”

      The three lords stared at Sábria with something close to panic in their eyes.

      When quiet was restored and the guards had moved a sufficient distance away, Fiyori formally announced. “During the Right of Revenge, Elyon is the Judge, and her Arch Priestess is the executrix of her justice.” Immediately following the announcement, translucent blue flames rose in a circle around Sábria, Chilton, Renly, and Bathton.

      The Goddess’s Ring of Revenge hadn’t been seen in living memory, and a gasp went through the crowd as some knelt, some shouted, and still others simply blinked in astonishment. Most of the noblemen, however, shouted with indignation, no doubt thinking if it could happen to these three, it could certainly happen to them, and that just wouldn’t do.

      With her adrenaline flowing and her nerves firing, Sábria somewhat giddily said as an aside to Elyon, Excellent timing, My Lady.

      Lord Dunham was immediately surrounded by other, incensed noblemen demanding he do something. Privately, he thought Sábria’s tactics brilliant. Even if the men had been found guilty in Fiyori’s courts, Emperor Aloric would have done something to set them free. Now, if the Lady succeeded, justice would indeed be done.

      Pushing through the crowd, Dunham hurried up the steps to the platform Fiyori stood on. “May I join you, Magistrate Fiyori?”

      “You may.”

      He stepped to the front half-circle railing and held up his hands. When the uproar settled, he began, “With the Flames of Revenge forming the circle, surely even those of you who worship Gods other than Elyon realize she has accepted the Arch Priestess’s request for the Right of Revenge, something the Goddess would never do if she was in any doubt as to the men’s guilt.” He was glad to see grudging nods from some of Aloric’s staunchest followers. “Then, Lady Magistrate?” He held out his hand indicating Fiyori should once more step forward.

      She did and looked at the four inside the circle. “This contest is over when either Lord’s Chilton, Renly, and Bathton are dead or when they kill Lady Sábria. Begin.”

      Shirin’s palms were drenched, and beads of sweat rolled down her back. She refused to show even a tiny amount of doubt over the outcome as all four within the circle drew their swords.

      Geller had trained all her Blades to fight multiple opponents, and when Renly separated from the other two and Sábria nearly ended his fight with one vicious slash meant as a warning not to try getting behind her again, the Prime murmured, “There ya go, Milady.”

      Shirin glanced at Geller, who looked as cool as though she’d just woken from an afternoon nap. Taking her cue from her, Shirin relaxed her shoulders, un-fisted her hands, which she’d held clasped behind her back, and pulled in a deep, relaxing breath.

      With a slight smile, Geller murmured in the same slow, measured tone, “There ya go, Commander.”

      Shirin felt more muscles relax as her mouth involuntarily pulled into a grin at her Prime’s audacity. She settled into a calmness she didn’t feel and noticed the same happening to the Blades around her. Thanking Elyon for her Prime’s canniness when it came to leadership under pressure, she turned her attention to what was happening in the circle.

      Bathton was the weakest swordsman among the three, and Chilton the best. Sábria swatted away Bathton’s attempts to come at her and mainly concentrated on Chilton and Renly. She stayed resolutely near the edges of the circle, using the flames as substitutes for the wall she’d use were she fighting multiple opponents in an alley or street.

      When fighting a single opponent, a swordsman would watch her opponent’s chest and shoulders, hoping to catch a hint as to their next move. When fighting multiple attackers, it was best to not focus on anything and to allow your eyes to become unfocused enough to catch even the slightest movement from any of them. She parried strikes from each man, one right after the other. It was obvious they’d never practiced together, and they tended to get in each other’s way more often than not.

      Sábria constantly moved to the left, keeping Renly between her and the other two. Anytime one of the others moved in to attack, Sábria immediately went on the offensive, flicking her blade in practiced half-moves, opening cuts in their faces, arms, or shoulders, and forcing them back. She never committed to a full attack on the other two as she had to protect herself from Renly’s blade, first and foremost.

      As she started to her left again, Chilton recognized the defensive strategy, and out of frustration at Bathton’s clumsy maneuvering, he grabbed the man by the shoulders and thrust him at her, hoping she’d tie up her sword by impaling the fool.

      Instead, Sábria sidestepped, lifted her sword over her shoulder, and, in one swift movement, slashed Bathton’s throat open. Instead of resetting, she immediately attacked Renly, forcing him into Chilton, who nearly fell as he backpedaled to get out of the way.

      Standing with her arms crossed and her feet shoulder-width apart, Geller grinned and leaned into Shirin. “I taught her that.”

