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Chapter 1
 
The Diamond is born to a people in chaos. She will bring light to a dismal world. To doubt her is to doubt Our wisdom.
— The Prophecy of the Diamond, Third Tablet
 
“I am your Goddess now, gutter drudge.”
Bethany paused to let her words sink through the stubbornness of the two hundred fresh-eyed recruits in front of her. When the desired uncomfortable silence settled over the large gathering room, she continued. “I don’t care who you are or why you’re here. Whatever your title or rank was in the world, it means nothing here. You are the lowest now. From this day forward, you will do exactly as you are commanded.”
Whispers and a rare pointed finger came from the rows of recruits seated in front of her, as well as the handful of men who stood against the statue-carved walls. Hers was a well-rehearsed speech, having been massaged and tested for over forty years. She did wonder why no one heckled her yet. Perhaps the human boys were growing up faster these days.
Doubtful.
“Your fathers paid a high price for you to train with the Silver Knights. I recommend not squandering that gold by being kicked out your first week. For some of you, the sight of a woman fighting with a sword may come as a shock.”
A purple-clad young man, and his flanking scarlet-cloaked friends, snickered. Bethany flicked her sight and caught the purple man’s eye roll. She hid her inner smile. Clearly a human royal. He’d soon learn.
“Being commanded by a female may offend you.”
Though old enough to be the great-great grandmother of every human in the room, she knew from experience the young males saw her as little more than a child, at best. Years of the worst memories of men always welled up in her mind, making her tone harsh, as it did every year during the special spring training class.
“Either grow used to it or grow accustomed to the embarrassment of having the women around you advance further because they focused on their studies. All I value is discipline and skill, not your sex. Remember that and you may have the honor of one day impressing me.”
Stunned silence, broken with only the occasional snorts, spread across the low-ceilinged, windowless room. She needed these spoiled humans uncomfortable and her speech, as always, succeeded. Reminding them of their place was her job, after all. Bethany held the third highest position in the elven Service, arguably the most powerful army in the world; a world that generally believed a woman’s purpose in life was little more than to produce sons at an unhealthy rate.
She sniffed the air. Bodies unaccustomed to both bathing and the early spring warmth filled the room. Working with humans came with sacrifices – the stench being one of them. How could an entire race of people believe monthly, or even annual, baths were acceptable? A question no one ever provided a proper answer for.
“I realize that the majority of you are human but this temple is elven. I’ve smelled battlefield rot better than the lot of you.” She wondered how the handful of full-blooded elves in the room managed to sit in the smell. Being half-blood meant that she only had half of an elf’s sense of smell.
“Lord Kiner,” she said, turning behind her enough to incline her head at the Elorian male to her right. He was at least half a hand taller than her and only needed two paces to take the center position. His black earth features contrasted against his beige tunic in a pleasant manner. Crossing his chest was a chainmail sash that sported his many battle honors. Many of his matched the medals on her own baldric. War had forged both their friendship and their careers.
“Thank you,” Kiner said in his smooth, baritone voice. “As third in command of the elven Service, Lady Bethany will oversee all weapons training.”
She nodded to the gathering before yielding the position to stand next to the other knight in attendance at the front. The spring session was the only recruit course the senior members of the Silver Knights assisted, all in the name of diplomacy. Keep the politicians happy and the entrance fees flowing.
“Also behind me is Lord Jovan, second in command, who will be handling all hand-to-hand combat. None of you are worthy of Lord Allric’s attention.”
Being third in command was her favorite part of the speech and not because Kiner lost a wager with Jovan to add it. Well, it wasn’t the main reason. Kiner had argued that anyone attending elven military training would already know the command structure. Jovan had insisted the barely-literate aristocrats wouldn’t know a knight from a raspberry bush. A quick survey had ended the challenge in Jovan’s favor.
Bethany appreciated the recognition, regardless of its origins. She had worked hard to gain her rank.
“To advance to specialized training, you must complete the basic initiate course required for anyone joining the Elven Service. While most of you are not elves, that matters little. You’ve paid to be here so I’m confident you’ll be able to handle yourselves,” Kiner said without any inflection in his voice. “If you fail, it will be another year before we open training again to humans, unless you apply to become regular soldiers.”
Bethany smirked at the recruits, many looking disgusted by the notion. They would have to train hard to stay. Once a year, humans fought for a seat in the Basic Initiate Training for the Elven Service. A long name to describe something simple: training by the best. Training at the Temple of Tranquil Mercies was the most prestigious. Even those from non-allied human territories applied…as long as they had enough gold pieces. The annual course had done more for diplomacy and good relations than any government or king. Money had an odd way with relationships.
Kiner recited his usual speech on the training programs, something she knew as much by heart as he did. She took the opportunity to scan the room, watching the faces around her. The fact that the vast majority were human males came as no surprise. Elorians and elves usually came at different times, though a scattered pointed ear poked out in the crowd.
She spotted two human women sitting together, both still wearing their flowing, laced-up dresses. She loved training human women, whose determination and drive often made them stand out more than their arrogant male counterparts. Even though there were only two, she remembered when there used to be none.
She glanced over at Jovan, and contained the strong urge to roll her eyes at his outfit. Vowed Knights living at the temple rarely wore uniforms or armor. Instead, they wore their baldric sashes, slung from shoulder to hip to display their marks of distinction.
While she was glad for the rule, she also believed in modesty of dress. She did wear the latest styles of a hip-length tunic and loose trousers, but Jovan insisted on going overboard. He wore a pale, blue cotton tunic that skimmed his hips. Gold thread with small glass beads were embroidered into an intricate, floral design along the sleeve cuffs. His dark brown trousers clung to his legs so tightly that his thigh muscles pressed against the fabric. A gold ring hung from the pointed tip of his left ear.
When they first walked into the training hall, she had whispered, “You look like a painted peacock.” On second glance, she decided that peacocks were more discreet.
Jovan shifted his head enough to look at her. He narrowed his eyes, as if asking what she wanted.
“Peacock,” she mouthed and turned back to look ahead. She did not display the smile that shone in her heart for getting the jab in unanswered.
“Lord Jovan, would you like to say a few words?” Kiner asked.
Jovan nodded, his blond hair falling into his eyes. Someone needed to take a blade to his skull before his hair grew long enough to begin plaiting again. Bethany decided she should be that person and made a mental note to enlist Kiner later that night.
He stepped forward, his muscular legs pulling his trousers taut. Bethany winced.
Jovan’s speech was about his expectations and the usual platitudes of respect, honor, and all the clichés. Bethany only half-listened. Instead, she stared at the intricate carvings that covered even the simplest of public rooms in the temple. She had helped make some of them nearly eighty years prior. They brought back painful, aching memories. That’s why she never came into the main areas except for work.
Her gaze settled near the front of the room where one pattern in particular caught her eye: the sun rising over the temple. Her sister, Sarissa, had carved it. Sadness passed over her, leaving as fast as it arrived. Even after decades of exile, small things still reminded Bethany of her sister.
It was then she noticed the man leaning against the carving.
She judged him to be around twenty. A good age for any human to join; they still possessed their youthful vigour but had some maturity under their belts. He was dressed plainly in various shades of brown that matched his messy but short hair and his bronze, tanned complexion. She supposed he was the group’s charity case. There was always one that managed to raise the gold from a wealthy patron. Bethany did not approve of mixing the common folk with the aristocrats but she had been out-voted on the point several times.
Yet, something about him stood out. Something odd. She dismissed the feeling, arguing that it was merely his proximity to the wall art.
Still, she watched him. She watched his reaction as Kiner discussed the training schedule and expectations. He seemed to hang on to every word spoken. They allowed a slight amount of inattention during that first gathering as a courtesy to those who had never taken an order in their lives. But this one was focused.
She liked that.
The man looked at her, straight into her eyes, and offered a slight bow of his head. Snapping her attention back to Kiner, she sucked on the inside of her cheek. She wondered if she was offended that he looked her in the eye or intrigued by his boldness to acknowledge her. Quickly, she decided both.
The door behind Bethany creaked. She turned just enough to see a dusty courier standing in the doorway with a leather pouch in his hands. She choked back a cough as the stench of old sweat and horse manure wafted from his clothes.
The courier cleared his throat, eyes skimming the room. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but there is an urgent message for a Lady Champion Bethany.”
A loud murmur rumbled through the room. Even Jovan stopped speaking.
“I’m Lady Bethany,” she said, stepping closer to the door.
She nodded to Jovan who resumed his speech. Despite the breakfast-churning stench, she leaned close for him to whisper.
“Urgent courier directly from Queen Marcia of Ellentop. She begs you to read it immediately.”
Bethany narrowed her eyes, but reached out for the parchment bundle he pulled from his pouch. Strange that Marcia would be sending the urgent message, as opposed to Garran, the king of the Elorian nation. Perhaps he had taken ill.
She stepped back, accepting the letter. The courier bowed and slipped out of the room, the door creaking once more. She popped open the wax seal. Her heart skipped a beat as three words stood out amongst the rest.
Garran is dead.
***
 
Arrago leaned against the cold wall, giving him an excellent view of both the senior knights at the front of the room, as well as the carvings done in the stone walls. His experience at the Temple had so far been limited to the front gate and a handful of rooms. Already, he was overwhelmed with the richness, the artistry of the place. Indeed, this was where Apexia lived.
Blessed be the name of Apexia, Arrago mutter under his breath, gratitude washing over him. The Goddess was ever faithful. Who would have thought a simple boy from Taftlin would end up at the very seat of Apexia herself? Indeed, the Gentle Goddess worked in mysterious ways.
A creaking door caught his eye. He watched the grey-clad redhead step back at the announcement. She took the satchel, nodded and began reading a letter of sorts that had been handed to her by the dusty messenger.
Lady Champion Bethany. Her mixed blood was as apparent as Lord Kiner’s. Arrago’s time with the elven monks in Taftlin taught him the immediate differences between Elorians and elves. Her face was too round for an elf, her cheeks just a touch too high on her face.
Her ears had the obvious points, which too many people just assumed meant “elf,” often to the detriment of their kneecaps. Elves were sure touchy about their bloodlines. Arrago could see her earlobes hung unattached as a human’s would, the tell-tale sign of her mixed parentage. Pure elves, like this dandelion fluff Lord Jovan, had longer, taunt lobes that attached to the top of their jaw line.
Mostly, Arrago tuned out the speeches, which seemed more to the benefit of the rich men around him than someone like him who lived a life of servitude and poverty. Lady Bethany proved far more exciting. Her reputation had reached him even in Taftlin: temperamental, competitive, strong. She looked the part well enough—physically designed to march and die in formation while carrying a sword. Either way, he’d seen friendlier forest fires. Perhaps that’s why her nickname was ‘Fire Tits.’ He held back a chuckle at her reaction to that name.
He used his sleeve to mop the perspiration from his forehead and longed for a cool breeze greater than Bethany’s chilling glares. Orchard Park was hotter than a kitchen stove and it was only early spring. It was going to be a long, hot summer.
Arrago yawned behind his hand. Despite his excitement at being at the temple and being in training, he had only arrived the previous day and was still exhausted. He found it hard to concentrate on training schedules and found watching Lady Bethany read her letter far more exciting. He supposed it to be important; after all, they disturbed Lady Bethany from training. Then again, maybe a group of recruits straddled the lowest rung on her priority ladder.
Curiosity pulled at him and he glanced back at her. Her hand trembled enough that the paper shook as she read it. He wondered what the half-elf was reading.
Elorian, Arrago reminded himself. Not half-elf. He’d hate to be brained on his first day.
Lady Bethany had paled more than he thought possible for someone with such a fair complexion. He wondered if the letter contained horrible news, like a family tragedy. Or, perhaps war had broken out. Or her gambling debts had caught up to her.
He smirked at a memory of the priests chiding him. “Arrago,” they’d say, “your curiosity will be the death of you.”
Obeying the nagging voice of his mentors that echoed in the back of his mind, Arrago returned his attention to Lord Kiner. He straightened his back, trying his best to look attentive. Only a handful of them were unable to find seats. Judging by the extravagant waves of purple and scarlet clothing, he guessed the richest had taken the individual wooden chairs in the front rows. Everyone else had taken the long, backless pews that stretched across the room like lines of writing on paper. The remaining dozen or so were left standing against the walls.
“As initiates, you will remain with your group at all times. Roaming the grounds without permission will result in immediate dismissal. Assuming that you aren’t killed by one of the guards first,” Kiner said. He paused for effect and Arrago’s stomach fluttered.
Around Arrago were nervous glances, whispers, and an arrogant snort that sounded like a challenge. He snapped his head in the direction of the sound. Prince Daniel of Taftlin, as he had discovered that morning, sat towards the front, arms crossed, quietly mocking Lord Kiner to the men flanking him. Until the previous day, Arrago had never seen any member of his own country’s royal family. Taftlin’s royalty rarely visited the countryside beyond the need to hunt and Prince Daniel, in his purple and red velvet outfit, definitely did not seem the type to be interested in meeting poor, rural subjects.
Lady Bethany, letter still in hand and as pale as milk, took four long strides towards Prince Daniel. She silenced the already quiet room with the loud backhanded slap she planted across the tanned face of the snickering man sitting next to the prince. Without a word, she marched back to the front on the longest legs Arrago had ever seen on a woman. With a nod to Lord Kiner, she returned to her position.
Arrago understood why she had not kicked out the men out for laughing, or why she had not hit the prince. No doubt, the powerful men would receive extra allowances for bad behaviour. It wasn’t called the privilege of the rich because it sounded good rolling off the tongue. If Arrago had acted with such disrespect, he knew that dismissal would have been served immediately. But it was the way of the world. Arrago accepted it and possessed no burning passion to change the order of things.
Besides, a misbehaving prince could not dampen his enthusiasm. Becoming an initiate at The Temple of Tranquil Mercies had been his life’s ambition. There was no greater honor than serving the Gentle Goddess, Apexia. The strange fortune of having his dead parents replaced by an entire monastery had rewarded him with an opportunity to escape nothingness and poverty.
“Master Henry will give you a number for your leader assignment. Once you have that, match yourselves up with your groups. Training begins immediately.” After stepping back, the Elorian’s replacement, an elderly human male with grey-streaked hair and olive skin, began assigning numbers.
Arrago noticed Lord Kiner lean close and whisper to Lady Bethany. Lord Jovan looked at her expectantly. Whatever information the letter revealed caused Lord Jovan’s eyes to widen. He couldn’t see Lord Kiner’s face, but assumed his expression was comparable because it looked as though he wanted her to leave. Bethany shook her head, though she didn’t look too sure of herself. Perhaps detachment was just another part of her armor. She needed to put on a strong face for the new recruits.
She flicked her gaze in Arrago’s direction but he was too slow diverting his attention. She glared at him, an angry, hot stare that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. She turned her attention back to the other senior knights.
She probably already has it in for me. Typical.
Master Henry had worked his way through the recruits and only a handful of men were ahead of Arrago. Sweat made wisps of hair cling to his neck. The humidity played merry agony with his body. I hope this is as miserable as it gets here. But it was only spring and he wondered if he would melt by summer.
“You’re seven,” Master Henry said, pointing at Arrago, snapping him from his daydreams. Heading over to his leader on the other side of the room, he took a quick glance back at the three senior knights and met the Lady’s eyes once again staring in his direction. A chill went over his body. He turned his eyes towards his leader and concentrated on making it across the room without annoying Lady Bethany further.
“Get out of the way, peasant,” Prince Daniel said as he pushed past Arrago, his purple cloak billowing behind him in a regal flurry.
Arrago sighed but stepped aside, giving the prince a bow. It didn’t matter. No one could ruin the best day of his life.
 


Chapter 2
 
With venom in its heart, the Viper will ignite the world to discover the king amongst men. The world will weep. The Gods will scream in their temple. The flood will open. The end will come.
— Aleu’s Agony of the Diamond
 
It took twenty-two minutes to finish their duties with the recruits before Jovan and Bethany could confer with Allric. Jovan wouldn’t have objected to her going directly to the commander’s office, but she objected to it. Duty before everything, including grief and personal indulgences.
Once in the rather cramped study of the Silver Knights’ top commander, Lord Defender Allric, his pity-filled eyes met hers. She took comfort in not needing to tell him about Garran. Clearly, hers had not been the only announcement.
“You know?” she asked, though it was meant more as a statement than a question.
Allric motioned for her and Jovan to enter with one hand and held up a dirty page with the other. “I haven’t read the entire letter yet.”
“I can’t believe he’s dead.” Bethany said, pacing in her commander’s cramped but meticulous study. The small amount of barren floor meant she had to turn with every step, but she paced anyway. Movement prevented her thoughts from exploding out of her head. As it was, the roots of a tension headache pushed through her brain, woody tendrils wrapping themselves around her scalp and squeezing.
She ran a hand over her pinned, braided hair. “Murdered in his own bedchamber. Marcia’s letter to me said he was still wearing his slippers when she found him. His slippers! He didn’t stand a chance.”
“Beth, sit,” Jovan said. Taking his own advice, he took up residence in a wooden chair opposite the desk, leaving the more comfortable wicker one for her.
Bethany kept pacing. She glanced at Allric, who sat calmly, quietly even, at his massive wooden desk, his eyes tracing down the letter. His dark brows pulled together, but he kept reading. He pulled a crumbled sheet from a black, cracked leather carrier that might have been brown at one time. Allric’s attention moved to that sheet of paper, the original letter still clutched in his left hand.
“For pity’s sake, Bethany, sit down. You’re making me nervous,” Jovan growled. He motioned to the cushioned wicker chair next to him. “Sit down. Now.”
She shot him the deadliest look she could muster but obeyed nonetheless and collapsed into the chair, the dried twigs creeping under the sudden stress. Anger and confusion swelled inside her, but not grief that her betrothed was dead.
Theirs had been a complex arrangement, as King Garran still had a wife, Marcia, who lived. Garran had fallen in love with a human after the Elven Marriage Council announced Bethany’s arranged betrothal to him. Normally, the marriage idiots didn’t lower themselves to meddle in the affairs of Elorians, but they considered Bethany a special case. Not to mention that Garran was the king of Ellentop, home of the Elorians. Thankfully, neither she nor Garran wanted the match, friends though they were. Bethany used her influence to postpone the arrangement. Garran was freed to make a love match with the strict instructions that he would marry Bethany after the death of his human wife.
Now, the contract was dissolved. It was over. She was free again.
Guilt pricked her heart when the relief settled into her gut. Her reaction stung and swelled her anger and self-loathing. Even if it was an arranged marriage, as all elven marriages were, Garran had been a childhood friend. She wanted to feel something beyond the relief of narrowly escaping lifelong bondage.
No, she did feel something else. Anger. Pure, delicious anger. She could work with that.
She watched Allric, whose attention was back on the original letter. The man read almost as slow as she did. Allric laid the parchment down on his too-neat desk and it curled immediately. He folded his massive hands on top of it and looked her in the eyes. “How are you doing?”
With a heavy sigh, she averted her gaze, unable to handle pity at the moment. Bethany stared at the mechanical clock on the wall. She did not want him to see inside her, see the lack of grief. A warrior to the core, Allric would, of course, understand her reaction. But she did not.
Instead, she focused on the ticking that grated her nerves far more than usual and considered smashing it into wooden splinters. “I’ll be better once I find out who snuck into a king’s bedchamber and stabbed him a hundred times while he was wearing the slippers I sent him for his birthday.” She spat the words. She nodded at the crumbled letter he’d been reading. “What’s that?”
“Just the details.” Allric said, shaking his head. His light brown hair was cropped so short that it didn’t even move when he did, though his beard jiggled just a little. She hated the beard.
Allric stood and reached across his desk to hand her the letters, but Jovan snatched them first. She scowled. Jovan wasn’t being protective; he was simply curious. That was Jovan.
She pulled Marcia’s letter from a small metal carrier on the back side of her baldric, designed for keeping maps and orders dry. Bethany handed it to Allric. He nodded in thanks and said, “It was kind of the Queen to write you personally.”
Bethany grunted, though she genuinely was thankful for Marcia’s kindness. Their friendship, though strange to outsiders, was a source of comfort. Having no romantic interest in Garran herself, Bethany had quickly accepted the new queen of Ellentop into her circle of peers.
Receiving the news by Marcia’s hand, instead of someone else’s, felt right somehow. “I’m sure Garran would have approved, me knowing first from Marcia.” She swallowed as more guilt stabbed her temples, the headache growing.
“I wonder who did it,” Jovan mumbled, his long legs stretched out in front of him. He handed her the letters, but she only skimmed them. She already knew enough of the details to satisfy her need for vengeance.
Silence fell over the three commanders. While Garran was not their king, he had been their friend and an ally to both the elven Territories and the Silver Knights. Even the clergy were fond of him, and they didn’t like anyone. Even if she did not grieve, Bethany would miss him in her own way. And she would find whoever did this. Of that, she was certain.
A knock at the door pulled her to the present. Allric’s portly assistant entered the room only long enough to slip a rolled piece of leather on the desk.
Needle-like pain pierced Bethany’s temples. She pressed her fingers to either side of her head and took deep breaths. As if my day wasn’t bad enough.
Once the door closed, Allric picked up the leather. A scrap of paper fell out of it when he unrolled it. He scanned it and then the leather carrier itself. His eyes bulged, and his sunburned face paled.
Bethany looked at Jovan and then back at Allric. “Well?”
Allric dragged his chair from behind the desk, moving to join Bethany and Jovan. He handed the rolled scrap of leather to Bethany before sitting back down. “I believe this is meant for you.”
“What do you mean?” Bethany swallowed back the pain that spread behind her eyes and accepted the item. When her fingers touched it, a brown, gooey substance formed over the outside of the letter carrier and clung to her fingers. She dropped it and dragged her hand along her grey trousers but the gunk remained. She winced as her fingers stuck to her clothes and each other.
“It’s covered in something.” She leaned forward, sniffing her hand. “It stinks, too.”
“It was dry when I touched it,” Allric said, his eyes narrowing to focus on her. He leaned forward to inspect.
Brown clots covered her hands. “Look!” Then she looked closer at the substance. “It’s blood. Or, it used to be anyway.”
In the numerous battles and fights she had seen in her life, Bethany was no stranger to blood and guts and gore. She hoped that it was not Garran’s.
Jovan leaned in and sniffed her. “Smells like corpse.”
A wave of nausea passed over Bethany as her headache teetered close to blinding. She wanted to clutch her head but resisted. The last thing she needed was the foul ooze stuck to her face.
Allric shook his head. “I just held it. There was nothing on that carrier.”
Jovan grabbed the curled leather carrier from Bethany’s hands and held it up to Allric. “See, it’s…dry?”
“It’s reacting to me.” Bethany’s heart pounded in her throat, matching pace with the throb in her temples. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Magic.” She swallowed hard, chills spreading throughout her body. The faint hairs on her arms stood on end, even though Allric’s office was comfortably warm.
Both men recoiled. She didn’t fault them for such a natural reaction. Her own spirit screamed to recoil from the Magic that coated her flesh. Sickened by both the stench and the texture, Bethany jumped up and rushed to the small, porcelain pitcher on Allric’s desk. She dunked her hands into the drinking water, scraping her nails against her hands in an attempt to remove the congealed mess.
The more she thought about it, the harder she dragged her palms across the edges of the table to scrape the poison away. She chided herself for not having noticed it sooner. The Power of the Goddess that coursed through her veins had always gotten very annoyed when in the presence of evil. It explained her headache, at least. Any other day, she would have remembered the piercing pain. Today, she had dismissed it. She silently chastised herself for allowing Garran’s death to impede her work.
I should have been more careful.
A towel appeared in front of her; Jovan offered it. She dried her hands, now sore from peeling the ooze from her skin. Nodding to the still-rolled leather on the floor, she said, “You might as well read it to me.”
Allric nodded and accepted it.
“What does it say?” Jovan asked, leaning in closer to catch a glimpse.
Allric looked up at Bethany before reading. “If the elf King should falter, if the Diamond turns to dust, Our wisdom will fade.”
Bethany interrupted, repeating the section of prophecy by memory. “The Gods will fall from the fortress. The wind of the spirits will refuse haven. All will suffocate under the burning blanket of madness.” She pinched her eyes shut for a moment. The day was quickly becoming the longest of her life.
While Allric looked knowingly at her, Jovan shook his head. “I don’t recognize it.”
“Prophecy of the Diamond. First Tablet,” she said, swallowing hard. Of all people, she would recognize that particular section of the ancient texts. Each time she had taken a misstep – real or perceived – the scholars and priests were quick to lecture her using those lines. She flopped back into her chair, her long legs stretching out in front of her.
Allric cleared his throat and glanced at Bethany. “Marcia’s note says that it was found inside Garran’s flesh.”
She crossed and uncrossed her ankles, then her legs several times before finding a comfortable position. Try as she might, she could not erase the sinking feeling that she knew who killed Garran. The prophecy surrounding her and Garran was a tightly guarded secret. Only a handful of people even knew of its existence and two of them flanked her.
She resumed rubbing her temple. “Does she say how many people have seen it?”
Allric nodded. “Not enough to be concerned about, thankfully. Two knights, the queen, and us.” Allric scratched at his right ear, the one missing its tip. He always did that when he was frustrated. “Queen Marcia assures me in her letter that both knights have been sworn to secrecy.”
“It’s two more people aware of the prophecy,” Bethany snapped. The links between her and the ancient texts were too close. Each time someone was exposed to the texts or her parentage was revealed, she felt her grasp on her own freedom slip just that much more.
Jovan shrugged. “At least they don’t know it’s about you. And it’s two Knights, not two people off the wheat fields.”
“Knights can be trusted.”
Bethany stared into Allric’s narrowed eyes. She opened her mouth but words did not come out. She sprang from her seat to resume pacing in a small circle. Few who entered the elven Service became vowed knights and those who did endured endless tests, trials, and torture to prove that secrets were safe with them. Only a handful knew of her role as the Diamond in prophecy and they promised to defend her with their lives.
“When it comes to this, I trust no one.”
“I never thought the day would come when you wouldn’t trust a Knight,” Allric said with a sigh.
She frowned and nodded. The whistling wind and the muffled sounds of a busy hallway became the only noise in the study. Bethany felt the heaviness of both her words and Allric’s. Yet, she did not regret them. She had begrudgingly accepted her role in the prophecy but that did not equate embracing that life. Secrecy afforded her a stable world, filled with a fate of her own choosing. If the prophecies were indeed about her, which the scholars believed, then choosing her own fate was impossible.
“Allric, two more people knowing about my supposed true destiny are two more potential enemies.”
“I don’t give two pennies about this prophecy nonsense. It’s this Magic that concerns me,” Jovan said. “It’s bad enough having any king murdered because of politics. It’s another when Magic is involved.”
Bethany rubbed her hands against the back of her chair. Even though the ooze was gone, the Power in her veins still felt violated. She felt violated. And that pissed her off.
Pissed me off. Logic picked up on the phrase, mulling it over. Someone wanted to upset her. To provide a message. Chills went through her. She nodded, slowly, and decided that she knew who the murderer was. “List the people you think did this,” Bethany said, turning to face her two superiors. Her friends. “In my mind, the list is one name long.”
Allric shifted in his chair, not meeting her eyes. “It could have been anyone using the dark arts.”
“Perhaps some nobles got too ambitious and fell into Magic,” Jovan added quickly, his face creased with worry.
Bethany crossed her arms. “Sarissa.” It came out as a curse more than a name.
Allric shook his head, though a grim frown formed on his face. “It’s been decades since your sister’s exile. Very few people can practice that long without either killing themselves or being killed.”
“I’ve heard the lecture before,” Bethany growled. The warning look on Allric’s face was enough to force a softer tone. “This is what I see. Since the discovery of the texts, elven scholars have been working to decipher them. They predicted the change in faith from the Creator Gods to the slew of Fire Gods and then to Apexia’s rise. Correct?”
The two elves shared confused looks but both nodded in agreement.
“The priests decided to keep the prophecy a secret to protect the eventual identity of the Diamond, which I’m told is me.”
The others nodded again. Few beyond the highest echelons of scholars and political figures even knew of the existence of the prophecy, let alone that the Gentle Goddess had children. Almost none knew Apexia’s eldest was third in charge of the Elven Service.
“I didn’t pay much attention to my studies as a child, but I do remember that scholars had marked several ‘vipers’ of prophecy over the centuries. In my own lifetime, we have assassinated dozens of supposed vipers in the name of these tablets. And yet, none accused had ever threatened to kill me.”
“You’ve lost me,” Jovan interrupted.
“For Apexia’s sake. Doesn’t it seem suspicious at all? Garran’s killers had a few lines of prophecy and not just any lines. It was about the Elf King protecting me. We all thought that Garran was the Elf King. That’s why I’m being forced to marry him.” She paused. “Was being forced.”
Trying to control her boiling emotions, Bethany stood in silence for a moment. Jovan and Allric knew scholars had determined the line of kings in Ellentop were the Elf Kings of prophecy. Elves lacked their own monarchy, having done away with it centuries ago. Ellentop, however, was still ruled by Elorians and scholars felt the half-blooded line of kings was where the prophecy pointed.
Allric tapped his fingers against the side of his chair. “So, whoever did this knows the prophecy and attacked where you are most vulnerable?”
Bethany gave a curt nod. “That’s what Sarissa would do.”
“I don’t know much about the prophecies, but if Garran, or the Elf King, is dead, doesn’t that mean the prophecy is dead, too?” Jovan asked.
Allric shook his head, letting out a labored sigh. “I think it means Bethany has lost her support and protector. Without an Elf King, she will die at the hands of the Viper. Whoever that is.”
“Personally, I’ve never believed Garran would have saved me from the impending doom that awaits me as liberator of the world,” Bethany said, sneering. The scholars had failed to answer that particular question. In fact, they had failed to answer numerous questions, including why there was a need to save anyone.
Jovan slumped in his chair. “I don’t see why we just can’t put an elf on the throne and marry him off to Bethany. Be done with it all.”
She glared at him and used the image of her fist smashing his nose to satisfy her anger. Most days, she understood his rejection of the divine rule of Apexia. She understood that. Being the daughter of the Goddess often left her with a void where she supposed others usually put their faith. However, today, she lacked patience for when he dismissed the prophecies that had influenced every decision concerning her life.
“Sorry, Beth. I’m frustrated by all this spiritual nonsense,” Jovan said, shrugging.
“This nonsense as you call it affects all of us,” Allric snapped. He looked at Bethany, his tone calmer. “Are you certain Sarissa is behind this?”
She slowly nodded. “Yes.”
A distant, almost forgotten part of her heart ached. Bethany had been the elder of the two sisters by three minutes. Sarissa remained her mother’s favorite even when she fell into the addictive darkness. But Bethany had always known that the Magic would corrupt Sarissa just as it corrupted everyone who had ever touched it.
A childish part of her whined that her mother’s favorite deserved the insanity if she decided to dance with evil. Still, she could not hate her twin because of why Sarissa had chosen Magic. Void of any Power, she turned to the only available source of help to protect Bethany in case the Viper of prophecy came for her. Now, her sister was becoming what she had once tried to stop.
“Allric, I know what I’m suggesting is farfetched, but there’s something about that carrier. There are too many…” She shook her head as if trying to clear it. “There is simply no other person who knows about the prophecy, who would be capable of killing an innocent man connected to it, and who would use Magic to send a sick greeting message?”
Allric dropped his gaze for a moment before looking back up. “You think your sister is capable of murder?”
“Magic is capable of murder. It eats away the sanity of a person until only a hollow shell is left to bring hurt and pain to others. The dark forces are never innocent; they will always be insidious and destructive.” She lowered her eyes. “Sarissa was obsessed with the prophecies. She wanted to help me.”
Bethany’s voice cracked and she swallowed hard to push back the lump in her throat. Crying, even in front of her friends, was unacceptable. She refused to debase herself during a crisis. Controlling her voice, she said, “The addiction would have twisted her mind so far by now that she might be setting into motion the very acts she once tried to prevent. And none of us will be safe.”
“You think Sarissa will kill you?” Jovan’s shoulders sagged under the weight of the question.
“Not just me.” Her voice cracked but she brought the ache in her heart under control. “Anyone in her way.”
***
Sarissa dragged her table closer to the fire. With no coal and only three scrawny pieces of wood left, she opted not to stir the fire to heat the entire hut. At least the wood had been dried properly, though it crackled too much for her taste. Each time the fire popped, she cringed. It was a distraction but a necessity. Her elven blood craved the warmth, not to mention her nearly-blue hands.
“Prophecy scrolls,” she shouted at Anders, the old slave, who stopped to warm his hands by the small fire. He obeyed, shuffling his feet against the straw-covered earthen floor and lowered his head to avoid her harsh glare.
She scratched at her eye. The twitching had been unrelenting for several days. The healers proved beyond useless and she suspected they had caused permanent harm.
“Which ones?”
She glared at him. “All. Of. Them.”
Her good eye caught a glimpse of the empty coal basket. There would be no more until the blizzard stopped. She pulled a tattered, patchwork blanket over her shoulders. Winter usually lasted nine months deep in the Northern Taftlin Mountains. Spring was already a month late.
She debated using Magic to fuel the fire but her strength was low. As it was, she only had eight people left in captivity and killing them for something as mundane as a roaring fire was a waste. An animal could provide enough life energy, but she preferred to let the others eat the animals and avoid starvation. She had to conserve her energy.
Soon, she’d have her Magic texts decoded. Then she would never be cold again.
Anders slid the basket of scrolls under the table, near her feet. She glared at him until he went back to stirring the soup pot that hung over her tiny fire pit.
Sarissa snapped the twine from her small leather-bound book and dropped it on her wooden desk.
“Soup,” she whispered, skimming the first prophecy scroll she grabbed.
Tranquility’s blazing death.
Anders plunked a wooden mug in front of her, steam curling from the liquid inside. She scribbled those words from the prophecy then sipped at the hot soup, little more than onion and potato. The villagers had enough smoked fish to last a few more weeks, but that did not help her. She remained true to her elven upbringing of no flesh.
With a bare pantry and endless snow, she found herself thinking about dill cream sauce. She followed her slave’s movements with her eyes, licking her lips. Everything tasted better with dill cream sauce. She wondered if elven rules applied to eating humans as well as animals.
She shook her head and returned to her work. Hungry though she was, he was far too thin to be useful floating in the soup pot. He wasn’t worth breeching her ethics over. Besides, she’d get more food from him if she just killed him and used his life energy to cast a food spell.
Sarissa frowned. For reasons beyond her understanding, the others liked him so she would not kill him. Dipping her quill back in the ink, she continued writing on a new paragraph:
The trail remains ambiguous. Texts reveal little. Slavers brought eight Rygents today. Did not bring supplies. Idiots. Rygents continue to be odd people. Unlocked fourteen words. Will experiment using Rygents.
Sarissa tapped her head with her index finger, trying to focus herself. A decade of next-to-no progress grated at her. She read the first fully exposed sentence from the large book in front of her. The first sentence that she had unlocked.
Follow our instruction and all will be revealed in a scorching inferno.
She pondered the phrase and scribbled more into her journal:
Fire will undo the bolt and purge the lies from the sister’s life. Fire is the key.
Sarissa laid down her quill and picked up her most treasured possession: Secret Heretics against the Power of Gods. She inherited the book eleven years before – the only one of its kind – from a dying Magi. It supposedly held some of the remaining secrets that halted her arcane progression. But out of the four hundred pages, there were only splatters of sentences and odd words visible. As she experimented and researched, random words had appeared. If the book was ever unveiled, she felt certain she’d have enough spells to rival even Apexia’s Power. Until then, Sarissa knew that her own Magic couldn’t even come close to her sister’s innate Power.
Gutter whore, she thought.
She scratched at her burning, itching eye. Her banishment had been unkind and she whispered incantations for Bethany’s misery. The bitch was the one who had caught her and turned her over to Allric and his gang of zealots. Bethany had thought she had acted mercifully by begging the Temple of Tranquil Mercy’s senior advisors to sentence her to exile instead of death. How Sarissa planned to make her pay for that act of sentimental pity.
“Anders, is there a healer amongst the Rygents?”
The slave shrugged.
“Then find out or I will stab your eye out with this quill. Along with mine.” He scurried out of the hut, leaving the door open for too long. Snow blew in, coating the floor. She frowned as the heat escaped. Hands cramping from the cold, she continued to write:
Incompetence plagues my existence. Recognizing this is the price of achievement. Dreading that I am the only intelligent creature left in this world.
The howls of sled dogs, followed by a rapping at her door dragged her mind from her task.
Interruptions are my plight.
“Enter!”
A rider stepped inside, letting in the drifting snow. The rider was covered in an odd mixture of dried mud, blood, and snow. Gales blew through the hut and stole what was left of the precious heat Sarissa had saved.
“If this fire goes out, I’ll chop you into kindling.”
He smiled, though he looked half frozen. Silver frost clung to his normally black beard and eyebrows, emphasising his dark features all the more. “I missed you, too, wife.”
“Well?” She asked, tapping the table with her fingers.
He dumped a bag of dry wood on the floor before discarding his sealskin overcoat on the floor. He tossed one of logs into the fire. “It’s done.”
She slammed her quill down this time and stood up. “Positive?”
“No one can survive being gutted.” He rubbed his hands over the fire.
Sarissa looked at the now-closed door. “The others?”
A frown spread across his face. “Dead. Dugan managed to get a travel spell off before he died, but only got us to the edge of the ranges. Castile and Dennis were both injured and died on the way.”
She frowned at losing three of their physically strongest Magi. “The prophecy notes?”
That brought a sparkle to his eyes. “Left inside Garran.”
A wide grin spread across her face. She pushed herself from the desk, scraping her chair across the straw floor. “Excellent. Simply excellent. How will they react now that there is no Elf King?”
Robert pulled his stinking shirt off and dropped it on the floor. “Now what?”
She shook her head and stepped closer to him. She lowered her voice, in fear of eavesdroppers. A person could never be too careful. “The dark Powers still conceal the future from me.”
She paused to rub her eye, digging her knuckle into it. “But we will bring the murderous sister and the whoring mother down. They will fall.” She sniffed the air. “You stink of horse ass.” She scratched her eye.
He grabbed her hand, pulling it away from her eye. “It would be easy to kill her now.”
Growling, she grabbed his throat and pushed him against the cold, rounded wall. Sarissa touched his nose with hers. “There are too many who will still rally to help her.” Still pinning him, she successfully pulled her other hand from his grasp and resumed scratching.
He pushed against her, flipping positions. Though she was tall, she lacked his strength and size. He used his weight to pin her against the uneven wall. “Leave it alone. You’re making it worse.” He kissed her hard. She bit his lip until the taste of blood improved his breath. His yelping made her bite harder.
She laughed wildly and turned her face away. “You taste like horse ass, too.”
 