      The Prime had taught Shirin everything she’d taught Sábria, but hearing Geller’s relaxed reporting of events helped calm her rapidly beating heart. Even though she didn’t feel the least bit relaxed or chummy as she watched her best friend in a fight for her life, Shirin forced herself to smile at Geller’s comments since she could feel the Blades constantly turning to see how she was reacting to the fight.

      Renly had the habit of keeping his sword in the upper right quadrant of his body, so Sábria attacked his lower left, forcing him to respond on his weak side. When he brought his sword down to block her attack, she immediately whipped her blade up in a tight circle and, with a flick of her wrist, sliced off part of his left ear. She’d been aiming for his throat, but an ear would do for now. When he stepped back and automatically lifted his sword to the same ready position, she attacked his lower left again.

      “Look at her.” Geller nodded in approval. “Now watch. She’ll pretend not to notice Chilton shifting his weight, and when he’s committed to moving, she’ll stab where his belly’s gonna be. Renly’ll be thinkin’ she’s gonna go fer his head again when he stops her lower left attack, so that’ll give her time to go fer Chilton.”

      And that’s precisely what happened. When Renly brought his sword down to parry her low thrust, he reflexively jerked back to protect the left side of his head, which was now covered in blood from his partially severed ear.

      Chilton had seen the previous exchange, and when Sábria attacked Renly’s lower left again, he moved in, thinking her right side would be exposed as she followed up with an attack to Renly’s upper left. Instead, an agonizing bolt of pain surged through him as Sábria’s blade ripped lengthwise through his torso. The tip entered his lower right belly and came out the lower left.

      Using a boot on his groin for leverage, she yanked the entire length of her blade straight out the front of his body, bringing portions of his entrails with it. The nobleman dropped his sword and frantically tried to stuff his guts back into place. That lasted about as long as it took Chilton to fall to his knees and then onto his face, dead.

      “Oh, she’s good, ain’t she?” Geller practically preened with pride.

      In other circumstances, the sight of a man being disemboweled in front of her might have had Shirin’s gore rising in her throat, but the only thing she felt was a roaring sense of relief. “Because of you, my friend. Because of you.” Tears welled in Shirin’s eyes, and she desperately fought them back. Her cheeks puffed out as she blew a strained breath out of her mouth and fought to pull in another through flared nostrils. This wasn’t over yet, but two opponents were down, and with only one left, the odds were now in Sábria’s favor.

      Renly stared at the bloody bodies of his co-conspirators as he backed away.

      Sábria lowered her sword tip to the ground and, holding the hilt in both hands, leaned on it to catch her breath. She warily watched the man, knowing how quickly a skilled fighter could lunge forward and deliver a killing blow.

      Turning away from her, Renly threw his hands up in frustration. The sword pointed skyward, and then, as his hands dropped to his sides, its tip rested against his polished leather boot. After a time, he turned to face her. “It wasn’t my idea, you know.” He paused, waiting for her to respond.

      Needing to breathe more than she needed to speak, Sábria silently watched him.

      “They thought they were so clever, making me go for the Hunters, but I knew.” With a wild look in his eyes, he laughed and jabbed his finger into the side of his head. “I kept their letters. ‘Burn them,’ they said. ‘For your own protection.’ Ha! I kept them and left the seals intact.” His finger came away wet, and with a bewildered look, he stared at it as though just now realizing the absence of a good portion of his ear. As he stepped forward, his boot slipped in a puddle of blood. He went down on his butt and then lay back, laughing at his own folly.

      Sábria straightened and began pacing back and forth to keep her muscles warm. “Why?”

      He sat up and grinned. “Why? Because you made him look a fool to Lord Clemins.”

      Sábria squinted and shook her head. “Clemins? What does he have to do with any of this?”

      That brought on another maniacal bout of laughter. Sábria privately thought the man was losing his sanity as he stared death in the face. Then she realized that for him, she was the face of death. Something twisted inside her, and she had to sternly remind herself that with the blue flames encircling them, it was either his death or hers.

      “You don’t even remember, do you?” He lifted a shoulder. “I suppose it doesn’t matter now, does it? He detested you because you forced him to prostrate himself to the great Arch Priestess in front of a castle full of noblemen. Lord Clemins withdrew his daughter’s hand in marriage because of it, and Chilton blamed you. Claimed she was the only woman he ever loved. Even more than his first wife, who died giving birth to that blasted fool of a daughter. Blamed her, too, for killing his first wife.” He giggled at the ridiculousness of it all.