Chapter 3
 
Alone she will find the way. If others sway her judgement, the Viper will own them. They will become disciples of evil and betray the Diamond. All will be burned. None will be safe.
— Aleu’s “The Agony of the Diamond”
 
Bethany stared at the mountain of work on her desk and frowned. She fanned herself with the new quill Rebecca had prepared for her. At least she’s good for something, she thought, listening to her aide flutter about in the adjoining room. Only twenty minutes had passed since her meeting with Allric. It seemed longer. Sitting around waiting for proof and deciding next moves was not her style.
Practically, waiting made sense. A blood-soaked piece of prophecy inside a corpse was hardly evidence enough that her sister was the killer. It didn’t even matter if Sarissa had done it if no one knew her whereabouts. Sarissa had been banished seventy years ago for Magic. Since then, there had been no trace of her. Even Apexia could not sense her.
Allric had dispatched a few discreet teams of regular soldiers to investigate. They were the kinds of folks who lived in the gutters and who could get information vowed knights never could. For now, she had no choice but to wait and carry on.
“Lady Bethany, don’t forget your meeting with Mother Aneese in three minutes,” Rebecca called out in her perpetually nervous, high-pitched voice.
Bethany tipped her head to look at the clock in the adjacent room. She wondered if she could pierce it with a well-aimed dagger. She frowned. Her aim wasn’t that good and she might scrape the urine-yellow plaster. Oh, how disappointing that would be.
She dropped her quill, splattering two drops of ink on the report in front of her. She stepped to her window, watching Kiner as he organized clumsy initiates into battle formation in the lower courtyard. Bethany yanked the bug-and-bird screen out of her stone window frame with a crack. She leaned her elbows against the windowsill and watched the initiates four floors below.
Kiner shouted single-word orders. “March.”
“Turn.”
“Halt.”
For the recruits below, it was their first taste of training. They sported tan trousers and tunics, along with arguably the most uncomfortable footwear ever fashioned, a four-century-old boot design. Bethany understood that discomfort was part of training soft and spoiled aristocrats and the reason the cobblers never upgraded the pattern. Still, she winced at the memory of how much those brown leather boots had blistered her feet.
She missed the simplicity of those days.
How fast the world changed for her in a single day. Garran had been her friend. Had. How quickly her mind moved him to the past tense. Guilt slashed her soul. Selfish waves of relief washed over her knowing she was released from her arranged marriage dictated by a prophecy she privately didn’t completely believe in. But she would still miss his friendship.
Rebecca slinked into the room. “Mother Aneese is waiting outside.”
“Thank you, Rebecca.” Bethany dreaded any meeting with Aneese. Even though she was an Honored Sister and right hand to High Priest Torius, there was something about the elven woman that grated her nerves. A lot of somethings, honestly.
Bethany decided that making Aneese wait would annoy her. So, she turned back to watching Kiner to ease her…grief? Anger? No one word could describe the ache inside her. She only knew that somehow watching the troops calmed her.
Kiner marched the recruits through different formations: squares, lines, circles. For the first week, the positions weren’t about actual battle form, but rather physical and mental conditioning. Most of the men in the group had never taken an order in their lives. That level of independence often led to conceit and rebellion, only constant drilling could teach them how to react without thinking.
“Prince Daniel! Pay attention,” Kiner bellowed loud enough that she could hear him four floors up. He pointed to the spot where the young man was required. “Stand here.”
Bethany snorted. She remembered the awkwardness of drills when she was a lowly initiate. Months of training had passed before her own feet had cooperated with the endless marching commands of her instructors. Eventually, she had settled into the rhythm of marching. Now, she didn’t know if she could walk without a march in her step. She felt confident that these recruits would turn out the same way.
“Lady Bethany, I’m sorry but Mother Aneese is waiting.”
Bethany let out a loud sigh. “Send her in.” She made sure she was sitting when the priestess entered the room. “Good day, Aneese.”
“Did Miss Rebecca not pass along my request to speak promptly with you?”
Bethany gritted her teeth. “Yes, she had. As you can imagine, I’m very busy.” She motioned to the statue-like priestess. “Please, sit. What can I do for you?”
Aneese lowered herself into a chair adjacent to Bethany’s desk, her hips cracking. “I want to confirm your role in the Remembrance ceremonies. Protocol needs to be observed, even though you are in mourning.” She paused. “Why are you not in widow’s weeds? You should be dressed in white and your face covered in a veil. Have you no sense of propriety?”
Bethany drew in a sharp breath. “I am not a widow. I’ll save that distinction for Garran’s wife.”
“You were betrothed to him. Not that you cared about such things.” Aneese shook her head. “Your disrespect disappoints me, but does not shock me.”
Bethany opened her mouth to speak, but shut it just as fast. Arguing with Aneese would serve no purpose.
“You were speaking of Remembrance,” Bethany said curtly. She hated the annual celebration dedicated to Apexia’s grace and guidance over the lives of soldiers. For her, it was a forced reminder of every man, woman and, regrettably, child she had ever killed. “I believe it’s my turn to-”
“You should replace this chair. It is uncomfortable.” Aneese shifted her weight. “During Remembrance, you will be responsible for accepting the Rose of Apexia from His Holiness, Father Torius.”
Bethany folded her arms against her chest and leaned back in her chair.
“Is there a problem, Lady Bethany?” Aneese’s wrinkled forehead scrunched tighter.
“I’ve done the acceptance for the last two years. It’s Jovan’s turn.”
“Lord Jovan cannot do it because he is a non-believer. He will be handling all of the reception activities. It would be disrespectful to the Gentle Goddess for him to do anything else.”
Bickering seldom worked with Aneese, so she tried reasoning with the old priestess. “Aneese, please. We agreed to alternate. I realize how important Remembrance week is to the people but for those of us who are being honored, this isn’t a celebration. It’s a reminder of what we’ve done. It’s hard to stand there, listing off the glorious dead of the last year and hearing a priest talk about the righteousness of war.” She pointed at herself. “It’s hard on me.”
The grey-haired elf sat sword-straight, unflinching, reminding Bethany of the statue of Aneese in one of the prayer rooms. “As you say, Lady Bethany, this is for the people. The clergy agreed to let you live like one of us while we wait for the prophecy to fulfil itself. I’m confident that you will do your duty and honor the wishes of your mother, the Gentle Goddess.”
Bethany clenched her jaw. Even though they were alone with the door closed, she hated the verbal admission of her parentage. Aneese knew that and, while she supported Bethany’s secrecy, she also supported rubbing Bethany’s nerves in it whenever possible. “I’ve asked you not to refer to Apexia as my mother.”
“And I have requested that you address me as Mother Aneese, of which you refuse.”
Bethany sprung to her feet, her calves pushing her chair back and scraping it against the stone floor. “I’m quite busy. Please pass the details to Rebecca once you have finalized them. Good day to you.”
Aneese rose slowly from the chair, wincing. Bethany swallowed down the guilt of snapping at a woman several centuries her senior. Perhaps new chairs were in order. “Thank you for granting me an audience, Lady Bethany. I am pleased that you continue to do your duty as dictated by the clergy and your rank.”
Bethany remained standing until the priestess closed the door, and then groaned loudly as she collapsed back into her chair. The priestess had lived to see the change of guard between the old faith and the new way of Apexia. Yet, Aneese remained a staunch defender of the old elvish ways, prudish and based on blind formality. Bethany supposed their conflict was because she embraced the changing world, while Aneese repelled it.
After knocking, Rebecca entered the study again, slid a sheet of paper onto Bethany’s desk, and left, silent as a mouse in the kitchen. Rebecca was her eighth assistant in as many months. She felt uncomfortable around the willowy human girl whom Aneese had handpicked for the position. Bethany would have been more comfortable with an Elorian or elf, but Aneese insisted on providing a human. Something about Bethany’s inability to work well with others and a learning opportunity. Whatever that meant.
After picking up the sheet, Bethany scanned the neat handwriting, grinding her teeth together the further along she got. She marched into the adjoining room.
“Rebecca! What in Apexia’s name is this?” Bethany thrust the letter into her aide’s hand.
The woman’s hands trembled when she took the paper. “It’s the letter you asked me to write.” Her eyes grew wide.
“I know I asked you to write it. What I want to know is why you thought I wanted you to offend a mourning queen?” Bethany grabbed the paper back and pointed. “See? You called him Garran, not king and you left out the expected humorous childhood story. It’s a part of their mourning tradition!”
She lowered her head. “I’m sorry.”
Bethany balled the paper up and flung it into the reed wastebasket next to Rebecca’s desk. “I’ll write it. Next time, do your homework.” Bethany stormed back into her office and slammed the door. The entire purpose of an assistant was to assist.
Guess my nerves are more frayed than I thought.
Bethany pulled out a clean sheet of paper and played with her quill while she pondered her words. She considered her words carefully. Bethany and Marcia had often corresponded over the years. The ramblings of two friends talking about court gossip and Harvest gifts did not need the attention that a formal letter required. Knowing that all formal letters became the property of Ellentop’s record keepers, Bethany wanted to have her letter exactly right. She had been wrong asking Rebecca to compose the letter but Garran’s death was so raw.
Your Gracious Majesty, Queen Marcia,
News of King Garran’s violent end just now reached us. We were all saddened by the news of his passing. He was a great leader who will be remembered for generations as the kindest and most just of rulers. Accompanying this letter are four of our most experienced investigators, in whom I place my full trust. With your permission, they will assist your own investigators to bring swift and severe justice to King Garran’s assassins.
Bethany tapped her thumb against the wooden desk. Ellentop’s mourning rituals celebrated the life of the deceased. She toyed with telling a generic tale of youth, something boring about him pretending to be a king. Pretending. A mischievous idea rose in her mind and she returned to her letter.
Long ago, you asked me why I used a green saddle blanket during my Ellentop visits. If you recall, I said it was a private joke that I had sworn to keep. I will risk Garran haunting the wind to explain his embarrassment.
For my thirtieth birthday, High Priest Torius gave me a white saddle blanket. Prince Garran, only seven at the time, decided he wanted to be a tree named Gary. He wasn’t tall enough to be a tree in his mind, so he stole my horse, Apples. Since horses don’t naturally come in the shade of green, he also stole cotton dye from the clothiers. When we finally found him, he and Apples were hiding in the hedgerow dyed completely green. Including my new saddle blanket. Poor Apples was green for months and never completely forgave him.
She paused, wondering if mentioning Apples was wise, and then dismissed her worries. She rarely rode the palomino these days; he having lived for over a century. After her misstep of healing him, Torius and Aneese spread the word that Apexia blessed the horse with long life. A compassionate act, they said. The Gentle Goddess could not stand to see little Bethany crying over the impending death of her beloved horse.
Those who knew better knew she had healed the horse by imparting her own Power to him. How she felt their wrath. But she had been just a child and the sadness of losing a beloved companion like Apples had been too overpowering. She had no idea that touching him with Power passed some of her long life to him. In healing his sickness, she became acutely aware of her abilities at too young of an age. It had scared her.
It still scared her.
She shook off the memory. That was the past, where it belonged. She no longer healed. She no longer touched that aspect of herself. She had to look to the present.
Letter in hand, Bethany walked back to Rebecca’s adjoining study, determined to be civil. Bethany needed her to copy the letter. For all her aide’s faults, and there were many, Rebecca had excellent handwriting. Bethany’s resembled chicken scratches in the sand. She knew Marcia would understand; the queen rarely wrote to Bethany in her own hand either. A soft chuckle escaped her lips, thinking about how she was friends with her betrothed’s wife.
Former betrothed, she reminded herself. Not even the priests could force her to marry a dead man.
She placed the folded paper on her aide’s desk. “Please transcribe this immediately.”
An ‘X’ of spears in the doorway caught her attention. The glint of steel breastplates announced that they were on-duty soldiers. “Rebecca, why is there a sentry outside our door?
“Lord Erem said you knew.”
Two knights in full mail and weaponry flanked her door. Several discreet steps away, two apprentice knights stood, their purple cotton strip attached to their baldrics where full knights wore battle honors. She didn’t know their names, but recognized them by sight. Her rank took her often out of contact with the ranks.
However, she did know the tall, lanky elf on her left. “Erem, why are you blocking my doorway?”
He shifted his eyes, observing the corridor, even though it was a restricted wing of the temple. He leaned closer to her, as if to avoid being overheard. “Allric said he would speak to you. Hasn’t he?”
Bethany shook her head, still confused. “Speak to me about what?”
He took a deep breath and tensed. “We have been assigned to your personal safety.”
“What?” She managed to keep her tone low, though the guard across the hallway glanced at her. “My personal safety?”
“We’re to accompany you wherever you go.” He gulped. “I’ve been put in charge of your security detail. Four guards at all times, three shifts.”
She shifted her eyes between the two Knights flanking her and the pair across the hallway. Well, she wasn’t having this. Bethany turned on her heel and marched straight for Allric’s study, not bothering to cool her temper. She wanted Allric to feel the full brunt of it. Behind her, she heard the annoying clinking of mail on her newly appointed bodyguards.
***
Apexia watched her old friend, Arragous, stretched out like a cat, snoring softly in his favorite velvet chaise. His dreams saturated her mind and a smile spread across her face. The oldest living elf dreamed of centuries past, before the new faith and the new traditions, and of the strong voice of his wife complaining that he overstuffed the fireplace, smoking up the house.
“Wake up, my old friend.”
The elf stirred from his slumber, joints creaking. A smile crept across his wrinkled face, stretching his deep creases from eyebrow to chin. “Welcome, my Lady Apexia. You honor me with your visit.” He winced as he pushed his body upright.
The wind whistled around her as she made it swirl and form the curves of a young human woman. She smiled at him. “Greetings, Arragous.”
“Gentle Apexia,” he said, his voice raspy and tired. “You tease me by appearing as you once were when I was a young man. You were always cruel to me.” He pulled his afghan over his shoulders. “My Lady, Taftlin is a beautiful country but it is too cold for my sore joints.”
Apexia chuckled softly. She slid a hand along his sagging face. “I have come to repay my debt.”
Arragous let slip a short laugh. “It was no trouble to help Arrago. He had wanted to go to the temple since he was a wee thing on my knee.” He stretched his back to sit as straight as he could. “Besides, he carries my name. The human with the elven name. That is bound to give him some prestige in the world.”
“Nevertheless, I could not interfere directly in his life. They might be my rules but I still need to follow them. I want to repay your loyalty and friendship.”
He shifted his eyes to the open window behind the woman. “Apexia, the Goddess of Truth and Life. You who were once mortal. I held you in my arms as a brother holds his sister. I could never ask payment from you.”
She sat next to him on the bed and slid her arm around his frail frame. “Dear brother, in spirit if not by blood, I hear your thoughts. I respect you too much to read them but I know you have two requests you want to make of me. I give you permission to ask, no matter what they are.”
“You were always sly, Mistress Apexia,” he said, smiling once again. “Then answer me the riddle. Who is the father of your blessed offspring?”
She narrowed her eyes. “To tell you would endanger your life and that of my children.” Her voice remained soft and kind. “What is your second request?”
Arragous pulled his afghan tighter. “I’m sick of being old. Let me die.”
She thought for a moment before she nodded. If he were about to die, telling him would do no harm. Leaning close, she whispered into his ear.
His eyes widened and Arragous let out a ragged laugh. “Of course. I should have known it was him.”
“I look forward to your spirit on the wind, as does your wife.”
He lay back down on his chaise and said, “I look forward to my wife bickering at me again. Tell me, is there a fireplace waiting for me on the wind?” He let out a short snort and his body relaxed.
“Yes,” Apexia whispered as she kissed his forehead. “There is.”
 


Chapter 4
 
The Diamond will only know the comfort of the Elf King. Her pain will bleed into their hearts. None will escape the Diamond’s agony.
— Aleu’s “The Agony of the Diamond”
 
Clad in her boots and her usual tunic and trouser outfit, Bethany was able to double-time weave through the temple’s mid-day crowd significantly faster than her mail and plate friends. She made no attempt to slow down for Erem and the others. If it were indeed Allric’s idiotic notion to put soldiers around her—in the midst of a military installation for Apexia’s sake—then she’d make him pay.
Bethany ignored the pleasantries of those around her and even a couple of lower aides who shouted questions at her. Her focus remained on getting to Allric and getting him to see reason.
She rounded the turn and headed down to Allric’s study. Bethany slammed the carved wooden door behind her, not caring if the entire temple heard the thud. “Why is Erem babysitting me?”
Allric looked up from his desk at the clock on the wall. “It’s been four hours, three minutes since our last meeting. Kiner wins the betting pool over how long it would take you to break into a rage.”
With one hand on her hip, she glared at the husky elf who smiled wearily at her. “I want an answer. Now.”
He folded his large hands on his desk. “My betting habits are my own business.”
“I’m talking about the guards!” Bethany shouted. She took a steadying breath and blew it out. Through clenched teeth, she asked, “Why wasn’t I told about the guards?”
“If you would allow your anger to subside, we can all discuss them.” Allric motioned at something behind her.
She debated not turning around and the sinking feeling in her gut said she’d regret looking. The temple’s senior clergy and military leaders had gathered in Allric’s study. Heat rose in her cheeks and she made a mental note to never again storm into a room shouting without first taking a visual survey. The mental note that she made at least once a week and never seemed to remember.
When will I ever learn?
Bethany eased herself into the closest available seat, her limbs shaking. Taking long, steady breaths, she tried to quell the mixture of adrenaline and embarrassment that rushed through her.
Clearing her throat, she inclined her head towards the others in the room. “Jovan, Torius, Aneese.”
Jovan’s tanned face cringed in sympathy, while Torius offered a supportive, if amused smile that creased his wrinkles. Aneese glared at her in contempt.
After a moment, Bethany said, “This is awkward.”
Jovan cleared his throat, a soft chuckle coming from it. “The guards were my idea. I thought Allric already told you, so I assigned them.”
Allric stood from his desk, bringing his chair around with him. “I thought you agreed to tell her.”
Bethany crossed her arms. Embarrassment gave way to annoyance once again. “Why? We’ve never had personal guards. Are you suddenly afraid that there will be hordes of crazed assassins haunting the hallways?” She paused to consider her words before adding, “It will take more than a few idiots to kill me.”
Allric frowned at her, worry making his eyes look tired and pensive. “Three men, cloaked by Magic, snuck through the Imperial Palace of Ellentop and killed Garran, his sons, grandchildren, and brothers. It took seventeen Knights in Taftlin to –”
She raised her hand to stop him from finishing the sentence. As it was, his words brought a sick, dark shadow over her. Chills grabbed the back of her neck and she cringed. “The past needs to remain in the past, Allric,” she said quietly. A moment later, she said, “Killing servants with Magic is easy. We are Knights.” Bethany swallowed. “And I am, well, we know who I am.”
Torius sloshed about the wine in his glass, the dark liquid matching his burgundy and dark orange robes. “Overconfidence is a failing. We are all mortal. Humans, elves, Elorians, and even those mystics, the Rygents. While the blood of the Goddess runs through your veins, frail mortality flows alongside it. Sarissa may lack the Power of Apexia but, no doubt, she is full of Magic that she can control. You are mortal. And thus, you can die.”
Bethany stared at the priest. He had never accepted that Bethany refused the full extent of her own birthright and role in prophecy. Nor did he accept that her life was dedicated to avoiding it as much as possible. In her younger days, she accused them of not understanding. A century of experience had taught Bethany it had nothing to do with misunderstanding and everything to do with different perspectives.
Hers being the right one.
Torius’s words stuck out in her mind. She tipped her head at him and then Aneese. “Then, it’s official? You agree that my sister caused Garran’s death?”
Aneese cleared her throat. “The emergency conclave of the prophecy scholars agrees that your version of events may be correct.” She drawled out “May.”
Bethany smirked. It must have pained Aneese to admit Bethany was correct about something beyond the time of day, and even that could have been debated with an ill-functioning clock.
Without thinking, she jumped to her feet. Perhaps it was the entire frustration of the situation, or maybe it was just that tiny immature part of her that wanted to annoy the priestess. “This calls for a celebration. The scholars and I can’t even agree on the weather.”
She grabbed Aneese’s unused glass from the floor next to her and poured it full of wine, holding back a smile over the irritated look of the priestess. She recognized the immaturity of teasing an elder, but the priestess had the best disapproving facial expressions. They reduced Bethany’s stress levels.
She finished the glass in four gulps. Watered wine, she complained inwardly. She poured another and returned to her seat. “In the meantime, I’m stuck with Erem and the others.”
“You can pick other guards, if Erem isn’t to your liking,” Jovan said.
“We can arrange female guards, too, if you prefer,” Allric offered. “Especially for around your room.”
“My problem isn’t with Erem. My problem is with having guards. I don’t want my every move watched.”
Allric seemed stunned, perhaps even confused. “This isn’t to spy on you. This is to protect you.”
“The dozen guards that are normally placed in every hallway aren’t protection enough?” She snapped back.
“I didn’t realize you would take this to heart,” Jovan said in a lowered tone.
“How else did you expect me to take this?” She tried to put herself in their place. If Allric or Jovan were subjects of prophecy and someone was tinkering with it, she would assign a small army to protect them. She frowned at that thought and it quelled her anger. Between the grief and the impotent frustration of not having someone to immediately punish for the crime, she had lost perspective.
Bethany hated standing down, but she was wrong. She saw that now. A weary sigh escaped her lips.
“I’ll keep the guards. However, all of you will have four guards assigned to your safety. Killing High Priest Torius or Lord Protector Allric would cause a significant and visible upheaval to the current political system. Far more than simply killing the precious Diamond of a prophecy practically no one knows about.”
“I refuse!” Aneese snapped, her voice cracking. She turned to Torius, glaring. “I will not have this child-”
Torius patted the old elf’s forearm with his wrinkled hand. She tensed but stopped speaking. “Allric, I will agree to whatever direction you feel is necessary to protect Bethany.”
Bethany stared at Torius, surprised both that he defended her and that he conceded his authority to Allric. She wondered if, just perhaps, the old rift between mentor and student might yet mend. She hoped so, for their sake. “The choice is yours, Allric.”
“You’ve been gambling too much, Bethany. It’s making you bold.” Allric looked at Jovan, who shrugged his shoulders. “I’ll agree to two knights outside of our studies. You will agree to two guards permanently outside your room with two outside your study. Anytime you venture beyond the guarded areas of the temple, you will bring two guards.”
“I accept. With your permission,” she said, looking at Torius, “I’d like to double security throughout the entire temple. Safety is now our main priority.”
The approving nods and smiles were proof enough that her gamble had indeed paid off. She resisted a victory smile, afraid that it would come across as smug. Her gaze swept over the platter of food on a small corner table. “Why is everyone here, anyway?”
“I called a meeting to discuss the Garran situation with everyone,” Allric said, an apologetic, lopsided smile spread across his face. “I thought you’d rather be alone.”
Bethany nodded. She understood her exclusion, but she needed to work. Sitting around, waiting, mourning, worrying, wasn’t her style. “I’m able to participate. I’d like to, in fact.”
With the tension released from the room, the meeting continued with its usual ease. Three young girls interrupted the meeting with platters of food. Needing almost twice the food as a human, any meeting with elves or Elorians meant feast-like portions. Judging by their burgundy and brown robes, Bethany guessed the girls were orphans being trained by the clergy to become Honored Sisters. They had done the same to Kiner, though the military was his chosen field for most of his life.
Desperate to avoid falling into old memories and why Kiner became a trainer, not a warrior, she turned her attention to the food. She helped herself to a bowl of salt-cured olives, dried figs, and marinated radishes. She smeared three pieces of garlic and onion bread with some sort of creamy cheese. Nothing else appealed to her.
“You will waste away eating like that.” Torius said to Bethany as he helped himself to two bowls and piled them high. He licked his fingers. “The compote is passable.”
Aneese frowned. “It is too sweet for my taste.”
Jovan winked at Bethany. “Bethany has human recruits to impress and she can’t do that stuffing her face with compote. They’ll want her to keep her girlish figure.”
“You ass,” she said in an annoyed tone, though she chuckled. It felt good to laugh. The faster things returned to normal, the faster she could recover from this blow that threatened to overwhelm her senses.
“Lady Bethany, please refrain from vulgarity,” Aneese said, narrowing her eyes.
Bethany groaned but bit her tongue at Allric’s stern glaze.
Jovan drew a line in the air as if he held a quill. “Fun is now off the agenda. Lady Champion Bethany, is there anything you would like to discuss at this fine and sensible meeting?”
Bethany snorted. After taking a sip of her wine, she said, “I’d like to discuss my need for a new assistant.”
The high priest frowned. “What is the matter with this one?”
“Isn’t she your fifth assistant this year?” Allric asked between bites.
“Sixth,” Aneese corrected, her tone dry. “You dishonor your station with your actions.”
Bethany twisted her annoyance into a blank stare directly into the Priestess’s eyes. No response was often the best when it came with Aneese. She shifted back to Torius and said, “I need someone who knows what they are doing. Not some kid who is used to pouring bath water for the sisters.”
Aneese took a deep breath, preparing to speak, but Torius shot her a look that even Bethany knew called for silence. She had seen the look often enough when she was a child.
“To speak plainly, none of us have time to find you a new aide. You pick your own since our choices are never good enough,” Torius said in a strained voice.
Bethany gave a short nod to Torius. At least she could get Rebecca back to the sisters and out of her paperwork. She stood up. “Rebecca over-scheduled me today. I have a meeting with Kiner regarding training schedules. If there’s nothing else…” she trailed off, waiting for objections. When none came, she said, “Gentlemen. Aneese,” she said, her voice cold when spoke the priestess’s name.
As she exited the study, Bethany’s triumph was overshadowed by her ever-present guards clomping behind her.
***
Arrago whispered a prayer of thanks when they finally broke from formation drills. The backs of his heels stung from sweat seeping into the raw, open blisters. While he had never been rich, he had always worn decent boots. Considering the wealth of the temple, he thought providing proper footwear would have not been a burden. He wondered if they were learning a lesson in adversity. After three days of oozing feet, he considered himself an expert and ready for a new lesson.
Lord Kiner had granted the recruits two hour’s peace. Arrago, along with his class, hobbled to the dining hall in search of food. He could not remember ever being as hungry as he had been since training begun. All he thought about was food and sleep…and his raw feet.
“Catch up, limpy,” one of the recruits, Edmund shouted out to him.
Arrago smiled and caught up to the young man whom he guessed wasn’t a day over seventeen. He wore the same uniform as the rest of the initiates: brown trousers, brown boots, and brown tunic. His hair was black like a raven’s and a long braid hung over one shoulder.
“It’s great that the dining halls never close,” Edmund, said while they queued up to stuff their aching stomachs full of food. “I’m hungry all the time.”
“Maybe you’re Elorian. They’re hungry all the time, too.” Edmund was an aristocrat from Taftlin. However, unlike Prince Daniel, Edmund did not use his bloodline as a weapon. Arrago liked the boy. At twenty, Arrago was one of the older human recruits and it was comforting to have a friend, even if he was younger.
“Can you see what’s up there?”
Arrago had a full head of height on Edmund. He craned his neck to look over the mumbling crowd. At least forty people were in front of them, neatly arranged in a line. Food lined two tables at the front and servants assisted with dishing out the food, since most of the Elorians and elves held two bowls each. He held one, though Edmund had two.
The spread looked divine, as though it was an offering for Apexia. His mouth drooled at the scent of garlic, oil, and fennel. Never mind that, until yesterday, he’d never heard of fennel. “Dried fruit, cheese, olives. I think I see fish, too. Something white, anyway. A green vegetable mix of sorts. Three big pots, so I assume cold soup again.”
“The usual.” Edmund turned up his nose. “I’d give my arm for a hunk of pork.”
The crowd’s volume started to rise as more people trickled into the dining room. Someone opened the hazy glass doors and let the salty sea air in. Arrago sighed in relief.
“You’ll get used to the food.”
Arrago had long grown accustomed to elven food. After the death of his parents Arrago moved into the Bickerdyke Monastery under the guardianship of his mentor, Father Arragous. They had followed the strictest of elven menus; grains, nuts, and no animals.
“You know, we never ate fish at the monastery. They were quite strict about that.”
Edmund frowned as a recruit walked by with a plate of food. “I’ll never get used to eating horse food. It’s making me shit every day. That can’t be good for a man.”
“If we ever get a break, you should head into Orchard Park. I saw plenty of food vendors there.”
“I’d give your left arm for a kidney pie.” Edmund laughed and slapped Arrago on the back. “When we get a break, I’ll treat you to a kidney pie. My father sent me here with enough gold to rent an entire whorehouse for a week.”
Arrago chuckled, unsure what to say. He turned to watch servants replace one metal pot with another.
“Oh, that’s right. I forgot you’re a celibate. That’s fine, my friend. The ladies love being a man’s first. You’ll do fine.”
Arrago laughed off his new friend’s remarks, thankful that their turn at the food arrived. He filled his bowl with olives, soft cheese, bread that stank of too much garlic, and white fish chunks mixed with dried tomatoes, a purple vegetable he recognized but forgot the name of, and a ladle of cooked greens.
“Edmund!” Arrago turned to see Prince Daniel already sitting at a corner bench. Even with everyone in the same clothing, somehow Daniel’s appeared cleaner, crisper, and even more fashionable. “Stop slumming with the hired help and join us.”
Edmund gave Arrago an apologetic look. “Would you mind?”
Arrago waved him off. “Go on. I’ll eat in the courtyard and get some fresh air.”
“You’re a good man.”
Gathering his food, Arrago wandered back outside and found a wicker bench underneath a large tree only a few steps from the entrance. Edmund had pointed it out earlier and said it was a cork tree. Lord Kiner had mentioned that the courtyards served several functions. Training was the most obvious, but the scattered patches of trees and bushes were also to provide additional sources of food and materials for the temple. Every level had small gardens like the one he found himself sitting in.
Once the first bites of food hit his stomach, it growled wildly. He shovelled spoonfuls into his mouth, gulping down barely-chewed chunks. He took swigs of beer to help wash the food down. The drink was so diluted that it did not even give him the expected rush. Thanking Apexia, he took another gulp. The late afternoon heat was unbearable enough without the added heat of full-strength alcohol. One of the elves had said the real heat hadn’t even arrived yet and he worried if the summer would be hotter than the centre of a campfire.
Popping a walnut into his mouth brought forth a foggy memory to flash in his mind. His mother used to buy nuts from the trade caravans. A chill went through him, thinking of his dead mother. In his heart, he believed the goddess had pulled back the eternal veil long enough for his parents to see him arrive at the temple. He was certain their pride fuelled his spirit.
Thank you, Apexia, for your continued mercies towards this humble servant.
He watched four recruits stumble out of the dining hall and towards the back entrance to their barracks; they looked as tired as he felt. Arrago opted to stay outside. With blisters ballooning inside his leather boots, walking up eight flights of stairs only to walk back down again seemed a waste of precious energy. He considered removing his boots, but the fear of being unable to put them back on due to swelling convinced him otherwise. They still had hours of training left and he could only imagine the reaction if he showed up in his stocking feet, oozing pus and blood.
Four sprawling plants blanketed the ground to his left, nearest the stone path. “Rhubarb!” Arrago exclaimed aloud, as he dropped to one knee. He snapped off a short, tender stalk. Nothing tasted as good as crisp rhubarb straight from the garden.
“What are you doing?” came the voice behind him. Feminine and stern, though laced with a curious lilt to it.
Arrago recognized the voice and groaned. Slowly, he turned his head and looked up at the very tall, and very scary, Lady Bethany. Pushing against his knee, he stood up to bring himself to attention, rhubarb still in hand. She glanced at it and he added quickly, “My favorite vegetable.”
Bethany did not return his smile, though she didn’t seem angry. Thank you Apexia for that mercy. “You’re one of the new initiates, correct?”
“Yes.” His eyes widened against his control. He wondered if she’d remember him as the man she stared at. “I’m Arrago from Taftlin, Lady Champion.”
She nodded at the plants. “Enjoy the rhubarb.”
Lady Bethany turned and walked away. Wait until Edmund hears about this! He did not expect her to be so friendly. And tall. This was the first time he’d stood next to her. She edged him out by a hair’s breath, but she was the tallest woman he’d ever met.
A cry rang out and Arrago snapped around in time to see Bethany’s knees buckle. She collapsed into the shrubbery before bouncing and hitting the ground. Arrago rushed to her side, shouting incoherently as he did.
Limbs flailing, she pulverized the plants underneath her, filling the air with the strong scent of crushed greenery. Arrago crouched beside her, terrified as to what to do. With the roaring noise from the dinner hall, no one even noticed.
“Help.” His voice sounded weak, stunned. He’d never seen anyone lose control over their body before.
“Help!” He called out, his shout growing louder. “HELP!”
Knights ploughed through the trees from all directions, swords drawn. Arrago jumped back and said, “She just fell down.” Behind him, he could hear her gulps for air as she thrashed on the ground next to him.
The three human guards circled around him and Bethany, swords still drawn. The elven Knight knelt beside her and pressed hard against her wrists. Arrago could see the Knight’s knuckles turn white and Arrago swallowed hard.
“Kiner!” the elf shouted at the top of his lungs. Squawking and cawing, scared birds fled, dropping silent leaves on them. He looked at the soldiers. “Get Kiner. He might know what to do and he should be nearby. And a Rygent healer.”
Arrago’s body shook and he wondered, for a moment, if it was from fear or if Bethany was contagious. “I know where Lord Kiner is.” Arrago spat the words out.
One of the guards grabbed his arm. “Where?”
He pointed towards the temple. “The dining hall,” Arrago said, his voice quivering
Looking at Arrago and still holding a long sword, the knight growled, “I’ll get Kiner. You move, you die.”
Arrago nodded and tried not to shake in terror.
The elf shouted, “Bethany, come out of it.” She thrashed against him, gasping. Her shrill screech pierced the sky.
What if they think I had hurt her? They’d kill me for sure. Lady Bethany seemed nice enough but his life was a lot more important than hers. He did not want to die for something that was not his fault.
After a short eternity of nothing but Lady Bethany’s screams, Lord Kiner sprinted down the forest path and skidded on his knees at her side, stones and dust scattering around him. Arrago coughed the dust out of his lungs. Seconds later, a female dropped to the ground as well. She wasn’t quite as dark as Lord Kiner, but had a nice, round figure and expressive eyes. She gave Arrago a look of support. She shoved her long sleeves to her elbows, exposing a swirling white tattoo from wrist to elbow that seemed to glow against her brown skin.
A Rygent.
“Erem, how long has she been like this?” the dark lady asked.
The scrawny, staggeringly tall elf shrugged and pointed at Arrago. “Ask him.”
“What happened?” the woman asked. He found it interesting that a rival of his people spoke with respect and softness, something the Knights had not shown to him.
“We were just talking,” he blurted out. He felt like a child accused of stealing. Arrago mustered up courage. Timidity would not help him. “I was picking rhubarb and she spoke to me. Then she fell down. I didn’t do anything to her.”
“What’s your name?” the woman asked.
“Arrago from Taftlin. I’m an initiate.”
He waited for the woman to grimace but none came. “It seems we are neighbors, Arrago. I am Eve, of the Rygent Islands.”
He watched Eve grasp Lady Bethany’s hands. Closing her eyes, Eve moved her lips though Arrago couldn’t make out what she was saying. Rygents made him uncomfortable. Watching this one use her Power or whatever it was that they possessed made him wince. He wasn’t certain that he believed the legend of their god, Rygous, committing suicide generations ago so that his tribe would be imbued with his Power. Regardless, it was too close to Magic for his liking. People were never meant to have the Power of a god.
“Will she be all right?” Arrago asked.
“Shut up,” Lord Kiner snapped.
Lady Bethany stared wide-eyed into the air. “Arrago!” She screamed at the top of her lungs.
A shiver scrapped its way down Arrago’s neck. He recited prayers of protection under his breath and fought to keep his supper down. He did not want to die this way.
She took a deep breath. “I’m all right.”
Arrago let out a deep breath and realized he had been holding it the entire time.
“I’m all right,” she repeated. Her skin shimmered with sweat. She sat up with Eve’s help. She ran a shaky hand across her tightly braided hair to shake off the twigs and leaves that were crushed into it.
Eve leaned forward and stroked Bethany’s face. She spoke in a language Arrago didn’t understand but it made Bethany smile weakly.
“I may need help getting home,” she said in a whisper so low that Arrago could barely make out the words.
“Eve?” Lord Kiner asked.
She nodded and said, “Of course.” She put an arm around Bethany and helped her up.
Lady Bethany glanced at Arrago. “I appear to have crushed your snack, Arrago Cedar.”
Arrago nodded but couldn’t find the words to answer. He couldn’t even stop his knees from shaking.
“Detain him for questioning,” the elf commanded and Arrago felt the clasp of one of the Knight’s hands around his arm once more.
Arrago let out a long sigh and silently asked Apexia to be an advocate for his justice.
Then his breath froze as he realized he’d never told Lady Bethany his family name.
 


Chapter 5
 
The love of the Creator Gods who made the heavens and saw the end before the beginning will be with Her. Our trust is in Her.
— The Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet
 
From the wind, Apexia watched her eldest daughter stir. Apexia’s ability to shield herself allowed her to spy on Bethany. She rarely did it anymore. Sometimes when focused, Bethany could sense her mother’s lurking spirit and would become rather irate. Sadly, Apexia thought, the temper came from Apexia’s side of the family, so she couldn’t even blame the father’s side.
“I may need help getting home,” Bethany whispered to Eve.
How like her daughter to be afraid of admitting she needed help, especially in front of men. She wondered where that particular trait came from. Bethany certainly did not inherit it from either of her parents. When mortal, Apexia had loved the help of males and enjoyed batting her eyes to get her own way. Her daughter would not have approved, which brought a smile to the goddess’s lips.
Eve slipped a supportive arm around Bethany to hoist her upright. Apexia’s feet had not disturbed the leafy plants since she remained hidden by the wind. As Bethany slowly walked towards the temple entrance with Eve close at hand, a pang of guilt rippled through her soul.
Apexia had lied.
In fact, she had lied to all four of her children when they had asked about prophecy. It certainly was a falsehood when she had told Torius that she did not know the correct path for Bethany. The basic tenant of Apexia’s Power was based in the lie that she did not see all. They did not know the Creator Gods, those who created her, had passed on to Apexia the ability to see the road of life winding into the future. She had even seen her own personal sacrifices and had long ago begun hardening herself against what was yet to come.
She knew what Bethany needed to do. Apexia knew that she could not interfere directly in Bethany’s life. A nightmarish world full of Magic and hate could become reality with even the simplest intrusion on her part. All she could do was let nature take its course by adding fertilizer, as Torius once said years ago.
It had taken more effort than her previous attempts to push pass the barriers that her daughter had unconsciously erected around her thoughts. Bethany had grown stronger than she knew. Sadness filled Apexia, knowing the hurt that Power would bring. Or, could bring, depending upon the course of her daughter’s life.
“Detain him,” Erem said, pointing at a wide-eyed Arrago. The other knights grabbed him, ignoring his protestations of innocence.
Apexia frowned but only for a moment. She had not expected them to arrest the boy. Predicting the future was never an exact system.
She watched Bethany and Arrago part ways. A soft chuckle escaped her, imagining Arrago’s reaction if he could see her. She had always liked him. While losing his parents to the fever had been difficult on him, Apexia was relieved that death had waited until Arrago had nearly reached manhood. Elven literature was peppered with tales of orphaned farm boys becoming great heroes and she didn’t want Arrago to resemble a cliché from a cheap quill. If her daughter cooperated, his story would be far better than anything a scribe could conjure up for entertainment anyway.
Seeing Bethany, hurt and in pain, tugged at Apexia’s maternal instincts more than she had expected. She missed her daughter’s company. Too many years had passed without a word between them. Even knowing the gulf of silence would someday be bridged did not make the waiting any less painful.
Apexia swallowed back the hurt, pushing it into the soil underneath her feet, burying it. She needed to return to the spirits who rested on the wind. Their afterlife did not need to be sullied by her personal unhappiness. All she could do was hope that Bethany’s vision would push her in the right direction.
All Apexia could do was wait and hope that she’d done enough to cause Bethany’s mind to open to the correct possibilities. Otherwise, Apexia’s very Power would be in jeopardy.
***
By the time they’d walked into the empty prayer room, Bethany had regained some of strength but not enough to stand without help yet. The room being devoid of chairs, Eve slowly lowered her to the marble floor. Bethany found the coldness of the marble invigorating and pressed one side of her face against it.
“Feeling better?” Eve asked as she knelt down beside her.
“The world isn’t spinning as fast.” Wanting to avoid talking about how she felt, Bethany said, “I didn’t know you were at the temple.”
Eve smiled, her white teeth shining against her brown skin. “I just arrived. Jovan was in a meeting so Kiner let me slip through the back courtyard. I heard Erem shouting for help and came.”
Bethany forced a smile through her exhaustion. She had always liked Jovan’s companion. Eve’s removal from the elven Service had created a wedge between the senior military leaders that Bethany feared would never mend.
Eve had a way of making Bethany feel uncomfortable, however. Perhaps it was her Rygent blood, kissed by a dead god. Or, perhaps it was that even though Eve had only lived thirty-eight years, she possessed more perception than Bethany ever knew possible.
“How is the brothel? The girls?”
Eve flashed a sexy smile. “We have two young men with us now. You might want to stop by and pay me a visit soon.”
Arrago holding her Blessed Blades.
Bethany’s lunch churned in her stomach. Still memories resembling paintings overtook her senses. She tried to fight the remnants of the vision, but it continued assaulting her mind. She repeated that visions meant nothing more than possible futures, over to herself, hoping to force out the images that slowly played in her mind.
“When I was healing you,” Eve’s words were barely audible. “I saw.”
“You wonder why people don’t like Rygents,” Bethany choked out, not bothering to look up.
“Visions are a gift. Perhaps you should listen to them.”
Arrago’s lips sliding down her neck.
“Oh, I think not.”
Bethany pushed herself up into a sitting position, trying to chase away the disgusting images. At first, she wondered if her mother had interfered, causing the vision, but she slashed that thought. Apexia was too withdrawn, too holy to interfere. She dismissed the idea of Sarissa even faster. Her sister would have to be near to cast spells and Bethany was confident that any Magic practice at the temple would be noticed rather quickly.
“Perhaps Erem will get some information from Arrago. You might feel better knowing what happened.”
Arrago splattered with blood.
She looked at Eve quizzically. “What about Arrago?”
“Erem arrested him.”
“He did what?” Bethany stumbled to her feet, pushing against Eve’s shoulder for support. “I need to stop them.”
“Why?” Eve asked, though she stood to support the teetering Bethany.
Bethany waved her hand in the air to pull away from Eve’s hand of assistance. She stabilized herself by grasping the outstretched arm from a carving of her mother.
“They’ll beat him half to death to find out he didn’t do anything to me.”
***
Bethany stumbled into the depths of the temple’s underground. Eve was forbidden from entering the lower depths, as she was no longer a knight.
As painful as it was to admit, Arrago did not deserve to be beaten unconscious for something that was clearly her own fault. Her focus had been off since Garran’s death. Understandable, of course. Still, it had caused her barriers to slack and her Power exerted itself as a vision.
She wasn’t sure if the explanation was true, but it sounded good. Visions had assaulted her in the past during periods of extreme stress. She didn’t think she had lost enough focus to have her Power bubble to the surface. Nevertheless, she could not change what had happened. All she could do was stop an innocent man from being beaten. As Lady Champion, that was her role and it was what she would do.
Pride had exhausted Bethany, having used up the majority of her strength in the crowded corridors. She had kept her head high and walked as normal as possible. Now in the underbelly of the temple, she made full use of the slimy walls as support.
Rarely did she venture into the underground. Having been built in and around a mountain island, a massive network of tunnels and natural rooms existed under the temple. She descended past the first level of mostly manmade caves that provided cold, damp storage. Not to mention a private location for “celibate” priests to sneak around with members of the Sisterhood.
The second and third levels were used by the knights as a place to extract information from possible assassins, spies, and the general criminal element that found its way to the rich temple.
Between drips of water, she heard distant deep voices echoing towards her. Following the sounds, she thought she heard Jovan’s voice but it was difficult to be certain with the dripping water and the footsteps behind her from the guards who followed her down.
“You want us to believe that she spoke to you? You are filth to someone like Lady Bethany.”
“What curse did you put on her to get her close to you?”
Closer now, she could hear Arrago’s pleading voice. “I don’t know what happened to her but I did not use Magic. I wouldn’t even know how to use it.”
She stumbled into the interrogation room, a naturally-formed cave with only one way in or out. Arrago was chained to a rock in the middle of the room, bloody and already swollen. A twinge of guilt hit Bethany, surprising her. She had beaten plenty of people senseless in the name of justice and guilt had never tried to crush her like it did for Arrago’s ragged body.
“Stop!” Bethany shouted out, though her voice sounded foreign in the echo of the caverns. It was not the entrance she had planned, but she couldn’t bear to see the torture continue. “Leave him alone.”
Jovan’s mouth dropped but he stepped back, as did the other guards. Anger bubbled inside Bethany. “You didn’t need to beat him like this.”
Jovan stepped close to her and she resisted leaning against him. “Beth,” he said in a lower tone, “He was there when you collapsed. He could be dangerous.”
“Arrago is not dangerous. Let him go. Now.”
Jovan stared at her for a moment before nodding. “I don’t think he did it, anyway.” He motioned at Arrago’s face as a guard unchained him. “If it means anything, I did try to not break any bones.”
Arrago rubbed his wrists when the shackles came off and snorted. She admired him for not accepting Jovan’s roundabout apology.
Embarrassment flushed her cheeks remembering that a human saw her feeble. She needed to be in best form to not only deal with the future but also her job. The recruits needed her in top form. She berated herself for losing focus and causing the situation to begin with.
“Thank you,” he said, bowing low in her direction.
“Lord Eli will show you back to your training class,” Jovan said. “Since you look like shit, tell your friends that a couple of thugs jumped you. If I hear that you’re talking about what really happened, I’ll drag you back down here. Only I won’t be as kind with my punches.”
Arrago nodded. He looked pale and was shaking. She feared how the visions would affect her treatment of him; she already felt a closeness that should have been impossible. He did not look like just another worthless human, too low and beneath her notice. Instead, she saw all of him. Inside and out.
While she didn’t understand any of it or its meaning, her feelings had altered. Caution was necessary now.
A crown of jewels in a puddle of mud.
Jovan waved a hand in front of her face. She blinked. “Beth, what is going on?”
Arrago smiling, covered in snow.
“I just need to sleep,” she said, dabbing her moist hand against her face to cool it.
With Erem helping her, she headed back to the upper levels where the cleaner air would be easier to breathe. She needed to forget about today.
Rain pounding her face, standing on a boat, smiling at Arrago.
The nonsensical images haunted her. If they had been merely a collection of clerks, marriage, and fat babies, she wouldn’t have cared. Arrago’s future scared her. It did not match the timid man she saw. The calmness of his eyes lacked the fire that she had seen in her mind. His honest smile was too innocent, too naive to stand against the flames in the rain that she saw him in.
And, yet, that man, that stranger so calmly with his pilfered vegetable pushed past her barriers with ease. The images rolled around in her head and she wanted to scream until they escaped her. On him, she could smell trouble that would drag them all down.
But in the chaos, she felt something even more terrifying than the scream of war she felt chasing his heels. The one thing she’d considered herself immune to. Something that could ruin her life.
Affection.
Her affection.
 


Chapter 6
 
Gods forge the Diamond’s heart.
— Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet
 
For the eighth day in a row, Bethany woke up agitated. She was already dressed by the time the sun peaked its way above the horizon. She sat at her dressing table and stared in the hazy mirror, angrily braiding her hair. The dark circles under her eyes served as an annoying testament to the fact her vision had not stopped haunting her.
It was supposed to be the good day. Working with the high-ranking Knights on defensive plans in case of a magical attack was enjoyably challenging, but her passion remained with teaching the fresh blood her old tricks. Yet, her heart just wasn’t in it now.
It seemed the more she avoided training, and Arrago, the more miserable she became. Going to training today was not about giving into stupid visions or ignoring prophecy. It was about being a knight.
Bethany frowned as she pushed the final stabilizing pin into the thick braids that circled the nape of her neck. Allowing herself to slip in public like that, around a human of all people, was careless.
Focus, she chided herself. Let it pass. Affection frightened her more than any battle she had ever been in. She had no time, and certainly no patience, to turn weak-kneed over some worthless human from a backwater nowhere. She decided to use the visions as a guide to the path she would avoid.
A final inspection revealed one curly strand refusing to stay fastened so she pressed it into place with another silver pin. Looking at her image in the mirror, Bethany found it hard to believe that she had stopped lopping her hair off only a few years before. She once learned the hard way that her long, red hair reminded men that she was a female, less deserving of respect, and she had hacked off the strands with her dagger. Kiner had badgered her to grow it back out, but even now she braided her hair so tightly that her scalp stung.
Someone tapped on her door and she snapped her head in its direction. “Yes?”
“You dressed?” Jovan shouted out and entered without waiting for a response. “Beth, we’re short one person –” He eyed her outfit. “You do remember that we’re training today?”
She glanced down, unsure if she had remembered everything. Her metal baldric with attached insignia, awards, and decorations? Check. Pants? Tunic? Yes, wearing both. “What’s wrong with this?”
“It’s not grey! You always wear grey.”
She sighed, though she felt a flash of heat wash over her face. With exaggerated gestures, she motioned to her clothing and said, “This color is called white.” She pulled her worn leather boots on and adjusted her pant legs. “Beyond our baldric sashes, there is no required uniform color for vowed knights. As you would know, since you voted last spring to maintain the rule. Aneese has been pestering me to wear widow weeds. This is as close as I plan to get. So, you said something about being short one person.”
“One person. Arc’s sick. I’m assigning you to work directly with one of the training groups.”
“I can do that. Even while wearing white,” Bethany said, smiling. She tugged at her baldric sash.
“About Arrago,” Jovan said, forcing the words.
“Who?” She asked in her most innocent tone. The hair on the back of her neck rose.
“The kid, the one in the courtyard.”
She gave a noncommittal grunt.
“I paid him a visit last night to make sure that he’s fine. I didn’t hurt him.”
“As I recall, his lip was smashed open, his jaw was purple, and wasn’t he bleeding from several places?”
Jovan snorted. “Like your touch is any more delicate. Since when are you squeamish about using force to get answers?”
She crossed her arms. “I am not squeamish. I was concerned for Arrago’s well-being. With Torius terrified that we’re all going to be stabbed to death in our beds, I didn’t want the poor boy to be blamed for something that wasn’t his fault.”
Bethany avoided Jovan’s gaze so he would not see the uncertainty in her eyes. She questioned if it was the truth. Had the vision influenced her decision?
She attempted to walk past Jovan, but he stepped in front of her, blocking her exit. “Are you certain he didn’t cause your vision?”
“I’m certain.” She let out a long breath. This could be answered in complete truth. “I let my guard down. Thankfully, no one was hurt.”
“Visions used to terrify you.”
She looked away for an instant before turning back to him. “They still do,” she said softly. “More than you can ever imagine.”
***
“Weapons training? Today?” Arrago asked as he filled his plate with the usual breakfast fare of oats and nuts, oats and fruits, and garlic bread. He frowned. “Do elves know they can make bread without adding an entire head of garlic to it?”
“I guess not. All I know is that I’d give up whoring for a plate of cured ham and broiled chicken.” Edmund shook his head as he piled baked apples, blueberries, and cooked oats in his large bowl. “Look at this! My horses eat this. I’m telling you, shitting every day is bad. They’re trying to kill us. Anyway, I don’t know why you’re so worried about practice today. You know how to hold a sword, don’t you?”
Shaking his head, Arrago muttered, “I don’t.”
Edmund put a hand on Arrago’s arm to stop him. “Not even a bit?”
Arrago stretched out his hand, the one not holding a bowl of food. “I’ve spend half of my life in a monastery. A shovel is about the closest I’ve come to holding a weapon. I thought they’d teach me here, but it appears everyone already knows how.”
After filling up their bowls, the young men planted themselves on a far-side table. “Did you lie on your application letter?”
Arrago poked his oats with his fork before deciding his appetite was greater than his nervous-induced nausea. “Father Arragous wrote my recommendation. I never read it. I just wrote the basic ‘I want to sign up’ letter. He never told me that I had to be an expert sword wielder.”
“Maybe it won’t be so bad. I heard this morning that Lady Bethany is going to be there. Maybe she can give you private lessons. She could show you some moves and you could, you know, show her some moves.” Edmund shook his hips to illustrate his point.
Arrago laughed, though it quickly faded. He had been fretting about weapons training since the previous night when one of their instructors explained the process. Arrago didn’t understand anything she had talked about.
“Come on, Arrago. Lighten up. You’re too young to be this serious,” Edmund said, mouth full of food. “A good bottle of rum and a couple of fine whores on your arm, and you’ll be right as rain.”
“I swear all you think about is drinking, whoring, and eating.”
Edmund’s eyes narrowed. “Of course, that’s all I think about.” He leaned forward, as if about to tell a secret. “I’m a seventeen year old nobleman.”
“Three minutes!” Lord Kiner’s deep voice boomed over the breakfast room.
Arrago shovelled as much food down his throat as possible. He failed at pushing aside his worries. More than anything, he did not want to fail. He did not want to disappoint Father Arragous. And he did not want to disappoint himself.
Gentle Goddess, please give me your strength today.
***
Even though she loved training days, Bethany hated early mornings. She cursed the priests who decided to allow people into the recruits’ main courtyard. Decades ago, they had agreed to reserve the north side of the temple’s main level for military training. Unfortunately, this allowed visitors an opportunity to watch fresh recruits do battle drills. The presence of onlookers irked Kiner, so he had training start at dawn. He was the only Elorian she ever met who willingly rose before ten o’clock in the morning.
Bethany stood beside Jovan as she watched Kiner organize the soldiers into formation. “Left turn!”
Kiner’s deep voice boomed in the morning air, yet was not loud enough to keep Bethany’s eyes from drooping. She called on her own recruit training to keep from falling asleep while waiting for the clumsiest recruits to control their feet. Nearly half an hour passed before the column was suitable for inspection.
“Lord Allric! Initiates ready for inspection!”
That caught Bethany’s attention and she scanned the field. A silver and steel clad man approached them: Allric. She had not seen him when she entered the courtyard and wondered if he had been guarding the entranceway. It would be like him to do something like that – he’d never assign a job he wouldn’t do himself. Bethany wasn’t nearly that noble or self-righteous.
Keeping her eyes forward and moving her lips as little as possible, she asked, “Were we supposed to wear full uniform?” The only time any knight’s uniform left its stand was either for cleaning, guarding the temple, or for official functions. Apexia’s grace, they didn’t even bother with the fancy ceremonial armor in war. Since Allric’s armor was clearly not being cleaned, she wondered who he wanted to impress.
“He’s just showing off for Kiner’s kids,” Jovan whispered back. “He’s getting senile in his middle centuries.”
Bethany held back a smile as Allric launched into his usual, impassioned speech about the glorious, bloody history of the Knights. And while unaffected by his words – after all, she was the heroic soldier in some of the stories – the impact it had on the recruits showed plainly on their faces.
Allric praised the recruits and passed control back to Kiner. After setting them at ease, he divided trainees into a dozen groups. While the recruits received their training swords and organized themselves, the leaders converged.
Bethany shook Allric’s hand. “What are you doing here? Other than showing off?”
“King Richard’s son is here. I thought full uniform would be useful.”
“Daniel?”
He nodded. King Richard’s agreement to send his son to train with elves was a good sign that peace talks continued well.
Allric’s gaze scanned Bethany. “You look nice today. You should wear white more often.”
Discussing her wardrobe choices was the last thing she wanted to do. She waved Kiner to join them. “Good morning, Lord Kiner.”
“Good morning, Lady Bethany. Fine day for training.”
Kiner turned to Jovan and said, “You look normal for a change. Did the maids lose your laundry?”
Bethany chuckled, her eyes flicking to the benign beige that Jovan sported instead of his usual gaudy colors.
“Beth’s contagious,” Jovan said. “So, shall we get this over with?”
Under Kiner’s direction, she joined her group mostly of elves. They respectfully bowed to her and she returned the gesture. She lifted her eyes and found that Arrago stood with his back to her in his adjacent group. She’d successfully avoided him since the day in the underground.
Focused back on her team, she watched them mock fight with poorly made, but real swords. “Don’t cower from him, Kassia. You are smaller than him but you’re faster. Don’t focus on his size. Focus on your speed. That is your strength.” Bethany stood next to the petite human woman in her group and, without harming the male recruit Kassia fought, demonstrated how to knock the large elf down.
“Arrago! Defend yourself,” Erem shouted, catching Bethany’s attention.
Arrago pulled his sword from the scabbard like a child holding his father’s sword for the first time. Bethany noticed his hands shake and she took a long, deep breath. She did not like how awkwardly he held his weapon.
“Use the sword to attack Prince Daniel,” Erem commanded.
Arrago’s opponent danced around him. “Come on, servant boy. Attack me!”
Bethany struggled to focus on her own recruits. Erem’s shouts at Arrago continued to distract her. Jovan wandered to her side and motioned at Arrago with his head.
“Keep going,” she said to her group. She stepped nearer to Erem’s circle of recruits with Jovan.
“What’s the matter? Priests never taught you how to fight?”
She did not like the tone that the young man used. She turned to Jovan, who had followed her. “Prince Daniel?”
He frowned.
“Bit of an ass, huh?”
Jovan nodded. “Kiner’s been making allowances, Daniel being who he is and all. I’m not convinced it’s helping.”
Daniel pushed Arrago, who lost his balance and tumbled to the ground. Daniel howled with laughter, as did several of the men in their group. Arrago looked dazed.
“Don’t just stand there, Arrago. Move! Attack!” Erem shouted. “Do something!”
Small drops of blood dripped on the rust stones as Arrago picked up the weapon. Bethany noticed a cut on his right forearm. From the slow bleed, she decided it wasn’t serious. Arrago winced as he held his sword, but at least he held on to it.
Daniel swung once more and Arrago dropped his sword, blood pouring from his hand. He picked it back up again, even as his blood trickled down the hilt.
“Only Apexia’s lips suck more than Arrago,” Prince Daniel said, garnering laughter from some of the other humans.
“Shut your mouth, you inbred royal,” Arrago snapped back, pressing the hem of his tunic on the open wound.
“That’s enough!” Bethany shouted at the top of her voice, silencing the laughter.
The Prince turned to face her and snorted in disgust. He went back to pointing at Arrago, mocking his bleeding hand. “I bet you wish your dead mama was here to kiss it better.”
Bethany took three strides and grabbed Daniel’s arm. Her clenched fist flew through the air towards his face. There was a wet snap and he fell to the ground on his rear.
He touched his bloody and already swelling nose. “You fucking Elvish bitch. You hit me!”
A collective gasp of horror surrounded her. She grabbed the front of Daniel’s tunic and dragged him to his feet. Blood spurted out of his nose as he tried to breathe and it splattered on her white tunic. “What did you call me, filth?”
“I am Prince Daniel of Taftlin. I demand to be treated with respect.”
“You demand?” She kept her voice calm and low when she spoke. Allric had once said that she was most terrifying when barely audible. “You don’t talk to me, ever, like that. I have killed men for less.”
She tossed him back to the ground. He moaned and held his face. She turned her attention to the circle of recruits that had gathered around her. “So this is how you think knights behave? Laughing at someone else’s expense. Mocking one of your own because they are not as fast as you are. Is that what honor means these days?”
All she could hear were murmurs and the awkward shuffling of feet. She waited until certain that each one of them felt the guilt of laughing at Arrago.
She stepped close to Arrago. He kept eye contact with her, which she liked. “Do you need a healer?”
He shook his head. “No. A bandage should stop the bleeding.”
Bethany flicked her stare to a junior knight. “Get Arrago a cloth bandage.”
“Yes, Lady Bethany.”
Bethany pointed at Daniel, who cupped his hand around his nose to hold back the blood. “I don’t have room for spoiled princes.”
“Elvish whore!” Prince Daniel shouted at her after she turned her back.
She faced him again and stared. Having been raised by elves, she had taken the elven chastity vow. Rather ironical that whore was the best insult he could find in his limited vocabulary. “Maybe I am. But this Elvish whore passed training and became a Silver Knight. You, Prince Daniel, will not. As of this moment, you are expelled from the Temple of Tranquil Mercies to return to your sty of a kingdom in shame.”
The spoiled boy would return to his father. Consequences be damned.
 


Chapter 7
 
The Viper will creep in the dark corners of the mind. There will be no comfort. There will be no escape.
— Aleu’s Agony of the Diamond
 
Sarissa ran her fingers along the wooden cages of her prisoners, her fingernails clicking against the posts as she walked. The snow had stopped two days ago and the warm, fresh taste of spring hung in the morning air. The warming weather meant she wouldn’t lose them to the cold. Filthy Rygents-perfect for sacrifice.
After making it to the end of the seven cages, she turned and wandered back to the front of them. Robert had insisted that detaining the prisoners further up the slopes, away from the village, was the safest plan. It had been a good choice after all. More traders arrived that morning and insisted upon wandering around the village. She did not have the resources to imprison more people and King Richard would have frowned on her killing traders. At least these were somewhat intelligent and brought food and supplies with them.
She stopped at the third cage and stepped off the wooden planks, her boots sinking ankle-deep in feces-mucked snow. Pointing at the scrawny boy inside, she demanded, “Your name.”
“David,” he whimpered, pulling his limbs tight against his black body.
“Humph.” She pulled out her leather-bound journal. Using one of the pencils that arrived with the supplies, she scratched down the boy’s name. “Robert?”
Behind her, Robert’s enormous feet dragged along the wooden planks to catch up to her. His inability to walk quietly irritated her but otherwise he remained useful. So remain her husband – and alive – he would.
“David, what kind of Rygent are you?”
“Don’t know, ma’am,” he stuttered. He held out his arm. The birth mark, a swirl of white on his forearm, did not resemble a pattern. Either his bloodline was tainted or his Power would never be much to mention.
Still, he could prove useful. She waited until Robert was standing next to her. “Train this one.” They lost four children over the winter. This David was young enough to be taught Magic without any of the annoying hang-ups of morality. And, if the Magic killed the Power inside him, all the better. If the Power wouldn’t allow Magic, he could still be useful as a swordsman. Robert was too stupid to learn Magic, and he still remained useful.
She leaned towards the cage, smiling, enjoying how the boy scurried to the back of his cage. The taste of fear blanketed the air around her prisoners. Sarissa inhaled the air deep into her lungs, soaking up the energy for her own. It was glorious!
“Might need to cut those off,” she pointed at his toes, some blackened from frostbite. “See he gets another blanket. I’d hate for him to lose more toes. He’s ugly enough as it is, all scabby.” She leaned forward. “Frozen in winter, cut off in summer. We’ll fix up those toes as soon as the thaw settles in.”
Sarissa stepped back to the wooden planks that were laid as a walkway over the melting snow. She smiled approvingly, looking at her prisoners. Interpreting the Magic texts went slower than she preferred. Robert wanted her to start on the seven to bring a revelation to her but she did not work that way. There was no telling when more prisoners would be captured and she could not waste these until she was certain she had everything ready.
Patience must be exercised, she scratched out in her journal. Her eye started itching again.
The wind picked up and the stench of unwashed bodies clouded the freshness of spring. She coughed and snarled, “You smell worse than shit pits. You’re ruining my perfect day.”
And it really was a good day. The dog sled caravan had delivered more than just supplies. It also brought precious news.
A letter had arrived extending King Richard’s tolerance of their village for another year. Sarissa had not been surprised, though she was pleased nonetheless. Hiding in the unnamed peaks of Taftlin’s northern boundary, Sarissa’s small village of seventy Magi had been left alone to pursue the dark arts in peace. True, she had to trade their help for King Richard’s blind eye. They paid their taxes in furs and potions, plus ensured that unrest was always fuelled by kidnapping small numbers of Rygents. In exchange, they weren’t harassed. It was a fair deal and served Sarissa well.
Sarissa’s eye watered. If it would get better, she was certain that she would make a breakthrough. She could not afford the distraction.
“Anyone a healer?” she asked. The snow had been so heavy that she had not bothered to inventory the prisoners until now.
A meek voice from the far end answered, “Yes.”
Sarissa walked to where the voice came from and found a dirty female, her dark skin caked in mud. This pathetic creature looked as though she had barely reached adulthood. She hated Rygents more than she hated humans. Humans, at least, were powerless. Like she was. But these inbred animals had the Power of a dead god sloshing around in their veins.
Bile rose in her throat. She clenched her journal, visions of ripping the girl’s throat open with her bare hands coursed through her.
She nodded to Robert. “Bring her.”
Sarissa turned to leave, still running her fingertips along the posts. She stopped to look back at Robert. “Have someone rape the women. Isn’t that what prisoners expect?”
Robert grunted.
Sarissa took four steps and stopped. “On second thought, rape the men, too. I’m all for equality.”
***
Amber stood half-naked in the mud hut, shaking from fear and thawing limbs. She was not permitted to bring her blankets with her as a cloak. The scraps of fabric that were given to her as clothing did not cover her properly and she hunched over in hopes of covering her most private parts.
The giant Robert sat in a nearby chair and watched her. Occasionally, he would lick his lips or make an obscene gesture with his hips. She focused on the roaring fire that warmed her freezing body and not the grotesque behaviour of the male Elorian.
“I hope Sarissa cleans you up first. I’ve fucked sheep cleaner than you.” He laughed. “And I’m going to fuck you, just you wait. It’s a part of being a woman in war. It’s your duty, whore.”
Amber clenched her teeth and struggled not to cry. From the first moment of her capture, she knew violation would precede her eventual death. At least she would be killed in front of a warm fire and not in the filth of her prison. She prayed to Rygous for strength and the Gentle Goddess for courage.
“You better not have lied to Sarissa about being a healer. She’ll kill you before I get a chance to teach you a few things.”
“Robert, behave yourself,” the Elorian said as she walked into the hut through the only door. She wagged a finger at him. “You’re not allowed to play.”
Amber shuddered violently from fear and thought she might vomit. Amber had lied about being a healer. She knew herb mixtures and the basics of midwifery and curing common ailments, but she lacked the inherited Power to call herself a healer. Perhaps her healing skills would keep her alive. Or, be the means of a quick death.
The tall Elorian female sized her up. “I’m Sarissa. What’s your name?”
“Amber Heffron.”
“So, you are a Rygent. How does it feel, knowing you got your Power from your God’s suicide?” Her lip twisted into a snarl. “You’re nothing but parasites, feeding off a divine corpse.”
Amber struggled to remain still. This snake with a poison tongue would not unsteady her.
“Did I upset you?”
Amber hung her head passively, still careful not to look at Sarissa’s eyes. “No, my lady.” She focused the little energy she had on reading Sarissa. Amber hunted for an emotion, a thought, something, anything to grab on to.
Sarissa walked to her desk and leaned against it. She opened a leather-bound book she had been carrying around and starting writing in it. “So, you’re a healer?”
Amber nodded slowly. “I have the birth mark to prove it.” She held out her dark arm to show the white swirling mark that covered her right arm from fingertip to armpit. Amber prayed that Sarissa did not know how to read the marks. Hers, with its tight coils, was clearly that of a thought reader. Healers had marks that looked like wispy ferns.
“Less than impressed,” Sarissa said with a sigh. She held out her own arm, ivory like newly-spun satin. Whispering an unknown language, her arm turned as dark as Amber’s and a white fern-like marking formed on it.
Amber’s stomach churned so violently that she was grateful that she had not eaten in two days.
“Of course, this pattern is one of a healer. Not a reader like yours.” Sarissa’s arm returned to normal. She leaned to the side of her desk to search through a stack of papers before looking back at her. “Do you know what I plan to do?”
Amber shook her head and failed to control her trembling. Still, she focused her energy as best she could. There was something about the woman that was familiar. A story she had heard once. A childhood fantasy.
Sarissa looked back and gave a cold smile. She tapped her forehead. “I recommend not looking around in there.”
The Elorian’s thoughts flooded Amber’s mind, overwhelming her. She collapsed, gasping for breath, struggling to find herself in the flood of madness that attacked her own senses. It was true. The stories were true.
“My lady,” Amber choked out as she struggled to her knees.
“I warned you.” Sarissa did not look up from her journal.
“I did not know I was in the presence of the divine,” Amber forced out.
Sarissa waved her hand at her. “Get up. I’m not a god, you imbecile. My whore of a mother is.”
Amber did as she was instructed though her knees shook. Sarissa had closed off her thoughts, leaving Amber alone with the fragmented memories of pure hate that had rushed through her.
“I let you read my mind. Don’t feel impressed by your own paltry abilities. My outlawed Magic is still more powerful than your silly inbred Power.” Sarissa slammed her book on her desk and stepped closer to Amber. “Since you claim to be a healer, even though your birthmark says you aren’t, I’ll let you live. If you can fix my eye.”
“My mother,” Amber whispered. “My mother was born a healer. I learned from her.” At that moment, Amber accepted that she was going to die in this room, naked and alone. Violated and possibly tortured to death by this insane woman. Somehow that acceptance calmed her a little. The pain would end soon and she would join the immortal on the wind.
Sarissa walked back to her desk and turned over a sand-filled time counter. “You have until the sand runs out.”
“Has anyone looked at your eye?”
“All incompetent.”
Amber flashed a look at Sarissa’s desk and caught notice of a book: a Magic text. She snapped her eyes back, hope fluttered inside her. “I think I know what’s wrong with you.”
Sarissa’s eyebrows perked up. “Which is?”
“Nothing,” Amber said, her lower lip quivering. “There’s nothing truly wrong with your eye.”
Sarissa stopped looking through her papers and stared at Amber, her mouth curled into a snarl. She took a long step forward and backhanded Amber across the face, forcing her to lose her balance and tumble on the floor. The straw scratched her skin. “If you wanted to die, you could have just said so,” Sarissa muttered.
“Please, listen. Magic is based on drawing on the Power that is the present of the divine. That’s why it’s not allowed. Because you are stealing from the gods.”
“I don’t care why it’s wrong, you stupid bitch!” Sarissa grabbed Amber’s hair and dragged her to her feet. “You timid, pathetic thing. I should slit your throat right now.” She grabbed a dagger from her desk.
Amber grasped at the strength of Rygous that was inside her and fought her fear. “I can explain! Wait!”
Sarissa kept her grasp on Amber’s hair, but relaxed the dagger.
“I don’t know much about Magic, but I recall that man,” Amber pointed a shaky finger at Robert, who still sat near the fire pit, “saying to one of my guards that you could not read the book.”
“Robert, you should gossip less.” Tightening her grip on Amber’s hair, she asked, “And what does that have to do with my eye?”
“When we Rygents practice our Power, obstacles come in our way. It isn’t until we overcome them that we progress.” Amber gasped from pain and her eyes watered, as hair pulled from her pores. “It’s the same for Magi. The dark arts have put their own spell on you. To distract you.”
Sarissa tapped a finger against Amber’s head while still holding on to her hair. A short, “Humph” escaped her lips and she released her hair. Amber tumbled to the dirty floor again and stayed down, too afraid to move.
Sarissa walked to her desk and opened a tattered book. She turned to a blank page and stared at it. A long frown formed on her face. Sarissa looked at Robert and shook her head. “Too bad. I liked this one. Clever. Tricky.”
Robert stood and picked up the dagger that rested on his knee. Amber frantically looked back at Sarissa and pleaded, “My lady, please. Listen to me. We hide most of the dark books in Rygous for the elves. I’ve seen books just like yours. Stacks of books with blank pages. Magic only makes you lose your mind if you let it. That’s why your eye itches. The Magic wants you to focus on your eye, not the books.”
“Books, you say?” Sarissa asked slowly, the words rolling off her tongue. She looked back at her book and flipped through the pages. Then, a long smile stretched across her face. She tipped the volume to show Amber. An entire paragraph of words was visible. “Outstanding. Well done, little girl. You get to live.”
Amber let out a ragged breath, regretting telling Sarissa about the location of the Magic texts. But her life was on the scales. The choice had been made and she prayed never to live to regret it.
Sarissa leaned against her desk, reading the new passage silently. She snapped her head up and smile. “This is wonderful.”
Robert cocked an eye and walked over to Sarissa, looking over her shoulder. He shook his head and asked, “What does it say?”
“It says you get to play with our little bird now.” Looking at Amber with her cold eyes, she said, “I hope you don’t mind Robert raping you. You understand, of course.”
Amber glared at Sarissa but said nothing. She readied her mind for the violation, building walls and barriers. She did not turn her eyes away from Sarissa even when Robert knocked her down on all fours. Thankfully, he flipped her over so that she did not have to stare at his ugly, bearded face.
Sarissa mumbled words from the book, words that sent chills down Amber’s spine. When Robert pushed inside her, she whimpered, but she did not scream.
Amber refused to scream.
After today, she knew that she could never look at a bearded man without thinking of this monster ripping her insides apart with his foul thrusts.
Amber whimpered as tears dripped off her face and to the floor. Sarissa circled them, reading aloud from the book all the while Robert attacked her body. Amber scraped her hands against the straw, failing to brace herself.
Robert let out a final grunt and rolled off her, slapping the back of her head. “Next time, clean them up for me. I have to bathe now.”
Amber stayed face-down on the floor, trembling and gulping back the sobs that caught in her throat. I will survive. I will.
“I think the spell worked,” Sarissa said, her shadow blocking out the candlelight. “Huh.”
Amber sobbed quietly and prayed that the gods would kill the monster’s seed that trickled down her inner thigh.
 


Chapter 8
 
The Crownless becomes King.
— Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet
 
Bethany had to strain over the hallway chatter to hear Jovan speak.
“I can’t believe you kicked Prince Daniel out.”
Kiner nodded. “The broken nose was sufficient.”
Bethany stared ahead as they walked through the busy temple corridors. At times, the crowds were so thick that people would be unable to move out of the trio’s way. The humid heat of the evening made the stench of sweat worse than usual and Bethany was convinced she smelled the sewers that zigzagged underneath the temple’s pristine marble floors.
“I just spent the last hour defending myself to Allric.” Standing in the middle of them, she flashed a glare before adding, “Not to mention I’m upset with both of you. One of you could have at least spoken up on my behalf instead of just nodding at everything Allric had to say. Sheep, both of you.”
She increased her stride, forcing her two companions to match her pace. Her chest constricted as they entered her least favorite section of the temple. Not because of the endless bustle of visiting artists, pilgrims, diplomats, and general sightseers, but because of the decorations. Thankfully, walking in the middle of the hallway allowed the pressing crowd around her to hide some of the artwork. Still, she could see the image of a cloaked woman on a horse.
It didn’t matter no one knew the woman’s identity or the full story behind the scenic engraving hanging on the stone walls like a giant painting. She would never forget that time in the Taftlin Mountains.
She stayed silent, eyes focused straight ahead, until they passed the area. It was something of a ritual the three shared anytime they walked this part of the temple together. They all dealt differently with their past, but silence seemed to be the unanimous vote for dealing with the carvings that would eternally depict their “glorious” deeds.
Several steps later, the walls were covered with hand-stitched rugs depicting the various nations that comprised the elven territories. Her muscles relaxed and she continued, “Prince Daniel’s been nothing but trouble since he’s arrived. I can’t train a man who enjoys hurting people just because they are a lower rank. A man like Daniel cannot be trusted. I don’t need to tell either of you that.”
Jovan shook his head. “You’re not the one writing King Richard of Taftlin to explain why his heir returns home earlier than expected with a broken nose.” Bethany thought he almost smiled but then it faded. “You could have made the effort to train him.”
Allric had been furious at her. He had claimed she’d endangered the entire balance of peace by losing her temper. She might have cared if he had bothered to share that tidbit of information earlier. She didn’t like secrets.
They approached Kiner’s office. The “Tranquility Trio,” as their reputation had named them, stepped into Kiner’s study and collapsed in the neatly arranged line of chairs against the wall.
“What a day,” Bethany said, yawning. She looked around Kiner’s study, dismayed at the neatness of the room. Not a single thing out of place. She would need to resign the knights to achieve his level of tidiness. “Is it really as bad as Allric said?”
Jovan gave a noncommittal grunt and began searching the shelves, moving books and boxes. “I never heard of the trouble in Taftlin until today. Allric’s forgetting to tell us news, it seems.”
Allric had surprised them with reports concerning the rising tensions between Taftlin and their island neighbors, the Rygents. With the Rygents being allied with the elves, and Taftlin allied with the slave nations, any conflict would drag the two great alliances of the world into a long, bloody conflict. Bethany had asked him why he neglected to tell them but he dismissed her concerns by saying that he had lacked the opportunity.
“It is bad enough Garran was murdered by Magi. Now we have the threat of war on top of things. If Allric had told me earlier things were bad, I would not have reacted the way I did.”
Kiner frowned at her. “Don’t lie.”
She tried to picture herself letting Daniel get away with the name calling in front of an entire class of recruits. “All right, I would have reacted the same way. But I stand by what I did. Daniel needed to behave with honor or leave. Those are the rules. I have that expectation for everyone. Calling his instructor a whore and cutting up his classmate for a few laughs is not honor.”
“I probably would have done the same thing.” Jovan stood and walked over to Kiner’s desk, restlessly opening the drawers and rummaging through them. “Where’s your brandy?”
“I never keep liquor in my study.”
“Figures. Celibates.”
Jovan rolled his eyes. “Don’t worry about Allric. He’s frustrated over not getting any news about Garran. Instead all he’s getting back are reports of raids on Rygent villages. He’ll get over the Daniel thing.”
Kiner snorted. “At least those kids learned to never call you a whore.”
“I almost feel sorry for him. I did hit him pretty hard.” Her smile faded. “I should go. I need to speak with Arrago. I might have to remove him from the class.”
“Arrago told me after class he had never held a sword before today,” Kiner said.
“Gentle Apexia on the wind,” Jovan mumbled. “Didn’t he know the requirements when he applied?”
Bethany shrugged. “I’ll go talk to him. Maybe he meant a real sword. If he’s trained with stick weapons, it won’t take much to get him caught up.”
Jovan leaned forward in his chair. The intensity of his gaze made her uncomfortable. “And what are you going to do if he can’t be caught up?”
She genuinely felt sorry for Arrago. He seemed like a decent sort of person, for a human anyway. A blurred image of Arrago holding a bloody sword flashed in her mind and held for a moment, before retreating into the background. She wished the memories would go away completely. They were a distraction, a future that could never be.
Bethany’s chair squeaked as she pushed to her feet. “My job, of course.”
***
Bethany sat in her study, waiting for Arrago to arrive. She had sent a guard to fetch him over an hour ago. Her back ached and she wanted to do nothing more than soak in a tub full of hot water before passing out in bed. But she had a dream to crush first.
Since Rebecca’s dismissal earlier that week, paperwork had laid siege to her study. She used the opportunity to catch up on the multiplying pile of scrolls and courier pouches. As Bethany retrieved a small mountain of papers from Rebecca’s former desk, motion caught her eye.
Guards.
During the day, their presence was less obvious. At night, however, with the halls nearly emptied, she realized the impact of doubling the guard presence had made. She did not feel a pressing fear of a Magic attack, but she did not want to be unprepared.
Erem knocked on her open door and stepped in, Arrago trailing behind. Guilt rushed through her as she looked into his tired eyes, recalling how swollen and bloody they once were. She’d caused that.
“Lord Erem, will you wait outside?”
The lanky elf nodded and ducked to exit her study. She waited until the door clicked shut.
Bethany considered sitting behind her desk but opted to instead lean against it. She wanted to pretend that this was like her other dismissals where she did not care about the person, but she couldn’t. She cared about Arrago in a strange, twisted way that had everything to do with her vision and nothing to do with choice.
No, she did not care about him. Her feelings were for the phantom that haunted her thoughts. There was a difference.
As Bethany stared at him, hair tousled but not unattractively, she wanted to laugh at herself for thinking he was connected to Sarissa on his first day. Even without the benefit of the vision, she could read him well enough to know he wasn’t a spy or a Magi. He was simply a young man wanting to break out on his own and she was about to end that dream.
“Why are you here, Arrago Cedar?”
“Lord Erem said you wanted to see me.”
The honest look in his eyes told her he was not trying to disrespect her. “I mean, why are you here at the temple?”
“I want to serve Apexia,” he said. He was shorter than her, but only by a fraction. He tilted his head just enough to stare straight into her eyes.
She flinched but did not look away. Something about the intensity of his gaze bothered her, as if he saw right through her. Gathering her nerves and her patience, she said, “That is a slogan, not an answer. Lord Kiner and Lord Jovan believe you should be washed out of the program and sent home.”
“And what do you think, Lady Bethany?”
She crossed her arms. “I’m undecided.”
No longer were his eyes wide like a frightened animal. Instead they narrowed. “I have no weapons training of any kind if that is what’s making you hesitate.”
“Then I agree with them, though I admire your honesty.”
Bethany let her gaze fall from his face for a moment, trying to muster the softest words to explain the situation. She owed the Arrago of her visions that much compassion. “It is impossible for you to complete training. Without this basic class, you will not be able to advance to the next level and find a position here. No position in politics, the military, or the clergy exists where you can avoid needing this course. Anyone who works for the elves works for the Gentle Goddess. She requires everyone in her service be able to hold a sword to defend her honor.”
Those words she borrowed from previous lectures. She didn’t even believe those words. It was merely a part of elven tradition that got mixed up with the faith until it was impossible to tell where one stopped and the other began.
“I’m willing to learn. I want to stay and succeed.”
She would have liked to have him progress in his studies. “I believe you and I have nothing but sympathy for your situation. I have no reason to keep you beyond pity and I doubt you would like to stay under those terms.”
“I can work with the master-at-arms at night. I’ll go without sleep. Just let me stay.”
It was turning out to be the longest dismissal of her career. “Why do you want to stay if military training isn’t for you?” If he would just agree to leave, it would have made it easier on her. Yes, the rules were unfairly stacked against poor humans. That was the point of training at the temple, to weed out the politically powerless.
“I want to have a position working with the clergy. I want to further the glory of the Gentle Goddess. I was content being Father Arragous’ assistant back home but all I’d ever be was a clerk in a backwoods parish. He told me coming here would allow me any position, anywhere. Instead of spending my life in the middle of nowhere knee-deep in poverty, I would get the chance to be an assistant here,” he said, spreading his arms out. “Maybe even in Wyllow, or Ellentop.”
She felt a flash of anger at the pompous old elf, followed quickly by a tumult of questions. He had sent Arrago’s letter of recommendation. To serve the goddess meant knowing how to defend her interests. Sometimes, that meant handling a sword. He of all people would know that because he helped write the original charter. She did not understand why he had set Arrago up for failure.
Bethany took a deep breath and spoke without emotion. “Arrago, you cannot stay. You need to learn how to use a sword. The other initiates have been sword-playing since childhood. Some have even been in war. This course is designed around that knowledge. You will fail.”
Arrago fixed his gaze on the floor and remained silent.
Part of her wished he’d talk back or stand up for himself. Or argue. “Listen, learn to handle a weapon and I’ll personally sponsor your return.” The last part slipped out and surprised her but then a soft smile cracked her face. She had meant it. It was quite a wonderful gift for her to offer and she braced herself for his gushing praise.
None came. When his eyes met hers, they filled with fire. “How am I supposed to learn when I’m being kicked out like a dog at the dinner table? You talked about honor today but you won’t give me a chance. Back home, I live with priests, Lady Bethany. Old priests! There is no one to teach me. This is the only place I can learn and you are sending me away.”
She knew by his red cheeks and awkward fidgeting he regretted his outburst, but he stood tall. A candle flickered violently off to the side highlighting the scrolls piled messily on the floor, maps she’d requested from the archives but never had the time to return. That was the job of an aide.
She failed to stop a grin from stretching across her face, even though she knew her thoughts were wrong. So very wrong. “You’re not staying in the class. Don’t argue with me. Hear me out first.” She took a deep breath, trying not to laugh at how the others would react when they found out. “I’m willing to train you for next year’s class.”
Arrago’s eyes widened so much Bethany feared they’d pop out of their sockets. “What –”
She lifted her hand and said, “In exchange, you will do a job for me where you’ll be treated poorly and paid less. You’ll spend most days wishing you were dead.”
“What would I be doing?” he asked, his voice properly hesitant.
“You’ll be my aide,” she said, not caring that her eyes probably twinkled.
 


Chapter 9
 
Born on the wind, the Diamond will know Our strength. It will flood her soul and she will be Our daughter.
— Prophecy of the Diamond, Second Tablet
 
“This is everything,” Arrago said to Lord Kiner, motioning to the small wooden trunk in the middle of his cot. He had brought the old thing with him from Taftlin. Though he was packing it again sooner than he had planned, he was excited about the new adventure ahead of him. Apexia’s mercy was everlasting.
Lord Kiner took inventory, making scribbles in his tiny book with a pencil. The other recruits in the room lingered closer and longer than usual. How shocked they would be when the news got out. He had considered telling his fellow initiates just to enjoy the surprise on their faces, but he decided that silence was more fun. Edmund knew, of course, but swore himself to secrecy until Arrago had moved out.
Lord Kiner pointed at the pile of clothing at the foot of the bed. “Are those your initiate clothes?”
“Yes.” Arrago’s stomach clenched with anticipation. He had barely slept the night before, struggling to quell the excitement of starting as Lady Bethany’s assistant. As Lord Kiner inspected the pile, Arrago smiled at some of the other recruits who eyed him. He knew some were happy he was leaving. That didn’t take away from it being a great day.
Lord Kiner sniffed the air. “This place smells like the sewers.”
Arrago snickered while picking up his trunk. Some of the recruits had not bathed since arriving. Having been used to daily bathing, Arrago had enjoyed his nightly scrub in the public bath on their floor even if the others thought he was strange.
“All of you are to report to the baths. If you don’t come back smelling like roses, I’ll scrub you myself until your skin bleeds,” Lord Kiner boomed, sending the recruits scurrying around the room like lost mice.
“And comb the lice out of your hair or shave it off.”
Without warning, Lord Kiner turned on his heel and marched out of the room. Arrago grabbed his trunk and, slinging it up on his shoulder, took several long strides to catch up.
“Your quarters are in the priest wing. You are lodging with men who can ensure you follow the temple rules. While this is a military installation, it is a temple first and foremost. We are here at the request of the clergy. Be mindful of your behaviour.”
“Yes, Lord Kiner.” Though he had only made it through ten days of training, he had learned the history of the temple. It had been a military barracks for centuries until Apexia ascended there. The clergy made it a holy site but asked the knights to stay as a symbol of the union between faith and sword. Arrago loved being a part of something so old, where his Goddess once walked with her mortal feet.
“I think being in the priest wing will be good for you until you settle into the routine here,” Lord Kiner continued as they walked down the narrow stairways to the eighth floor. “Working with Lady Bethany can be a challenge but she is under enormous pressures so you need to exercise patience.”
Arrago ached from carrying the trunk and switched it to the opposite shoulder. That side of his face was still sore from Jovan’s fist and the trunk kept hitting his cheek. He winced from the pain. “I’ll do whatever is needed.”
Kiner halted at the bottom of the stairs. He narrowed his eyes and leaned forward. “You’re not sly, right?”
Arrago blinked. “Um, I don’t know what that means.”
“He means,” a familiar, cheerful voice said, stomping down the stairs behind them, “would you rather go to bed with me or Bethany? Putting you with the priests might not be the best choice.”
Arrago recoiled and took a step away when he saw Lord Jovan, resisting the urge to cover his aching jaw. Even though Jovan had apologized in his joking way, and Lord Kiner insisted his interrogation had been for the good of the temple, he still couldn’t shake the fear his beating had caused.
“Kid, seriously, stop acting like I’m contagious. I don’t bite. Well, sometimes I do but that’s only when Eve asks nicely.”
Lord Kiner grunted. “For all that is holy in this world, please. Shut. Up.”
Irritated people pushed pass them, but the two knights did not move away from the bottom of the stairs.
“What did I do?” Lord Jovan said, throwing his hands in the air. Next to Lord Kiner’s dark skin, Jovan looked whiter than a daisy. It matched his powder blue tunic. As much as Arrago wanted to be angry, it was difficult maintaining it against a man who dressed like a princess.
Lord Kiner motioned Arrago to move ahead. Kiner lowered his voice, though Arrago could still hear him, and said, “You beat him senseless. Leave him be. And for your sake, don’t talk about Eve like that. Try to show some respect for your lover.”
Arrago swallowed hard and walked fast to keep up with the bickering knights, who’d now passed him. He had only ever seen Lord Kiner stern. Part of him was amused to see them act like children.
“Oh, let it go. I was only doing my job. It wasn’t personal or anything. I stopped when Beth asked me to. Arrago doesn’t hold a grudge. Right, kid?”
Arrago stared at the lean knight. Something about the flamboyant elf made it impossible to hate him. Arrago figured it was the beads on the tunic. It was like trying to be mad at a little girl…who could kill him and not break a sweat.
The Gentle Goddess taught that forgiveness is a gift from Her. He embraced that gift. “No grudge.”
Lord Jovan slapped him on the back, nearly knocking the trunk over. “So, are the priests safe or should we move you in with the sisters? If I were you, I’d say I was sly just to be surrounded by all that lovely –”
“Jovan!” Lord Kiner looked like he was seconds away from exploding.
Arrago wondered if this was normal behaviour for the two knights who he had thought were friends.
“The priests will be safe around me, Lord Jovan.”
“Ah, call me Jovan, kid. Since you’ll be working for General Fire, you’ll need all the friends you can muster,” Jovan said, laughing.
Arrago looked at Kiner. He had thought he was going to work for Lady Bethany. “General Fire? I thought I would be working for Lady Bethany.”
Kiner rolled his eyes. “Jovan, it’s Lady Fire Tits. If you must insult her, at least do it correctly. Don’t you dare ever call her that to her face,” he said, pointing his finger at Arrago. “If you thought Jovan hit you hard…”
“I won’t!” Arrago said, spare hand raised defensively.
As they walked through the corridors and the two knights insulted each other over the strangest things, Arrago soaked in the knowledge that he was on a first name basis with two Silver Knights. And to be working with the Lady Champion herself! Apexia had truly blessed him. He was nervous and afraid that he wouldn’t do a good job, but he trusted that the goddess would look after him.
“Jovan, shouldn’t you be somewhere else?” Kiner asked as they approached the tower that housed Lady Bethany’s office.
“I have ten gold pieces on the kid lasting a full month and I want him to feel welcomed enough to not quit today.”
Arrago eyed them both wearily. “I’m not certain how I should feel about that.”
“Arrago, I must apologize for Jovan’s behaviour. He has a drinking problem.”
“Lighten up, Kiner. You’re as solemn as the grave some days. Arrago’s not yours anymore. We can treat him like a human being now. Well, actually, I kinda like ‘em so I’ll treat him like an elf.” Jovan inclined his head at several passing guards. “Now look, kid, you gotta last a month. Has Old Grumpy here told you how to act around Beth?”
Kiner rolled his eyes, but remained silent.
He stared at Kiner, confusion settling in. He had figured out that working for Lady Bethany would be a challenge, but he had not thought that it would require a learning session.
“Well…”
Kiner cut him off. “For starters, never call her ‘Beth’ unless you want her fist through your face. Jovan is the only person who can do it because he knew her as a child. His parents raised her for a time, you see.”
“Don’t comment on her clothing. And don’t call her feminine,” Jovan said, as though he was counting off a checklist in his head. “Don’t mention how much she drinks.”
“Don’t open a door for her. Don’t offer to carry anything she has picked up,” Kiner added.
“Basically, treat her like a man. She likes that,” Jovan said with a loud laugh.
“Yes, I do like that.”
Arrago snapped his head around to see Lady Bethany approaching them, a wide grin on her face. She wore the same grey outfit that she always seemed to wear and he wondered if she owned several copies of it. At least her hair flowed looser than he had ever seen, with wispy red tendrils framing her pale face. Embarrassment flooded him, wondering how long she had been behind them listening.
“Lady Bethany!” He stopped walking to bow low, struggling to manage the trunk burning his shoulder. “Lord Kiner was just bringing me to your study.”
She cocked an eyebrow. “And Jovan was telling you all about the evils of working for me.”
“Actually, I hadn’t gotten to that point yet. Old Grumpy wouldn’t let me.”
Kiner sighed and leaned towards her. “Do you think Allric would mind if I slit Jovan’s throat?”
Bethany pretended to think about it and then shook her head. “Allric frowns on summary executions. Though there is that human saying, something like it’s better to ask for forgiveness than permission.”
Arrago offered a small chuckle while the others howled. The three friends fell into step together, laughing and joking, while Arrago hung back a few strides, his trunk resting against his shoulder. He whispered thanks to Apexia for the good fortune of having Lady Bethany as his new patron.
***
Bethany stood quietly to the side while Arrago looked over his desk. Sheer horror had spread over his face when he saw the backlog of paperwork, but he didn’t speak. He moved a couple of papers, looking underneath. His brow furrowed.
“Some of this stuff might be overdue, so make sure you get those sent off first,” she said with a sheepish smile. She fidgeted with her tunic sleeves and wondered if she owed him an explanation for the mess. “This stuff arrives at all hours of the night. I can’t keep up with it.”
Arrago nodded and smiled. “I’m sure you’re a very busy woman. What is most of this?”
She uncrossed her arms and walked over to the desk. Sifting through the scrolls and letters, she said, “Mostly nonsense. There is a team of clerks in the east tower that try to sort through most of what comes here, but with my position…” She sighed. “Oh, there is a list of names in the top drawer. Anything from those people comes directly to me as does anything marked personal. Please don’t read those.”
“I was the assistant to three priests back in Taftlin. They had similar rules.”
“There is little in life that frustrates me more than mundane details.”
He didn’t look up from the desk. “Mundane details are how a temple the size of a town is maintained.”
Bethany grunted in agreement. Thankfully, she was at a place where she could delegate the trivial parts away.
Arrago picked up the stack on what was now his chair and deposited the mess of papers on top of the desk before sitting down. “How soon would you like this caught up?”
“No idea,” Bethany said with a shrug. “Rebecca had never caught up from the previous assistant. A couple weeks?”
He nodded, completely unfazed by the request. “Will your guards allow me access to the study at any time or do you need to be present?”
She blinked. All of her previous assistants had avoided the office as much as possible. Well, they avoided her. “Um…I don’t know. I never thought about that.”
Bethany walked to the door and peered out. She didn’t recognize either of her guards. Both were regular soldiers. Further down the hall was a young woman with a purple strip across her baldric, a knight apprentice. Bethany spoke to her. “Arrago Cedar is my new aide. Let him come and go as he wishes.”
“Yes, Lady Bethany,” the female guard said, not looking at her. “I will ensure the next shift is aware.”
“The guards will let you in,” Bethany said to Arrago as she ducked back into the room. “Training, right. We should discuss your schedule. I’m willing to train you or the master-at-arms can. He’s a human so you might rather him over me.”
He nodded automatically. He was already breaking open seals and skimming letters to separate them into piles. “If you’re too busy, Lady Bethany, I understand.”
“Call me Bethany. If you call me Beth, I’ll kill you.”
“I would never do anything to risk your wrath, Bethany.” He looked up from his desk, a shy grin spread across his face.
Don’t go all weak-kneed now because of a stupid vision. You’re supposed to treat your aides like shit. Maintain the reputation.
He turned back to his work and she debated yelling at him. Her shoulders slumped and she accepted that it would be too much effort. Being nice to him felt better. How she hated feelings some days.
“I don’t mind for a while. I’m not great with daggers, though. I’ll ask Eve to do it. She usually visits every couple of weeks. Give her five daggers and she could scare off an entire battle-hardened army.”
Arrago smiled politely, still shuffling through his papers. It made her a tad uncomfortable, seeing him settle so easily into his new role. It took her a month just to adapt to a new breakfast menu.
She calculated the training classes she attended or taught. As an expert in dual-welding, she oversaw four lower rank classes. However, she could also use the extra practice in case they discovered Garran’s murder was only the beginning. “After evening meal? It’s the best time for me. Once a month I do teach a night skills class, so we’ll have to cancel it during then. I figure two hours a night, six evenings a week for a few months and you’ll be in fine form.”
That got his attention. “Two hours!”
She narrowed her eyes and stared at him. “Do you want to compete against the likes of Prince Daniel or not?”
Arrago frowned and went back to prioritizing his mail. “Two hours it is.”
She looked at his worn brown outfit. Cleanliness notwithstanding, it was threadbare and worn. He looked like a vagrant. “The position is normally non-paying –” Arrago flinched “– since it’s usually done by one of the nuns, but I don’t mind paying for your work from my own purse. I have no idea how much an aide is paid.”
Arrago dumped three smaller baskets of papers and small parcels on the desk and took the already sorted letters and divided them between the now empty baskets. Bethany watched him in great fascination. “I’ll need more baskets until this mess is under control. How do I get them?”
Bethany just stared at him. She had no idea. That’s what aides were for.
He smiled and gave a little laugh. “Never mind, I’ll figure it out. Assistants in Taftlin made ten gold per annum, since few people are literate enough there to do the job. That did not include lodgings, though.”
“Ten gold it is, then. I spend more than that on wine every year.” She gave an awkward chuckle.
Arrago smiled politely, sorting like some form of obsessive sorting creature.
She drummed her fingers against her thighs. “I’ll give you an advance on your salary and take you into Orchard Park tomorrow. I’ve seen better dressed vagrants.”
Arrago looked down to survey his clothes and shrugged. “The priests didn’t have much money, as there were plenty of poor in our village to help. But, I’d be happy to go into town. I haven’t really seen Orchard Park.”
The desire to strangle him rose inside Bethany. No doubt Jovan had scared the boy senseless. Man, she corrected herself. Apparently, he was twenty. Older compared to most initiates but not overly so. Those few years of experience might make it easier for him to survive working with her.
“Well, you look busy so I’ll get the rest of the scrolls out of my office.” She turned to head into her adjoining office.
“Bethany! They just captured—”
She turned around to find Erem standing in her doorway, gasping for air and staring at Arrago. When he looked at her quizzically, she said, “Erem, you know Arrago, of course. He’s my new aide.”
A chair scraped across the stone floor. “There are a lot of papers that still need to be moved off your desk. If you’ll excuse me, Lord Erem, I need to fetch them.” Arrago quickly walked to the adjoining study and snapped the door shut.
Bethany stared at the shut door. Rebecca had never been that smart.
“Well?” Bethany asked, turning back to Erem.
Erem leaned forward and said, “Lord Lomat is detaining one of the initiates. Apparently, he had a magical text with him. Jovan’s already there.”
“Which initiate?” Bethany asked, following Erem out of the room.
“Edmund Greyfeather. He’s a noblemen’s son from Taftlin. I don’t know much more than that.”
“Of course, he’s from Taftlin. I swear, if there is ever another war, I won’t rest until I burn that entire nation to the ground.” She picked up her pace and ran towards the stairs.
 