      “Wait, you mean he was one of the noblemen who openly defied my proclamation, what, some fourteen or fifteen turns ago? That’s what this is all about? That?” She stared at him, incredulous. She did some mental math. Falla would have been eighteen at the time with four turns for her father’s hatred to infect her before she joined the Blades.

      “He despised you.” He squinted and cocked his head as though tasting the word for accuracy. “No, I think detested was the better word, after all.”

      “That doesn’t explain your part in all of this.”

      “My family and Bathton’s owed his family a debt, and he called it in to uphold our families’ honor. That’s what he said, anyway, and my father agreed. So did Bathton, only he hated you just because women shouldn’t hold power over any man. His words, not mine.”

      He stood and waved around the ring with both arms wide. “All this, just to uphold our families’ honor.” Without warning, his eyes flashed, and he charged, bellowing a challenge and swinging in a seemingly wild, random attack that had Geller lowering her arms and taking notice.

      The Prime quickly muttered as though speaking directly to Sábria. “That’s not random, Milady.” She watched with bated breath and then muttered again, more forcefully this time. “Fowk. Move!”

      Sábria backpedaled, frantically meeting his blows, but only just. He thrust and sliced, slashed, and thrust again, not giving her any chance to go on the offensive. His adrenaline was up, and with an insane rage burning in his eyes, he backed her around the circle once and then again a second time.

      There was a definite pattern to his attack, though, and that’s what worried Geller the most.

      As he’d planned, Sábria backed into Bathton’s prone body and went sprawling onto the hard cobblestone yard. Her sword, with its grip slick with sweat, went flying, and she had to pull her arms in and roll several times as he came at her again and again, hacking down at her body, legs, and head.

      Sparks flew into her face as the steel tip struck quartz embedded in the cobbles. Minor burns bit into her skin, but she frantically thought that was the least of her worries as she dodged and rolled yet again. At the last moment, she realized she was too close to the flaming circle and had nowhere else to go. Blue flared up her sleeve as her tunic erupted in flames. She desperately rolled into Renly’s legs and jammed her flaming arm up between them.

      In a panic, Renly threw himself backward, but not before his trews caught fire. He batted at his legs, giving Sábria the time she needed to roll away from the circle and smother the flames by pinning her arm between her body and the hard cobblestone pavers.

      The fire on Renly’s trews didn’t have time to take hold before he put it out with his free hand. Once it was out, he wasted no time in resuming his attack because he couldn’t risk giving her time to find her weapon. In a double-handed attack, he raised his blade high and hacked down, coming perilously close to decapitating Elyon’s Arch Priestess.

      Out of desperation, Sábria blocked with her arm, and when her forearm hit his sword’s small, curved handguard, she thought she felt her bone give way. Ignoring the pain racing up her arm, she flung it wide, jerked to the left, and finally managed to tangle her legs in his.

      Using a technique Isobel had taught her, she straightened her legs and locked one in front of his thighs right above the knees and the other behind his calves. She jerked sideways, twisting up onto one hip and causing him to come crashing down on his side.

      Continuing the movement, she rolled completely onto her belly and scrambled for her sword on hands and knees. She grabbed it and rolled in time to miss being hacked in two by Renly, who’d taken the time she’d used to re-arm to regain his feet. He slashed at her midsection, but she managed to parry the blow and bind his sword long enough to stand and back away.

      Renly repeated his previous frenzied attack, but this time, Sábria understood the pattern. She got her wits about her and, with her injured arm screaming in pain, forced herself to take a two-handed grip, whipped her sword over her head, and brought it down as though intending to cleave him in two. That wasn’t her intention, though. She only needed to make him stop the attack by having to step back and parry her strike. When he did, she went on the offensive.

      Geller growled, “About fowkin’ time.” She blew out a breath, recrossed her arms, and leaned toward Shirin. “Remind me to work on defendin’ that attack, aye?”

      Shirin, who’d forgotten to breathe, let out a breath and wordlessly nodded. Getting her wits about her, she looked around, hoping to find the Master Healer somewhere in the crowd.

      A calm voice spoke from directly behind her. “I’m right here, Commander, and unless he succeeds the next time he attempts to remove her head from her body, I can put her back together again. I doubt the arm’s broken, though, judging by her last two-handed attack, but it’s definitely burned.”

      Returning her attention to the fight, Shirin wordlessly nodded again.

      When Renly fell back into his routine and held his sword in his upper right quadrant, Sábria attacked low. Instead of slicing from the right side of her leg, she stepped left, and as soon as Renly parried the attack he assumed was coming, she sliced upwards between his legs and severed his femoral artery. With blood fountaining out of his leg, he looked at her and began laughing until, like Lord Chilton, he fell to his knees and onto his face.