Chapter 10
 
The Diamond must remain resolute. The Viper watches her steps and sees ones not yet taken.
— The Prophecy of the Diamond, Second Tablet
 
As Bethany once again descended the slimy stairs to the underground dungeon, wave after wave of Power surged through her body. She had forgotten that Rygents would be down there, forming anti-Magic fields with their own Powers. This was the first instance of Magic deviance at the temple in four decades. She was happy Lord Lomat, the duty guard, had remembered the proper protocols.
Her mind was not prepared for both the barrage and the yearning of her immortal blood to dance in the river of Power. She gritted her teeth against need inside her and clawed at the wet stones to stay upright.
To regain focus, she concentrated on her surroundings. The drip-drip-drip of seeping seawater falling from the rocky ceiling to the floor. The salty mustiness of the underwater caves. The sour stench from the sewer aqueducts.
Turning the corner, Bethany stopped when she saw Lord Lomat in the hallway, standing under a wall-mounted torch. “Anything to report?”
The short human shook his head. “He’s mostly been whimpering and begging since he’s been here. The others are in there with him.”
Bethany nodded and walked past the knight and into the well-lit cavern, thanks to the torches and candles that filled the walls. Kiner, Allric, and Jovan paced closest to the entrance. Further into the cave were three Rygents forming a triangle, whispering chants to their god. Their Power created an anti-Magic buffer zone. The process had been created long before her time with the Silver Knights yet it remained the only trustworthy way of containing Magi.
In the midst of the chanting Rygents sat a stout human boy, all four limbs chained to the floor. Inside the field of Power, anyone could step inside and be safe. He wept, begging for release. He was in remarkable condition, however. She had expected him to be bleeding and barely conscious by now. Bethany wondered if Jovan was afraid to hit any recruits after the mess with Arrago.
“Where’s the book?” Bethany asked Jovan.
He pointed to the back of the small room. “There.”
She saw the book on the floor and a heavy weight pressed on her shoulders. With its dark cover and tattered edges, a gut-clenching memory of catching Sarissa with a similar book decades before flooded her mind. She shook off the memory. Later, she would mourn the fall of her sister. Right now, her duty impatiently waited.
Bethany thankfully avoided the awkward questions of being involved in Magic interrogations by claiming she had a small amount of Rygent blood in her. It had been the lie of her life and one that she said with such ease in these situations that she almost believed it. Her pale skin and red hair announced that her bloodline was far removed from the dark-skinned Rygents. But she could justify any overt strangeness by saying she had a trickle of their blood in her.
Bethany waited for Allric’s silent permission to enter the sacred space created by the Rygents. Once he nodded his head at her, she said, “When you’re ready, break the field so that I can walk in.”
She knew it would be several seconds before the women could end their chain long enough for Bethany to walk through. The first time she had ever walked through an established barrier caused one of the Rygents to scream in agony. Every pore on the girl’s body seeped a drop of blood when Bethany’s Power had surged through her body.
So, Bethany waited. She watched the silver-haired woman of about ninety sitting on a chair, anchoring the triangle. To look at Pearl, the elder Rygent, one would think the woman could not have the strength to do such an important task. Yet, Bethany knew that the fragility of body did not equate frailty of spirit. It was an honor to stand beside her.
“Lady Bethany, the bond will break in three, two, one. Step in,” Pearl instructed in her raspy voice.
She stepped past Pearl and stood next to Edmund. “Edmund Greyfeather, you have exactly twenty words to explain to me why you were holding that book,” she demanded, pacing circles around the spot where he was bound.
Edmund stammered, his words hitching in his throat. “A knight gave it to me. Said I had to hold on to it. It was a test, he said. I didn’t know I’d get in trouble.”
Bethany looked at the young girl with the white, coiled birthmark on her arm. “Lily?”
The girl did not open her eyes. “He speaks the truth.”
Looking back at Edmund, she asked, “Are you certain?”
“Yes,” the girl said.
Bethany sized up Edmund, looking for signs of deceit in his quivering face. Clearly he had never been tied up like this before. She didn’t believe anyone could fake the fear that flashed in Edmund’s eyes. But she remembered something Sarissa had once said during her trial. Depending on a person’s ability, some Magi could project fake thoughts upon a Rygent reader. However, pain would break the bond.
After pondering for a moment, she backhanded his face so hard that he hit his head on the stone with a thud.
“Ow! Whatca do that for?”
Crouching, she grabbed the front of his brown tunic and pulled his face close enough to hers that she could have bitten his nose. “I want you to listen to me very carefully. I’m not known for my patience. If I even suspect for a moment that you are lying to me, I’ll beat you within a strip of your life and then I’ll get that little Rygent girl there to heal you back enough so that I can hurt you some more. Do we have an understanding?”
Edmund looked so frightened that all he could do was nod frantically. She realized he was telling the truth when she felt the knee she had wedged between his legs grow wet. Wrinkling her nose in disgust, she dropped him against the rocky floor once more. “Pearl, I’m done.” Bethany stood and waited for the women to leave. The break in their bond shook Bethany, but she had prepared herself against the shock. She doubted anyone noticed her slight shiver that lasted only a split moment.
The Rygent women pulled down their triangle and silently exited the room. The four knights remained quiet. Once they had left, Bethany pulled a tiny dagger from underneath her baldric and played with it in her hands.
“So, I believe you, because anyone walking around with that,” she pointed at the book, “in the Temple of Tranquil Mercies is an idiot. Now, I’m willing to let you go and forget this entire process. I’ll let you go back to training. You can tell all of your noble friends that you sparred with the great Lady Champion and I’ll even let you say that you won. In exchange for my good will, you will tell us how this book came to be in your hands. Step by step. Or, I’ll stick Jovan on you and he hates kids from Taftlin even more than I do.”
“What do you want to know?”
Bethany kicked him in the ribs. “Everything.”
“Ouch!” His voice was a little too shrill for someone his age. She liked it when men sounded like men, the way Kiner did. The way Arrago did. “I can’t talk if you keep hitting me.”
She frowned and resumed pacing. “Who gave you the book, Edmund?”
“I already told you. A knight.”
Allric asked, “Which knight?”
Edmund shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. You elves all look the same.”
Jovan stepped in close and grabbed Edmund’s tunic. “I look like Bethany, do I?”
Kiner let out a deep sigh. “Did he have ears like mine and Bethany’s, or long lobed like Jovan’s?”
“I think like yours, Lord Kiner,” Edmund said slowly as he pondered his words. Then he spoke faster. “Yes! Yes, they were just pointy. They didn’t have the bottom ridges like Lord Jovan’s.”
“An Elorian,” Kiner said, garnering nods from the others.
“Male or female?” Jovan asked, still face-to-face with Edmund.
“Male. He was taller than me, too.”
Bethany rolled her eyes. “That doesn’t seem to be difficult. Would you recognize him if you saw him again?”
He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t think so.”
Allric began pacing now. “How about his voice? Would you remember that?”
Edmund shrugged. “Maybe. He handed it to me in the corridor, outside of the initiate dining hall. It was pretty noisy there.”
“Does anyone else know about the book?” Jovan asked.
Again, Edmund shrugged. “I only had it a few minutes before I was jumped by six knights. I never even looked inside.”
“You’re lucky that you didn’t. It would have cost you your life,” Jovan said, sneering.
Bethany motioned for the others to step aside. In a low whisper, she asked, “What do you think? He seems harmless enough, but why would this knight give it to him? And why is there a knight using Magic?”
“I don’t believe it was a knight,” Allric said. Maybe it was the flickering torchlight of the tunnel but Bethany noticed that his rugged face was becoming haggard lately, like he wasn’t sleeping. “He could have easily stolen a baldric or some armor. Maybe he was afraid someone would recognize him and gave the book to Edmund, thinking that he could get it back in a few minutes.”
“And between here and Orchard Park, there has to be thousands of male Elorians,” Kiner said in his usual grave tone.
Bethany looked at Jovan, who only shrugged. “I suppose we could send knights to investigate. Wait. Maybe we can see if anyone has lost their baldric. Or if the laundry gals have noticed anyone strange hanging around.”
Allric remained quiet for a moment. Finally he nodded and said, “It’s not much of a plan but it’s something. Suggestions for dealing with him?”
Bethany waved a hand dismissively. “Let him go. As much as I want to think he did something wrong, he didn’t. There is a Magi in the temple, but it isn’t Edmund.”
One of them spoke, but she didn’t hear the words. She stepped to the back of the cave and picked up the book. Water had dripped on it and she wiped it off with her sleeve. She flipped through the pages. Only a few blank spots without words remained. Whoever owned this had progressed through most of the book’s spells.
She threw it back on the floor and grabbed a torch from the wall. Once the fire hit the paper pages, the book released its Magic, hissing and groaning in the damp air and echoing through the caves. As she stirred the embers with the blazing torch, she wondered why she had not just done that to Sarissa’s book, instead of turning her over to people who would banish her.
She waited for the flaky embers to cool, knowing that it was too late to think of such things. The past could not be changed. But that did not diminish her sudden rush of responsibility for Sarissa’s insanity and Garran’s death.
***
On Allric’s instruction, Bethany made her way to Aneese’s study for an emergency meeting. She’d prefer to ride off and find the Magi involved, but meetings were a frustrating reality of being third in command. She consoled herself that she sometimes got to take off for adventure. Allric hadn’t left his desk in a century.
Aneese’s study uncomfortably sat four. Allric, by far the largest of them, stood next to the closed door. They remained silent as Aneese finished writing her letter. No matter the crisis—the entire temple could be burning around her—Aneese would not be rushed.
Bethany shifted uncomfortably in the silence. The small, windowless room never made Bethany feel welcomed, the way Torius’s breezy study did. Aneese’s room was sparse and spotless. No personal effects warmed the room. Simply neat stacks of scrolls and baskets of mail, all matching, all tidy.
She watched the elderly woman dip her quill into the ink and begin a second page. One would think she’d just finish her sentence, or paragraph, but no. Aneese would finish her entire long-winded letter. Next to her ink pot sat a new item, a leather-handled magnifying glass. A twinge of guilt struck Bethany, the one that often hit her when criticizing the old woman. She hadn’t known Aneese’s vision had deteriorated.
For a moment, Bethany felt her own mortality. One day, this could be her. Retired from the Elven Service and doing a job to keep her busy while knowing the best days were behind her. A chill crept up her spine.
Aneese put her quill down and flipped the lid on her ink pot. “I apologize for the delay. However, the details for the upcoming Remembrance celebrations in Orchard Park, this autumn, need to be arranged.”
Bethany gritted her teeth. “I think we have more pressing matters at the moment than your party. Namely a text of Magic in the temple.”
Aneese’s eyes widened. “A Magic text? Here at the temple? Oh Apexia, grant us strength. What have you done to fix the situation?”
Jovan interrupted before Bethany could blast venom at her. “While Apexia is deciding to grant us strength or not, we need to consider our next steps.”
“Of course, Jovan,” Torius said, his voice meek. He looked pale, almost sickly.
Bethany leaned forward. “Torius, are you all right?”
A weary smile spread across his face. “Indeed, child. Old memories coming back, that’s all. The shock will pass.”
“I understand.” The chill increased, raising the hairs on the back of her neck.
In rapid order, Allric filled Torius and Aneese in on the details of the day, outlining the text and Edmund Greyfeather’s involvement.
Aneese scowled at Bethany. “You should have not burned the book. We could have learned from it.”
Bethany threw her hands up in the air. “None of you are able to read it and I certainly refuse to study Magic. Even if I am immune to its effects. I want nothing to do with it.”
“We have people who could have read the texts without harm, but now your rash actions have made it lost to us.”
Bethany opened her mouth, but Allric interjected, his tone neutral but clear. “That’s enough, Bethany.”
She frowned but obeyed. She glared at Aneese before looking away.
“If I didn’t know better, I’d wager my gold buttons that Aneese was Bethany’s mother. Two peas in a pod,” Jovan mumbled.
“Do not disrespect me, Lord Jovan,” Aneese snapped.
Bethany snorted. The others stared at her. “Oh, it was funny. Look at us. Here we are with a bloody Magi in the temple and we’re arguing over the stupidest of things. If we can’t even get along for five minutes in the same room, how are we supposed to find this person?”
Silence fell on them.
Aneese straightened in her chair. Her voice softened, a tone Bethany had not heard in a long time. “Perhaps our openness with each other and the comfort of knowing we can speak our minds is what allows us to conquer all the things that oppose us.”
A small smile tugged at Bethany’s mouth and she bowed her head a little at the elf, signalling surrender. “What is everyone’s opinion of this Edmund?”
Torius cleared his throat. “I don’t believe we should trust him. He is from Taftlin and one of their nobility.”
Allric shook his head. “Edmund Greyfeather’s father is a minor noble as far as I can tell. It appears he sent his son only after hearing about Prince Daniel’s admittance. One can assume he hoped it would improve the family’s position at court. That suggests Edmund isn’t involved in any conspiracy from that end.”
“I agree,” Bethany said. “I really do believe his story.”
Aneese folded her wrinkled hands and placed them on her desk. “I am surprised to hear you defend anyone from Taftlin.”
“They’re not all bad.” It just slipped out, before her brain registered the words. Heat rose in her cheeks as all eyes turned to her. She gave a little shrug. “Well, you know, Arrago isn’t that bad as an aide so far.”
They continued to stare at her for far too long. Torius broke the silence. “If she, who has gone on official record stating the entire nation of Taftlin should be burned to the ground and furrowed for potato planting, trusts this Edmund Greyfeather, I’m inclined to believe his innocence.”
Surprisingly, Aneese agreed as well. “Though, what assurance can you offer us to prove that you are not mistaken?”
Allric answered the question before her brain formed the appropriate snide remark. “There were three Rygents as part of the interrogation. He would have been caught in any lie.”
“I remain skeptical that he can be trusted. And now with the latest threats coming from Taftlin…”
Allric cocked his head. “If you are referring to the peace agreement –”
“No, Lord Allric,” Aneese interrupted. She opened a desk drawer and pulled out a folded letter. “I received this letter two weeks ago from one of our outreach convents in Taftlin. Mother Whyn writes that the situation is deteriorating. She even fears the rumors about increased Magic use might be true.”
Bethany glanced at Jovan, who shrugged, clearly as equally confused. They both turned their eyes to Allric. He had already withheld important information from them.
“This is the first I’ve heard of it,” Allric said, annoyance in his tone. He returned Bethany’s gaze. “I would have told all of you if I’d known.”
Aneese remained straight and motionless. “I had not realized I needed to report my personal correspondence to you, Lord Allric.”
Bethany fought the urge to roll her eyes. “Right now, we need to find this Magi. I think we should arrange an investigation immediately.”
“And what do you suggest? Go door to door?” Torius asked, throwing his hands in the air. “We cannot accuse innocent people of being Magi without setting off all sorts of dangerous events. The people might even riot.”
“We have to do something or we’ll be knee-deep in Magi before the summer. And this one might have something to do with Garran’s death. It’s a stretch, I know, but we should treat him or her like a suspected murderer,” Bethany said.
Allric nodded, slowly at first. “Yes. Yes, I agree.” The tension on his face broke. “Work out the details with Jovan. Kiner can help, too. Let’s find him before they cause any real trouble. Be discreet. I want this person to get a little comfortable. It might make him easier to find.”
Bethany tapped her index finger on her chair’s arm. “I have plans to head into Orchard Park tomorrow. I’ll take my guards and a few others. We can make a full day of it. If Jovan and perhaps Erem can come with me, I can ride around the core of the town. Might be able to track him by headaches.”
Torius frowned at her. “I thought you could control them? You had when Sarissa was practicing.”
“True, but I’m out of practice. And I won’t be trying to suppress my body’s reaction.” Bethany sighed. “I know it’s probably not going to work. If you have a better suggestion…” She lifted her hands.
The others did not.
Jovan asked, “Why are you going into Orchard Park?”
She fought the awkwardness that surged inside her. “Arrago looks like a recovering leper. I’m giving him an advance on his salary to purchase new clothes.”
Jovan shared a knowing look with Allric, before saying, “I’d buy that. He does look a little rough to be your aide. Tomorrow, then.”
“Tomorrow,” Bethany repeated. She’d find the evil son of a whore before he did any damage…and she could have a few minutes of normalcy while helping Arrago find decent trousers.
 


Chapter 11
 
The Viper will come. The Diamond must be ready.
— Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet
 
Bethany sat atop her horse, examining faces and buildings as she and Arrago made their way through the busy main area of Cheapend, the market district of Orchard Park. Next to her, on a borrowed horse, Arrago prattled on about…she had no idea. Occasional verbal clues announced when she should nod or grunt in acknowledgement. But Arrago, for all his apparent genius at organizing paperwork, never shut up and she needed to keep her eyes and ears open, not be absorbed into inane chatter.
At least his need for new clothes offered a perfect opportunity to slip through the busiest parts of Orchard Park with a clear purpose for the gossip mill. City or not, her arrival wouldn’t go unnoticed. Ten thousand people and they still gossiped as much as a monastery in winter.
Well, she needed the mysterious bastard to show himself. Allric was right—make him get comfortable. Bold. Then, he’d make a misstep and they would have him.
Behind her came the voices of Kiner, Erem, and Jovan. Further back, she knew rode her and Jovan’s guard. They all had instructions to pick up various items, do shopping, and make jolly as best as they could, all the while listening and looking. The regulars had already been sent out to troll the gutters for news, but little things might slip while the knights were out and about.
Bethany knew it was a long bow shot, but better than nothing. Nothing always meant sitting around, waiting, and she was no good for that.
“The temple still looks huge from this distance,” Arrago said, pointing to the formidable building in the distance. “I bet it just looks like an ordinary mountain in light fog. Bethany, look!”
She cocked her head towards the coastline. It was Bethany’s favorite view of the temple, jutting out of the ocean. From this position, one could see that the temple was built on and into the miniature mountainous island that jutted out from the coast. A causeway had been built using the natural stone formations.
“Well? What do you think of it?”
She forced a smile. “The temple looks huge because it is huge. It’s a mountain, for pity’s sake. It’s bigger than most towns. That’s why my tower has twenty-nine floors to it.”
He playfully rolled his eyes at her and went on chattering about the history of the temple, forgetting—or not knowing—that she had been alive for the last century of it. That she had been abandoned there when she was a child.
The closer they reached the markets, waves of blended voices swept towards them until it was nothing more than a continuous shout. Once they reached the edge of the pressing crowd, they dismounted their horses. Holding the reigns, they wandered towards Bethany’s favorite tailor shop, which bordered the market square.
The smell of charred meat filled the air, even stronger than the stench of hundreds of unwashed humans. While she had eaten animal flesh before, typically during war time, she hated the stink of it.
“I love the smell of roasting mutton,” Arrago said, inhaling loudly. “I almost never got to eat it after I moved into the monastery, you know. Elven cuisine. Lots and lots of nuts.”
Bethany offered a polite smile but stayed silent. She noticed clusters of people on the streets, peering over each other’s shoulders while someone read from a sheet of paper. The printing press in Orchard Park, the first of its kind, had been running for nearly a year but she had still not grown accustomed to ready access to the printed word. She wondered what was so fascinating that common folks would be paying attention. She strained to hear but they weren’t close enough and the crowd was still too loud to make anything out. Perhaps the priests had finally followed through with their threat of starting a news circulation.
“Here we are,” she said. The two-story section stood out amongst the terraced housing because of the white lime-washed door and walls. Above the door, hung a faded sign:
Hattie and Francis – Sewers
Arrago tipped his head towards the sign. “Sewers?”
“Literacy isn’t their strongest asset. I’ve long given up explaining to Hattie and Francis that “sewers” doesn’t mean people who sew.”
Arrago laughed.
“They are amongst the best tailors I’ve ever met, though. Sadly, Hattie’s responsible for many of Jovan’s garish outfits, but don’t let that worry you. They can make clothing wearable by sensible people, too.”
“Lady Bethany! Come in,” Hattie said, waving at her from the window and then dipping her head back inside.
Bethany nodded at the fat human woman and both tied up their horses to the front post. She turned to the others. “Spread around a bit. We’ll meet back here.”
Jovan nodded and they split off, though her guards did not dismount.
“Hattie isn’t from Taftlin, but close. She’s from Aber. Francis is an easterner and has the thickest accent of anyone I’ve ever met. Don’t worry if you can’t understand him. Hattie talks so much that she repeats everything he says.”
Another group huddled together over a sheet of paper further down the lane. It had to be important that the commoners were actually stopping to read and she planned to check it out as soon as she introduced Arrago to the tailors. Her curiosity was peaked. A little dread did fill her, though. Did word of the Magic book get out?
She pushed it aside.
“Good afternoon, Hattie!” Bethany said as she walked in the door, determined not to let her mood spoil the middle-aged woman’s.
“Just a minute, Lady Bethany. I gotta finish this seam or I’ll never find my place again.”
Hattie knelt on a small stool in front of a wooden stand that housed a traditional eastern union gown. The layers of bright yellow fabric and orange needle-lace cast a sunny glow on the woman’s fat face. Bethany wondered if she would ever wear a marriage gown; she had planned to wear her ceremonial armor to her union with Garran.
The large woman struggled to her feet and curtsied before grabbing Bethany’s hands. “It is so good to see you again. It’s been at least a year hasn’t it? Since you needed those new under bindings. Oh gracious. I supposed I shouldn’t be rattling on about your under things when there’s a delicious man standing next to you, huh?”
Bethany didn’t meet Hattie’s gaze for fear of blushing. “This is Arrago, my new aide.”
“Gracious, Lady Bethany. You sure go through them assistants awful fast. I’ve had my Francis going on eighteen years. Or is it nineteen? You need to learn to keep these aides of yours around longer. Is that why you picked this one?” She sized up Arrago. “Easy on the eyes. He looks a bit like my Francis, back in the day. But you didn’t come here to have an ol’ woman fawn over you. Whatcha need?”
“Arrago needs a full set of clothes.”
Hattie nodded slowly, narrowing her eyes. “I’d say ten tunics and trousers. Best put a full set of hose together, too. He can keep those rags for when he’s cleaning the barns.”
“Hey!” Arrago crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ve done quite well in the same tunic and trousers for most of my life, thank you very much.”
Both Bethany and Hattie laughed. “Working with the likes of Lady Bethany means you can’t be looking like the stable boy no more. You’ll need clean clothes every day now. Now be a good lad and go strip in the back room. I’ll be in to measure you right away.”
“Ah, strip?”
“Oh, don’t go all modest. I’ve seen plenty of naked men in my back room. Lord Jovan, for one. Just get out of those rags so I can measure you properly.”
After Arrago awkwardly trotted off behind the beige curtain hanging over the back doorway, Hattie turned to Bethany. “Try not to lose this one too fast. He reminds me of my Francis when we were kids.”
Bethany forced a smile. She was uncomfortable with any discussion about Arrago. “He has no money so charge it all to my account. Here is,” Bethany opened her velvet purse, “four silver. Let me know if it doesn’t cover the bill. Please make sure he has enough of everything. He’s tight-lipped, so just tell him what to get. Oh, and he needs proper boots. His are falling apart.”
Hattie dropped the coins in her pocket. “My Sandy is apprenticing at Arb’s. I’ll send your Arrago there. I’ll make sure he has everything. My Francis gots a few basic sets already made up, so I’ll get your Arrago into one of those. Can’t have him going back to the temple, looking like one of the river rats.”
“He looks rustic, but at least he never smells. I think he bathes in his clothes.” Bethany motioned at the street. “There’s a few things I need to take care of. If I’m not back in time, ask Arrago to wait for me?”
Hattie nodded her head. “Good to see you again. You needs to come by more often. Lord Jovan is here every month for a new outfit.”
“Lord Jovan is also a princess disguised as a knight.”
Hattie roared with laughter. “That he is, but he keeps our house lime-washed in the summer and coal-heated in the winter.”
Bethany said her good-byes and headed outside. It was time to check out the local news.
***
By the time Bethany had escaped Hattie’s, the small gathering in front of the store had moved on. She mounted her horse in hopes of finding others reading together. Her guards, who had stayed outside, followed behind her. Though she had originally protested the need for guards, she found comfort in their presence.
She had not made it far when Erem and Jovan came galloping down the dirt road. A dozen or so other knights followed them.
“Bethany!” Erem shouted, out of breath. “There you are.”
“What’s the matter?” she asked as a sinking feeling spread through her.
“Trouble,” Erem said and pulled a crumpled sheet of paper out of his boot. “Read it.”
Waves of nausea rolled over Bethany as she skimmed the page.
Her desire to be like the many will not protect her. The Viper will flush her out with a blazing sword from the depths of the cold. Her Power will be her curse. And the Viper will rejoice.
“Great goddess on the wind,” Bethany whispered, covering her mouth with her hand. She glanced at Jovan, who paled considerably as he nodded gravely. “Keep reading.”
This is from the Prophecy of the Diamond, a secret text that the priests and sisters have hidden from us. They don’t want us to know about it because it replaces their law with the law of Apexia’s daughter, “The Diamond.”
Prophecy knowledge was for only the highest ranks of knights and priests. Common people were never to know about it. “Where did you get this?”
Jovan failed to look her in the eye. “It’s everywhere. I wonder why it doesn’t say your name.”
Bethany’s heart raced and she struggled to breathe. Thoughts swirled and turned in her mind and she could not focus. While the others did not understand her shock, Jovan did and his own look of shock helped ease her hesitation in front of her troops.
“They’re printed, so they must’ve come from the press,” Erem said at last.
Jovan nodded. “Let’s go. I think we might find our Magi.”
Bethany did not answer but tightened her grasp on her reins, readying her horse for a full gallop through the earthy streets. Other knights and regulars joined in the rush of horses. Erem shouted at bystanders to clear the way.
Several minutes passed. Sweat soaked her leather reins. Apples gasped for breath as much as she did. Her life would never be the same. She had spent a lifetime fearing this moment, when the prophecies would be leaked, but she had never actually considered how it would feel. How alone and frightened it made her.
Thatched rooftops gave way to wood. Wooden buildings became brick and mortar. Horseshoes clapped against the stone paved roads. Jovan pointed at a single-story building ahead. A small sign jutted from its peak and swung in the light breeze.
It read, “Press.”
Bethany slowed her horse and jumped off of him before he even came to a halt. She stormed through the front door, not caring that it slapped the inside wall. Her hands shook with anger.
“Where is Bernard?” she shouted, scanning the unfamiliar faces in the room. She had met the printing press creator and owner several times and did not see him in the dingy light of the room.
“Here, milady.” He stood up from the large contraption, wiping black ink from his hands.
Jovan walked past her and grabbed the top sheet of paper off the pile on a nearby chair. He handed it to Bethany, scowling. She stopped reading at the title, ‘Prophecy of the Diamond, First tablet.’ She did not care which section it was.
Bernard’s face turned ashen. “Is there a problem?”
Bethany shook, clenching and unclenching her fists to calm herself. The other workers in the room stepped back from their duties.
She held up the paper. “What is this?”
Bernard’s gaze shifted around the room. “My latest commission. I was paid –”
Bethany lunged at the middle-aged Elorian. She grabbed him by the throat and slammed him against the printing press. As he gasped and slapped at her with his hands, she contemplated how killing him would give her a short release of pleasure. After today, there would be no more happiness in her life, only fear of waiting for the inevitable links to be traced back to her.
“Beth, let him go.”
She ignored Jovan, tightening her grip around Bernard’s throat. He had ruined her life. A century of hiding, of living, was all gone now because of his greed.
Erem placed his hand on her shoulder. “Bethany, you’re hurting him.”
She shrugged him off. All she cared about was the boiling rage inside her. Bernard’s face turned red and his eyes bulged from panic. He failed to pry her hands away. “Am I hurting you, Bernard?”
He tried to speak, but only gasped out unintelligible words. She loosened her grip just enough to understand him. “A man…bag of coins…”
“To print this?” She held up the page in her other hand.
He nodded. “Please…”
Except for Bernard’s grunting, the room was silent. No one moved. She looked into Bernard’s panic-ridden eyes and remembered that he had children. She had killed fathers before. Children, too. He had collaborated with an enemy to destroy her.
But he was not the enemy.
Bethany released her grip and Bernard slumped forward. Her body trembled from releasing the rage that surged through her.
“Thank you,” Bernard choked out, his voice raspy. “Thank you.”
“This machine,” she said, pointing at the press, “is not for printing nonsense. You are printing dangerous words.”
Bernard massaged his throat. “He paid me a fortune.”
She knew enough about the press to know that it had put Bernard into serious debt. Rumor had it he relied on card games and dice to help raise some of the funds. “How much?”
“Twenty-three gold.”
“I’ll pay you one hundred gold to stop printing.” He twitched his faced like he was about to disagree. “Or I’ll burn this place to the ground.”
Frantically, Bernard nodded in agreement. She spoke loud enough that the soldiers behind her could hear, never taking her eyes off Bernard’s already bruising face. “Find this man with the bag of coins. I want him alive.”
So I can kill him myself.
 


Chapter 12
 
Many will claim to be the Elf King but only one will blessed by the Creator Gods.
— The Prophecy of the Diamond, Second Tablet
 
“I think we should move,” Sarissa said, looking up from the bulky text spread across her lap. It had only been a day since Amber’s revelation of the truth about Magic and already Sarissa had made progress with her Magic texts. “Move away from Taftlin, I mean.”
The gripping madness had left. She looked back on herself, even two days before, and did not recognize the woman in her memories. Today, she was new. Fresh. Just like before.
“Robert?”
Her husband groaned when she pulled the covers from over his head. He squinted against the morning light that pierced the room through the cracks around the door. He turned away from her candles, too. “Huh?”
“I said we should move.” She closed the cork cover of the book and plunked it on the straw floor next to their hay bed. Shimmying down to lie against him, she said, “Living in the middle of the mountains won’t get us what we want. We need to go south. It’s warmer there. I’ll complain less.”
“You want to talk about this now?” He rubbed his eyes. “I’ve just woken up. Whatever happened to you hating mornings?”
She ran her fingers through his dark hair and he grew very, very still, giving her a weary look. She shot him a wide, toothy smile. “I have energy to spare this morning. It’s like I had been surrounded by thick fog and now I’ve I stepped out into the light.”
Robert scratched at his face with a dirty fingernail. She needed to remind him to bathe more, now that her senses had returned. “Are you feeling all right?”
She stretched her legs as far as she could and curled her toes, like a cat just waking from a long slumber. “It has been a long time since I’ve felt this all right.”
Sarissa rolled over and slipped her feet into her fur-lined shoes. Covering her nakedness with a robe, she slinked over to the firepit and stirred the fire. She added another log, listening to the soothing crackle of the birch sap being boiled and burnt by the heat.
Spring had finally arrived. There was no better time for her true self to step out of the shadows. Oh, how tricky Magic was. It had nearly convinced her that her mind was slipping away. But the pure knowledge of that fact cleared the years-long haze and her new clarity allowed the revelation of The Secrets of the Gods.
“What do you think?” she asked, picking up a knife and a carrot. She was in the mood for boiled carrots and raisins for breakfast. The traders had brought the woody roots from last year’s season with them, but it was better than the sorry excuse for soup she had been eating the last week.
“Huh?”
“My plan! What do you think?”
Robert slowly sat up when he noticed she had a knife in her hands. “Um, what plan?”
She rolled her eyes. No wonder he had never learned Magic. “My plan to move. We can’t spend our lives living here, freezing to death. Let’s move south and cause some real trouble.”
“Killing King Garran wasn’t enough excitement?” Robert let out an exaggerated sigh, but still eyed her knife as it slid through the carrots with ease. “Will you let me go back to sleep afterwards?”
“Anything you want, my love.” Sarissa smiled. Since the mist had cleared from her mind, she had seen Robert in a new light, the way she used to see him. He did not practice Magic and had never understood her need for it. But even as she descended into lunacy, he had stood by her. He had done all that she ever asked and wanted, without question. She realized that she still loved him, crazy, filthy beast that he was.
She dumped the chopped carrots into the cast iron cauldron that hung over the tiny fire pit from a hook. “Do you remember where I put the raisins?” She dug through the boxes of supplies that littered her sunken hut. “There they are.” She grabbed a handful of raisins and dumped them into her pot, then poured water over them. Deciding she wanted something strong, she started chopping the onions. Those added a nice flavor.
Robert knew how much she liked to have soup for breakfast and always fetched water before they went to sleep. That way, it was waiting for her in the morning. It seemed wrong to not let him know how she felt. Too long had passed without her telling him how much he meant to her.
“Robert, I haven’t told you lately how much I have appreciated you all these years.”
Though still visibly groggy, his eyes opened wider. “Why are you telling me this?”
She fingered the long knife and looked at Robert. “I realize now how poorly I used to treat you. I’m sorry for that. It makes me feel bad.”
“Used to?” That snapped him upright and alert. “If you are planning to kill me, you better let me get dressed first. I’m not dying in bed stark naked without a weapon in my hand. I knew you’d do this to me. Fucking bitch. Women. Elves, Elorians, Rygents, Goddesses. I hate the lot of you. I wish to the gods I was born sly.”
Not taking his eyes off her, Robert scrambled out of bed and grabbed his trousers off the floor. She smirked as his flaccidness flapped against his body. There were plenty of ways that she had neglected him. Sarissa promised herself to make it right.
She let out a laugh and dropped the knife on the floor. “Oh relax. I’m not going to kill you. I have bigger plans. Like destroying the Temple of Tranquil Mercies.”
Standing on one leg, trousers half on, he stared at her, dumb-founded. “Why?”
She picked up her text and threw it on the bed, the pages flapping open. Robert pulled his trousers on and held his sword tight. With his free hand, he flipped through the pages. His face lit up. “You’ve unlocked the entire book.”
“Oh, much more than that. I’ve discovered how to steal Apexia’s Power. All I need are the texts that are hiding at the temple. With those books, we could invade the Rygent Islands. Steal their books. And then, I could become a full goddess. Ah, Sarissa, Goddess of All.” She smiled. “It has a certain…sweetness to it, doesn’t it?”
Robert’s jaw dropped. Shirtless and sword in hand, Robert was undeniably handsome in his rugged peasant way. Sarissa ached for him to slip inside her. It had been too long since she had those urges.
“Breakfast can wait,” she declared, leaving the partially chopped onions on the table, the pungent scent filling the room. When she approached Robert, he backed up, eyeing her wearily. His grip tightened on his sword. She dropped her robe to the floor. “By all means, bring the sword to bed.”
It only took a moment for Robert to believe her. He dropped the sword and struggled out of his trousers as fast as he had put them on. She stretched out on the bed and waited. As Robert lowered himself on top of her, she whispered, “Afterwards, let’s send Bethany a letter to tell her the good news.”
I’m cured.
***
Arrago successfully dodged Bethany’s fist but it cost him a painful kick in the shins. He struggled to stay upright and grabbed at her clothing in hopes of dragging her to the floor. She was a lot faster than him and her fingers jabbed into his throat before he could use brute strength to overpower her. He winced from the pain. Only a dozen minutes into their session and she’d already bruised and battered him.
And it was still better than sitting in his windowless closet of a room to cry over the news from home. Anything was better than that grief.
He caught sight of his discarded weapon on the ground and dove for it. She didn’t move. Arrago hesitated. A hot burn across the back of his hand. She had thrown a dagger and cut him. He swallowed back a curse.
“A point for the lady,” he said, grimacing through the sting of pain. If she knew how helpless he felt, Arrago feared his ass being plonked on a donkey cart and sent back home.
She took three long strides and reached down to grab his hand. His stomach clenched as she inspected it. “Sorry. If we were using battle-ready swords, you’d be missing part of your hand.”
Though she apologized, her tone lacked her usual warmth and playfulness. This Bethany was the Lady Champion, not his new friend. And, though he was afraid of Lady Champion, he would not let her smell his fear.
“You seem distracted. If you need to be elsewhere, we can stop.”
“Oh, shut up and just fight.” Her glare could scare barbarian hordes. “Get up.”
He wondered what her problem was this time. In the last four days, Bethany had been constantly moody and on edge and his patience was at an end. The most important living person in his life had just died, but he was here, training and learning. He didn’t bring his feelings into the mix. Why couldn’t she do the same thing? Bloody women.
But he obeyed, his teacher grabbing the sword in his bloody hand. Being human meant that he only had one dominate hand – his right. Bethany possessed the enviable ambidextrous quality of her elven heritage. And reflexes like the wind.
At least he was prepared against Bethany’s signature, if ungallant, maneuver as he stood. She swung her swords at him, but he was already in position to avoid them. He kicked her knee hard enough that she stumbled backwards. Sword in hand, he steadied himself and smiled at the frustrated redhead.
In the split second it took her to regain her balance, Arrago fought off another attack. This time, the dark recesses of his mind taunting him with unchaste thoughts. He thanked Apexia that Elorians were not mind readers; Bethany would have beaten him to a bloody pulp if she knew he daydreamed about her naked body snaked around…
“Pay attention!” she growled.
Arrago’s head snapped backwards and he stumbled as she bashed him with the hilt of a sword. Blood from his split lip seeped into his mouth. Between his daydreaming and her foul mood, it was going to be a long, bloody night.
“Are you going to fight or just stand around with your mouth gaping open?” She huffed and tossed her blunted swords on the table against the wall. It sent shivers down Arrago’s spine when it scraped against the stone. “Stop wasting my time.”
She didn’t give enough time to respond and turned her back. Anger fuelled by grief bubbled inside him. He wanted to slap her.
As she drank out of the tall, glass water pitcher, he knew well enough that he couldn’t win against her today; whatever bothered her ate away the little patience she naturally possessed. Something had happened in Orchard Park, when she had disappeared for hours. She had not been the same since.
Bethany scratched her back, where her chest bindings ended and her flesh began. Arrago clenched his jaw. The beige bindings covered only part of her torso and he found himself constantly distracted by her body. With her back turned to him, his eyes dropped to the jagged scar that descended from beneath the bindings to well past her trouser ties. It was the width of a finger and he wondered how anyone could have survived a wound that deep.
“Are you going to tell me what’s wrong or should I just start guessing?” he finally asked. While he wasn’t sure if she considered him a friend, they got along well enough and that counted for something.
She didn’t face him and instead poured herself another drink. “Nothing is wrong.”
He stepped behind her and tugged her arm enough to make her face him. Not letting go, he said, “There is. I’d prefer that you just tell me so that you don’t take it out on my face for the next two hours.”
She gave a slight tug against his grip but he held tight.
“Arrago. Let go.”
“You want to pout, do it on your own time.” He tapped his chest with his free hand. “This is my time.”
***
Shock paralyzed Bethany, which only added to her frustration. She knew her jaw was hanging open but she found it impossible to snap her mouth shut. Bleeding lip and all, Arrago was growing a spine. A small part of her wanted to smile but most of her just wanted to punch him. Then, she realized what he had said. “I most certainly am not pouting.”
“You are and I’m not having it. Either train me or dismiss me. Pounding my face into mushy peas is not helping me learn.” Still gripping her arm, he leaned in closer, his voice lowered. “I can guarantee my day has been worse than yours.”
She sneered. “I doubt that.” She’d nearly choked an innocent man to death. Her entire world crumbled around her. People were reading the prophecies and it was only a matter of days or weeks before the questions and rumors would point to her. And she could not find the energy to force Arrago to let go of her arm. No, her day was definitely worse.
Arrago cocked his head. “Do you know who Father Arragous is?”
“Oldest living elf. He became a priest after his wife died. Why?”
His grip tightened. “I just got word that he joined her on the wind two weeks ago. I was named after him. He raised me after my parents died of the fever. He sponsored me to come to the temple. What about your day tops losing what’s left of one’s own family?”
“Oh.” His day really had been as rotten as hers. “I’m sorry, Arrago. Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”
“You were too busy hurting me.”
His words stung more than a slap across the face. She deserved that.
He leaned closer to her, licking his lips. His breath was hot against her cheek as his body inched closer to hers. She reached out a hand to clutch the table behind her. A shiver shook her spine as she recognized the lust in his brown eyes, but she was startled to have it directed at her for a change. Fire Tits didn’t exactly inspire lustful thoughts.
Bethany wanted to say something, anything, but found herself floating in a trance of unfamiliar ground. She’d been propositioned by enough human males to dismiss the attempts as general human horniness, but this was different. Arrago had lived with elves; he knew that their chastity vows were serious. Sure, Jovan had long forgotten his but he was the exception to a very firm rule.
Her problems were bigger than his individual pain, yet they did not seem it at the moment. Her troubles were too abstract to even wrap her mind around them. But Arrago’s pain was intimate and personal, and that intimacy made it seem more real. He needed comfort, and lusting after her was a natural extension of his grief. Not unexpected in a young human male.
“Arrago…” she said, in a throaty whisper, “you’re hurting my arm.” She knew it was a pathetic thing to say, but nothing else came to mind.
He looked down and removed his calloused hand from her arm. “I didn’t mean for it to hurt.” From his tone, it was clear that they both knew he had not really hurt her.
Bethany found herself drifting closer. Or perhaps it was his face inching closer. He smelled of fresh olives and sweet wine, mixed with the earthiness of sweat that had not yet turned foul. His hand skimmed the bare flesh of her torso, running along the deep scar on her side.
Her blood ran with fire until the desire to taste Arrago’s lips threatened to overwhelm her. Her stomach ached with lust and she leaned forward imperceptibly, until the teachings of her youth roared to life.
This can never be.
Without thinking, her hands jutted out and pushed against his chest. Even without using her full force, he stumbled backwards. Bethany gasped. Until that moment, she had not realized she had been holding her breath.
“Arrago,” she said, lifting her hand in the air as if to further ward him away. “Please.”
Arrago visibly struggled to control his breathing, his chest rising with each panting breath. “I don’t know what came over me. With the news coming today…”
“Arrago,” Bethany said, stepping closer to him. “I was raised by elves. I’ve adopted their ways. I am flattered that you…” She couldn’t bring herself to say it. “But I cannot be anything more than a friend.”
He nodded his head. “Your friendship is all I need. I’m glad I have it. Will you forgive me?”
“I won’t forgive the pouting comment.”
Arrago moved away from her, just enough to have their personal zones once more. “Something’s bothering you. Tell me. It’ll help me move past this…awkward feeling I have.”
She smiled once again, fighting her own urge to wrap herself around him. Pouring herself another glass of water, she leaned against the table. She racked her brain for as much truth as possible without actually telling him the real truth. “I assume you’ve heard that Ellentop’s king was murdered.”
“Yes, it’s common talk.”
She swallowed another mouthful of water. “Someone who might be connected to his murderer is hiding in Orchard Park. We can’t find him, or her.”
Arrago’s eyes narrowed. In that moment, Bethany realized how handsome his olive-skinned face was, tanned even darker by the spring sun.
“What will you do?”
She looked in his eyes and longed to sink into his strong arms. For the first time in her life, she understood the need for touch. It was comforting, like a blanket wrapped around one’s shoulders in winter. Bethany realized that it hadn’t been just lust she felt; it was loneliness.
Taking a deep breath, she steadied herself. “What will I do? What I do best. I’ll find him and I’ll kill him. And then I’ll kill Garran’s murderer.”
Even if the killer is my sister.
 


Chapter 13
 
The gates will open. The floods will pour. The Viper will come. The darkness will reign.
— Aleu’s Agony of the Diamond
 
Sarissa sat in the middle of a burnt circle on the floor of her cottage. Dipping her finger in the fresh blood of her three victims, she began casting her spell. She streaked her naked body with their blood. The dying gasps of the Rygents were the only music in the room. She chanted to their rhythmic groans of pains.
“Divine Power, cloak my tower. Divine way, blind her sight may. Divine all, grant it all.”
The tingle of Magic flickered deep within her core. She focused on growing the imaginary light inside her.
“Divine Power, cloak my tower. Divine way, blind her sight may. Divine all, grant it all.”
Her heart pounded faster. Her breath ragged as she struggled to maintain her concentration. In the last seven hours, the spell had failed four times because she did not focus. She would not make that mistake now.
The Magic surged through her limbs, threatening to rip her apart like a husk of corn. Warmth then heat surrounded her. She dared not open her eyes and risk losing the moment.
“Divine Power, cloak my tower. Divine way, blind her sight may. DIVINE ALL, GRANT IT ALL!” She screamed out the words.
Then, there was nothingness.
Sarissa dared only to open her eyes. The world had been replaced by a white haze. No up. No down. Just the fog of blankness surrounding her and the steady thumping of her heart.
Gathering together the courage to risk breaking the spell, she looked down. She was wearing clothes. Sarissa smiled. The spell had worked.
“Mother? Are you here?” She hoped her protection spell was strong enough to hide her mind from her mother.
“Sarissa,” an emotionless voice echoed, bouncing around the fog as though it were rock.
A glowing light appeared, hovering in the distance. An hour-glass figure stepped away from it. Around the woman glowed the brightness of a Goddess in her true form. The woman approached.
Apexia.
Mother.
“Hello,” Sarissa said, surprised at the fluttery emptiness in her stomach. No one should fear their own mother.
When Apexia emerged fully from the light, Sarissa noted that her mother’s hair was still the same strawberry color. Sarissa’s own hair had darkened over the years. Grey now speckled her own copper locks. Her mother’s, however, resembled a child’s. She did not have to look her age. She didn’t live in exile. She had not been banished to die.
Anger welled up in Sarissa as she stared at her mother’s blank expression. Her mother, like Bethany, had it too easy. They thought exile was kindness, not knowing or caring the torture Sarissa would face. She could not steal Power from her mother yet, but someday…
You’re not dead, so why are you here?
A chill surged through Sarissa’s body as her mother’s words echoed in her mind. And yet her mother had not spoken aloud. Sarissa gathered her energy tighter, enforcing the protection spell. Any unfocused thoughts might cause it to break, letting her mother see into her mind. But it exhausted her, and Sarissa fought the trembles that danced through her body.
Sarissa forced a smile, struggling not to appear surprised.
“I came to see you. We haven’t spoken in some time.”
Apexia stared, her gaze cold and hard. We haven’t spoken because you are tainted.
“Come, mother, do you wish to quarrel on such a happy day? And this is a happy day.” Sarissa sported a mock frown, though it wasn’t all fake. The tiny part of her, the part that had once been a little girl, ached for approval once again. But that world was gone now. It would not be coming back. “Please respect me enough to talk out loud.”
Apexia took a deep breath and raised her chin. Precious seconds ticked away between them, inching them closer to when the Magic energy would fade. Sarissa assumed that it was seconds. Did time even exist on the wind?
“The only day I will find happiness is when you give up your spells,” Apexia spoke. “Bethany showed you mercy by insisting you not be executed and how have you repaid your sister? By killing her betrothed and protector. Viper.”
Sarissa’s frown turned genuine. Pacing around her mother in the bottomless mist, she said, “You have never understood me. It’s always about her. Bethany this. Bethany that. The only time you ever spoke my name was to chide me.”
Apexia’s nostrils flared but she relaxed the muscles in her face just as fast. “Bethany said the same thing about you. She used to complain about how you were my favorite. She would get so jealous whenever Aneese or Torius paid more attention to you. I suppose that doesn’t matter to you anymore, though. Your mind is so thick with rage that all sense and logic have escaped you.”
Sarissa stared, dumbfounded. No one had ever told her that her twin envied her. No witty response, no jab came. She could only stare and wonder.
“When it became clear that the daughter with Power was the Diamond, all of us made a conscious effort to lavish attention on you. Torius’s sister raised you and loved you like her own. Aneese took you under her wing. Torius spoiled you. Jovan’s parents couldn’t handle Bethany and they dumped her back at the temple. She had no one to look after her, the way you did. You were never forgotten the way she was. But all you cared about was how Bethany was born with Power and how you were born nothing more than a weak mortal and that’s all you will ever be.”
A heaviness settled in Sarissa’s gut. She fought her insignificance. “That is a lie. I never cared that Bethany had Power. I learned Magic to protect her and it got me exiled.”
Apexia shook her head. “Your life was so much easier than hers, but that wasn’t enough. You wanted it all.”
An aura of Power and majesty surrounded her mother. It always had and Sarissa became aware once more of her own smallness. She looked around to avoid the harsh stare of her mother’s eyes. They were green and reminded her of Bethany’s condescending glare. Being on the wind stirred Sarissa’s emotions, making them base and raw and as open as any book. Since being on the wind, her thoughts and feelings emerged freely, screaming to be heard and expressed.
Since being on the wind…
Sarissa looked back at her mother. This was the plane of the dead. The home of the gods. Reason pulled at her and she regained focus. “Well played, Mother. You’re hoping I will run out of energy and be stuck in this forgotten realm with you.”
Apexia pressed her lips together. “I have no designs to litter our haven with your putrid spirit. When you die, I will ensure that your spirit dies with you. You are disrupting the peace of the dead. These people earned their right to exist in the calmness and I’ll not permit you to torture them with your presence. Speak your nonsense and be gone.”
Sarissa inclined her head. A small rush of respect flooded her; she would’ve behaved the same if their positions had been reversed. Like mother, like daughter perhaps. “I’ve come to tell you two things. First, I’m cured of the Magic sickness.”
Apexia raised an eyebrow.
“Don’t look at me like I’m crazy. A little Rygent girl taught me how to overcome the sickness. I’m teaching it to all of my followers.”
Apexia’s stoic stance cracked. Her jaw slacked and her big eyes widen even more. With a softer tone, she said, “If you are indeed better, surely you see why giving up the Magic is the right thing to do.”
Sarissa laughed. “Mother, please. You sound like Father Torius. I don’t practice Magic because I need to. I practice it because I want to.”
Lightening crackled around them, breeching realities. Images of Sarissa’s cottage flashed around them. Indistinguishable sounds stirred in the air. Onion soup wafted through the air.
“Your spell is broken. You’ve disrupted us long enough. Do not return again.”
Sarissa held on with the last drops of energy that coursed through her veins. She needed to aim the final arrow. “I know that I am not the Viper.”
Apexia’s shocked expression faded with the return of mortal reality. Back in her cottage, naked and cold, Sarissa collapsed on her forearms, straw and small pebbles digging into her naked skin. She vomited from the overwhelming exhaustion that overtook her.
Strong arms picked her up. It was Robert. He wrapped both a blanket and his strong limbs around her. He had a damp cloth ready and wiped her face with it. She tried to smile. It was too much effort.
“Shh, you’ll be fine,” he whispered, rocking her. “You scared me. You were in the trance for nearly two days.”
She winced. “Days?”
He pushed a wooden mug to her lips. Steam hit her face. “Onion broth. Drink it. You need strength.”
Sarissa sipped the warm liquid. It only seemed like minutes had passed, not a day. She looked around the cottage. The altar had been scrubbed clean and the bodies of her sacrifices removed. Corpses were of no use to her anyway; it was the dying energy that she stole. If her mother had her way, Sarissa would have starved to death.
No wonder she was exhausted.
“I made an entire pot and I expect you to drink it all. Did the spell work at least?” Robert asked as he scooped her up and carried her to the bed. He stepped back to grab her soup.
Heavy though it was, she nodded her head, the movement plaguing her with dizziness. “Yes. And so it begins.”
***
Lady Bethany, we have no news to report. We cannot find any information on the man that contracted Bernard’s printing press. From what we can tell, there has been no Magic activity in Orchard Park lately. Traditional signs of Magic use, including increased animal corpses, missing livestock, and missing prostitutes, are not present. Our best guess is that our Magi is no longer here or has gone so deep into the underground that not even our contacts can reach him.
Bethany reread this part of Erem’s letter four times before deciding that she wasn’t dreaming. It took six more reads before she was convinced that she really had no idea what to do. She believed this unknown man was still in Orchard Park, waiting for the knights to fall back and give him space to spread his venom. It was no accident that the prophecies appeared after Garran’s murder. Somehow, this man was receiving instructions from Sarissa. Bethany was sure of it.
The knights have retrieved sixty-four of the ninety copies of the “Prophecy of the Diamond.” We have been unable to locate the remaining copies thus far. To further complicate matters, the people are demanding to know why we are confiscating the writings. There is still debate on what the pages actually mean. Some of the philosophers believe that this “prophecy” is a part of a greater scheme of the clergy to hide information from them. A play examining the origins of the “prophecy” and the identity of the people involved took place in the market square this afternoon.
Bethany felt the walls around her close in and she unsuccessfully fought the dread that crept inside her. Torius had told her that she was fretting over nothing. Convinced that it would blow over, he recommended the knights remove from Orchard Park to let the Black Hand assassins kill the traitor in whatever cesspool he was currently hiding.
The plan had merit, but Allric agreed that the texts were simply too dangerous in the hands of common folk. Without the entire texts available to them, not to mention dismal literacy skills, they might draw their own conclusions. Riots could break out against the clergy. It would be too easy to label innocents as the Viper. Hundreds might be killed as scapegoats. It was too much of a risk.
The reaction of the people came as no surprise to her. Jovan had said he didn’t understand, but she did. Common folk, who spent their days toiling and scratching to make a copper bit to feed their families, wanted – needed – to believe that their leaders were good. They needed the rule of order to find sense in their own pathetic existence. Add the promise of a world without clergy and armies because one of them had been touched by a goddess, and the risk of revolt became very real.
She would’ve reacted the same way, angry and betrayed. However, their anger was a small price to pay in the light of losing innocent lives and political instability. Not to mention her own personal losses if she was discovered. How would she even continue serving as Lady Champion when people would consider her an extension of their Goddess?
Worse, if they discovered she was a half-goddess, how would she trust anyone once the fortune hunters discovered she was as susceptible to a dagger in the gut as the next mortal?
“May I make a suggestion?”
Arrago’s voice jolted Bethany out of her thoughts. She looked up from the scattered papers and scrolls on her desk at his long, lean body standing in her doorway. He was tolerably handsome. Not just for a human, but for any man. A little pang of memory from her vision pricked her. He was dangerous like no man she’d ever known.
She gave him a mockingly hard glare and asked, “How long have you been standing there?”
He stepped into her study. “Long enough to figure out why you’re so behind in your paperwork.”
Her shoulders relaxed. Work was a safe topic.
“Please share. Anything to break up this mind-numbing tedium,” she said, motioning to an adjacent chair. Since the incident in the training room, both tried to be as casual as possible. For Bethany, at least, the memory of his body pressed against hers was still too fresh to forget. She wasn’t even certain she wanted it to fade away. “I find it helps to sign the documents as opposed to staring at them until you go cross-eyed.”
“Is that how you do it? No wonder I’m behind.” Bethany yawned and rubbed her temples. “I’ve signed hundreds of these requests today and I don’t feel any further ahead. I can’t even remember most of what I’ve read. How did I survive without you? I believe you are the first aide that’s actually, well, aided me.”
A shy smile spread across his lips and he averted his eyes to fiddle with one of her signed letters. “That’s what both friends and aides do.”
She returned the smile. He offered so much calmness to her day; never angry, never nervous. She could not imagine surviving the madness around her without his soothing balm of a smile.
Bethany groaned at her own thoughts. She decided what she really needed was a week of sleep, followed by several Eastern-style massages.
“I have to pass on training again tonight,” she said. The awkward shift of his body hinted that he was suddenly embarrassed, as though those words brought up the very thing that had happened the last time. She cleared her throat, banishing the memory of him within kissing distance. “I know I’ve cancelled most of our training the last two weeks, but I have a commitment tonight. Master-at-arms Henry agreed to fill in for me again.”
“What will you be doing?” He asked, trying to look casual. He failed.
“Beating my friends senseless,” she said, beaming. “We get together a few times a year and have a little competition to see who’s still the best fighter. It’s immature I know but things are too tense. We could use a little harmless distraction.”
“Is it because of those prophecies?”
Bethany took a deep breath and frowned. “You’ve heard.”
“Everyone’s heard. I read it to several of the laundry girls…” He hesitated. “Before the knights took the sheets from me.”
She shifted in her chair. “The clergy have concerns about these supposed prophecies. They want to study them.”
“How can you be so calm! They are about Apexia’s daughter! Everyone’s heard rumors that she had children. But this is proof! It’s so excit –” He stared at her, eyes narrowed.
She flinched at his accusatory gaze.
“You already knew about them, didn’t you?”
Caught.
“I’ve been aware,” she chose her words carefully, “of the rumors concerning Apexia’s children. Obviously, I have no proof these children even exist so I don’t see the need to form an opinion of them.”
He shook his head and threw his hands in the air. “Bethany! The blessed children of our Goddess may be in our midst and you have no opinion?”
Fear gripped her, but she maintained a faint smile and light tone. “How would these people affect your life?”
“You are impossibly cynical.” He leaned forward. “They would be representatives of their mother. They could speak for her. A child of the Goddess would be revered. There would be no need for clergy. The children would be our clergy.”
His words stabbed her heart. Deep in her soul, she knew this was the true reason for keeping the prophecies a secret. With her and her siblings, the clergy would fade into the mists. She wanted them as much as they wanted her hidden. The arrangement worked.
“I like our priests and sisters. They’re good people.”
“Of course they are, but I’d give my life to meet a child of Apexia.”
Be careful what you wish for, Arrago.
Tears threatened her. She jumped to her feet and walked to her side table. To pour a glass of wine meant turning her back on Arrago. She took advantage of both the undiluted alcohol and the opportunity to fight off an emotional breakdown. Her muscles clenched, sending a shiver through her body.
“Bethany?” She heard his chair scrape against the stone floor.
She sniffed back the defeated tears. It had been too long since she had cried. She wasn’t ready and certainly not with Arrago in the room. “A sudden headache. If you don’t mind, I’d like to sit alone for a while.”
“Are you certain?”
She nodded frantically. She needed him away from her.
“I’ll see if I can find you some food.”
Once the door to her study snapped shut, she walked back to her desk and sat down. There were no words to comfort her. Arrago had opened a pit of emptiness in her that no amount of wine could fill. Her vision had been wrong. She would be nothing more than a religious figure to him. A thing to revere.
That hurt more than she expected. There would never be a return of affection. Never. Only his worship. She’d rather die than accept that.
An open letter on her desk caught her attention, scrawled in a familiar handwriting. It had not been there before her talk with Arrago. She slapped her hand over her mouth, holding back the horror as she read the words:
Sorry about killing Garran. Love, Sissy.
 


Chapter 14
 
The Diamond must be brave and take a sword to her fear. The death of her fear is the death of the Viper.
— Prophecy of the Diamond, Second Tablet
 
Bethany staggered into the north training room, more than a little tipsy from emptying close to an entire bottle of brandy into her stomach before leaving her office. Sarissa’s letter was already turned to ash. The letter’s purpose was to taunt Bethany. It had succeeded. No more discussion was needed.
She ordered her guards to grab some food. Being surrounded by dozens of armed knights was plenty of protection. As they walked away, talking and laughing, she wondered if she would ever laugh that way again.
Most of the other higher-ranking knights had already gathered in the room. A handful of newer knights joined them as well. Yawning, Bethany stumbled into Erem. He sniffed loud enough to draw her attention. Unabashed, she cocked an eyebrow.
“You shouldn’t be showing up three sheets blowing in the wind. It gives me false hope that you’ll be suspended from your position and I’ll be elevated to Lady Champion,” Erem said, smiling.
“With those legs, Erem, you’d make a fine Lady Champion.” She narrowed her eyes. “And I’m not three sheets. One sheet, sure. Maybe two. But three? Never!”
He was grinning now. “You smell like a tavern. Oh well. It’s not like we go into battle sober. At least, I never have.”
Bethany smiled a little, lacking the energy to muster any greater emotional response. Erem was trying to cheer her up. She appreciated the effort but no words existed to rid her of the clamping, suffocating weight that pressed on her.
A good sword fight just might be the key.
A paisley-green flash caught the corner of her eye and she turned to see Jovan strolling through the door. He looked in her direction but did not smile. Instead, he walked with purpose to the middle of the room to join Allric.
Allric, dressed in loose tan trousers and a traditional knee-length tunic, laughed in his deep, loud voice. The liquor-induced headache began to form, and she wished he’d be quieter. In fact, she wished they’d all be just a little quieter.
“Good evening,” Allric shouted out, quelling the chatter of the room. “Let’s shut the doors and get at it.” He waited for the doors to close. “If I recall, Jovan won last time.”
Jovan inclined his head and set the gleaming blade on a far table. It shone brightly in the hall, the hilt decorated with jade medallions. The thing was too pretty to be used for anything but display, but it had been used as a trophy for hundreds of years. Each man or woman who won held on to the sword until the next challenge. Jovan had been insufferable, bragging about it constantly. Bethany blinked up at the blade. Too bad she wasn’t a dab more sober; she might have a better chance at winning.
“I had hoped for a rematch, where I pounded Bethany to the floor but it looks like she’s picked up the bottle tonight.” He leaned forward, pretending to whisper. “It would be terribly unfair.”
All eyes fell on her and the knights chuckled. She strolled into the middle of the room in a somewhat straight line, grasping the handles of her back-mounted swords. With an exaggerated bow to the group, she said, “I was following Jovan’s example of testing temple wine to ensure its purity for Father Torius.”
Allric rolled his eyes jokingly and he asked the crowd, “Same rules as usual?” Several people nodded around her. He eyed Bethany. “You did bring your blunted blades, I hope.”
She offered a noncommittal shrug.
Of course, she brought blunted blades. She wasn’t that drunk. Showing up for any session was poor judgement on her part, even if this was on their time-off. Sarissa should not have been able to upset her, but it happened and now Bethany accepted the mild consequences. Allric ribbed her a little more and she made no complaint or scowl.
Though, Allric never teased Jovan about the time he showed up stark naked for a senior’s officer’s meeting. They had expected better from her, she supposed.
Allric’s voice droned on as he reviewed the rules for the competition. As if they hadn’t all heard it a dozen times before. Bethany let her mind wander, taking in the keen expressions of her fellow soldiers. No one else had shown up drunk. But damn it, she’d earned a stiff glass…or bottle after fretting about Magi and prophecy all week. The whimsical letter from her sister hadn’t helped any. What a selfish, heartless way to treat Garran’s death. Sarissa had known him! Magic surely had taken all her sense.
“Melee and mayhem! In three…two…one…”
Suddenly, the clanging metal and grunts of soldiers filled the hall. Bethany cursed her daydreams as she dodged Erem’s swinging sword. She ducked down, lost her balance, and accidently elbowed his groin. He collapsed on the ground, holding his crotch and moaning in agony. Bethany straightened and, yanked her swords out of their scabbards. Steadying herself (the room spun for several seconds), she held her ground against the others who tried to knock her down.
“Come on, Lady Bethany! You fight like a girl,” Tion, their youngest advanced knight, soon to be vowed, shouted between laughs.
Having nearly a foot of height on the kid, Bethany thumped her sword’s pommel into the side of his head. As he dropped to the ground, stunned and no doubt seeing stars and sparkles, she quipped, “And you fight like a man.”
She weaved and dodged, watching Jovan creep closer to her location. The wine had spurred her need to fight and Jovan would be a good match for her. Only he wasn’t smiling. In fact, he was scowling.
“Only a dozen still standing! You’ve all gotten soft. Clear out,” Allric shouted above the clang of steel. Bethany held her ground for a moment while the remaining fighters also waited for the fighting field to clear. The momentary reprieve gave her the opportunity to catch her breath.
She also caught sight of Jovan and shouted playfully at him.
“Jovan! Let a woman show you how it’s done,” she taunted, hoping to get a smile out of him. Some of the others around them slowed a little, taking their eyes off their opponents, suffering the punishments for it. “You look like you could use a good wallop in that paisley get up.”
“Would you prefer basic brown, like your new little friend?”
That stunned her.
Jovan flung his sword. It clattered against the stone floor. He grabbed her blunted sword with his gloved hands. He jerked his hands and twisted. She stumbled forward. Jovan’s waiting fist pounded into her gut, knocking the wind out of her. She fell against him before slamming to the floor.
Gasping and confused, she said, “I guess you win.”
He grabbed the front of her tunic and pulled her half off the floor. “Stop fiddling with the hired help.”
She stared at him, thoughts muddled by too much alcohol. Arrago? Did he mean Arrago? Why would Jovan be mad about him?
Fear hit her, freezing her in place. She fought it and snorted, glaring at him. “And it’s fine for you to screw every sister in the temple, I suppose.”
An uncomfortable, heavy silence fell over the room but she would not back down. If Jovan wanted a fight, a real fight, she was in the proper mood for it. She pushed against him and gained enough leverage to jump to her feet, this time not swaying. Her anger was stronger than the drink. She stared him in the eyes for a long moment before her fist landed on the square of his jaw, throwing his head back. “Now we’re even.”
“All right, this is supposed to be for fun,” Allric said, sternly, walking towards them. “Jovan, Bethany, that’s enough.”
“You’re not my mother, Allric,” Jovan snarled, his glare fixed on Bethany. “Someone needs to teach the trollop some manners before she ends up getting her smalls all damp because I called her little aide names.”
Anger exploded in Bethany’s veins and she felt her innate Power rush, wanting to take over. “If you want a brawl, Jovan, I’m happy to oblige.”
Kiner touched her arm which she promptly jerked away. “Back off, Kiner,” she snapped. “I don’t need you hovering around. Jovan has a burr in his saddle. Let him take it out on my face. If he dares.”
“I’m surprised you’d let me. Wouldn’t want to look bad in front of your new toy,” Jovan said. His fists were clenched and raised just enough to be ready for her. “Or maybe you’d like it if he roughed you around a bit?”
Bethany didn’t know what Jovan’s issue was, nor did she care at the moment. He would pay for speaking about Arrago that way. Her life, her business. She was the fucking daughter of a goddess. She was the third most powerful soldier in the fucking elven territory. No one ever dared speak to her like that without punishment.
Channelling all of her rage, she swung at Jovan. Her promise of a brawl was quickly realized. She landed three blows before his fist crashed into her mouth.
Fighting her natural reaction to vomit up the blood she had swallowed, she shouted, “What is your problem?”
“You stupid woman,” he said, kicking her shin to make her stumble.
She stayed upright, even as her leg exploded in pain. “Never call me that again,” she growled.
Jovan cocked an eyebrow. “Prefer whore?”
Rage overcame her wits. She threw her weight against Jovan, kicking and pounding, until he lost his balance. They toppled to the floor together, landing on their sides. Bethany felt a sharp pain shoot through her side and she winced, wondering if she’d broken a rib. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered more than killing Jovan. She flipped over, grabbing him by the throat to pin him.
She only landed two punches before he used his hips to thrust her off. He jumped to his feet first and kicked her twice in the gut. She crumpled and struggled to keep her alcohol in her stomach.
“Do you have any idea what you’re doing to that poor kid, Bethany? Any idea? Or is he just another person you can treat like shit to make yourself feel better?”
Grabbing an ankle, she yanked it, knocking him on his backside. She staggered to her feet, cradling her midsection. She blinked at him in bewilderment once her head stopped spinning. “Why are you so angry?”
Jovan lowered his voice, though the dripping hatred did not leave. “I heard about the training room.”
A wave of embarrassment crashed over her. People had seen that?
“You let him touch you.” And then, his voice turned softer, as though the fight was leaving him. “It can never be, Bethany. Never.” He stepped closer to her. “Stop it now before it’s too late.”
“I have not done anything wrong. I haven’t betrayed my vows as an elf. What is your excuse for whoring around Orchard Park? Every pointy-eared bastard born there is probably from your seed.” Her entire body shook as she fought the roar of her Power inside of her.
He stepped closer and whispered, “That’s right. Hold it back. If he sees who you are, he’ll hate you for lying.”
Most of the knights in the room did not know about her Power. She struggled to keep it contained. Rarely had it ever been this difficult. She clenched her fists, trying to control herself. Her body shook. Blood raged. Her heart pounded.
“You will fall in love with him and he will leave you.”
“Shut up!” Bethany punched Jovan’s gut so hard that it sent him flying a dozen paces before his body collapsed to the ground in a heap. Allric and Kiner tackled her to the ground.
“Get a hold of yourself,” Kiner said, trying to keep his voice low. “Apexia’s mercy, Bethany, control it.”
The world slowed and spun. Power pulled her mind from her body. In vain, she struggled to pull her consciousness back even as her sight floated above her body. Bethany focused on the shades of their skin pressed against her skin; Allric’s pale against her ivory against Kiner’s dark. She pushed Arrago from her mind, and pulled her attention back to herself, to rejoin her spirit with her mortal form.
“I’ve seen Bethany fight a lot of people but I’ve never seen her throw anyone that far before,” she heard the human knight, Tobias, mumble. “He must’ve really pissed her off.”
Erem nodded. “Jovan has that effect on people.”
She relaxed. Her secret had not been betrayed. Her consciousness merged back into her body.
Her eyes popped open. “I’m all right. I’m calm.”
Touching her damp lip, her shoulders slumped. Her fingers were covered in blood. She wiped her nose on her gray sleeve, leaving a reddish streak. The curse of being half god; her body wasn’t designed for the Power that came with it.
Weak and dizzy, she accepted Kiner’s hand for support to stand. Jovan had vomited; the red chunks of whatever fruit he had eaten littered the soil and stunk up the room.
“I’m sorry, Jovan,” she said, meaning every word. The words didn’t seem enough, near enough, but they were all she could find. She didn’t even know why she was apologizing first; he had started it. But the loss of her control frightened her. She could have killed him. Over what? Arrago?
He pulled himself to his feet and reached out a dusty hand, which she accepted. “I’m sorry, too.” Leaning close, he whispered, “I didn’t know any other way to show you how dangerous Arrago is. When it comes to him, you have not thought clearly. You cannot even control yourself when I say a mean word about him. What are you going to do if someone hurts him? Or if he hurts you?”
Bethany backed up, stumbling over her own feet. Jovan was right. She was not guarded around Arrago, everything about him weakened her strength and control. But he was the only good thing in her life. The one thing that wasn’t connected to the prophecy. She couldn’t bear to turn him away.
The vision had given her a taste of a future she’d never dreamed could come to her.
She would not give up that dream, even if she’d never act on it.
Never.
Not for anyone.
***
Agitated and not wishing to disrupt the peace of the dead any longer, Apexia weaved her consciousness and spirit together until it spun into flesh. Then, she stepped out of the wind, taking a moment to adjust to a physical form. She looked around the dank, stone walls of her mortal refuge. A shimmer of light from under the bulky doors offered just enough illumination to avoid the total darkness of the windowless room. She pondered conjuring additional light, but then decided she preferred the dimness. It provided a perfect match to her mood. Sarissa’s image may have cracked and faded, yet her poison lingered.
Apexia sat on the cold floor and her muscles ached. Nevertheless, she gave a pleasant sigh. Some days, she enjoyed existing as she once was, as a human, with all of the aches, pains, and limitations. Even the heartache of motherhood felt more real when in human form. It connected her to the pain of her children by grounding her in the present time.
Today she felt the pain of her children more than ever. How different Sarissa had become now, filled with the venom of Magic. Cured or poisoned, it was all the same in the end. Sarissa did not hide all her thoughts. Apexia saw the true nature of her daughter. The thoughts revealed themselves when Sarissa spoke of Bethany. Her walls fell and Apexia stared inside the keep of her daughter’s soul.
What she found was not pretty, nor was it kind. Sarissa’s soul had been destroyed. No cure existed for that. Her darling child would try to steal Power. She might fail, but many would die in the pursuit.
Apexia ran her stubby fingers along the grooves where the masons had joined each stone together. Her mind traced backwards to a time of abundant happiness. Back then there was no need for prophecies, for tests, for courage. Six hundred years before, when Apexia was barely more than a girl, trotting along the road with her mute brother to sell their goods at the market in Orchard Park. It had only been a small town then, maybe a thousand people. The Temple of Tranquil Mercies was called Elven Reach Thirteen, a military garrison. No one had ever heard the name Apexia, let alone worshiped her.
It was a time when priests bashfully smiled at her, and the soldiers fell over themselves to flirt with her. But her heart had been stolen back then and she kept it a secret. Even now.
Secrets. It all came down to secrets. Too many to want to remember, but impossible to forget.
Apexia shook off the spreading melancholy. The downside of donning human form was the plague of emotions and the past. Time on the wind was not a straight line; it was a circle. It was impossible to get lost in the past there. In the mortal world, however, time change and the tug of what was always weighted heavily on her mind. Tonight, she did not have the luxury of indulgence.
“Bethany will be here soon,” she whispered to herself. A flick of her gaze caused the room to fill with the soft light of candles.
“Best to prepare.”
***
Bethany’s face throbbed. Nothing more than she deserved. The final bells of the evening chimed and silence would reign until the cusp of dawn. Candlelight flickered throughout the temple hallways. The temple closed to visitors, the seemingly endless trails of tours and petitioners were gone. All that remained were soldiers, clergy, and servants whose own preoccupations let her walk virtually unnoticed. Left alone to be just another person.
Her guards no doubt thought she was still with the others, so for the first time in too long, she was truly alone. The solitude of the great temple enveloped her, but did little to quell the unrest inside her.
Now the brandy had mostly worn off (the vomiting helped), the throbbing increased by the second. No real purpose in mind, she climbed the winding, narrow stairs of the east tower. The clergy called the east tower home. Arrago’s room was there.
Apexia’s room was there.
Bethany swallowed back the lump in her throat and perhaps just a little pride. Fewer people shuffled in the hallways and stairways until, finally, she ascended several levels completely alone. Understandable, as no one but the highest ranks of the clergy came up this high. There were no bedrooms, no apartments, no great halls up there. Just rooms stuffed full of scrolls and books and Goddess only knew what else. The entire upper levels of the east tower were dedicated to storing Bethany’s mortal enemy: paperwork.
Her thighs burned from climbing the stairs. Her heart hung heavy in her chest, as if tied to a brick. Coming here was a mistake and, yet, she knew seeing her mother again was the only cure for her restlessness.
She clung to the memory of Sarissa’s letter, unable to let it go. How like Sarissa to be flip about the murder of a friend. Everything was a joke with her. Now Magic twisted that enduring trait into a sick perversion. Sane people never laughed at murder. Her twin, her second self, was worse than dead. She was pure evil.
Bethany pulled a burning candle from the wall sconce to use as a torch for the darkness ahead. She ran her fingers along the dusty tapestries that hung along the walls, interspersed between unlit candles. Over two years had passed since she had walked these halls, smelled the light tickle of lilac on the air, felt the soft touch of her mother. She found the tapestry of Apexia tending a market stall and slipped her hand behind it. Finding the latch, she unhooked it and pushed the faux stone door open, its hinges creaking like Aneese’s hips. After looking around to ensure she was alone, Bethany slipped through the small opening.
She felt along the wall to her right and found an unlit torch. She ignited the oily top with her candle. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust. Bethany coughed from the dust. Around her were piles of rolled carpets, and sheet-covered paintings and mirrors. In the far left corner, she knelt to remove a stone from the wall. She pulled the latch before pushing the stone back into place.
Bethany pressed against the stone wall until it shifted and opened. To hide her dusty footprints, she pushed one of the carpet rolls over before she slipped through the hidden door.
On the other side was a narrow, spiral staircase. She heard footsteps above her and the scrape of steel exiting a scabbard.
I guess they know I’m here.
Four Elorian males stood in a line in the small domed room at the top of the stairs. Two wore ebony robes – monks from the Black Hand order. The remaining two were knights, wearing the full plate armor of one who took secrecy vows. They lowered their weapons and bowed deeply as they recognized her.
She walked past them, maintaining the silence. Kiner belonged to the Black Hand, sharing his time between the knights and doing whatever it was that monks did in the dark recesses of the world. Squinting her eyes, Bethany thought the book on the corner table looked familiar, but couldn’t place it. She shook it off.
Only the carved oak doors before her separated daughter from mother. The Gentle Goddess, they called her. But when Bethany was near her mother, all she could see was that they were so different. Bethany wasn’t mortal, or even an Elorian. She was a daughter of the divine eternal. Of a goddess herself.
Bethany rested her hand on the door. Behind her, the men were silent. She supposed they did not move in hopes of being as invisible as possible. These four were here the day she stormed out of the room, screaming damning curses to her mother.
Bethany shook her mind clear of the thoughts that stung her heart. She pushed past her pride and pushed open the great doors.
 


Chapter 15
 
There will be comfort. There will be peace.
— Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet
 
“Hello.”
Silence.
Bethany let out a long, slow breath. She blew out her torch and watched the flickering candlelight bounce around the room. In spite of the heat outdoors, the room was relatively cool and damp. She latched the door behind her, not that the others would have come in. Apexia’s room was sacrosanct. The monks and the knights would not have entered this room to light the candles. Only Apexia would have.
“Where are you?” Bethany asked the silence. “I want to speak to you.”
Another moment passed. She didn’t need to visit her mother in the chamber to speak to her but it made Bethany feel normal; she had to visit the goddess as opposed to inviting her mother over for tea. Silly, but vital. Not that it mattered much longer.
“Mama, I want to talk with you. Please.”
A warm breeze tickled the wisps of hair around Bethany’s face, the ones that had fallen out of their braids during her brawl with Jovan. Bethany inhaled the thick scent of lilac. The wind swirled and kicked up dust until it formed a glowing, curvy figure – her mother.
Once formed into mortal shape, Apexia stared at her blankly. Bethany eyed her mother and wondered if looking at her was its own kind of flesh-and-blood vision. She wondered if she would look as good as her mother later in life, with Apexia’s silvery-streaked hair and well-set hips.
“Hello,” Bethany said, standing straight and focusing on not appearing scared. Not that she was afraid of her mother – she wasn’t. Rather, she feared admitting her mistake.
Apexia inclined her head and shifted her eyes to the side. The candles responded to the silent Power by producing a brighter, more intense light.
“A bit bare in here, isn’t it?” Bethany asked, grasping at casual conversation. Usually, the room was filled with furniture, or if Apexia was in a good mood, a picnic area in a long, warm field, the sun gentle overhead. Today, no illusions. Just the cold, barren walls and flickering tallow candles with their sickening animal smell.
Apexia remained silent. She didn’t frown, nor did she smile. Her lips remained pressed together in a thin line, her pale fingers clasped in front of her. Looking at her mother was like looking into a distorted mirror. Apexia’s ears lacked the elven points and instead were smooth and rounded. Her body curved, whereas Bethany had inherited the lean, straight figure of her elven father, whoever that was. Mother and daughter did share the same red hair and innate mule-like stubbornness.
Bethany crossed her arms. “Aren’t you going to speak to me?”
“You told me to never speak to you again, right after you called me a whore in heat. Are you expecting me to behave like other mothers and go make you a bowl of soup and pretend I’ve forgotten what you said?”
Bethany knew her mother would not allow that particular section of their argument to remain unaddressed. Perhaps that was why she had put off going back to see her. Bethany had never meant the vile words, but when Apexia had told her that her birth had been planned to fulfill the prophecies, anger had possessed her. Her mother made matters worse by refusing to reveal the name of Bethany’s father.
It ignited the rage that always bubbled just below her surface of calm, the rage that came from being one thing and wanting to be another.
She had lashed out against the one person who loved her unconditionally. The one who gave her life. Her fire was both her blessing and her curse. It made her a great warrior, but it also cursed her to push away anyone who loved her. Too often, her fiery outbursts eventually left her on bended knee begging for forgiveness. Like now.
“Mama, please. I don’t want to fight.”
Apexia remained rigid for a moment. Then, she nodded her head. With a flick of her hand, the bleakness of the room faded. Logs replaced the stone walls and the candles disappeared into the backdrop of a roaring fire and oil lanterns. Hand woven carpets in an array of greens and browns covered the floor.
Bethany took a step forward to seat herself on a plush rocking chair next to a crackling fireplace. “Your cabin,” she said. Her mother once said it was here where she felt most like the human she was born as.
“You look awful.”
“Thanks.” Bethany frowned. “Jovan used his fists to make a point.”
“As usual, you did not understand correction immediately and required several examples before your stubborn head absorbed the information. You got that from your father.”
Bethany remained silent. She would not fight with her mother.
Apexia reached to the end table next to her and picked up a platter of sweets. After examining them, she decided on the molasses cookie. She offered the plate to Bethany, who refused. “But, I wasn’t referring to the bruises. You look tired.”
Bethany shrugged. “It’s hard being mortal these days.”
Apexia smiled and let out a reluctant chuckle. “Half-mortal. You shouldn’t look as tired as the others.”
“Well, I do,” she snapped. Being around her mother reminded her of her own inadequacies, her weaknesses. It was hard enough having the sinking feeling of weakness whenever Garran’s unsolved murder crossed her mind. She had not come to here to fall deeper into those feelings.
“You’re not weak.”
“What?” Bethany asked.
Her mother looked surprised. “You were thinking that you were weak.”
Bethany narrowed her eyes. “You haven’t been able to read my thoughts in over a century.”
“As I said, you’re tired.”
Apexia leaned forward to pick up the white, porcelain teapot. Bethany stared at it, wondering if it had been there a moment before. She couldn’t remember.
Apexia poured herself a cup of the steaming liquid and asked, “Did you want one? It’s rather chilly outside.”
Bethany looked out the window and watched the snow falling outside. Orchard Park was in the midst of a heat wave in spring and here she was in a snowstorm. Her mother was always a bit off. “I’m fine.”
“One thing I love about mortal form is that I can drink tea.”
Silence slipped between them, interrupted only by the occasional pop from the fireplace or creak of the walls from the wind. How does one pick up after years of silence? Bethany had so much to say that she couldn’t say anything at all.
Apexia placed her cup on the table and asked, “Why are you here?”
A heavy feeling settled in Bethany’s stomach. The directness she often valued in her mother was also a curse when it was pointed at her. “Because I missed you.”
“No you haven’t.”
Bethany let out a deep breath. “Mama, please. You can pretend we are sitting in the middle of a snowstorm when it’s almost summer. Why can’t you pretend that I missed you?”
“I lack the talent. Not to mention that I am the Gentle Goddess of All,” Apexia said, outstretching her arms and looking at the ceiling. “She who rides the wind and brings comfort to a troubled world. She who does not lie or pretend.”
Bethany pressed her hands against the arms of her chair, slowly pushing herself up. With her face in full throb, she was in no mood to listen to her mother prattle on like a lunatic.
“Sit down. I’ll behave. You’ve never had a sense of humor.” Popping the last of her cookies in her mouth, Apexia waved her hand near the table. A plate of miniature pastries appeared. She picked up one of the flaky treats and asked, “Tell me the real reason why you’re here.”
“Sarissa.”
Apexia sighed. “What did she do now?”
“Wrote me a letter, apologizing for killing Garran.”
The goddess dropped her pastry and stared. “I always said Sarissa got the sense of humor for the both of you. Have you told Allric? Or Torius?”
“No, not yet. Now that I think about it, I suppose I wanted to tell you first. I know that you haven’t spoken or felt her presence in a long time.” She shrugged and looked back outside to the falling snow. “At least, you now know for certain that she’s alive.”
Apexia’s eyes grew wet. “It makes it easier to kill someone when they are alive.”
Bethany’s heart raced. She had known deep within her that Sarissa would have to be killed. She even knew it would probably be her doing the deed. Knowing and acknowledging were drastically different.
“Don’t look at me like that. You may not have admitted it out loud, but we both know that only death will stop Sarissa.” Apexia stood up and walked to the fireplace to warm her hands. “When I gave birth to both of you, I could see so many possibilities before you. I knew the risks when I gave birth to the Diamond of prophecy alongside a Powerless daughter. But I wanted to see you both live and laugh, and even love.” She turned back to Bethany and offered a weak, sad smile. “I don’t regret any of it. Not for one moment. I love you both.”
Bethany swallowed past the lump in her throat. Their last words before today were a screaming match over Apexia’s choice to bring Sarissa into the world, having seen the possibility that she would become addicted to Magic. She dropped her eyes to avoid the sad gaze of her mother.
“I have to leave. Allric needs to know about this,” Bethany said. In fact, she had no intentions of telling anyone about the letter, but she needed to get away and clear her mind. Talking to her mother brought back too many hurtful memories and realities.
Apexia’s expressionless face was all the evidence necessary for Bethany; her mother didn’t actually believe her. Nevertheless, she was thankful that Apexia was playing along for once. “Of course. But, before you go, would you tell me something?”
Bethany nodded. “What?”
“How is this new fellow? Arrago, is it? I’ve noticed you with him.”
She felt the heat surge in her cheeks. “Fine.” Bethany returned her mother’s intent gaze and then broke into laughter. “I have no idea. I’ve had better conversations with Apples.”
“Apples is a horse. They are famous for their conversational abilities, whereas Arrago is a man. If it is any comfort, men say the same things about us.” Apexia’s voice raised in pitch, just slightly, but enough for Bethany to notice. “He is a good man, I think.”
Bethany raised an eyebrow.
“Don’t give me that look, young lady.” Apexia chuckled and walked back to her chair. “Other than your little slip, you’ve successfully blocked me from your mind. I’m left to make random comments and assumptions in hope of delicious gossip. The dead rarely gossip.”
Bethany rolled her eyes. “It doesn’t matter if he is a good man, or not. I’m supposed to be with an elf king, whatever that means. It says that right in the prophecy. Dozens of monks throughout the ages have debated every single aspect of the prophecy except the part about the elven king. I’ve accepted that I will be forced to marry someone of the scholars’ choosing. That’s what the Creator Gods want. That’s what the prophecy wants. That’s what the scholars demand.”
“So?”
Bethany blinked. “Huh?”
“The Creator Gods want you to marry a king. So what?”
Bethany knew her jaw hung slack but couldn’t seem to bring it back into place. “You, of all people, know the answer to that. My entire life has been designed around those tablets. You gave birth to me because of them.” Bethany regretted the words when they escaped her mouth. The knowledge of her planned birth was the original cause of the rift between them.
Apexia leaned forward and placed her hand on Bethany’s knee. It was strange having her mother touch her again. Apexia squeezed gently and said, “I cannot see the true future. I only see the possibilities. Do what you must.” She leaned back in her chair and smiled. “The universe will cope.”
“Do what I must,” Bethany repeated, uncertain what to do with the permission to disregard prophecy. “I’ll remind you of that.”
 