      It took a moment, but as soon as he took his last breath, the blue Circle of Revenge disappeared.

      Not chancing retribution from any of the noblemen present, Shirin immediately yelled, “Surround and protect.”

      From up above, both Lord Dunham and Lady Fiyori marveled at the more than two hundred fifty Blades who immediately formed concentric circles around their Arch Priestess, pushing noblemen and women back until they had to leave through the gate or risk being pinned against the bailey’s walls.

      Sábria looked up at Dunham and Fiyori from inside the circle. With a grim set to her mouth, she nodded once. Almost immediately, dizziness overtook her. She bent over to rest the hand of her uninjured arm on her knees. Realizing the lightheaded feeling behind her eyes wasn’t going away, she squatted with her head down, trying to pull in enough air to keep the black spots away.

      A hand rested on her back, and she heard Haria’s voice as though it was coming from the end of a long tunnel. A cloth tickled her nose, and Haria said, “Breathe in. It will clear your head long enough that you can walk to the tunnel on your own two feet since I know how stubborn you are about letting people see you being carried away from a fight.”

      Loving the way her people knew her so well, Sábria pulled in a long breath.

      “Again.”

      After repeating the process several times, she finally felt the darkness receding until she was able to raise her head and stand upright.

      Shirin stepped in and took her arm, needing to do something to support her, but Sábria pulled away. “Let me get to the tunnel on my own, Shirin. Then you can throw me over your shoulder and carry me to the Healer Hall.” She smiled and then swayed as another bout of dizziness assailed her. “As long as I don’t pass out first.”

      Shirin leaned in to offer her body as support, and with Haria walking on her other side, they slowly made their way to the tunnel’s entrance.
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      A fortnight later, Sábria stood at the back of the healer hall, watching Caitir as she argued with one very stubborn shiv. “I used to be the one teaching you to read, Ailith. This is ridiculous.”

      Caitir sat propped against the headboard with Ailith on one side and Ty on the other. Ailith reopened the small, leatherbound book Caitir had just slammed shut and found the page she wanted. “Aye, but ya fell on yer stubborn noggin’ and knocked yer rocks outta yer fowkin’ ear. Th’ healer says ya need to practice what ya used to ken, and since I’m still learnin’ to read, like, and Ty needs to learn th’ fowkin’ poxy Cibían cant, well, here we all are. So stop yer whingin’ and tell me th’ name of this letter.”

      Shirin walked up behind Sábria with a list in her hand. “We’re almost ready to head out, but honestly? I get the feeling that a lot of the Hunters would be just as happy to stay here.”

      Sábria walked into the main hall. “I know, and as I told them before, if they’d like to leave the Hunters and return to the life of a Temple Blade, that’s perfectly fine with me.”

      The burns on her arm were healing well, helped by some of Haria’s wonderful ointment, which not only healed but also took away the nearly debilitating pain she’d had right after the fight. As Haria had guessed, the forearm hadn’t been broken—cracked, maybe, judging by the amount of pain it produced when Sábria had accidentally knocked it against a piece of furniture a few days earlier.

      The injury to her arm had given her and Shirin the time they needed to organize a protracted hunt through Cibía for the Blades and civilians who’d abused the Hunters. Haria had insisted on them staying at least a fortnight to allow the burns to heal without infection, and they finally had her blessing to leave.

      Shirin, Calit, and Rahel had taken the time to pack several wagons with supplies, make the exact selections of personnel, with Sábria’s input, of course, and give Rúsola time to get used to her new position as Subcommander in charge of operations. She’d grumped about the promotion and made Sábria promise it was only temporary because “It’s th’ Primes what make a Temple run right. I’m a Prime, and I’ll die a Prime, even if I have to take these fowkin’ two or three moons and be a fowkin’ Subcommander while yer huntin’ th’ rats what caused this mess in th’ first place.”

      Sábria called over her shoulder, “Ailith. Ty. Time to go.”

      Quick goodbyes came from the other room before the two women hurried into the hall. Ailith grinned as they walked toward them. “I gave her me book to work on whilst we’re gone.”

      Sábria crossed her arms, careful not to hurt her still-bandaged forearm. “And just how are you going to practice without it?”

      With a flourish, Ailith reached behind her back and pulled out a different book she’d stuffed into her pants. “With this! Master Lowenbrow sold it to me. Well, I had to do some dustin’ again, ya ken, but it’s me second book. All me own, so I lent Caitir th’ other.” Her grin stretched from ear to ear. “Me! Having a extra book to lend.” She was practically bursting with pride as she held the book out for the two of them to see.

      Sábria took it, running a hand over the leather dust jacket similar to its predecessor, most probably covering up more frolicking sheep and cows. She opened it to the first page and silently read, A Child’s Second Turn Primer. After leafing through the pages, she glanced at her shiv. “This is a lot harder than your first book. Do you think you’re up to it?” She saw a look of worry flit through Ailith’s eyes, so she added. “I’ll tell you what. While we’re on the road, if I’m not busy, you bring it to me every night, and we’ll work through it together, yes?”

      A serious, determined glint came into Ailith’s eyes. “Aye, Milady. Jenx and Prime Geller said th’ same. I’ll learn it, though. Ya watch.” Her brows descended again. “Milady?” She pointed to a word etched into the lower left corner of the leather covering. The head of a bear was prominently stamped next to the word. The letters were depressed and dyed a bright red, while the bear’s head was a deep purple. “Nobody’ll tell me what this says, and I can’t make it out.”

      Sábria, who’d had Lowenbrow find the perfect second primer for Ailith, had taken the measurements he’d given her and ordered the cover made explicitly for her shiv. “It’s your name, Ailith.” To her delight, Ailith’s face reddened, and tears threatened to spill from her eyes.

      Ailith looked away, knowing exactly what the bear represented to the Blades. Not trusting herself to keep her tears in check, mostly because a few had already spilled down onto her cheeks, she opted to take the book and hurry out of the building.

      As they watched their shiv tuck the book down the back of her trews, Sábria glanced sideways at Shirin with raised brows.

      Shirin returned the gesture. “I think you might have broken our shiv.”

      “Do you think the bear head was too much?”

      “I think it was perfect.”

      Sábria slipped her good arm around Ty’s shoulders, and the three stepped into the courtyard, which was a hive of last-minute activity. She was taking fifty Senior Blades, Primes Geller and Osstendler, several shivs and their handlers, Kara with her healer’s wagon, other specialists, and Ty.

      All of the Hunters except Cladine were coming along as well. Not only did they need to identify those they knew had been involved, but it was also imperative that they see for themselves just how serious Sábria was about punishing those responsible. Fortunately, the Right of Revenge had gone a long way toward doing just that.

      Xyda and her wife stood beside their horses, waiting to mount. Sábria hadn’t seen much of Quariss, and she strode over and smiled. “I’m glad you and some of your people decided to join us, Quariss.”

      The brown eyes lit with amusement. “Still with the Quariss. Why couldn’t you have called me Kavrid, after the mythical warrior dragon queen, or Teython, the champion of the mythical aisles? Quariss just seems so…I mean…” She held out her arms. “Do I look like anyone’s ‘Little One’ to you?”

      The affectionate look Sábria turned on her wasn’t lost on Xyda, who snorted. “I think you’re destined to be her Little One, even after you tell her your name.”

      Quariss rolled her eyes. “Goddess, I hope not.”

      Sábria chuckled as she walked to where Kemi stood holding Shadowfoot. “Do you have all the hostlers you need for the trip?”

      “Oh, aye, Milady. Yer Ty’s worth five hostlers, all on her own. We’ll be fine.”

      Taking the reins, Sábria mounted. There was a lightness to her heart she hadn’t felt in a long time. She’d missed traveling the Empire and visiting her Temples, and while the reason they were going wasn’t a pleasant one, she was looking forward to it with anticipation.

      Subcommander Calit walked over and put a hand on Shadowfoot’s shoulder. “We’ll hold down the fort, My Lady. I’ll send Cladine out to find you if we need you.”

      “And remember, in an emergency, get word to Lord Dunham, but⁠—”

      “But don’t let Emperor Aloric know. I know, My Lady. Hopefully, we won’t need him, and when you ride back through the gates this time, I won’t have to meet you with bad news.”

      Sábria looked down on her Subcommander. “You’ve been baptized by fire, Calit. You’re not the woman you were when you were first promoted. I trust you to do what’s right. Make sure you talk things out with Rahel when you need to. And listen to Rúsola. She’s wise beyond her turns.”

      “So you’ve said many times, My Lady. We’ll be fine.”

      Sábria hung her head in mock shame. “I’m like an old mother bear, aren’t I?” With a wink, she added, “I know you’ll do just fine.” With those parting words, Sábria, the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon, and her entourage rode through the portcullis on their way to visit the furthest ends of her Empire.
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