Chapter 16
 
She will see the world in its chaos and will know that her path is righteous.
— The Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet
 
Amber crashed through the forest, branches snapping against her arms, roots cracking underfoot. Magpies and crows squawked their displeasure as both trees and underbrush trembled in her wake. Her heart pounded and she gasped for air.
It didn’t matter how sick she was. It didn’t matter how much she ached. She needed to put more distance between herself and them.
She had eluded Sarissa for too long; she couldn’t stop running now. Elven lands were close, if she wasn’t already in them. More Elorians and elves appeared on the roads and the weather grew warmer as she ran further south. She didn’t know why she was being pulled in that direction, but if she could make it to an outpost, she could turn herself over to the protection of the Knights. She would be safe. They would save her.
She pushed the dangling branches out of her way with one arm, clutching her stomach with the other. She longed for more arms to hold her swollen, aching breasts. Even with the Magi following her, her body fought to keep alive the life that stirred inside her. Unwanted life from that bearded bastard who had forced himself on her. And the bitch who had watched it happen.
Gasping, Amber slowed to catch her breath and listened for pursuing horses. They whinnied somewhere in the distance, the pounding hooves sounding farther away. She doubled over, bracing her hands on her thighs as she swallowed in air. A sharp pang split her belly and she fell to her knees, body convulsing as dry heaves descended.
When the convulsion finally ceased, she collapsed on the ground next to a large pine. Just out of arm’s reach were unripe wild strawberries, beckoning to her. Clawing at the ground to pull her exhausted body forward, she reached the berry patch and frantically stuffed the white, bitter fruit into her mouth. Though she knew that eating too fast or too many was liable to make her sick again, hunger controlled her. It did not care about later; it only cared about the now and she obeyed by shoving fistfuls of berries and leaves into her mouth.
Beyond the strawberry patch was an even larger spread of juniper berries. Never give to a woman with child, she remembered her mother once saying. Unless she requests it.
She stopped eating and stared at the bluish-green berries hidden amongst the fir branches that skimmed the ground. In her healing training, she had helped two women miscarry and Amber still remembered the violent sickness that resulted. Sickness didn’t scare her as much as recapture.
Covering herself in leaves and the little bits of ground cover that she could find, Amber curled up on her side facing away from the tempting juniper. Her heart still pounded, keeping her exhausted mind awake. She thought again about her escape and how simple it had been. Too simple. Sarissa and the bearded beast left her alone in the cottage. The guard had fallen asleep outside of her cell. No one stopped her.
She’d even grabbed proper clothing, footwear, and a pack of food before escaping. It was all too convenient and Amber knew they had let her go. But why? Every night for at least two months she’d asked herself the same question. They chased her, herded her, and yet never captured her. Amber wondered if Sarissa was that poor of a tracker to be unable to find a pregnant Rygent in a sea of trees.
Amber ran her hand along her belly. She had hoped the non-stop running and starvation would have killed the creature inside her. The great lord, Rygous, refused to grant that prayer. She had even pleaded for her own death, yet she had been unable to swallow the plants necessary to end her own life. On days like these, she wondered why she even ran.
Eventually, her luck would end. They would catch her. Sarissa would cut her open, watching Amber die as the witch captured her soul’s energy. Sarissa would become even more powerful.
Panic gripped her. Cold sweat broke out over her body as images flashed in her mind of being sliced open while still alive. Her heart pounded, drowning out the sound of the rustling leaves.
Not now, she begged. Please, Rygous, help me.
The soothing balm of the Divine seeped through her skin. She knew her god had touched her from the beyond, as warm comfort spread through her body. A yawn escaped her. Unable to keep her eyes open any longer, Amber drifted into the dream world, one filled with love and safety.
***
“Isn’t this exciting?” Sarissa sang out over her shoulder. The hot summer wrapped its loving arms around her. “Oh, how I have missed the heat!”
Scowling, Robert pulled his horse alongside hers, sweat beading on his forehead and beard. “This is madness. Complete and utter madness.”
“You’re no fun,” she said with an exaggerated pout. “Why won’t you let me have my games?”
“Your games are giving me saddle sores.” Robert pointed to a small patch of trees and brush ahead of them. “She’s in the trees. I’d suggest we just go in there and grab her, but that would be foolish talk.”
Sarissa flashed him a wide, toothy grin. “Of course we aren’t going to capture her. Silly man.”
She laughed at Robert’s annoyed grunt. They had been playing the cat-and-mouse game with Amber, pushing her closer to elven lands, closer to the Temple. Closer to the Magic texts, which Sarissa knew the monks had hidden in the twisted underground tunnels below the holy building.
The girl didn’t even know what was happening. That was the sweetest part of it all.
Sarissa’s connection to Amber’s unborn child grew stronger each day and she now communicated regularly with it through dreams. It was still too feeble to have any true thoughts of its own yet, but she could relay thoughts and wishes to it. Those feelings passed on to the mother. Amber’s bid to save her own skin allowed Sarissa to unlock the spell necessary for the advanced Magic. Perhaps she would thank Amber the next time they met.
“We need to pretend that thirty people on horseback can’t catch a half-naked child with a fat belly?”
“She isn’t far enough along to be fat yet. Don’t you know anything?” Sarissa smiled at Robert, watching the wind tousle his black hair.
“I know you’re a crazy bitch.”
Sarissa feigned an injured look. “I think you need to loosen up. You should cut your hair, too. You look like a wild man.”
He sneered. “You were less crazy when you were crazy.”
That made her chuckle. She had been liberated from the bitter hatred that had consumed her for decades. In its place, she found ambition and it was a glorious feeling.
She eyed the forest ahead of them. Most of the rolling hills around them were covered in sparse groves of trees, with occasional patches of farmland carved out of them. The area where Amber had retreated from the main path was a thick, mangled mess of forest, left alone by the tiny hamlet that existed nearby. Sarissa made note to avoid the town. They weren’t in elven territory yet, but they were out of the slave nation territories. These elf-friendly places didn’t take kindly to Magic. She’d hate to end up beheaded and nailed to a crossroads signpost.
Robert grumbled something about her not paying attention. She rolled her eyes and said, “You need a good roll with a plump whore.”
Robert eyed her wearily. “I’d sooner cut my own dick off.”
“That would save me the trouble of doing it for you,” she said, still smiling. “Raping Amber was a necessity. Whoring around with pox-ridden wenches was not. “Pull your men close to the river, and then circle back. We can make camp west of here. I don’t want to push her more today. She might lose the child.”
Robert frowned but nodded. “Circle back. Scare the kid. Let her get away. Again.”
She shot him an annoyed look.
He raised a hand in surrender. “We’ll do it.”
Sarissa tugged her horse’s reins to turn around and headed back to their encampment, leaving Robert and his five riders to cause trouble in the trees. She turned to the west until she saw the campfire smoke dancing in the wind. It had not been easy convincing the villagers to follow her through human territory. But the price of success was so great – godhood itself.
***
Bethany gave up staring at the reports in front of her. It was useless. Whoever spread the prophecies around and gave the Magic texts to Edmund had disappeared. After two months of extensive searching, they still had nothing. Every letter in front of her said the same thing. He was long gone.
“More letters just arrived, Bethany,” Arrago said, stepping into her study. He flipped through the sachet and pulled two out, before handing the bag over. She noticed those two were addressed to Jovan, not her.
She accepted it from him and smiled, a gesture he returned. Since her fight with Jovan and the near loss of control over her Power, she had been careful around Arrago. His short hair, northern accent, and good teeth all still appealed to her, as did the way her name rolled off his tongue. Her feelings for him had not changed and she knew enough about men to know that he still watched her when he thought she wasn’t looking. But she had erected walls around feelings and filled in the gaps with mortar.
He prattled on about…she wasn’t quite sure. She was busy flipping through the sealed letters, guessing their authors by the handwriting. No doubt more bad news. At least Torius had condemned the prophecies as a madman’s rants and the people seemed mostly convinced. There was comfort in that. The great arrow of doom had been avoided. The clergy rejoiced, as did she. “Can you imagine? Three copper!”
As Arrago spoke, she found her head tipping slightly, watching his whole body quiver and wondering how he’d look without clothes. He’d grown broader, more muscular after two months of intense training. His tunics were just a little too snug around his shoulders and biceps, his trousers just a breath too tight around the thighs.
She gave her thoughts a mental shake. By elven standards, she was far too young to become involved with anyone that wasn’t arranged for her. She certainly could never get permission to marry Arrago, allowing her to break her chastity vows. She would never tumble with Arrago outside of a sanctioned union. She wasn’t Jovan, after all, who had humped most of the Honored Sisters in the temple.
She sighed, once again concluding that friendship was all she could hope for.
“Of course, I had to sleep with Jovan to get the money,” he said, leaning against her desk. “But at least he’s pretty.”
Bethany blinked. “Huh?”
He wagged his finger at her. “I knew you weren’t listening. I won the temple betting pool!”
“Sorry,” she said, laughing and feeling a bit foolish. “Which one? I have money in sixty.”
“Seventy-one, actually. I keep track for you,” Arrago said. “I won the prestigious ‘Lady Champion’s Aide’ pool. I had placed my own bet of three copper that I would last two months and seven days. And here we are and I am neither dead nor dismissed. Since mine was the only qualifying bet left, I won the entire pot. Literally, I even won the cast iron pot they’d put the money in!”
“Three whole copper? I pay you more than that.” Bethany chuckled.
“Yes, but that was before I’d received any wages. I did Edmund’s laundry for a week to get that out of him.” When she didn’t reply, he threw his hands up. “Don’t you want to know how much I made?”
“Oh, of course.” She put the letters back on her desk and looked him in the eye. “How much?”
A wide grin spread across his face. “One hundred, eighty-seven gold, nineteen silver, and four hundred and seventeen copper.”
“What!” She exclaimed. Fear gripped her. Arrago’s winnings were enough to live comfortably, if frugally, in Orchard Park for the rest of his life. He could rent a small room, eat at the vendors, wear basic clothes, and never have to work again. He could leave her. Who’d help with the paperwork? What would make her smile?
Bethany, calm yourself. She narrowed her eyes at him. “That was all part of your plan, huh? Get kicked out of training, become my aide, then get filthy rich off your own pool. People wonder why I don’t trust humans.”
Arrago beamed. “I’m rich. Less poor, at least.”
“So what now?” She struggled to be light hearted. “Are you going to leave me to retire to a small cottage and a family of eight that you bought with your winnings?”
He ran a hand through his brown hair, a contemplative expression on his face. His tone grew serious. “I’ll have to think about it.”
Bethany sat up straight. Her heart thumped loudly. “You can’t leave me. I actually rely on you. You can’t go.”
“If I left, you’d have to do your job.” A short laugh escaped his lips before he grew sober. “I’ll never leave you, Bethany. You have my word.”
Heat surged through her and she turned away, hoping to hide the flush on her face. Her hands shook. “Well played, Arrago.”
Arrago laughed. “Bethany, you should have seen your face. I was sure you were going to vomit on your desk.”
“Heartless ass,” she mumbled.
He kept laughing. “I would like to treat you to a meal in town, though. Can you sneak away for a few hours?”
She nodded. An afternoon out with Arrago might be just the thing to clear her mind. “I need to have my bracers repaired anyway, so I can drop it off on our way. Would you mind waiting while I get it?”
“I’m a wealthy man. I can wait,” he winked.
“You’re still not as wealthy as me,” she said laughing, stacking her letters in a neat pile.
Arrago shrugged and followed her out of the study. “I dare say I’m not as wealthy as any elf. You and your gold mines and that sharing of wealth.” He motioned to his desk. “I’ll be here when you get back.”
As Bethany walked out, she caught a glimpse of his lingering gaze in the hazy mirror that hung next to the door. She allowed him a morsel of dignity and didn’t look back. In friendship, she was safe to enjoy being a woman. It was a new experience for her and she was grateful for the boundaries.
She weaved her way through the busy corridors. Lavender incense assaulted her as she neared the prayer rooms. Thankfully, she ducked past the open doors; Aneese had the annoying habit of stopping prayers to call out for Bethany to join in. The Honored Sisters never did seem to understand that Bethany had more important things to do than pray to her own mother.
Bethany sprinted up the several flights of stairs to her apartment. She hoped that they would visit the vendors by the seaport, which made the best elven food. Arrago could get a dead chicken and she could munch on nutty pastries.
Today, her guards were young, regular soldiers. At her request, Erem cycled those with potential to one day become apprenticed knights through guard detail. With tightened temple security, even Allric felt the risk was minimal.
The only problem was that she never knew any of their names.
Bethany sprinted up the several sets of stairs to her own room. Excitement fluttered in her stomach. Arrago asked her out for an afternoon of fun.
That smell.
Bethany halted near the top of the stairs. She turned to the guard nearest her. “Do you smell that?”
The teenaged human shook his head.
“It smells like…” Her voice died. She knew that smell. Bethany took a deep breath and pushed the doors open. Her jaw slacked.
Death.
 


Chapter 17
 
The Viper will not rest until the Diamond bathes in the blood of the innocent.
— Aleu’s Agony of the Diamond
 
Bethany stared at the draining corpses littering her corridor. She tuned out the retching sound behind her. Vomiting was a part of soldiering. At least they were fresh kills; the flies and rats hadn’t arrived.
“Get help,” Bethany ordered in a low voice.
One of them bolted down the stairs. Bethany doubted a herd of cattle would have been louder. Soft footsteps behind her told her that the two other guards were behind her. Bethany bent down to retrieve a bloody sword from the floor. As long as the Magic threat existed, never again would she be weaponless inside the temple, or anywhere else. She chided herself for her complacency. She had joked about assassins coming to get her. Never again.
Her breath hitched in her throat as noticing for the first time that the bodies had been sliced open in an exact pattern; throat to groin, with a diamond carved into the skin that once covered the heart area.
Bethany motioned at the doors on either side of the corridor. Cautiously, the three of them peered into each room. Despite being unprepared with only two children as help, Bethany hoped it was a group of bumbling thugs and not just one. One meant a powerful, well-trained individual. She was barely armed.
Bethany pushed a partially closed door open with her sword, swallowing back the bile that burned in her throat. She knew the names of all these people. Some of them had been her neighbors for decades. Here they were, eviscerated.
Just like Garran.
She blinked and cleared her mind, reminding herself that she needed her wits.
Fight now, mourn later.
“I can’t do this,” the shaking voice next to her squawked. “I don’t want to die like this.”
Bethany glared at him. “Steady, soldier.”
The boy, perhaps only fourteen or fifteen, dropped his sword and ran. Bethany swallowed. She couldn’t call after him. So, she lowered herself down, retrieved the dropped weapon, and grabbed the arm of her remaining guard.
The girl trembled.
“Name?” Bethany mouthed to the guard next to her, trying to keep her mind off the death and stench around her. Eleven years had passed since she last stood ankle-deep in bodies. She waited for the shock to wear off so that her heart would stop galloping.
“Rose,” the girl whispered. “Are we g-g-going to die?”
“No.”
Bethany motioned at her apartment door. With her fingers, she counted down from three. When her thumb displayed “one” as the last digit, Bethany kicked the door open.
Inside, a tall, fat man she didn’t recognize sat on her blood-soaked bed, fingering one of her Blessed Blades.
Unwilling to take her eyes off of the man to assess the room for others, she stared at him and tightened her grip on the flimsy sword in her hand. She felt Rose’s breath on her neck, so she took a slow step forward, leaving enough room for the young woman to flank her.
“Lady Bethany? Is it you?” The man stood, his tall frame casting a long shadow across the floor and furniture. “Oh, blessed be the Magics that brought you here.”
It was not the response she had expected. “Who are you?”
He squared his shoulders as a look of confusion spread across his face. “I’m Joseph Layson. I’m the man you’ve been looking for. You know? Prophecy revealer, follower of the righteous and all-powerful Sarissa, killer of all of the people in the corridor, perhaps even the killer of Lady Champion Bethany, so on and so forth. It hurts me that you don’t know who I am.”
She was without a Blessed Blade and he no doubt practiced Magic. To her right stood a terrified, but brave, child. She needed to keep her wits. This Joseph would die soon enough. He seemed to enjoy the sound of his own voice. Let him prattle away the seconds until help arrived.
“Sarissa was right. You are terse,” he said as he swung her sword in the air, its jeweled hilt glistening in the morning sun. “I realize how badly you must want to kill me and I already know that you will defeat me –”
“I agree,” Bethany snapped.
He smiled as he stepped closer. His gaze stopped and he pointed. Bethany had to lean ahead to see what he was doing. She sucked in a lungful of air. A pool of blood. A small child’s limp frame.
“Butcher,” she growled. Next to her, Rose gasped and shivered so hard that her mail tinkled.
Bethany expected the girl to run, but Rose stood firm. She drew the comfort and resolve. Rose needed some of her strength. She’d show it.
Joseph looked back at Bethany. “Oh, her? She came in earlier to clean the room. Sweet tasting. Too bad I sucked her soul dry. I had planned to do this to your little friend, Eve, once I was finished here. Oh well.”
Chills spread through her body.
“I don’t know anyone named Eve,” she lied. She heard the faint stomping, shouting, swearing that usually accompanied soldiers. Her heart pounded faster, readying her body for combat. A few more seconds, a minute at most, and her sword would sink through his throat like he had done to her neighbors and friends.
He looked around. “I was disappointed to find your room so bare. Your study is dull. Your job is dull. Your friends are dull.” He leaned forward. “I had hoped that your underclothes would be red, but those were dull, too.”
She cringed, knowing this man’s filth had been all around her. It stung her pride, too. He had been nearby all along and hidden from her. He would pay. Any moment now.
The thunder of heavy steps approached. She smiled, knowing that her eyes still portrayed hatred. He was about to die.
“Oh, the knights are here. How exciting! I hope some are in uniform. You know, I dislike the rule that you vowed knights only wear baldrics when out and about. I think you should be decked out in your shiny breastplates all of the time. It’s so…inspiring.”
Bethany saw her opportunity. She raised her sword and rushed Joseph. He flicked his hand and a gust of wind slammed against her. She flew across the room, crashing into her desk. A groan escaped her lips. Stabbing pain surged through her body with every breath. She struggled to her feet, wincing at the pain.
Rose let out what Bethany assumed was meant as a battle cry, though the poor girl’s voice cracked partway through. She charged Joseph, swinging her sword. He effortlessly dodged her blows and jutted his hands out in front of him. Rose screamed as she was thrown through the opened door, which slammed shut behind her.
Bethany struggled to her feet, taking shallow breaths in a vain attempt to reduce the agony inside her. Though grateful, she didn’t understand why he used air to blast her. Why not just catch her on fire?
Joseph smiled and sat back down on her bed. “I thought we could have a bit of a chat.”
The floor vibrated from the knights pounding on her door. Even if he had sealed the door with Magic, they’d eventually break it down with their Blessed Blades. She started at her own blade in his hand and planned her attack.
He put the blade behind his back. “Stop staring at this. It isn’t like you need it to kill me.”
She ignored the comment as she pulled herself upright. Holding her mid-section, she stepped forward. “Get off my bed.”
He obeyed, his smiling never leaving his lips. “Lady Bethany, daughter of Apexia, sister of too many bastard children to remember. I have a message from Sarissa,” he said, staring into her eyes. “She plans to drop by soon, to say hello.”
Bethany lunged at him, sword in hand. He grabbed her blade mid-air, his bare fist wrapped around the glimmering steel of her sword. Blood dripped from his hands, down the sword’s blade. While trying to pull it from his grip, Magic and Power pulsed through the sword. Bethany shrieked as his darkness stirred her Power, while Joseph screamed and convulsed.
“Bethany!” Erem shouted from the other side of the door, the pounding increasing.
Bethany released her grip on the hilt to push Joseph away from her. The sword clanged when it hit the ground and she swiftly grabbed one of her Blessed Blades from her bed.
Joseph staggered. Uncertain if he was pretending or actually injured, she stood her ground, waiting for his next move.
His breath labored as he spoke. “The door has a small spell on it. I suppose I should have warned you that I had sucked the living energy from all of those poor souls out there.” He chuckled as he spoke, his strength returning. “When I’m done with you, I’ll drain Arrago, Jovan, and anyone else I can get my hands on.”
Anger like she had never felt before overtook her and the barriers around her mind dropped without warning. Loosening her grip on the sword, she reached up and grabbed him by the throat. She squeezed until he wheezed for air.
High on Magic, he seemed immune to the oxygen deprivation. Instead of passing out, he punched her in the gut, fists connecting with her stomach over and over. Heat rose on her face and warm liquid trickled down her neck. She ignored it.
“Come on! Use your magical spells on me,” she taunted, though her voice was hoarse and pained. Her head pounded and stars flickered in her vision. He batted away her arm and she gasped for air, broken ribs stabbing her and her vision grew dark.
Another shove and she fell to the floor, a whimper of pain escaping her lips. Joseph pressed his boot against her throat, pushing hard enough that she couldn’t breathe but not enough to crush her throat. She gasped and choked, limbs flailing in vain searching of her sword.
“You don’t know, do you? How sad. You can’t kill the Divine with Magic. Not even a half-goddess. However, I can break your neck and kill you the more traditional way.”
He pushed harder on her throat. Consciousness faded. She needed an escape. Now.
So, she let go.
Pulsing energy, hot and angry, surged through her veins. Her fingertips went numb. Her thoughts blurred. Power consumed her until all she could feel was hot, boiling rage.
She jutted out her hands. Swords and daggers flew from their various resting places at him. He knocked three away but the forth, a small dagger on her dressing table, sunk into his shoulder. Joseph stumbled and Bethany rolled on all fours, coughing and spitting, not strong enough to stand.
“You seem angry.” He looked down and grabbed the dagger. It pulled out with a wet, slurping sound. He tossed it to the floor, blood flicking on her face. “Now why would I steal all of this delicious energy –” he pointed at the girl’s corpse – “if it wasn’t to cast protection spells? I can’t feel pain, Lady Bethany.”
Gathering her energy, she flung both arms in his direction. The swords and daggers rose again, slashing at him. Blood sprayed the air. She wondered if it was her own.
The stench of opened guts hit her and her stomach contents rolled once more. Blood rushed from Joseph’s lower torso. Still, he grabbed her tunic and dragged her upright. She slammed her head into his face. Blood spurted from his nose and mouth. Stars blurred her vision. The worst headache of her life formed as her skull tried to crush her brain.
He pushed her away and Bethany fell on her bed, bouncing once, before falling on several weapons. Her cheek suddenly itched, but she kept her fading focus on Joseph.
“I see your body is rejecting your mother’s blood. Poor Bethany. Immortal Power inside mortal flesh. Sarissa is more powerful than you. You may have stolen her birthright in the womb, but she controls Magic. It does not control her any longer.”
Blood ran freely from her nose, dripping off her upper lip and chin. Her legs wobbled when she tried to stand and she collapsed to her knees. Breathing heavily, Bethany wiped away the blood and vomit with the back of her hand. She reached for a dagger on the floor, but fell on her side, the room spinning.
Joseph staggered and dropped to his knees. “I will lose this fight but Sarissa will win her war. Let Apexia bear witness that only one of your own could kill me!”
Clinging to what was left of her splintered bedpost, Bethany pulled herself up and, still holding on to the post, slammed the heel of her boot into Joseph’s throat. Before he could stand, she stomped down on his throat apple until bone and tendons crunched.
Faintness overwhelmed her. Her fingers slackened and Bethany slid to the floor in a heap of limbs on top of Joseph’s still body. White pain rushed through her and the world went black. She rolled on her back. The ceiling spun and she vomited, choking some of it back down. The rest of the bile and chunks of fruit ran out the sides of her mouth, dripping down her cheeks. It ran into her ears and down her neck. The itchy cheek stung.
Reality blurred.
Breathing was so hard.
She was going to wear her hair down for Arrago. She was going to eat pastries. They were going to laugh.
The world faded to blackness.
***
Arrago drummed his thumb against his desk. Two bloody hours and no word of Bethany. The entire South Tower was still blocked off, no one really knew what was going on – or, at least, no one was telling him. All non-residents had been locked into the prayer rooms, not allowed to leave, and residents were sent back to their rooms like naughty children and locked in. The knights let him stay in the study. Waiting.
He slammed his hand against the desk and pushed himself up so hard that his chair fell over. He kicked it out of his way and huffed. For the last quarter of an hour, everyone passing by said that they had heard Bethany had been killed. They saw her body being carried in blood-soaked linens to one of the sanctuaries. Of course, the sanctuaries had a hundred armed soldiers around them, so going in to see was out of the question.
He tried to put it from his mind. He tried, he tried, he tried. He failed. No living man could resist falling into despair at hearing that the woman he loved –
Arrago stopped his pacing and stared at the pale yellow walls, panic-stricken. Having that forbidden word cross his mind paralyzed him. He did not mean it, of course. Bethany was a friend, an employer, someone who liked to threaten him when she was angry. She was off-limits.
She was also the bright point of his day, sometimes sharing in his jokes and often smiling at him. Lately, she had spent more time around him and he lapped it up like a dog at a watering hole. He had caught her staring at him from the corner of his eye. She’d begun to wear her hair looser. She laughed more.
He was in love.
This revelation only served to make Arrago angry. He could not think of a more idiotic thing to do than fall in love with the most unattainable woman in creation.
“There you are, son. I’ve been looking all over for you!”
Before him stood His Eminence, High Priest Torius, red-faced and out of breath. Arrago bowed from the waist. “Eminence, welcome.”
“Yes, yes. I need to sit down. I’m not as young as I once was.” Torius walked slowly to a wicker chair near Bethany’s office. He dragged his body so slowly that Arrago wondered if he should help the old elf across the room. The priest gathered up his dark orange and burgundy robes before collapsing into a chair.
“May I get you something to drink, Eminence? A glass of wine?” The priest had come into the office several times before to see Bethany but Arrago avoided him. Something about having the spokesman of Apexia herself next to him made him nervous. “Perhaps I can find you something to eat?”
Torius shook his head. “Do you have any brandy? Or whiskey”
Arrago hid his surprise. The emissary of Apexia wanting spirits! “Bethany keeps a bottle of brandy in her top desk drawer…”
“Then do not bother. It’s hers.” He took several deep, wheezing breaths. “I forget some days that I’m not two hundred anymore. I can’t run around like a young man.”
Arrago couldn’t find the right words to carry on the conversation so he simply smiled.
Torius shifted a few times before throwing his hands in the air. “Well? Have you heard the latest news? They say an army of Magi killed Bethany. An army! Here, in my temple!”
So much for the priest being a distraction. “Yes, I heard that as well, but nothing official has come yet.”
“I wish I could be as calm as you, boy. Cool as a head of lettuce, you are.” The priest snorted. “No one will tell me anything. I am the High Priest of the Order of Apexia. I am in charge of this place and those empty-headed soldiers said I am not authorized to know what is happening in my own bloody building. Me!”
“Eminence, I’m sure you will be the first to know when the situation is…” Arrago searched for a Bethany-word, “contained.”
High Priest Torius blew out a long breath, visibly paling. He lowered his voice and seemed to age, growing more frail and sad. “I cannot find Allric or Jovan. Kiner is missing, too. All holed up in the tower. She could be dead and no one will tell me.” Tears welled up in his eyes. “On second thought, break out that bottle of brandy. If she is dead, I will have nothing else to live for.”
Arrago paused and stared. “Eminence?”
“I apologize, Arrago.” A flush of embarrassment washed over the elder’s face. He took a deep breath. “Did you know that I helped birth Bethany? Her mother went into labor and I caught her as she came into the world. Her hair was as red as flame. She wiggled and kicked me when I tried to wrap the cloth around her. Right from the womb, she was a stubborn ox. Just like her mother.”
Bethany.
Arrago rallied his spirits and said, “Then she will be all right. You’ll see.”
He pushed aside the image of Bethany rotting in a pile of dirty linens on an altar. He unlatched Bethany’s door to retrieve the dusty bottle of brandy from the shelf. “Best brandy,” she’d called it. “Well, if this isn’t a time for best brandy, I don’t know when is, Eminence.”
Arrago glanced at Bethany’s desk, papers and scrolls piles haphazardly. Organized chaos, she called it. He swallowed hard to push down the lump in his throat. He headed back and poured one for the priest. He hesitated and poured a glass for himself in hopes that it would help wash away his fears.
Torius gulped his back. “So they would not let you in either?”
Arrago cocked his head. “Sorry?”
“The guards. They would not let you go up to see Bethany?”
Heat rose in his face. “Um…I hadn’t tried.”
Torius threw his hands in the air. “You have been sitting here all this time and have not done anything? Young man, if anyone can get up there and find out what is going on, it is you.”
“You kindly overestimate my skills of persuasion,” Arrago said, sipping his drink. Bethany was right; it was “best brandy.”
“Young man, you are the only person Bethany has ever listened to. Not to mention how much she talks about you. The knights will let you in.” Torius smoothed out the wrinkles in his robes. “I am only in charge of the entire faith. Why would they care about what I want?”
Arrago pondered Torius’s words while refilling the priest’s outstretched glass. He thought about what Bethany would expect him to do. “What do you want me to do?” he asked, though he already knew the answer.
“I want you to find out what the blazes is going on.”
***
The room spun and so did Bethany’s stomach. Over and over, stomach bile forced its way up, burning her throat and choking her. White hot pain punished her for daring to roll off Joseph’s corpse and it required three attempts before she managed it. The last time she’d used her Power, on purpose, was when she was a child. It had not been like this. It had not been while she was being pounded upon and fighting Magic.
Most of her ribs were broken, she knew. Every breath informed her of that fact. Her face was itchy. It wouldn’t stop, in fact. She tried scratching at it, but only came back with fingers of blood. Joseph’s blood. It wasn’t hers. At least, she didn’t think it was.
Her face was so itchy.
A final thud and her door flung open, wooden splinters spraying the air. She saw at least ten knights using a marble statue of Apexia to break down her oak door. How appropriate.
Jovan’s eyes immediately fell on her and he did a skidding collapse to the floor next to her. She gave him a weak smile. She wheezed, “I’m fine.”
“Sweet mercy of Apexia,” he whispered. Then, looking over his shoulder, he pointed and ordered, “Get a healer!”
“I’m fine, really, I’m fine,” Bethany repeated, swallowing hard. Copper hit the back of her throat and she gagged on her own blood. A whimper escaped her and stars twinkled around her room.
Jovan pulled her into his arms, clutching her. “Don’t ever scare me like that again. How would I ever tell Mother you died on my watch?”
Bethany smiled and patted his face with a weak hand. Jovan was about as close to a brother as she’d ever have. “You’re hurting me.”
He laughed and laid her back down on the cold floor, very gently. Allric leaned over her, worry and relief etched in his features. He touched her face. “We’ll get your cheek fixed up. There’ll barely even be a scar.”
“Scar?” She fought against the exhaustion.
Allric nodded, then looked at Jovan. “She’s lost a lot of blood. Keep her awake.”
“I don’t remember being hurt enough for a scar,” Bethany whispered. “Can someone help me sit up?”
Allric and Jovan eased her into a semi-sitting position, propped up by a number of cushions and pillows taken from her bed and chaise. She examined the room. Joseph’s body laid limp off to the side of her, a puddle of blood surrounding him, seeping into the cracks of her floor. Bethany wondered if she’d ever be able to sleep in the room again.
Yes, of course she could, if only to spite every single Magi out there.
Movement happened all around her and Bethany struggled to follow it. Kiner yanked the blood-soaked bedding from her bed. He draped the linens over the two bodies in the room. Crouching beside the motionless body of the unknown girl, he whispered an old elvish prayer for Apexia to claim the soul of the little girl. Kiner touched the bloodied face of the girl.
Through heavy lids, Bethany saw the form of a ten-year-old human boy appear next to the dead girl. Austen. The mute and deaf brother of Apexia. No one else could see him, but Bethany could. She always saw the dead collect their own.
The essence of the girl, a blue shimmering light, took the form of the little laundry girl Bethany recognized. The girl took Austen’s hand, but not before waving a sad, lonely wave at Bethany. She’d killed another child. She’d sworn no more would die because of her and here laid another one dead in her name.
“Bastards,” Bethany spat, fighting the tears that stung her eyes. She clenched her fists before vowing, “I’m going to kill them all.”
Power flooded through her body and Bethany vomited up more bile. Bloody drool dripped from her mouth, but she lacked the strength to wipe it away. Why was she so helpless?
Then, a warm hand touched her face and the fog cleared. Wave after comforting wave washed over her. Bethany floated in the sensation, as Power coursed through her. Hot, delicious Power.
“Lady Bethany? Can you hear me?” a raspy voice asked.
She nodded, slowly, cautiously. “Pearl?”
“Yes.” A wrinkled face came into partial focus. “Lady Bethany, I cannot heal your face, but you will live.
“Why can’t you heal her face?” Allric demanded.
Pearl smiled at Bethany before looking up. “A form of poison was used to cut her.” She averted her eyes. “I wager that ring on his hand is poisoned and cut her. Or, perhaps one of those swords on the floor is his and was poisoned. I’ve healed her ribs. They will ache still, but only for a few days. Her face I cannot mend. The best I can do is sew it with linen and help it heal on its own.”
“Is that safe?” Allric asked.
Pearl looked back at Bethany. “Safer than leaving it open. It will make the scar less ugly, too.”
“Do it,” Bethany whispered.
Pearl ran her hand through Bethany’s hair. “I’ll get my things and I’ll do my best. I promise that.”
“All right, people, let’s get this room cleaned up,” Allric commanded.
“Wait,” Bethany said, “does anyone know her name?” She pointed a shaky finger at the girl’s body.
The eight knights in the room exchanged glances before collectively shaking their heads.
“Find out. Make sure it’s known she died protecting me,” Bethany snapped, looking down at the blood-streaked face in front of her. ”Tell everyone that this girl jumped between me and fought a Magi. Make her a hero. She deserves at least that.”
“Of course, Bethany,” Allric said. “I will take care of it.”
Jovan hesitantly touched Joseph’s lifeless body. “Help me roll the bastard up. We’ll burn him.”
“No,” Bethany said. All eyes turned in her direction. Now that the worst of the pain had faded, she could think. “We shouldn’t burn him.”
“What do you suggest we do with him? Dress him up and throw him a tea party?” Jovan shook his head.
“Make an example of out of him. Let everyone know what happens to Magi who cross our path.”
Allric blew out a deep breath. “It’s been a long time since we’ve nailed anyone’s body to the gate entrance.”
“Not here. The road coming into Orchard Park.” Bethany watched Pearl prepare her needle and thread, readying to sew her up like a prayer cushion. “He said more were coming.”
“More?” Kiner asked, stepping forward.
Bethany nodded, “More.”
“Fine. Let’s get him out of here all the same,” Jovan said.
Kiner wrapped the little girl and carried her out himself. Bethany’s chest constricted, but she forced herself to breathe. When Allric confirmed the servant’s identity, Bethany vowed to herself that the family would never want for anything. Assuming she wasn’t an orphan, of course. In that case, she’d build another orphanage in the girl’s honor.
“She needs liquor,” Pearl said.
Bethany raised her hand in protest. “I can’t handle it right now. Just give me something to bite.”
Pearl nodded and offered Bethany a leather strap. Before putting it in her mouth, Bethany said, “I want everyone out.”
“Bethany –” Allric protested.
“Out,” she said, glaring. “I need…I need…” She couldn’t finish. She couldn’t even put into words all the things she needed. “I don’t want anyone to watch.”
Allric gave a short nod. “We’ll find every single person connected to him. All of these Magi butchers will pay. I promise.”
Bethany nodded, knowing that the main butcher was her sister.
 


Chapter 18
 
The Viper will know its enemies. The Diamond will not.
— Aleu’s Agony of the Diamond
 
A male knight cracked open the door and poked his head in. “Lady Bethany, Arrago is here.”
Her heart began pounding. She glanced up at Pearl, who smiled. “There’s nothing more I can do here. The salve will help control the pain for a few hours. After that, it’s going to hurt for a while, though.”
Bethany nodded. She hadn’t looked in the mirror yet. It seemed…disrespectful to care about vanity when so much death had happened around her. In total, eighteen people were slaughtered. Mercifully, Pearl said a sleeping spell had been used on most of them. They were unconscious when they died. It was a small comfort, but still a comfort.
Five servants scrubbed her floor. The idiot in charge sent five children out first. Bethany banished them out of the tower – she was not ready to risk the lives of children. Now, five women from the laundry scrubbed her floors. It was nearly cleaned, but she could still see the blood, splattered everywhere. She could still smell it on her skin, even though Pearl had helped bathe her and changed her clothes.
“Lady Bethany? Shall I send him away?” the guard asked.
She shook her head. “Ladies, would you please step outside for a few moments?”
Brushes slopped into steel buckets of water and, silently, the women exited the room. Pearl lingered long enough to offer a supportive smile. “I’ll check on you tomorrow. If infection sets in overnight, I’ll be able to control it.”
“Thank you, Pearl.”
Bethany took several deep breaths to steady herself. She was still sore and weak, but enough of her strength had returned to begin her duties again. She’d indulge a few moments with Arrago, and then…then she would begin the hunt.
“Send him in.”
Her knees melted when Arrago appeared from behind the door. He stared at her, his dark eyes piercing her soul. No one had ever made her feel vulnerable and alive at the same time.
However, today proved her life was too dangerous to bring someone into it. Joseph knew Arrago’s name. If he knew, the others could learn, too. She had to be careful.
“Sorry for the mess,” she said, with a shrug. “I wasn’t expecting visitors.”
“You’re alive,” he breathed the words. His eyes glistened. “You’re alive.”
Bethany’s throat constricted and she could only nod.
“Apexia’s mercy, your face!”
Instinctually, she touched the taut skin of her cheek. The cut would leave a scar from ear to mouth, though at least some of it should fade in time.
Arrago stepped towards her, but stopped just inside her personal sphere. He smiled, the soft, kind one he often gave her. “No matter. You are still beautiful.”
“Thank the Goddess you are safe,” Arrago said, grabbing her and wrapping his arms around her sore, beaten body.
Bethany struggled to breathe. The bruising was only partially the reason. Arrago held her. He stroked her still-damp hair.
“You have no idea how scared I’ve been.”
She stubbornly dangled her arms at her side. She would not touch him. She could not. His embrace was too soothing, too comforting. It suffocated the sense from her. “Arrago, I can’t breathe.”
He dropped his arms and took a small step back. He lowered his eyes and smiled shyly. “Sorry, I’ve been fussing all day.”
She forced a chuckle and looked at the floor, still wet from blood, soap, and water. Jovan had been right all along. She’d fallen in love with someone she could never have. Avoiding his caring expressions, she grabbed one of the buckets and poured the dirty, rusty water in her marble bathtub. She worked the pump until water shot out, all the while her breath catching in her throat from the pain in her mended ribs.
“Have I ever told you that you are like an old woman?” she quipped, too lightly. With him, in this moment, she was naked. Exposed. Vulnerable.
When Bethany turned around, Arrago already stood next to her. He took the bucket of clean water and placed it on the floor, careful not to slosh it. He ran a calloused hand along her bruised jaw line, just below the stitching. Hot, moist lips grazed her ear.
Her initial impulse to pull away lost to her screaming need for the gentleness only Arrago could offer. She leaned against him, cheek to cheek. Both of their hearts pounded. Her sore, aching arms slid to his back. Bruised and swollen fingers coaxed his tunic up enough to expose a hair’s breadth of bare skin. He inhaled sharply when her cold fingers grazed along the small of his back.
She pulled her face back to look at him. How strange it was that she had come to depend on a human man, of all people. A man who would leave her if he ever discovered her parentage. But that all faded away, leaving only her affection for Arrago in its wake. She could not even blame her old vision of him. She would have fallen in any case. No resistance would combat the sweetness of his touch and the longing of her soul.
In that moment, she understood how people could die from love, because it crushed against the walls of her heart.
“Bethany,” Arrago whispered, his voice hoarse. “I…”
In her heart, she already could hear what he wanted to say. “You what?”
Arrago pulled back and his gaze fell to her lips. He looked up at her, perhaps to gauge her reaction. She was grasping for calm, though his chest heaving against hers did not help. His face leaned closer to her. Bethany found herself falling towards his lips, wanting to taste him.
His hand held the uninjured side of her face as his lips pressed against hers. Strangely, he tasted like her best brandy.
You do not have the luxury to choose who you love, Bethany.
Common sense lectured her and Bethany obeyed. She pushed against Arrago and walked to the centre of her room. Torius’s words echoed in her mind from a lecture he’d given her decades ago when she protested her engagement to Garran.
Behind her, Arrago approached. Surrounded by the memories of bloody fury only hours old, she struggled to get a grip on her better judgement. She looked over her shoulder, pensive, before turning to face him. She was strong enough to defeat the lust that rose within her.
She had to defeat it.
But she underestimated his need. He stepped for her, almost rushing. As though her hands had their own will, they grabbed his head and pulled him towards her. Arrago slammed her against the broken bedpost, hands roving her body. Bethany gasped in both blinding pain and uncontrollable lust. All of his hardness pressed against her.
She ached for him in defiance of any logical sense. She wanted him. Naked. Wrapped around her broken body. She ached to feel something beyond the endless agony of fear and death.
A flash of movement caught her attention. From the corner of her eye, she spotted Kiner’s disappointed face through the glass of her balcony doors. He stared freely at her. She’d forgotten about the guards out there. Her body stiffened against Arrago’s roving lips and hands and she pushed him away, trying to look at him and not Kiner. In Kiner’s eyes, she saw the shame that she should have felt.
“What is it?” Arrago gasped.
She swallowed hard and shook her head. “You can’t do this.”
“Me? You weren’t objecting.” He glanced at the window but Kiner had already turned his back to them. “Is it because of him?”
“It is because of me.”
He stepped back, running an unsteady hand through his hair. “You’re not telling me something. I know you want this as much as I do. Bethany, I love-”
She clamped her hand over his mouth. “Do not say it.” She took a couple breaths to steady herself. “Arrago, look at me. Death follows me. This isn’t the life for you.”
He snorted, anger growing on his face. “Don’t I get to make that decision?”
“No,” Bethany said meekly.
She wanted to tell him that the prophecy would kill him, that anyone near her wasn’t safe. She wanted to tell him that her life was not her own.
As she grappled for an answer, she found a morsel of truth. “I’m Elorian, Arrago. Do you have any concept of what that means? When you are lying on your deathbed, I’ll look just as I do now. I’ll still be out fighting battles and you’ll need my help lifting your chamber pot. That is not the life you want.” It had never crossed her mind before, but that didn’t make it less true.
He shook his head, and an angry laugh came from him. “If it isn’t the life you want, then speak up. Don’t put the blame on my shoulders.”
“I’m not blaming you. A defenseless child was sliced open for no other reason than she was in my room. She wasn’t a soldier or someone with special abilities. She was a servant, picking my dirty trousers off the floor. I do not want that for you.” She screamed the last words.
Arrago seethed. In a hoarse voice, he said, “I never asked for your protection. I asked for your affection.” He turned and stormed from the room.
Silent tears trickled down Bethany’s cheeks before the door slammed behind him. For the first time in her life, she truly hated herself for having to lie.
***
Sarissa stood as the riders approached her encampment outside Little Bheakom. Now less than a day’s ride from Orchard Park, she bordered on the paranoid whenever strangers approached. As the riders neared, she recognized Robert and his men and relaxed.
“Where is she?” Sarissa demanded once Robert’s horse halted next to her.
Robert scratched his woolly beard. “Don’t yell at me because we can’t find Amber. It was your idea to chase her around the countryside.” He climbed down from his horse. “Next time you want to play games with prisoners, don’t.”
She squinted against the morning sun. Using her hand as a shield, she leaned close enough to him to see the breadcrumbs in his dark beard. She picked them out and flicked the pieces to the ground. “My job was to force her to the temple to get us the books. Keeping track of her was your job.”
Robert slapped away her hand. “Why not just get some sleep and talk to the baby? It can tell you where she is.”
“I haven’t slept in two days. Magic withdrawal.” She tried to be as matter-of-fact as possible, not wanting to concern him. The others started showing signs of it today, but she had been experiencing it for a solid week. Vomiting, pains in her chest, and the total inability to sleep. She hadn’t gone this long without a fresh energy of a kill in decades. Rats and fish were no longer strong enough to ward off the side effects of Magic seeping from her system. She needed a human soul and soon.
Robert stared at her, worry creasing his dirty face.
She frowned. “Don’t look at me like that. This isn’t a complete loss. We need to find this Eve woman anyway.” Rumors about a disgraced knight secretly working for the priests in reading Magic texts for them had reached her. Sarissa really liked the part where Eve was the lover of Jovan. That was the cream on a very sweet pastry. “If someone found Amber, they’d probably take her to Eve since she’s another Rygent.”
Robert considered the suggestion before nodding. “I can take a couple of the younger girls with me and pretend we are her family.” He ran a rough hand along the side of Sarissa’s face and kissed the top of her head. “I’ll bring back a pair of farmers for you. Leave it to me.”
She knew that two humans to share amongst the camp wouldn’t be enough, but she appreciated his gesture all the same. It was a great risk practicing in elven territory. Yet, having seventy Magi in withdrawal was far worse.
Sarissa leaned forward and picked a pale crumb from his beard’s tangled mess. “Comb your chin fur. You look like the kind of man who rapes little girls.”
***
Bethany crossed and uncrossed her legs as she waited for Torius and Aneese to join the senior Knights in Allric’s study. She gulped down her fourth mug of strong tea and proceeded to pour another, dropping in a dollop of honey to dull its bitter aftertaste. Exhaustion pulled at her, but she remained alert. Not that she could sleep anyway, not with Sarissa sending murderers after her. And Arrago…
Bethany heard Torius long before she saw him. He grumped his way up the corridor, complaining to whoever it was with him about the unusual time to call a meeting.
“That Allric better have a good reason for waking me up in the middle of the night. I am an old elf. Good on him to show off to his officers that he can stay up all night. I need my sleep. Do you have any idea how long it takes me to fall back to sleep at my age? No? A bloody long time, I tell you that.”
Bethany smirked, followed by a wince as her face burned and tugged against linen stitches. It would be several days, even weeks, before she could smile painlessly again.
“Allric, there had better be a good –” Torius stumbled into the room and gasped. He stared at Bethany. “Oh child! Your face.”
She turned her face away. Only a handful of hours had passed since Joseph’s attack. Not enough time to accept the disfigurement. She wasn’t vain, but she hated the scar already. But she’d never let them see her pain. Bethany managed to muster a shrug and said, “I’ve been a soldier for a long time. I was due for a facial scar.”
“I would like to begin the meeting. It is rather late,” Aneese interrupted in her raspy voice.
Allric nodded. “Does anyone know who this Joseph was?”
Jovan raised his hand enough to motion that he did. “Arrago asked a few of the servants. Apparently, the man posed as a gardener, but since he was dressed as a knight when he gave the book to Edmund Greyfeather, it’s safe to assume he’d been posing as other folks, too.”
“This is very disturbing,” Aneese said, shaking her head. She glared at Bethany. “I’m also disappointed that you were unable to detect this man amongst us. You claim that you can detect Magic and yet this man was able to sneak into your own bedroom. A child died because of your failure.”
“I know, Aneese.” The old priestess’s words did not anger Bethany. A child had died. Protests of innocence would not change that fact.
“Erem found out the girl’s name. Rachel. She was the niece of a chambermaid. Her parents had sent her here to make money to send home.” Bethany averted her eyes under the guise of scratching her neck. “I’ve arranged for a knight to bring the news and my personal condolences.”
“Your feelings will hardly keep that family from starving this winter.”
She glared at Aneese, but remained silent. The knight carried her condolences and a purse of fifty gold coins and another full of copper bits. As a chambermaid’s assistant, the child would only have made three bits anyway. Not enough to stop her family from starving. A purse of coins was the least she could do.
Allric cleared his throat. Even in the dim candlelit room, Bethany noticed the dark rings under his eyes. “Thank you, Mother Aneese, but I do not need you to discipline my soldiers. We need your support,” Allric looked at Torius, “and allow full military law at the temple. We need to protect ourselves and, more importantly, all of the people who live here.”
Torius nodded. “Of course, Allric. Of course. I do not like war and, by Apexia’s merciful hand, I hope we never see it again. However, you are prudent in your request. I will issue the necessary information to the clergy to prepare them.”
Bethany stopped sipping her tea. “I just remembered something. Joseph said he planned to go to Eve’s. Why would he care about Jovan’s lover?”
Aneese dropped her cup and exchanged horrified looks with Torius, the color draining from their faces.
“What?” Jovan demanded. “If you know something, tell me at once.”
Aneese looked to Torius for permission, which he granted with a nod. “Lady Eve –”
“Eve,” Allric corrected, venom dipping from his tongue.
Aneese inclined her head. “Eve is protecting materials for the Order of Apexia.”
“What kind of materials?” Bethany asked, leaning forward.
“Some of the Magic texts that Sarissa had used,” Aneese whispered, rubbing her hands together.
“What!” Both Jovan and Bethany exclaimed at the same time.
Jovan kicked his chair away, looming over the grey-haired elf. Silly Jovan in his garish tunic morphed into battle-ready Jovan and his fists curled. “Why?”
Bethany tugged on his sleeve to get him to sit down. He ignored her.
“Aneese, daughter of Kei, are you telling me my lover is hiding Magic books for you? There are people out there who will kill her to get their hands on them!” Jovan shouted.
Bethany stood to put her hand on his arm. She looked at Torius. “Well?”
Torius swallowed but had the dignity to look her in the eye. “It is true.”
Bethany gasped. “All the texts were supposed to be destroyed, not studied.” She turned to Allric. “Did you know about this?”
“Absolutely not.” Allric shook his head, his eyes wide. “I’m as shocked as you. Eve was kicked out of the knights. Why would you put your faith in someone we’ve rejected?”
“Back down, Allric,” Jovan shouted, jabbing a finger in the air. “Do not insult her in my presence. Not now.”
Bethany grabbed the discarded chair and set it down. Gently, though firmly, she pushed on Jovan’s shoulder to lower him back into his chair. “And not in mine.” She did not care that Eve’s rank had been stripped because of Allric’s personal distaste of her choices. Eve was a friend and she would not tolerate defamation when her friend was in danger. “Why does Eve have the texts? She’s Rygent.”
Torius folded his arms across his chest. “Is it not obvious?”
It wasn’t obvious to Bethany. She looked at Jovan and Allric, who seemed as confused as her.
“She can study the Magic without being corrupted.” Aneese said quietly. “She can interpret the spells and rituals, and report back to us.” She shared a look with Torius. “That way, we can learn what Magic is about, without becoming tainted ourselves.”
“We cannot understand evil unless we study it,” Torius said, his tone urgent. “Anyone touched by the Divine has the ability to resist the taint of Magic. Bethany would never help us, so we asked Lady Eve. She said yes, without hesitation.” Torius narrowed his eyes at Allric. “Once a Knight, always a Knight, Lord Allric.”
Silence blanketed them.
“Is she the only one helping you?” Jovan asked, his voice low and angry. Both priests remained silent. “Aneese, answer me.”
The old elf gulped and looked down at her wrinkled hands, her fingertips stained with ink. “No. Though most live at the temple or in Orchard Park. We asked Eve to take the most dangerous texts.”
“Who else has them?” Allric said, warning in his voice. “Any Knights?”
More silence and significant glances.
“Some of the Black Hand are Knights,” Bethany whispered. She blew out a puff of air. The Black Hand monks were just that, monks. Yes, they possessed significant fighting skills but they prayed and translated texts. They weren’t all warriors.
Translated texts.
Bethany recalled the day she visited her mother, when the monk sat in the back of the room. The opened book looked familiar, but she could not place it at the time. Now she knew. It was the same book she had found in Sarissa’s bedroom that time too long ago.
“Kiner is Black Hand,” Bethany said, unsure of how to form the question.
Torius licked his lips. “He retrieves Eve’s notes when all of you go on your regular jaunts to Little Bheakom.”
Betrayal stabbed Bethany’s heart. Kiner was a part of them, the Tranquility Trio. He knew how Magic had affected Bethany’s life. He should have told her about this. How could she trust him again?
Jovan didn’t give her chance to wallow. He jumped to his feet. “Bethany, choose a couple dozen of the strongest riders we have and saddle up. We leave in twenty minutes,” he said through a clenched jaw.
“Where are you going?” Allric demanded. “It’s the middle of the night.”
Bethany stood, her head high. She knew. “To get Eve and her girls before Sarissa finds them first.”
 


Chapter 19
 
The blaze will consume us all.
— Aleu’s Agony of the Diamond
 
Bethany dashed to the stables, wearing a chainmail tunic big enough to fit a giant… or Allric. There was no time to fetch her regular armor so she took what was available in the armory. At least she had her Blessed Blades. Never again would she be without them.
“Saddle up,” Bethany shouted. Her horse, Apples, stomped his front legs in his stall when she passed him. Bethany stopped and reached out her hand to calm him. He nudged her hip with his nose. “Not this time,” she said, as his sad eyes watched her. “We’re riding all night.”
A grubby stable boy led her saddled horse past the stalls and under the wooden awning where a handful of knights gathered. Bethany mounted the black and grey stallion. She pulled the chainmail from under her butt and frowned at how uncomfortable it was, but time was of the essence.
Red-faced and panting, Arrago charged into the stables. “Lord Erem,” he said, gasping for air. Bethany turned to see Arrago hand both Erem and Kiner their Blessed Blades, wrapped in a tunic. Another time, she might have teased him for being afraid of something Apexia had touched. Not today.
Arrago did not look at her, even as Erem and Kiner thanked him. She trotted her horse toward the men. Arrago turned his back to her and walked underneath the awning.
She pulled her horse alongside Kiner’s. “Jovan asked you to join?”
“Eve is my friend, too.”
Bethany frowned. “After this, you owe Jovan and me an explanation.”
“I know. Let’s get Eve back. I’ll grovel later.” A half-hearted smile crossed his face.
“I hate secrets, Kiner. Don’t keep them from me.”
Kiner cocked an eyebrow at her. Even in the pale moonlight, she could read his thoughts just by the expression on his face.
“I have no secrets from you.”
“You and Arrago seem to be keeping secrets in your bedroom,” he said before walking his horse to the front of the column of ready riders.
She gritted her teeth, but kept her comments in check.
Erem’s horse trotted by her. The Elorian tipped back a steel flask. She smirked. At least some things never changed. How that man ever rose as high as he had remained a constant mystery. At least he was good at his job.
Bethany watched the remaining soldiers mount their horses. Some sported ill-fitting armor and weapons that she knew weren’t their own. When Jovan had given the order, she rushed through the corridors, shouting at on-duty guards and off-duty knights to fall in behind her. There had not been enough time for some to get their things from their rooms. Eve’s life, and the life of her girls, were more important than cozy outfits.
“Jovan, your blade,” Arrago shouted. “I stopped by your study for it.”
He exchanged the one in his hip scabbard for his own Blessed Blade. Jovan looked in her direction; determination hardened his features. Without looking behind at the soldiers still getting suited up, he waved his hand in the air.
“Head out!” Jovan commanded, taking the lead of the column.
She noticed Arrago standing by the door stroking Apples. She was going to save her friend and she did not need either of their sad eyes distracting her.
Turning, she headed to the front of the line with Jovan. They charged through to the front of the temple. Most of the horses were stabled in Orchard Park, but a few hundred were kept at the temple for emergencies. If this did not count as one, Bethany didn’t know what did.
“Move!” Bethany shouted as the twenty-eight riders galloped down the causeway that joined the Temple of Tranquil Mercies with the mainland and Orchard Park.
Little Bheakom was nearly a day’s ride. To maintain the pace, they’d need to stop several times to change horses, not to mention keep watch over the elven and Elorian soldiers who had not slept in over a day, like herself and Jovan.
It didn’t matter. They had to get to Eve before anyone else did.
***
Bethany and Jovan led the charge through the brothel’s front door. A noxious blue haze lingered in the air and Bethany coughed as her lungs rebelled against the smoked grass weed. Through the dim light, she spied one of the servants. “Casey, where is Eve?”
The mute girl timidly pointed to a dark hallway at the back of the room. Even over the frantic singing and panging keys of the harpsichord, Bethany heard Jovan sigh. Or, rather she saw him sigh, his lean chest and shoulders heaving. “I’ll get her, Jovan. You clear the place. Get the girls on the horses. And stop playing that bloody music!
After taking several long strides, she heard Jovan shouting orders behind her but realized he was still following. Turning, Bethany whispered, “Jovan, I think she’s in the…the…business rooms. I’ll get her. There’s no need for you to see your mate curled up with another man.” She leaned closer. “We don’t have time for this.”
“Erem! Get those girls out of here. They have five minutes to collect their belongings and then I want them on horses,” Jovan shouted to the lanky elf. “If there aren’t enough horses, double up.”
Jovan stepped ahead of Bethany. He grabbed the door latch and paused. “She’s allowed to service women. Just not men.”
Bethany did not have enough time to process that particular revelation as Jovan flung the door wide.
“Eve!” Jovan shouted.
Relief hit Bethany. Her full-clothed friend sat in a wooden rocker next to a bed. Concern quickly replaced relief. Eve’s outfit matched the elegance of her dark skin perfectly. The forest green pants and tunic hugged her curves, as was only right for a woman of her position. Yet, her face and hands were grimy, her curls hung heavy with oil, and black circles shadowed her eyes. Eve managed a weak smile before it quickly faded. “Bethany, what happened to your face?”
“Apexia’s tits, Eve. You look like shit,” Jovan said as he reached his hand out to help her out of the chair.
Bethany glared at Jovan. “We know about the books. You have to get out of here. All of you.”
Eve’s brown eyes grew wide and she pulled a dirty hand over her hair, flattening her curls. The tips of her Rygent birth tattoo jutted out of the bottom of her bell sleeves. Even her sleeves were dirty. “Who’s coming for me?”
“Sarissa.”
Eve stared at Jovan then back at Bethany. She blurted, “I need to get the books first. Can the two of you look after her?”
Bethany looked at the small lump lying on the corner bed. “Of course. Who is she?”
“No idea. I mended her as best as I can, but she was almost dead when a local farmer found her. He thought I could help, but she needs someone more experienced than me.”
Jovan reached out and touched Eve’s arm. “She can ride with me. Get the books and your swords and meet me outside.” Jovan picked the bloodied girl up in his arms and eased her over his shoulders. He tightened his grip on his Blessed Blade. He nodded at Bethany. “You get the rest out. I’ll get this one.”
Chaos broke out inside the brothel, as frightened girls and women, and a few naked men, rushed to find their belongings. Children cried as the adults swore and yelled at them. People collided on the narrow stairs as some rushed to leave while others were intent on gathering their things.
Since Eve’s dismissal from the elven Service, she had set up the establishment to cater to the carnal needs of soldiers, including the Knights. She kept it far enough away so that Allric’s disapproving eye would not be upon her. Now, Bethany thought, it would be deserted in a matter of minutes. All of Eve’s hard work gone because of Sarissa.
She shook it off. There was no time for gloominess. They had to organize the more than forty men, women, and children who called the Prancing Tomcat home. Bethany grabbed the front door and unlatched it.
A haggard redhead stood on the other side of the door. Bethany stumbled backwards, shocked by the image of herself.
 


Chapter 20
 
The Viper’s fire will devour the Diamond unless she breaks free from her shackles of safety.
— The Prophecy of the Diamond, Second Tablet
 
In that moment, Sarissa slipped and thanked Apexia for the gift standing slack-jawed in front of her. She had supposed the bustle of knights outside was little more than a happy and serviced investigations team or whatnot. It had not crossed her mind that the well-to-do whorehouse was hiding her sister in its bowels.
She smiled as Bethany brandished both of her Blessed Blades. How they shimmered in the invisible glow of her fading Magic. There was enough life in the brothel to renew the spiritual strength of her entire group. Behind her, Sarissa heard the unsheathing of steel. She hoped Robert and the others would find her and soon. In her weakened state, she could not take on several dozen armed knights.
“Sister. It is good to see you,” Sarissa said with a grin, baring her teeth. Her heart pounded from both fear and excitement. Calmness was needed to survive this obstacle. Taunting Bethany would give her precious minutes.
“Sarissa,” Bethany practically hissed.
She cocked her head. “I like the facial wound. The scar will help add to your reputation. May I come in?”
“I’ll kill you before I let you step foot inside this building,” Bethany sneered, unflinching in her fighting stance.
Sarissa chuckled and looked past Bethany’s stoic figure. “Greetings, Jovan. It’s been too long since I’ve enjoyed the comforts of your bed.”
While Bethany’s hard gaze did not wander, she flinched at the small tidbit, even if it had been a bald-faced lie. Neither verbally responded, but neither did anyone attack. They were probably as stunned as she was. The commotion in the background slowed and quieted. People did clear out, though. Perhaps through a back entrance.
Sarissa recognized Amber’s limp body draped over Jovan’s shoulder. She sighed. “Oh, Jovan, you could always make the simplest tasks look heroic and sexy. You are carrying my property. If you hand it over, I promise not to kill anyone for a full minute.”
Jovan’s eyes narrowed. Behind her, she heard the shuffle of booted feet as at least a half dozen knights tried to creep up behind her. She shook her head at her sister and raised her voice so that all could hear. “Knights, a word of advice. If you want to sneak up on an Elorian bad guy, ensure you don’t stink of day-old garlic. Really, Bethany. You wouldn’t have tolerated that smell in the old days.”
The shuffling stopped. In the staring match that followed, Sarissa examined her sister’s face. Bethany had aged well with her flaming red hair and smooth, pale skin, unlike her own, which had turned sallow from years of exile. If Bethany was lucky, the wound would only lightly scar, adding an aura of dangerous sexuality. Sarissa took a perverse delight in her sister’s maintained good looks, knowing that humans would still treat her like little more than a cheap roll in a hayloft.
A sharp point nudged against her back. “Sarissa, submit for arrest.”
“Ah, yes, Kiner. How good to have the gang all together again. Tell me, is Erem here as well? And should I assume Allric is too important to be here running errands?”
Bethany stepped towards her. “I know why you’ve come. I won’t let you take the books. I took them once from you. I don’t give them back.”
Books? Plural. A chill ran through Sarissa’s spine and her muscles clenched. A grin stretched across her face. She only heard about the one. She mustered her best shocked face. “There are Magic books here? I only came for my whelp. How good of you to tell me the great news. That changes things. I’ll let you keep the scrawny thing in exchange for those books.”
A dark-skinned woman with a crossbow stepped from the shadows of the far hall. “Over my dead body.”
“How typical.” Sarissa inclined her head. “But, if you insist…”
A gust of wind blew from Sarissa’s outstretched hands, knocking over the knights directly in front of her, including Bethany and Jovan. Jumping over their collapsed bodies, she rushed the dark-skinned woman, chanting a barrier ward that incinerated the woman’s incoming bolt. She slapped the bow from the woman’s hands and punched her.
“Robert,” Sarissa cried out, hoping her aloof partner was nearby. She was at an extreme disadvantage and moments away from a sword in her gullet. “Robert, get your ass in here.”
“Back down, Sarissa,” Bethany shouted, now on her feet and in pursuit.
Sarissa pushed over tables and chairs, tripping up the pursuers. She had hoped to make it to the stairs but ended up backed into a corner. She chanted protection spells, using up the last drops of her retained Magic. They wouldn’t hold out for long against Blessed Blades touched with Power. Her mother’s Power.
Bethany swung her Blessed Blade and Sarissa raised her arms to defend herself. She regretted the instinctual reaction immediately. Kissed by Apexia’s lips, the blades slammed against her invisible shield, sucking all the residual Magic from her blood. The blades stuck in the shield, sinking closer and closer to her skin. Sweat glistened on Bethany’s face and she grunted as she pushed harder.
Pulling, screaming, kicking, Sarissa could not detach herself from the sword. The dark woman swung her crossbow and smacked Sarissa`s forehead. Bright stars blurred her vision. Her energy faded…faded.
Gone.
Sarissa stumbled and fell against the wall, waiting for Bethany’s blade to sink into her belly. She hated herself for having failed, though she took some comfort in knowing her sister would never recover from this.
Sarissa sucked in a deep breath, unable to muster any remaining Magic. With her wards collapsed, all that stood between her and death was a well-placed swing of steel. “Kill me and be done with it.”
Bethany’s eyes lost their hardness. Sarissa strained to identify the new look on her twin’s face. Was that…hesitation?
Bethany slammed against the wall, collapsing to the floor. Sarissa snapped her head to see twelve shadows step beyond an invisible cloak of Magic and appear in the middle of the room. Eleven of the most powerful Magi of her village along with her husband.
“I’ve never been so happy to see your ugly face, Robert,” she said with a smile.
He did not acknowledge her. Instead, he remained motionless while he scanned the room. Spotting Bethany, he charged. Three others joined in, drawing their own swords and clubs. The rest attacked the horde of charging soldiers. Sarissa staggered to her feet, pleased that they remembered not to use Magic on Bethany. Old-fashion hacking and slashing was the only way to kill a half-god.
Good, Sarissa thought. Keep the pretty soldiers busy while I find my prize.
***
Bethany dodged a punch to the midsection as someone hit her kidneys. She gritted her teeth against the pain but her legs buckled without her consent. She kept her balance against the eye-watering pain, and hacked at the fighters in front of her. She had lost sight of Sarissa, not that she could do anything to stop her while a full brawl broke out in front of her.
She ducked in time to avoid splinters from a smashed chair. Crossbow bolts flew past her face. A window smashed behind her. She avoided touching the attackers as much as possible; draining them would also drain her and reveal her Power to the knights around her. She didn’t even know quite how to stir up her Power, nor did she want to find out, especially after the day’s events with Joseph.
A sword scraped across her chainmail from behind. She turned on her heel only to have a bolt plunge into her thigh. She screamed in pain and staggered against the wall. Thankfully, the bolt only skimmed the outside of her leg, but even with a slow bleeding wound, she could not keep up the pace much longer.
An idea occurred to her. She caught a glimpse of Jovan, near the door and shouted, “Jovan, torch this place!”
Only a dozen or so knights were inside the building. She supposed the rest were outside protecting Eve’s workers. Still, a couple dozen well-trained fighters in a windowless room created a massive amount of shouting, cursing, and grunting. She shouted over the pandemonium a second time.
With Amber’s unconscious body wedged protectively between his feet, Jovan nodded while he parried several blows. He shouted, “You heard her. Out!”
Gritting against the pain in her thigh, she fought her way to Jovan who was closest to the door. Occasionally, she saw a flash of brown skin. It comforted her knowing Eve was still fighting. Wave after wave of Magic slammed against the knights, though none purposely landed on her. Blood sprayed Bethany’s face, stunning her for a moment until she realized it wasn’t her own. Metal clanged around her and she fought the remaining thugs.
Bethany hauled her aching body over the wooden bar, slippery now with the blood of her enemies, and perhaps a few friends. Her vision blurred as the white pain hit her. Pushing past it, she grabbed a bottle of lamp oil and threw it into the fireplace, producing a fireball bellowing out. Wine and spirits all ended up in the fire, too. Eve and Erem grabbed chairs, tables, clothing, anything they could get their hands on, throwing it in front of the fire, kicking, stabbing, bashing anyone in their path.
Black smoke filled the room and the fire spread to the broken furniture. Jovan grabbed Amber, tossing her over his shoulder, and fought his way out while carrying her. Bethany and Eve rushed for the door and away from the choking, black smoke.
Outside, the knights circled what remained of Sarissa’s thugs who had formed a collective ward around themselves. Someone gasped and Bethany looked over her shoulder. A huge, bearded man, covered in soot and blood, stumbled out of the building, coughing and gasping for air. On his back sprawled a barely-conscious Sarissa, who had a saddlebag slung over one shoulder.
Bethany froze as Kiner and Erem pointed their swords at the duo. Her sister needed to die. This was her chance. Yet, this was her twin, her missing half. Killing Sarissa was like cutting out her own heart.
She lowered her sword and looked at the bearded man. “Let Sarissa come back with us. I will speak to the elven Council and petition for a fair punishment for all of your men. I don’t want to kill her. Please. I don’t want to hurt her.”
“Robert, catch!”
A small jewel flew past Bethany’s head. The bearded man caught it and thrust it in Sarissa’s hand. Someone clapped their hands twice and Sarissa, and her male helper, disappeared from sight. Bethany whirled around. The others were gone, too. Bethany did not bother silencing the gasps from her soldiers.
You have so much to learn about us, Sarissa’s voice echoed in Bethany’s mind, her laughter haunting the wind.
 


Chapter 21
 
The path is a difficult one. The Diamond’s destiny will be found on the road to avoid it.
— Prophecy of the Diamond, Second Tablet
 
For the hundredth time in three days, Arrago roamed the stables, watching for the knights’ return. He calculated and recalculated their arrival time. He amended his previous estimate, now accounting for injured bodies and a shortage of horses.
He wasn’t the only one waiting. Several knights, priests, sisters, and general folk wandered in and out all evening, checking to see if healers were needed yet. Even Father Torius came by after supper. Everyone worried, and no one seemed to know, or perhaps admit, what was going on.
Arrago chastised himself for his idiotic behaviour. Apexia’s holy name, Bethany had just been attacked! Erem told him later that she was the one to discover the corridor littered with the corpses of her friends and neighbors. And what did he do? Was he supportive and kind? No. He tried to seduce her. What in the name of all that was sacred had he been thinking?
His face flushed. He knew exactly what went through his mind. He needed to stop thinking about Bethany’s hips, and breasts, and smile, and her legs…her hair falling on his chest…
“Apexia’s mercy!” he shouted, throwing his hands in the air. He turned and discovered a bemused, but silent, Allric standing behind him, holding a lantern.
“Ah, good evening, Lord Allric,” Arrago said, then sighed.
Allric stared at him for a moment before laughing. “Arrago, I know exactly how you feel.”
“Doubtful,” Arrago quipped back a little too quickly. He winced. “Sorry. I’m not good with all this waiting.”
Allric nodded and walked up to Arrago. He patted the palomino horse. Bethany’s horse. “None of us are. I’ve been a soldier for most of my life. It’s doesn’t get easier. You just get better at hiding it. With Bethany in your life, you’ll get lots of practice waiting.”
“We fought before she left. I’m regretting that now.”
Allric produced a pastry from his pocket and handed it to Apples. “You will find most of us fight with Bethany so often that it’s impossible for her to leave without someone being angry at her, or the reverse.” He wiped his horse-slobbered hand on his trousers. “I wouldn’t take it to heart.”
Arrago remained silent and watched the most important man in the Elven Service smile at him before walking out underneath the terrace. What a strange life he’d developed here at the Temple. A year ago, he only talked to priests. Now, he was having a chat with the leader of the world’s most powerful army. Apexia’s grace, things had sure changed.
Allric looked over his shoulder. “I think that’s them.”
Hope rose in Arrago’s chest. He walked over and stood next to the impossibly large man. Allric stood a good hand’s length over him, not to mention that he was as broad as a table. He looked out. “I don’t see them.”
“Listen.”
Arrago listened. “I don’t hear anything.”
“Listen.”
“I don’t…wait, I hear something.”
Allric grunted.
Moments later, the clattering hooves grew closer and finally a wave of lanterns, people, and horses, plus several goats and a cow, arrived in the stables. Servants and stable hands seemed to appear from nowhere to assist in the mass chaos.
He noticed Jovan first and waved. Jovan shouted out, “Arrago, give me a hand.”
Arrago rushed over to the elf’s horse. Gingerly, Jovan lowered the moaning girl in front of his saddle into Arrago’s arms. The boney frame collapsed limply into his arms. Easing the girl to the ground, he caught sight of the white birthmark on her arm. Rygent.
He chided his prejudice. Apexia’s love extended to everyone, including those proud people who preferred worshipping a dead god than acknowledging Her as the prime goddess. He reminded himself that it had been a Rygent – Even? Easten? Eve? – that had healed Bethany when she had collapsed all those months ago. He resolved to give this small creature the same respect as his goddess would show.
Jovan dismounted his horse and stumbled. Arrago grabbed his arm, steadying him.
“I’ve barely slept in three days.” Jovan yawned and brushed a hand against his shadowed eyes. “All I want to do is stuff my face, bathe, and pass out with my naked girl. Where’s Allric? He here yet?”
Arrago pointed behind him at the massive shadow underneath the terrace.
“Good. Let’s get this bad news over with so I can get some sleep.”
Still no sign of Bethany. Jovan handed his horse’s reins to a stable boy.
“Jovan, where’s Bethany?”
Jovan stopped and looked around. “She was coming up the rear because her horse was lame. Oh, there she is.” He waved her over.
Bethany trotted her horse over to them. Blood and dust caked her body. She nodded, her eyelids half-closed.
“Beth, we should talk to Allric. Kiner can look after Eve’s crowd and Erem can –”
Her eyes rolled back in her head for a split second. “Bethany?” Arrago interrupted. His gaze fell to the wet, slick spot on her leg where a filthy rag was tied. “You’re bleeding.”
“Still?” Jovan asked, turning to look at her leg. “Apexia’s tits. You’re a mess.”
Bethany gulped. “I’m feeling a touch faint,” she whispered before falling forward, hitting her nose against the horse’s mane. The horse objected and bucked. Jovan grabbed the reins and Arrago raised up his hands, in case Bethany slid out of the stirrups.
“Kiner, help!” Arrago shouted.
Kiner turned away from the limp girl Jovan had carried and rushed over.
Together, they eased her off the horse and on to the ground. Arrago couldn’t stop his hand from brushing against her pale face. Eve was suddenly there, pushing him aside, and he moved slightly, letting her close to Bethany. He caught a whiff of the woman’s spicy perfume, mingled with the scent of her horse. It was strangely appealing.
The Rygent’s expert hands moved over the barely-conscious body. Unsure of what to do, Arrago held Bethany’s hands and rubbed them gently. Or, at least he thought it was gently.
“Try to go easy on her. I don’t have enough strength to heal raw skin as well,” she said, flashing bright teeth. “I’m Eve. We met before. You must be Arrago.”
He nodded, trying to not show his discomfort. “You’re a mind reader.”
She closed her eyes. “No, I’m a healer.”
“Then how did you know my name?”
Eyes still closed, she tipped her head back in the direction of Jovan’s voice. “Apexia couldn’t make him keep a secret.”
If he wasn’t so scared for Bethany, he might have laughed.
***
Bethany’s eyes were heavy, as if she had drank too much rye. Pain stabbed her right thigh. She swallowed hard until she grew accustomed to the pain. She squinted in the dim lighting. Beyond the blurring faces leaning over her, she had no idea where she was other than in a bed. A firm, lumpy, hideously uncomfortable bed.
Blinking a few more times, her eyes focused until she saw Arrago sitting next to her. “Where I am?”
“Honored Sister Aneese’s bedchamber,” Arrago answered, squeezing her hand.
Bethany groaned. She’d never hear the end of bleeding on Aneese’s bed. “Joy.”
Jovan came into focus at the foot of the bed, “Aneese’s room was the closest to the stables. You were bleeding pretty badly. Why didn’t you say something earlier?”
She pushed against the bed and sat up, clenching her fists against the pain. It didn’t hurt nearly this much when the blade had pierced her. “It only started bleeding again when we came into Orchard Park. I thought I could make it.”
“Easy, Bethany,” Arrago said, reaching out and steadying her. She cocked an eyebrow at him and he removed his hands. Quickly. “You’ve got an infected wound there. Eve helped heal you. I made the savoy compress. It’ll keep the infection away.”
Bethany smirked at him, wincing against the unrelenting pain in her face. And her thigh. And her ribs. Everything hurt so much. “Why aren’t you a midwife? You’d be perfect for the job, clucking like a mother hen whenever someone hurts themselves.”
She expected an embarrassed look from him. Instead he kept an even expression and said, “When the wound heals cleanly, you’ll be grateful for the hen clucking.”
Eve approached the bed, her dark skin sallow and dull. “I’m sorry I couldn’t do more. I had used most of my energy healing Amber.”
“Who?” Bethany asked.
“The woman Sarissa wanted,” Jovan whispered.
Bethany nodded. She had forgotten about the girl in all of the madness. “Have you spoken with Allric? How much time has passed?”
“Only a few hours. Kiner and I already spoke to Allric. There isn’t much we can all do. Get a good night’s sleep and we will interview Amber in the morning.”
She shook her head. “No. Let’s do it now.”
“Are you strong enough?” Arrago asked, his voice a little cold.
“I don’t need you mothering me.”
“I was worried about Eve, not you. She needs to rest not heal your stubborn ass.” Turning to Jovan, he said, “I’ll leave you to it.
Eve gave Arrago a supportive smile. “Thank you for helping.”
Arrago inclined his head. “I need some sleep, but call me if you need anything, Eve. I’m not a healer, but I know a little about mixtures.”
She smiled, “And I know a little about healing and nothing about mixtures. We seem to be a perfect pair.”
Arrago smiled briefly before nodding to the room and leaving.
That answered the question of whether or not he was still angry about her rebuffing his advances. “Isn’t he a bundle of rainbows and puppies today? Jovan, let’s get this meeting over with.”
Eve shot Bethany her intense, warning glare, surprising her. Yet again, it seemed she overstepped. Arrago was the hired help, as Jovan had once called him. She wondered why she should care. He was nothing beyond her aide.
She sunk back into the miserably uncomfortable bed. Leave it to Aneese to have an austere bedroom. The elf probably had a horsehair tunic in her closet.
Outside, the clumping of the guards irritated her nerves and she tried to push the noise to one side. The quiet life of the temple would not return until she had dealt with Sarissa.
Knowing that Sarissa was nearby and more powerful than she had ever thought possible frightened Bethany. Yes, the fire had destroyed the books but Sarissa had gotten away with her disappearing spell.
Magic. Bethany sighed. Her hesitation would cost them dearly. She was certain of that.
Bethany felt her failure acutely. She had vowed to everyone that she would stop her sister. Yet, when the moment came, she let Sarissa go. Why? Not because of mercy or overwhelming odds or anything noble. She hesitated because of sentimentality.
After curling into a fetal position, she pressed her hand against the compress around her thigh. Arrago had made it for her, the annoying git. She knew little of Rygent and Taftlin rivalry beyond both sides sharing the same coastal waters and, thus, being historic enemies. She pressed her hand against the wound, comforted knowing that he cared enough to work alongside Eve. It helped her like him all the more, something she hoped to avoid.
So tired her bones ached, Bethany faded in and out while she waited for the others to arrive. No doubt Torius had already gone to bed and it would take a good hour to wake the old priest up; he’d slept through a hurricane once.
A huge, but gentle hand shook her shoulder and her eyes snapped opened. Allric stood over her and smiled. “You insist on a meeting in the middle of the night and you aren’t even awake for it.”
She rubbed her eyes. “I didn’t realize I fell asleep.”
He shook his head, still smiling. “A good soldier sleeps whenever the opportunity arises.”
She realized that the rest of the senior staff, plus Eve and Amber, were in the room. Bethany pulled the covers off her – she didn’t remember having bed linens earlier – and tried to sit up. Hot pain seared through her body and, for a moment, the world turned hazy and bright.
“Here, child. Let me help you,” Torius said as he stumbled to his feet. He nearly tripped over his robe to help ease her up. Amongst friends, she dropped her guard and grasped on his forearm, wincing as she lowered herself. Still holding Bethany to steady her, he looked at Eve, “Thank you for healing her.”
The high priest’s low bow to Eve not only caused her to blush, but brought an uncomfortable silence in the room. Bethany respected him for the show of support in front of Allric.
“I had Arrago helping me. He’s been in to check on her several times throughout the night.” Eve offered an apologetic smile. “The gash on her face will scar, but at least it isn’t infected.”
“Adversity keeps me strong,” Bethany said, reciting one of the lines of the Silver Knight’s vows.
“Indeed, it keeps us all strong,” Eve replied with a sad smile.
“It’s a pleasure to see that your wit was not damaged in the attack,” Allric said without a smile. He leaned against Aneese’s writing desk, his burly hands toying with her quill. “Lord Jovan filled me in on the basics of the situation.”
Bethany wondered if he used the titles for Amber’s benefit or Eve’s. She didn’t answer, just inclined her head enough to show acknowledgement.
Allric’s shoulders relaxed and he said, “I am relieved that you weren’t seriously injured. Eve, your skills are to be commended.”
If their situations were reversed, Bethany would be shouting at Allric, demanding reinstatement. She admired Eve’s composure.
“Now that our esteemed Lady Champion has awoken, we may start. We would like to hear your story, Miss Amber. I know that you are weak, so please take your time. Do not leave out any detail,” Allric said.
Amber looked at Eve, who was seated next to her. Eve clasped a supportive hand on the girl’s forearm. In a small, low voice, Amber said, “I was home washing laundry in the ocean. Some men took me to the Crystal Mountains in Taftlin. There was a village there of Magi. The Elorian in charge was named Sarissa.”
A small relief washed over Bethany. At least Sarissa hadn’t been living in Little Bheakom all this time.
“How many people are with her?” Aneese snatched her quill from Allric and shook her finger at him.
Amber shrugged. “I didn’t see much of the village.”
“Guess. Five? A hundred? A thousand?” Aneese asked. “Assuming you can count, of course.”
“I can count, Honored Sister.” Amber hung her head as she spoke, though Bethany admired the hint of fire in the girl’s voice. “Maybe a hundred?”
Amber didn’t sound certain but at least it was a starting point. A hundred the knights could defeat. A thousand would be a challenge. But after Sarissa’s display in front of Eve’s burning inn, Bethany lacked certainty in any of their skills. How can you kill someone who is invisible?
“How advanced is her Magic?” Bethany felt almost stupid for asking. Obviously, Sarissa’s Magic progression was far enough along to make entire groups of people vanish into thin air.
“She used animal sacrifices daily.”
“That’s no surprise,” Jovan said, shrugging.
It came as no surprise to Bethany, either. All Magic required the death of a living creature. It started with insects, rodents, birds, and eventually would lead to people if the Magi lived that long.
Amber lowered her head and whispered, “She does human sacrifices, too. My people…she used my people.”
Eve pulled the girl closer and stroked her arm. “Their spirits are on the wind, my dear. They feel no pain.”
Jovan cleared his throat. He always did that when he was trying to be the cold-hearted soldier. “How did you escape?”
“Sarissa moved me to her cottage because I was healing her. The guard outside my door fell asleep. I walked out.”
“I’ve seen seasoned soldiers freeze to death going across those mountains. How were you able to survive?” Allric asked dryly.
Bethany stared at the clock on the wall. Nearly a minute had passed in silence. Everyone fidgeted around her; she would have, too, if not for fear of passing out from pain.
Amber broke the silence with a flat voice. “You don’t believe me.”
Allric leaned back against the desk and shrugged.
“I’m not lying!”
“Amber, calm down. Lord Allric would never accuse you of lying,” Eve said, glaring.
Bethany stared at Allric but he kept his narrowed gaze on Amber. She wondered if he acted this way because Eve was in the room, trying to exert his own form of Power over her. She felt something should be said to him, but she held back chiding him in front of others. That would have been disrespectful even though he clearly deserved it. She planned to speak with him later, privately, when the opportunity arose.
“Amber, tell them about Sarissa’s plans,” Eve said, flashing a glance at Bethany.
“Sarissa talked about a prophecy with a man named Robert.” Amber ran her hand along the small swelling on her belly. “And a lot about fire. They were coming to the temple for something.”
“Thank you, Amber,” Bethany said. “Lady Eve, would you let us speak alone please?”
Bethany heard Allric snort but did not look to acknowledge him. She had been taught that knighthood was for life. So, it was Lady Eve for the rest of eternity in Bethany’s opinion. Eve smiled and nodded, wrapping her arm around Amber. Bethany’s gut clenched when Amber burst into sobs before the door had shut.
When the door snapped shut behind the women, Allric said, “I don’t believe her. Her escape was too easy.”
Jovan nodded. “It is suspicious.”
Aneese raised her hand to silence them. “If I understand, Eve healed the girl. Yes?” Aneese asked, waiting for a nod from Jovan. “Did none of you notice Amber’s markings? She is a mind-reader. Those two Rygents together in a healing process would share minds. There is no way that girl could lie without Eve knowing.”
Torius nodded. “I have heard that before. If that is true, then why let her go?”
“Maybe they did on purpose,” Bethany said slowly, logic brewing in her mind. “Let’s think about this. Magic is obtained through sacrifice to steal life energy. Rygents shared remnants of a god’s Power.”
“So, Rygents might have more powerful life energies than the rest of us?” Jovan asked.
Bethany shrugged. “Maybe they expected Amber to show them where her home was and instead she dragged them here.”
“I find it hard to believe that she was able to avoid recapture from Taftlin to here. That’s nearly a three month trip.” Allric tapped his fingers on the desk for a moment.
“One of Sarissa’s games,” Aneese said, shifting her weight in her chair.
Bethany offered her a weak smile of support. Perhaps pain could bring them together as allies, even for just a few moments. “She wants us to know the Rygents will suffer.”
Silence blanketed the room as their gazes fell on her. Seeing Sarissa made one thing clear, Bethany still loved her sister. Hiding within her soul, Bethany had harbored the hope that Sarissa could be rescued. With hope gone, all that was left was death. The thought tugged at Bethany’s heart and she slumped under the pressure.
Allric shook his head. “Why would Sarissa let Amber arrive here and tell us that she is torturing the Rygents?”
“She isn’t afraid of us anymore,” Torius said, his voice rising with surprise.
Bethany’s stomach churned.
 


Chapter 22
 
Glowing swords will try to protect her. They will fail.
— Aleu’s “The Agony of the Diamond”
 
“Are you certain about this?” Eve asked, pulling a heavy cloak over her shoulders. “Allric will not understand.”
Bethany looked at the tiny creature huddled close to Eve. Amber never asked for any of this heartache to come to her. Now, the poor girl said she lacked the link all mind readers have with their unborn child. She worried the creature had become tainted.
“It isn’t safe for you to be out, with Sarissa looking for both of you.” Bethany took a deep breath. She didn’t care what justification or reasoning Amber used. “I am Lady Champion. If I refuse to protect a woman in distress, I have no business wearing my baldric anymore.”
Tears welled up in Amber’s eyes and Bethany’s heart stirred. She turned away and looked at Eve. If Allric discovered what they planned, he was likely to kick her out of the service. He’d done the same to Eve. It didn’t matter. Amber needed help. She would not delegate. “Eve, we need to get going. I have to be back before dawn.”
Eve nodded and picked up a coil of rope from the tiny bed in the corner. She handed the rope to Bethany, who took it.
“Are you certain no one will see us?”
Bethany nodded. “I reorganized the guard patrols. I told them we were trying a different method of coverage and for them to report back on their thoughts tomorrow. We’re fine.”
Eve smiled at Bethany. “Isn’t that an abuse of power?”
Bethany pulled the screen from the window casing, bits of wood and plaster crashing to the floor. “Completely.”
***
With the new moon hiding in the night sky, midnight appeared darker than ever. As Bethany’s horse trotted along the paved path from the temple to Orchard Park, she wondered what possessed her to agree to this scheme. The last four days blurred together, a concoction of pain, meetings, and haunting memories of her sister.
Going without sleep to sneak into town was one thing. Going without sleep to sneak into town to rid Amber of her unborn child was quite another. But when Bethany looked over at the sleeping child who shared Eve’s saddle, she didn’t need much convincing.
Bethany shrugged her shoulders closer to her ears. The early summer rain brought a cold, northern wind. At least the miserable downpour and the unholy hour made it easy for the three women to slip through from the temple without much notice. The gate guards required a little lie, but at least they did their duty. She knew revealing herself to them and her lie about escorting Amber to a safe house would return to haunt her. That worry could wait. For now, she had to keep Amber safe.
Once outside the temple, it was clear riding to Orchard Park and to Ruth’s shop in a quiet neighborhood far from the marketplace. After Allric’s eruption over Eve’s abortion, the midwife had thought it best to provide a less public place for her services, especially the female soldiers who might need her help. So Ruth had bought the little home she lived in now, and stayed out of Allric’s attention as much as possible.
A gust of wind slipped down the collar of Bethany’s cloak and she shivered. The woman was smart. If Allric discovered their plan, Bethany too, risked his wrath, and being kicked out of the knights just like Eve.
“There it is,” Eve said, pointing.
Bethany strained her eyes, trying to focus through the darkness and rain.
She dismounted the horse and, after looping the reins around a small post, eased Amber down. Eve jumped down and wrapped a protective arm around Amber, and then they walked up to the crooked door. Bethany knocked. She had sent word that they would be arriving in the middle of the night, but the window was black.
“Hurry and come in!” a hoarse female voice shouted from the other side of the door.
Bethany opened it and stumbled down two steps into the sunken room. She swore, clenching her jaw to grind away the pain in her thigh. Her eyes watered from the aromatic fire. A woman hunched over the table, stirring something in a large bowl. Bethany blinked away the moisture from her eyes.
“Come in, come in. Get out of that nasty weather! Here we are just starting summer and it’s colder than Rygous’s ass in winter,” the middle-aged human said, chuckling to herself. Ruth looked at Amber with an empathic smile. “Give me your cloak, little one, and I’ll wrap you in a dry blanket next to the fire. I’m making you my cranberry bannock. You need it to keep your strength up.”
As the woman draped a woollen blanket over Amber, Bethany’s mind slipped back to the last time she had eaten the dense, but flaky cakes. It must’ve been forty years ago, when a small group of knights travelled to Taftlin to find Bethany’s missing youngest sister, Drea.
Bethany eyed Ruth, who had lived in Orchard Park for most of her life. Eve had said Ruth was once saved by a knight and came to dedicate her services to the Silver Knights. She passed as a midwife and, indeed, was a better surgeon for female troubles than most educated physicians and surgeons. It was her knowledge on bringing about a birthing too early that made her a pariah amongst the elves. Humans had a lax view on the matter, with Rygents believing it fell in the realm of personal choice.
Elven culture, on the other hand, was strict about the preservation of pregnancy in all circumstances. By even being here, Bethany risked the full brunt of Allric’s fury, not to mention the Order of Apexia and even the entire elven Council back in Wyllow.
“Is that Lady Eve I see hiding in my doorway?”
Eve stepped closer to the lantern and smiled at the older woman. It was then that Bethany realized a heavy blanket covered the window. “Hello, Ruth. It’s good to see you again.”
As Ruth mumbled to Amber and fed her a little of the bannock bread she had made, Bethany watched the girl’s feeble movements. Sarissa had crushed the girl.
No, Amber wasn’t a little girl. She was a woman. Sarissa had broken her back down, the crushing of spirit quite complete. Several deep breaths of smoky air and a coughing fit were necessary before Bethany was distracted enough to not punch something.
“Lady Bethany, are you sure it’s wise for you to be here?” Ruth asked, massaging Amber’s shoulder. “You’re injured and your position is in jeopardy the longer you stay.”
Bethany raised her chin. “Miss Amber is in my protection. Being here is my duty as Lady Champion.”
Ruth nodded, slowly. “As long as Allric doesn’t come here again, raising a bloody fury.” She pointed her finger at Eve. “I’ve had enough of that in my lifetime.”
Bethany frowned. Jovan had been Eve’s instructor and, yes, their relationship was wrong. And, yes, she agreed with Allric that Eve and Jovan should have been more cautious to stop Eve from falling with child. But it was the decision to end the unborn child that ignited Allric’s rage. He called Eve a baby killer. He never kicked out Jovan, of course. Just Eve.
Even Aneese had come to Eve’s defense, but Allric would not listen. He took Eve’s Blessed Bow and banned her from entering the temple. Not that it stuck for long. Torius overturned the decision as he had every right to do; it was his temple, after all. The rift between Torius and Allric still hadn’t healed.
Ruth stirred the fire, igniting the wood. She stuffed it full of more wood and said, “We can’t have you catching your death tonight. A couple hours in front of a roaring fire, eating my bannock, and cleaning you up will do a world of good for your spirits. Just you wait.”
For her part, Bethany stood off to the side, unsure of what to do. She watched Ruth’s expert hands move over Amber’s body and tried to remember how long it took human women to become big bellied. Elven pregnancies lasted just over a year. She stifled a laugh at the image of herself, big-bellied and carrying a sword.
Then, a little fear struck her. Marriage to Garran would have eventually created that scene. Running with her feeling would, too.
Ruth’s voice pulled Bethany from her surprised thoughts. “You’ve had a hard time of it, haven’t you, Amber?”
Amber didn’t answer, she just nodded. Except for the night in Aneese’s bedroom, the girl had barely spoken to anyone, choosing instead to sit in the main courtyard garden, watching the soldiers train. Bethany sister, Drea, had been the same and never truly recovered. Her mind became bitter and distrustful. More anger burned in Bethany’s soul. Another person destroyed for no good reason.
“Was it your choice?” Ruth motioned her head at Amber’s thighs.
Ruth already knew the answer, of course. Bethany outlined the details in her letter to the midwife. She didn’t see the point in making the girl tell the story. Bethany swallowed. Woman.
Amber broke into sobs, hiccupping the words out. “He forced…forced me…raped me.”
Ruth wrapped her thick arms around Amber and rocked her, hushing and whispering sweet words. Bethany’s heart dropped as her memories forced her to relive her trek into Taftlin. Instinctively, she wrapped her fingers around the dagger sitting on her belt, gritting her teeth. No word brought out her battle rage more than rape. Every time she heard that vile, disgusting word, her mind flooded with the memories of her younger sister.
Memories resurfaced, threatening to drown her. So often had she pushed that memory to the furthest reaches of her mind only to have that word, that hateful word, drag it back up into the light. Thankfully, Jovan wasn’t here. Bethany could now control her anger in the face of that word. He still could not, and never would.
“Are you sure you want to go ahead with this?” Ruth asked. “It will be painful and there is a lot of risk.”
Amber nodded weakly and then collapsed her head into Ruth’s ample chest. “Yes.”
Ruth lingered in the embrace for a moment longer before releasing her. Turning to Bethany and Eve, she said in a quiet, soothing voice, “Amber’s further along than I’d like, but that isn’t something I can change. I’ll have to give her several treatments and hopefully it fixes her problem. Eve, I need you to stay. She might die without a healer helping.”
“Of course. I may even be of some comfort to her.”
Ruth walked over to the shelves on her wall and pulled down several bottles and vials, adding them to her basket. She sang a melody that Bethany remembered the woman singing to small children in Taftlin. The song that haunted dreams.
Bethany stared at Amber and struggled to see the dark-skinned woman, instead of the pale frame of Drea crumpled on a dungeon floor. As Ruth rocked the broken Amber, Bethany remembered finding Jovan in a cell, rocking Drea the same way. The Taftlin kings paid for the mistake of kidnapping the betrothed of Jovan and daughter of Apexia. The entire line was butchered in their sleep.
She blinked at that. Their actions had inadvertently put Prince Daniel in line for the throne. Merciful existence, she hated everything about Taftlin. Well, mostly everything.
Self-conscious about her silence, Bethany cleared her throat. “I will need to go back soon, so that I’m not missed. What do you need from me?”
Ruth stared at Bethany with stern, determined eyes. “You need to keep that Allric out of our business for a few days.”
“My oath.” Coming from a knight, no other words were needed.
Satisfied, Ruth nodded. She handed Amber a mug. “Drink this and then lay down on my bed. Eve, I’ll need you to hold her down. She’ll be in for a fit once that pennyroyal starts up.”
Bethany opened the door for the ladies to exit into the bedroom but didn’t follow. Midwifery was not her domain.
***
“No!” Sarissa’s scream pierced the night. “Fucking, fucking whore!”
Robert bolted upright, panting. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
Sarissa flung the blanket off her and crawled out from their make-shift tarp. Stark-naked in the rain, amongst the trees, she shook uncontrollably. “The bitch. I’ll kill her. I’ll kill that murderous daughter of a whore.”
Robert poked his head out of their tent. “For mercy’s sake, what are you talking about woman? Get back in here before you wake up the entire countryside.”
“She killed the baby,” she said through gritted teeth. Sarissa grasped to control herself but the vision from Amber’s unborn child was too fresh in her mind. “They poisoned him.” Sarissa clawed at her body. In the dream, the poison had burned her flesh. She still felt her skin crawling, burning, searing.
Robert stared blankly at her. “Who she? What baby?”
“The baby, you idiot!” Clenching her fists, she said, “Bethany brought Amber to a midwife to kill it. She and that whore-owner, Eve, talked her into getting rid of my only chance to control Amber to find my books at the temple. The mighty Lady Champion, defender of the innocent, champion to those with no voice killed an innocent child. Even I wouldn’t do that.”
Robert sat silently, rubbing his eyes.
Sarissa grabbed her blood-stained dress from the heap on the ground and tugged it on over her head.
“We’re moving. Get everyone up.”
She had been content to wait for the baby to lead Amber to the books. Sarissa had no intentions of attacking the temple if she could avoid it. Martyrdom was well outside her limits. Yet the fury that boiled in the pit of her stomach demanded an outlet. Her bitch of a sister had stood in her way again. This time would be the last.
“We are staggered out for over a mile. I can’t find them in the middle of the night. Let’s go in the morning.”
She grabbed the dagger still attached to her belt and pointed it at him. “Do it or I will use your intestines to unlock the fifth page of my spell book. I’m serious, Robert. I’ll kill you right here.”
Robert held up a hand to signal his acquiescence. “Why do you want this now so bad?”
She flung the knife at him, hitting a tree instead. She screamed, “Because I said so!”
He did not flinch. “Why?”
Sarissa controlled her breathing, but her body still shook. She clenched and unclenched her fists. “If Bethany can kill babies, then she won’t care if I kill hers.”
 


Chapter 23
 
The Viper will rejoice when the blood of the innocent flows.
— Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet
 
Day threatened to break the horizon. Exhausted, Bethany exited Amber’s room in the Sister’s quarter, her guards none the wiser about her escape through the window. She stumbled through the corridors and stairwells to her study. Her weary, bruised body cried for sleep, but there was too much to do with Sarissa so close, breathing down her neck.
Bethany plopped into her wicker chair and signed documents, failing to ignore the sinking feeling in her gut that her sister was nearby. That war was nearby. Teams of knights searched the area, from Orchard Park to Little Bheakom, but so far, they hadn’t found any trace of the Magi. She scoffed. People who can turn themselves invisible generally can’t be found unless they want to be found.
Her quill paused against a document and she stared off into space. Worry for Amber gnawed at her stomach. Seeing her weak and terrified brought back too many memories, too many feelings she could not afford to have.
“I’m always uneasy when you arrive in your study before me.”
A wide grin stretched across her face before she looked up, though her body clenched. Arrago leaned against her doorframe, his arms crossed against his lean chest. She sucked in a deep breath, finding herself wanting to run her fingers through his messy, brown hair.
A shot of guilt pierced her, remembering how badly she had treated him lately. Apologies were never her strong talent, so she said, “On occasion, we half-breeds are capable of rising before the crack of dawn.”
He walked to her desk and sat on the edge, causing her to move her hand to avoid brushing against his posterior. Arrago put on a good performance, but she knew better. His hands shook and his eyes never landed on hers.
She seized the opportunity. “About the other day…” Her voice trailed off and she made a little shrug with her shoulders.
Arrago raised a hand. “Don’t worry about it.” His voice did not match his words. Fear tightened around her.
“No, I want to apologize.” His mouth curled upwards and the smile reached his eyes this time. Bethany relaxed.
“You weren’t wrong in what you said to me, about elves and humans.”
Bethany fiddled with the letter in front of her. “I could have been more subtle.”
Arrago laughed a nervous throaty sound. “As I could’ve been. Can we continue to be friends? I hate fighting.”
Bethany smiled and she let out the breath she’d been holding. “Always.”
“So, why are you awake so early? Were you drinking all night or out on the mystery patrols in town?”
She narrowed her eyes. There were several patrols sent out since they returned from Little Bheakom to search for Magi. “How did you know about that?”
His eyes were as bright as his smile. “It’s a small temple. People talk.”
“Arrago, it’s a huge temple.”
He shrugged. “Not when you are Lady Bethany’s personal aide and there are at least eight bets running about her. People talk to me and I give them information.”
She shook her head, laughing. “You’re the first aide bold enough to admit that they are feeding the gossip frenzy. I should demand half of your winnings.”
“All my winnings are yours, milady. I still owe you a meal,” he said winking. Then, he straightened and stepped away from the desk. “Have you eaten yet? I usually have breakfast at seven, but we can go early. We might see Kiner and Jovan.”
Bethany cocked her head. Both had been assigned to different in-town searches and probably would not have slept yet. She was scheduled to begin patrolling in two days, assuming she could mount a horse without help. “It’s a bit early for Jovan.”
Arrago’s gleaming smile returned, the one that made her chest constrict. “Jovan should just be getting back from town. I hear that he spent the night searching for Eve, who is so forlorn at losing her brothel that she’s taken up the trade in Orchard Park.”
She sighed, though delight filled her. She hated arguing with him. “You gossip as much as any elf.”
He rubbed the tip of his ear. “Still round. I blame being named after an elf. Come, let’s get some food. We can eat porridge and you can lie about what you did last night.”
***
The rich smell of garlic baking in bread wafted through the opened office doors straight to Arrago’s nose, driving him to distraction as his mouth watered. His empty stomach growled in anticipation of the dining hall. He hadn’t even eaten his first meal of the day and already looked forward to lunchtime’s garlic bread.
“I never lie to you, Arrago. Not on purpose,” Bethany said with a smile.
He tried not to frown and instead motioned for her to join him. They were not equals. He knew it and accepted it. Bethany’s position meant she held more secrets than he could possibly ever know. Of course she lied to him and on purpose. It was her job. He didn’t hate her for that, though he wished she hadn’t lied about lying.
“Hold on.” She raised her hand to stop him. “I’m not quite done reading this one.”
He cocked an eyebrow. “I thought you just signed everything.”
Bethany glared up at him. “Not after you and Jovan tricked me into signing the public nudity petition. Now shut up and let me finish.”
“I remain innocent.” He watched her read, twirling a tendril of red hair between her index finger and thumb. She looked so much nicer now that she wore it loose, instead of all braided and pinned up. He considered telling her just that but worried she’d take offense and shear off all her hair. He wondered if she’d ever wear her hair short again, now that her face was disfigured.
It didn’t matter. She was still beautiful to his eyes.
He grew impatient waiting for her to finish. Bethany was the slowest reader he had ever met. It wasn’t for lack of education. She simply read slowly. Turtle slowly. He looked back into his own study. The morning sun streamed through his east-facing window and he frowned. One of Bethany’s former assistants had papered it a bright yellow. With the sun beating in, the walls looked more like urine in fresh snow than a cheerful color to brighten one’s mood.
“Would you sign a requisition for new wallpapering?”
She scrunched her eyebrows together, but didn’t look up. “If it’s to have the study repapered, don’t bother. We’re only here until they finish my new study in the north tower. Torius is too much of a skinflint to let you have new paper for a room that’s going to be given over to storage in six months.”
Arrago sighed and went back to waiting for her to finish. As he watched her, a small smile spread across his face. He recalled standing here, with Bethany crushing his dreams. In that moment, he’d been convinced his life and dreams were over, that he’d be nothing more than a farmer or a laborer. Then she’d changed her mind and Fire Tits saved him from poverty.
“What’s so funny?”
He snapped his gaze to her and felt the heat rise in his face. “Just thinking about when you punched Prince Daniel,” he lied.
She smiled and his heart melted a little too much to be considered manly. “That was rather funny.”
She stepped from her desk and motioned at the door. Arrago smiled but remained silent. As they walked through the hallways, Arrago looked over his shoulder long enough to notice the unfamiliar soldiers next to their study. “New guards?”
She nodded, an annoyed look spreading across her face.
“What happened to the old ones?”
“Three of them were asleep when I walked by last night, so the heel of my boot taught their faces a lesson. They need some time to recover.”
“That’s why I’m the clerk and you’re the Lady Champion.”
“I don’t know. Your legs are almost as nice as mine. You qualify, according to Erem.”
He laughed and jogged a few steps to keep pace with her. Years of marching had served to exaggerate her unnaturally long stride. He matched her pace but wondered if life with Bethany meant always arriving at a destination panting and gleaming in sweat.
Life with Bethany. He mentally chastised himself for thinking such a foolish thought. Arrago hadn’t even decided if Bethany was a gift or a curse.
Thankfully, they turned the corner to the communal dining hall and he pulled himself from his useless mental chatter. A ragged Kiner and Jovan were queued in line for their breakfast and they motioned him and Bethany over.
“See? I told you they’d be up,” he whispered.
Bethany offered a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.
He noted that Jovan still wore his clothes from the previous day, which was unusual to say the least for the snappiest dresser at the temple. The whites of Kiner’s eyes were red and swollen from lack of sleep. The men just nodded their heads when Arrago and Bethany fell in line with them. Jovan yawned so much that tears welled up in his eyes.
Arrago rarely ate in this meal hall, electing instead to eat with his fellow compatriot, Edmund. Eating amongst the priests, the priestesses, and the highest echelons of the military made Arrago uncomfortable and he preferred the bad table manners of Edmund and the recruits. Bethany chided him repeatedly, reminding him that he wasn’t a recruit any longer. He worked for the elite now. However, she never pushed it and only forced him to eat in the innermost hall whenever she joined him.
He watched the awkward glances between the three soldiers standing next to him and, even though they didn’t speak, he knew something bad was going on. Or, was about to.
The room fell silent when Honored Sister Aneese, second only to Torius, entered. Never in his life did he think he’d come to personally know so many of those touched by Apexia’s hand. He was truly blessed.
“Here we go again,” Jovan mumbled to no one in particular.
Arrago frowned at him. “Shush.”
Jovan winked back.
It was then that Arrago realized he had just chastised the second-in-command of the Elven Service and hadn’t been hacked into tiny pieces. How like Apexia to change the fates of men in amazing and unpredictable ways. He whispered silent thanks.
Honored Sister Aneese limped her way to the middle of the packed cafeteria. After clearing her throat, she spoke in a calm voice. “Give ear to my prayers, O Apexia, and consider my entreaty. You are our fortress, deliverance and strength. May our works bring glory to Your name. When the wind blows upon our faces today, we will remember that it is Your spirit that envelops us. Bring grace and goodness to our lives. Help deliver us from the hand of Magic that grips our town…”
“Oh Apexia, she did not just say that,” Kiner whispered.
Bethany shrugged. “It’s not like we’ve kept Joseph a secret.”
“I don’t care either way.” Jovan leaned in closer. “At this rate, I’ll die of old age waiting for her to finish.”
“Be quiet,” Kiner snapped.
“I wouldn’t mind the prayers if they kept serving us. I’m starving. I’m an elf. I need food. And we’re two steps away from it!”
Kiner sucked in a deep breath and pointed at his own ears. “Elorian. I’m starving, too.”
“Shut up!” Bethany muttered.
Arrago chuckled. “For three friends with your reputations, you bicker worse than crows.”
Three sets of wide eyes fell on him. Again, not cut into tiny pieces. He decided that he loved his new life.
“Thank you for the sumptuous offerings before us today. And say we all,” Aneese paused for the congregation to join her in words. “Gracious Apexia bless my food so that I may bring glory to your name.” She bowed and joined the back of the food line.
“Blessing isn’t usually said in the main dining hall,” Arrago said as he grabbed a small trout with olives and cheese, and roasted potatoes.
“My stomach wishes it wasn’t said here,” Jovan said as he stacked his bowl high with assorted fish and grains before pouring a creamy mushroom soup over the top of it.
Arrago thought about adding a second fish, but recalled Apexia did not approve of gluttony. He added an odd leafy thing instead.
Bethany leaned close to him and whispered, “It’s called fig’s kale. You eat it.”
He tipped his head close enough that he could smell her orange-scented perfume. She had taken up wearing the scent in the last month or so. He inhaled, wondering if it had anything to do with him liking oranges. “It looks like something I’d feed a goat.”
She laughed and filled her own bowl. Hers was trout, a large scoop of vegetables, rice and lentils, and a cheese soup poured over the top. It always amazed Arrago that she could eat so much and still be as lean as she was.
Kiner looked up from his full plate and said, “Aneese has said blessing in whatever dining hall she has eaten in for six hundred years. She’s not going to change just because you don’t like it, Jovan. I like luncheon blessing. It’s an opportunity for us to reflect on the Goddess during the day.” Kiner gave Bethany a sly grin. She rolled her eyes.
Jovan shook his head. “You celibates. You’re all the same, crawling up Apexia’s ass.”
Arrago bristled at Jovan’s disrespect but remained silent. On some topics, he still felt the need to avoid discussion. Faith was one of those.
Jovan sniffed the teapots. “Let me guess. Peppermint and Anise?”
Kiner frowned. “It’s been peppermint and anise for as long as we’ve been here.”
“And long after we’re all gone,” Bethany said with a laugh.
“The peppermint tea aids digestion,” Arrago said, hoping to be helpful. The other three stopped walking and stared at him. “I – um – studied herbal medicine under Father Sard in Taftlin.”
Bethany’s smile was sweet but she didn’t say anything. Arrago followed them to their usual table in the far corner away from the busy entrance. “What does the anise tea do?” she asked.
Kiner answered before Arrago had a chance. “It’s for the nut eaters’ flatulence.”
A loud roar of laughter came from their table.
“Look, there’s Allric,” Kiner pointed to the door and waved.
The stern look on Allric’s face made Arrago uneasy. Allric was naturally a serious man who never smiled but today he seemed angry. Seething, almost. He marched to their table, his massive frame casting a shadow across their table.
“Good morning, Arrago. Will you excuse us?” Though polite, his voice lacked emotion.
“Of course, Lord Allric.” Arrago grabbed his food and glanced at Bethany. He sensed trouble. He moved to an adjacent table and squeezed in next to several priests.
Mother Aneese stuck her head out from the crowded table and smiled at him. “Welcome, Arrago. I see that Allric has displaced you.”
He struggled against the fluster that rose within him. Even in his wildest dreams, he never imagined Mother Aneese actually knew his name. “It comes with being an aide.”
She smiled at him again and resumed eating her food and chatting in a low whisper with the clergy around her. Arrago, however, did not listen. He was busy eavesdropping on Allric’s conversation, which he could not make out the words. Their facial expressions, however, could be read by anyone. They were horrified.
Almost at the same time, Bethany, Kiner, and Jovan jumped to their feet. The clamor in the room settled down, all eyes on Bethany. She shouted, “All off-duty soldiers with me. Now!”
Instinctively, Arrago ducked as bowls and utensils clamored to the floor as humans, elves, and Elorians dropped everything, even their meals, to rush to duty. Wide-eyed, Arrago watched Bethany, who did not look back at him. She was busy being Lady Champion, taking long strides to reach the doorway. Pride swelled in him.
Curiosity led his gaze back to his former table. Kiner had rushed to join Bethany, whereas Jovan and Allric remained. They were standing now, whispering. Jovan was speaking with animated gestures and Allric shook his head.
Arrago only heard pieces.
Children.
Nailed.
Crossroads.
His blood ran cold.
 


Chapter 24
 
The Gods will hold her high so she can see the world in its chaos and she will know her path is righteous.
— The Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet
 
What had once been a white-washed two-story orphanage was now a blood-splattered nightmare. Bethany steeled herself. Tiny bodies dangled from the outer walls and doors of the building. Honored Sisters, not all untied yet from the trees, shrieked prayers to Apexia. Others just stood, completely catatonic and traumatized after being forced to watch a massacre.
Bethany gulped down her grief and clenched her jaw as she stared at one of the worst scenes she’d ever witnessed. She blocked all but the distant sounds of the chaos and instead focused her entire energy on the sight in front of her.
An infant’s body, his eyes already pecked out by crows, hung from the welcome sign that read, “Lady Champion Bethany’s Hospice for Orphaned Children of War.” Over her name, “killer” was painted in blood.
This would be likewise repaid, in blood.
“Kiner,” Bethany shouted over the commotion, struggling to force down the hate and anger that boiled inside her. Sarissa would pay for this. Even if Bethany had to use her bare hands to do it, her sister would die for this.
Kiner waved in her direction and jogged over, mail clinking as he did. From the rotten smell, she assumed his breakfast eggs were somewhere in the bushes.
She did not take her eyes off the building in front of her. “I have four other orphanages within two days’ ride. Send soldiers to guard them.”
Kiner rested a hand against her mail sleeve. She looked down, unsure why he was touching her. “Bethany, I’m sorry that –”
She yanked her limb from his grasp. “Have you forgotten who I am? Never touch me.”
“I didn’t mean –”
“Do you honestly think that a little flirting with Arrago and the soldier is gone?” She stepped closer to him until they were nose to nose. “You listen to me, Lord Kiner. In this moment, you are not my friend. You are a soldier under my command. And if you ever think I need your sympathy in the field of battle again, you’ll find yourself enjoying the mining islands. Have I made myself clear?”
Kiner stiffened and swallowed hard, his face flush. “Yes, Lady Bethany. Would you prefer I send a message back to the temple or shall I go myself?”
She took several deep breaths before answering. “Personally oversee the assignments. Send some soldiers from here to West River to protect them. The other orphanages are north of the temple, so send troops from there.” Bethany took a deep breath and said in a calmer tone, “Kiner, I am truly sorry if this has ended our friendship.”
A small smile creased his mouth. “No. It is I that should apologize.” He inclined his head and rushed through the chaos.
Heart-wrenching mourning wails sent chills down her spine. It took her a moment to remember that it was the living that screamed, not the dead.
Bethany walked towards the building, holding out her hand to halt others from following her. Her head pounded, announcing the presence of Magic. No surprise there. The stench of decomposing bodies in the early summer heat slammed against her once she opened the door. Only years of training allowed her to swallow back her own breakfast.
Once her eyes adjusted to the dim room, she scanned the walls, still covered with the artwork of small children. This had been the second orphanage she opened, just on the outskirts of Orchard Park. As Lady Champion of the powerless, innocent, and voiceless, Bethany believed it her duty to have provided such buildings, funded from her personal accounts. She had no need of the money, and this could atone for the necessary things she had done in war.
She ran her gloved hands along the schoolroom desks, dried blood and guts still splattered everything. Her jaw clenched and tears stung her eyes. There was no atonement for her crimes, past or present. Or yet to come. Death always followed soldiers, waiting, stalking, and pouncing where it would hurt the most.
A small cloth doll rested on the floor and Bethany picked up. Her pride had brought this. How arrogant to think she could stop Sarissa. How weak that she’d hesitated when the moment came.
Bethany stared at the doll and she ripped a piece of the bloody once-beige dress and stuffed it into her belt. Never again would she hesitate. If necessary, she would use her Power and expose her true self to the world.
Never again would she put her own interests above the innocent.
She sighed. Enough, she chided herself. Bethany walked to the door and stepped out, the noon sun blinding her for a moment.
Erem greeted her as soon as she cleared the doorway. He was pale, even for Erem. “Lady Bethany, we can’t get the children down. The rope is possessed. We’d have to use our Blessed Blades to cut the rope and…” he swallowed hard and winced, and bile wafted around him, “it’s completely wrapped around them. They’d get hacked up coming down.”
Bethany spat. “Fucking Magic. Fucking Magi.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “I can’t order that.” She looked around and spotted a sobbing nun. Bethany walked over to the woman, motioning for Erem to follow her.
“Sister, can you do death rites?”
The elderly woman nodded and tried to speak but her voice cracked. She tried again. “Yes, Lady Bethany. But their bodies?”
Bethany turned back to Erem, her insides clenching and churning. “Burn the building. I refuse to desecrate these bodies any more than what’s already been done to them. These children don’t deserve to be chopped up like wood. Sister, begin the rites.”
The human nun bowed and, clasping her hands together, began to pray aloud. “Blessed Apexia, bring us grace. Blessed Goddess, bring us peace.”
“You heard her. Start piling up the brush!” Erem shouted. “We are making it a pyre. Move!”
“I saw several oil lamps inside,” Bethany said, barely a whisper.
Erem nodded and shouted for someone to get the oil.
One of the regulars, Ridley, she thought his name was, poured two lamps worth of oil along the entrance where the others began piling brush.
Someone carried a long stick with a smoking, burning tinder pile resting precariously on it. He tossed it into the midst of the oil. The effect was immediate. Flames blasted along the doorframe and spread along the base of the building.
“Blessed Apexia, be with us in our time of grief.”
Bethany struggled to hear the priestess over the shouts and cursing of the soldiers around them.
“Tell everyone to shut up,” Bethany said to Erem, mesmerized by the flickering, crackling flame.
“Shut up and have some respect,” Erem shouted. Except for a few whispers, only the priestess now spoke.
“Blessed Apexia, bring peace. Blessed Apexia, bring hope.”
Flames overwhelmed the building. As the fire reached the first of the bodies and the sickening stench of charred flesh hit them, people began to weep. Bethany didn’t. Neither did Erem, who instead listed a steady stream of elven curse words under his breath. She just stared, aware of the cold reality of her own life dying in the fire.
***
Eight mugs of the strongest tea available and Bethany finally could say that, yes, she was alive. Barely. She stood outside Allric’s study, for fear of passing out if she sat down. Her bruised ribs, cut leg, and stitched face all throbbed in unison like a traveling busker group. Nothing that a few days of unconsciousness couldn’t cure, though sleep seemed to grow rarer by the day.
The door opened and Jovan stood there.
“Oh, hello Jovan. I didn’t realize you were in with Allric.”
Jovan looked her up and down. “Apexia’s tits, you look like death.”
“Yes, well, that’s what happens to Elorians who don’t sleep for several days when they are injured.”
Jovan grunted an acknowledgement. “Well, best you come in and get it over with.”
Inside, Allric looked only mildly better than she felt. His eyes were red and tired, and a heavy frown settled on his face, making him look older.
Jovan took a chair in front of Allric’s desk. Bethany opted to stand. Anxious to fall into a deep sleep, Bethany quickly relayed the events of the previous thirty hours, from the arrival at the orphanage to the uneventful return to the temple.
“Kiner has dispatched troops to the other orphanages in the area, including any run by the Order of Apexia.”
She nodded, acutely aware that Allric had yet to make eye contact with her.
“Very good. Get some sleep, then,” Allric said, focusing on the papers littering his normally tidy desk. “We’ll talk about this more tomorrow.”
Bethany caught a significant glance between Jovan and Allric. “What?”
They both looked at her this time. Neither spoke.
She eyed both of them. “There’s something else, isn’t there?”
“It can wait,” Jovan said, warning in his looks.
Bethany shook her head. “No, it can’t.”
“Lady Bethany,” Allric began, sending a shiver down her spine. He never called her by rank when they were alone. “You have been accused of assisting in the death of a child.”
Bethany opened her mouth and then snapped it shut. Fear clenched her stomach muscles. Did he mean Amber’s child? She focused on keeping calm, in case it was something else. No point in causing more trouble. “What are you talking about?”
He stared at her. Hard. She flinched. “I am talking about Amber visiting a midwife. Do you deny it?”
The sensation of her stomach dropping hit Bethany. A heavy weight pressed on her chest. Still, she stood as straight as possible and returned his stare. “I have no reason to deny it. Yes, I took Amber.”
Allric’s eyes narrowed. “Then, you admit that you helped kill a child?”
Bethany’s shoulders tightened with indignation. “She wanted to end her pregnancy. I helped her access a midwife. How could you say I killed a child? Today, of all days.”
Allric glared up at her from his seated position. “You defied me.”
“Defied you?” She took a step closer and slammed her hands on the edge of the desk. Paper jumped. “Amber was raped, Allric. Raped at the hands of my own sister.”
“That girl –,” Allric said, standing up.
“That woman,” Bethany interrupted, shouting over him, “has suffered more than any of us could possibly imagine. I refuse to make her suffer anymore by bringing forth a child she never wanted.”
Jovan stood. He held out his hands as if the desk wasn’t barrier enough. “Beth, Allric, calm down. Let’s talk about this when everyone’s gotten a good rest.”
Allric ignored him. “So you decide to defy the laws of the Goddess and me?”
Bethany leaned back to stand straight. Allric was taller and a lot broader than her. She felt the need to match his physical size as best she could to stand her ground. “She is not some whore you caught in Jovan’s bunk.”
“Hey!” Jovan snapped. He pointed at her. “Look, I’ve been defending you in this…this madness. But Bethany, you snuck past your guards and endangered yourself to break the law.”
Bethany pointed at Allric. “He is speaking like all of the gods, dead or alive or whatever, are these holy beings.” She glared back at Allric. Her heart raced. “We all know my mother whored around with whoever my father is, giving off bastard offspring at her whim. And, let’s not forget that was when she was still a human. Aneese even said Apexia slept with any uniform that tickled her fancy. She was a whore and I’m certain she knew how to prevent any… problems.” She snorted and looked away. “These are elven rules, not hers.”
“You think your mother is a whore?” Allric asked, folding his massive arms across his wide chest.
“You are missing the point. I took Amber because Sarissa is looking for her. She needed protection. It was Amber’s choice to end the pregnancy. It’s a part of her culture. It’s acceptable to them. Now she can put it all behind her.”
Allric’s tone did not mellow. “It isn’t acceptable to me.”
“Your feelings don’t matter.”
He motioned in Jovan’s direction and said, “I suppose Jovan’s whore went with her.”
“Allric…”
“I went alone with Amber,” Bethany lied. No point could be served by dragging Eve into the argument.
Jovan sat back down and glared at Allric, until he relented and settled back into his chair. After taking a deep breath, Allric asked in a softer tone, “What if she dies?”
Bethany swallowed back her anger. “There isn’t any guarantee she’d live through childbirth.”
Allric leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms once again. “Is your job done now or will you be there to pick up the pieces when she sees a baby in his mother’s arms? How about when she feels the ache of her empty womb?”
“Trust Amber to know her own wants and needs.” She groaned. “Stop being a four hundred year old virgin and use your common sense.”
She winced as the words tumbled from her mouth and waited for the brunt of Allric’s tongue. But it did not come. Instead, shock came over his face.
“Beth! Watch your mouth,” Jovan snapped.
Allric cocked an eyebrow and his shock morphed into scorn. “I don’t turn four hundred for a few months yet.”
She closed her eyes. “I’m sorry, Allric. It’s been a long day.”
Allric scratched the top of his ear that missed its tip. She knew whatever he was thinking was going to sting her. “You were also raised to maintain chastity vows. Though, if I were to listen to temple gossip, Arrago will soon be taking you to the midwife.”
“That’s enough.” Jovan slammed his fist on Allric’s desk and jumped to his feet. “Both of you are insane. Allric, I know your feelings on abortion but Amber has made her choice. Bethany provided safety to a person in need, which is what the Lady Champion does.” He pointed his finger at Bethany. “You shouldn’t be going anywhere without your guards. You snuck out to avoid Allric’s wrath. Well, if you are going to make decisions that you know will piss us off, have the balls to be upfront about it. Even if you don’t come by them naturally.”
Allric stared at her, his eyes cold and angry. “You are dismissed, Lady Bethany.”
She squared her shoulders and said, “I do not apologize for my actions. But I am sorry that, because of them, I may have lost your respect.”
Bethany walked out, shutting the oak door behind her. The knot inside her grew, as it often did after verbal conflict. Looking back at the door once more, she marched to her room. She used to be like him, blindly following elven tradition. Now, she saw things through the eyes of humans. She saw things the new way.
Allric was wrong.
Partway down the corridor, she stopped. She turned on her heel and made her way to Jovan’s room. Eve should be back by now. There was something the Rygent could do for her: throwing away the rest of her traditions.
 


Chapter 25
 
The Gods will show the Diamond the correct path. If she chooses the one from the shadows, the world will sink into despair.
— Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet
 
Bethany slammed back her third glass of wine, the fruity taste lingering on her lips and tempting her to drink more. She stared at the dark bottle then back at her empty glass. Her senses in need of a good dulling, she guzzled straight from the bottle, relishing its warmth in her belly. Arrago would arrive at any moment. Hopefully, the bottle would give her enough liquid courage for the plan.
She moved around her room to survey it. The balcony screens were shut and the heavy privacy drapes blocked out the setting sun and the prying eyes of Kiner, whom she knew was positioned in the adjacent tower with archers.
Just another security measure, Jovan had said. Regardless, she didn’t want an audience.
Beeswax candles burned and flickered around the room. Dried orange slices warmed in the oil diffuser. Clean linens, starched and ironed, neatly dressed her bed. A small food platter – small in Elorian terms, anyway – overtook Bethany’s bedside stand. Eve had told her to include the food; they might get hungry, she’d said.
She picked up the tinted glass jar from her nightstand. Where to put it where it wouldn’t be forgotten in the morning? She scanned the room and decided to place it next to the washbasin. Eve had said to take only a sprinkle of the dried herbs the morning after. It would prevent any complications.
Her hazy reflection in the mirror caught her attention and she stopped to fuss with the bows on her dress. Eve had lent her a heavily patterned silk dress that was too curvy for Bethany’s lean frame. She tried pressing flat the fabric around her hips in vain. She felt awkward, more so than if she had been naked. She lacked the nerve to appear naked when Arrago opened the door. And Eve insisted wearing a dress would be enough of an announcement to even the dumbest of men that tonight was different.
At least Jovan had given her the day off to sleep. Ten hours of rest really helped. In fact, it hardened her resolve.
Loud knocking on the door startled her. “Bethany? It’s me.”
She tried pushing her nerves down deep into her belly but failed. She unlatched the door and cracked it open only enough for Arrago to slip through. The embarrassment of having Erem seeing her dressed up would have killed all her courage.
“Eve said you wanted to…see me,” he stammered, his gaze falling over her body. He flashed a look about the room before looking back at her. “Nice dress.”
“Thank you.” She hoped the dim light prevented him from noticing the heat that rose on her face. “Wine?”
He pressed his lips together and nodded. Slowly. “Y-yes.”
He followed her, closely, to the chaise in the middle of her room.
“Have a seat,” she said as she grabbed a wine bottle from the end table. Arrago remained standing, his mouth gaping open.
Her hands shook as she uncorked a fresh bottle of wine. She struggled to not spill it. After filling a fresh glass for Arrago, she topped up her own glass again.
Arrago accepted it, his fingers grazing hers. Her breath caught in her throat. He took a sip and asked, “This isn’t grape wine?”
She shook her head. “Spring cherries.”
“Ah.”
They stood arm’s length apart, drinking their wine and staring at anything but each other. Knots formed in Bethany’s insides and she cursed herself for being foolish enough to think she could seduce any man. What a superb idiot she was! She was a soldier, not a prostitute. What had she been thinking?
She sighed and walked away from Arrago, slamming her glass down on the wooden table harder than she had meant to. The wine sloshed out of the glass and over her hand. She looked around for a cloth to clean it up.
“Bethany?”
His breath fluttered the hair at her neck and she could smell the spices he’d used to shave. No wonder it had taken him so long to come to her room. He had bathed for her.
She gasped when he kissed the tip of her ear.
“Why did you ask me here?” His strong hands settled on her shoulders. He planted gentle kisses on her neck, sending shivers down her spine. Blood rushed from her head and dizziness washed over her. She wondered if this was what women meant by the expression weak at the knees.
“Was it for this?” His fingers pushed under her hair, exposing her neck to his warm breath. His moist tongue tickled the skin, sending shivers through her body.
“I…I…asked you here to…” Between the embarrassment of her failed seduction and his delicious charms, words escaped her.
One hand withdrew from her hair and wrapped around her waist, the fabric hot against her skin. “Or did you ask me here just to see your new dress?”
Still standing behind her, he fingered the bows along the front of her dress with his other hand, moving higher and higher until he traced a finger along the exposed skin of her collarbone. She shuddered. Slowly he pulled her tighter against him, her eyes closing in pleasure as they touched. Bethany gulped. She could feel every inch of him.
An initial wave of fear washed over her and she regretted concocting this ridiculous plan with Eve. All Bethany had wanted was to forget about her duty and responsibilities and all of the choking expectations on her. She just wanted to feel something – anything – with the man she loved.
“Bethany?”
Facing him, she soaked in the sensation of having him pressed against her. Self-conscious of the healing wound, she leaned her cheek against his, enjoying his freshly shaven face.
As if he could sense her thoughts, he pulled back enough to look at her. He kissed the scar from her ear to her jaw-line. Running his hands through her hair, he mumbled, “You’re beautiful.”
One hundred and thirty-three years old and she had never heard those words before, except from his lips. Until that moment, she never realized how much she wanted to hear them. She was no longer certain if she was seducing him, or if he was seducing her.
He kissed her lips, soft and sweet. Tentatively, she ran her shaking hands down his back, stopping when the tips of her fingers hit his trousers. His kisses turned harder, fuller, and she found herself matching his pace. Her heart pounded and roared in her ears.
Arrago ran his fingers along the line of bows down the length of her chest. She had to fight the natural reaction to punch him for touching her. This was all so foreign. She feared doing it wrong.
He pulled away from their long kiss and stared at her, his chest heaving as he gasped for air. In a strained voice, he said, “If you plan to stop me, please do it now.”
Hearing his panting voice, she made her decision. She wanted him. Expectations could go hang for all she cared at that moment. Confidently, she undid the first bow of her dress. Then, the second. Her hands trembled when she reached for the third. As a soldier, nudity had been commonplace enough when on campaign. It had never made her flinch. Yet, here, with her dress slipping off her shoulder, she had never felt so naked.
He grabbed her hands before the fourth bow would expose her unbound breasts. “I need to hear you say that this is what you want.”
She smiled at him, her voice confident and strong. “You are what I want.”
***
Arrago opened his eyes, blinking his heavy lids. He stretched, wondering how long he’d been asleep. The heavy drapes blocked out the only window in Bethany’s room. The candles still burned. Perhaps only a couple of hours, then. He rolled over, hunting for the woman who shared the bed. He found her curled on her side facing away from him. He spooned her with his own naked body. She smelled of sweat and sex, of olives and wine. He loved it.
He loved her.
Arrago wondered how to possibly repay Eve. Things would not have gone smoothly if she had not told him Bethany’s plan. Eve had feared Bethany would either lose her courage or he would bumble up the event. Obviously, he had been offended at first. A young man had his pride, after all. Now, lying with the woman he loved, he was grateful for Eve’s kindly meant, if harsh, lecture.
He pulled Bethany closer and ran a hand along her jaw, careful to avoid the stitching. His fingers trailed down to her chin and came away wet. She flinched, a faint sniffle escaped her. Startled, he leaned on one elbow and looked over her shoulder, meeting her red eyes.
Gently, he slid his hand down to the bandage on her thigh. He’d never done this before. Was it supposed to hurt, or make her cry? All he knew was he didn’t want to see her cry.
Bethany wiped her silent tears with the back of her hand. “I’m fine. Honest.”
Arrago didn’t believe her. Any woman who cried was clearly not “fine, honest.” He kissed her wet, salty nose tip. “Why the tears?”
She snorted, and an embarrassed heat rose in her cheeks, blending in with the red puckered skin of her injury. After a failed start, she finally said, “It turned out to be a lot less dignified than I’d expected.” She looked up at him. “A lot less dignified.”
“You do have a point.” Unable to hold back a snicker, he pecked a kiss on the tip of her nose again. He rolled away from her long enough to find the abandoned linens on the floor. He dragged a sheet over both of them, covering her supple nakedness, though taking enough time to soak in her curves. He tucked the sheet under her chin and cuddled close. “Is that better?”
Bethany grabbed his hand and kissed it. Her words were hoarse and foreign, as though she’d never said them before to anyone. “I love you.”
His heart skipped a beat. Her tone said how much those words had cost her. He could only imagine how vulnerable she was feeling. He only allowed himself an instant to soak in the words, before ensuring she knew how safe her heart was with him. “I love you and I’ll always be here.”
As Apexia as his witness, he meant it.
 


Chapter 26
 
The Diamond must conquer her fear or the Viper will conquer her.
— Prophecy of the Diamond, Second Tablet
 
Her pillow smelled like him.
Bethany inhaled his lingering spicy scent, and then she lifted up his pillow and sniffed. Better, she thought. Tossing hers aside, she slipped his pillow under her head. Arrago was missing from her bed now, having risen with the ding-dong of the dawn bells. Before leaving, he had whispered sweet words in her ear. Those words now echoed in her mind, mixed with the scent of his skin.
She rolled on her back and took a deep breath. The world felt calmer, sweeter. For the first time in her life, true peace filled her. It would not last, she knew enough to know that, but enjoying a few moments of utter contentment were worth lingering in bed just a little longer. Once outside, pressing demands and agony would overwhelm her once more. Right now, she would shamelessly bask in the afterglow.
Remembering the herbs Eve had given her, Bethany dragged her sore, but surprisingly light, body out of bed and stumbled for the washbasin. Lacking any other beverage, Bethany added a pinch of the herbs to a glass of leftover wine. Even though it tasted awful, it was easier drinking the powdery wine than having to make a trip to the midwife.
Only a day ago, she’d felt awful. Or, as Jovan said before ordering her to take the day off, she “looked like horseshit warmed over.” He’d told her to get some rest. Her lips curled.
I doubt this is what Jovan had meant.
But at least Arrago thought she was beautiful.
Bethany laughed out loud. She gathered her wits together and hunted for her trousers.
She almost wished she had gotten up with Arrago, for no other reason than to see the shocked looks on her guards’ faces. She imagined Erem’s mouth hanging open, his eyes wide. If she was lucky, Kiner would have remained in the opposing tower with the archers all night. He would fuss enough once he found out, let alone if he saw or heard it.
Heard.
Heat rose in her cheeks. She hadn’t thought of that. No doubt she had opened herself up to all kinds of temple gossip now. Well, if Jovan could do it with immunity, so could she. Of course, she knew it didn’t work like that, but this was a great morning and she banished negative thinking from destroying her afterglow.
Someone rapped on her door. “Lady Bethany? Are you awake?”
Bethany groaned at the sound of Erem’s voice. She debated ignoring him, it being her day off and all. Not to mention she had just made love after a century and a third of celibacy. She deserved to enjoy the gaiety of it all. She pulled her hair into a single, thick braid and tied it off with string.
Erem knocked again, only this time he shouted. “Lady Bethany! Wake up.”
She sighed and walked to the door. There was no point in avoiding work, since it knew where she lived. When she opened the door, she said, “Erem, I’m not deaf.”
Erem lowered his fist from the now opened door. He coughed. “Ah, sorry, Bethany. I thought you were still asleep. Allric wants to see you immediately.” Erem colored.
She narrowed her eyes at him. “Why?
Erem shrugged. “He sent a messenger, so I don’t know.” His eyes flicked inside her room. “Though, I could probably guess.” He flushed more.
Trust Allric to get the Temple gossip first. Now she’d have to listen to his rant in front of the entire senior staff. By the Goddess, she was not going to defend her behavior to that virginal old goat.
***
Bethany turned the corner to enter the long corridor to Allric’s study when she near literally bumped into Jovan. “What’s the hurry?” she asked, as she fiddled with a leather strap to fasten her braid.
Jovan breathed hard. “Allric wants to see me. Some emergency. You?”
“Same.” Bethany glanced at him. “Should I expect more of yesterday?”
“Ignore him. He just has a lot on his mind.” He gave an impatient wave of his hand. “So we’re clear, Eve never said a word about you taking Amber. Allric won’t even tell me how he found out. I tried to calm him down, but you know how he gets.”
“Irrational?” Bethany quipped.
Jovan laughed. “You know that he means well. He just sees the world differently than us.”
Bethany remained silent.
The pair marched through the crowded corridors to Allric’s study. Bethany wasn’t certain if Jovan knew about Arrago, though she supposed Eve had told him. Part of her burst with wanting to tell him and another part screamed for privacy. She didn’t know which to listen to. She’d begun to question if Allric had called the meeting to yell at her. Hopefully not.
“I’ll tell you one thing. If this meeting is to kick Eve out of my apartment, I’m going to give that stubborn elf an old-fashion beating.” From the sneer in his voice, she knew Jovan meant it.
For her part, she struggled to stay sore at Allric. He had only been doing his job. She didn’t feel like that yesterday, but so much had changed in the last few hours.
I have a lover.
“What are you smiling about?”
She failed to control the heat rising in her cheeks. “Nothing.”
Jovan rolled his eyes and said in a voice too loud for the subject, “You’re not the only person who enjoyed a tumble in bed last night. Don’t be so obvious.”
Her jaw dropped when three Honored Sisters stopped walking to stare at her. “Lower your voice. And how did you know?”
“Eve told me.” He raised his hand. “Now before you get in a twist, I wanted to check on you after that whole mess with Allric. She wouldn’t let me. I pressed. She inferred. I figured it out.”
“I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell Allric.”
They reached Allric’s office. Before opening the door, he said, “Why would I talk about your private business? What’s done is done.”
She took a deep breath. He looked…disappointed? No, that wasn’t right. Concerned. She felt it, too. The balance line between the worlds of Arrago’s love and being “the Diamond” had blurred more than ever now.
But it had been worth it.
Allric’s study bustled with activity. Three messengers, stinking of horseshit, stood in front of his desk, waiting for him to sign papers or scribble notes. He looked up and motioned for Bethany and Jovan to enter. Judging by the dark circles under his eyes, Bethany guessed he had not slept the night before either.
Turning to grab a chair out of the way, she caught sight of Eve. “Oh, hello. I didn’t expect to see you here.”
Eve sported one of Jovan’s green tunics and fiddled with the beaded cuffs. “It bothers me that his clothes are finer than mine.”
Bethany chuckled and an awkward silence fell between them. Eve’s smile grew until her bright teeth sparkled through the grin.
“So,” Eve’s voice turned silky, “how went the battle?”
Bethany coughed, catching the attention of both Allric and Jovan, who were signing and reading documents at the desk. “Sorry, swallowed the wrong way.” She pounded a fist against her chest.
Eve leaned back in her chair, arms crossed. “How exciting. I remember my first time.”
“Eve…” Bethany warned.
She laughed. A moment passed before Eve motioned at Allric and asked in a whisper, “Do you know why I’m here?”
Bethany shook her head. She watched Allric hand several papers to the first messenger, who bowed and rushed from the room. “There is something going on.”
Jovan picked up the scroll Allric handed him and scrawled his name on it before handing it back to the aide.
“I assumed I was summoned for a public lashing,” Eve motioned in Allric’s direction, “until I saw the state he’s in. When I arrived, there were eight messengers in here. He’s even sent for Aneese and Torius.”
Once Allric finished writing and sent off the last two messengers, he motioned for Jovan to close the door before taking a seat. Allric walked in front of his desk and let out a loud, stressful sigh. Bethany could see how the worry had aged him. Deep creases lined his mouth and shadowy bags hung under his eyes. He used to be full of life and vigor.
“I realize it’s early so thank you for coming so quickly. Aneese and Torius will be here shortly. They are meeting with the clergy already, so it’s time to apprise you of the current situation.”
Bethany cocked her head. That didn’t sound good.
“Over the last four months, there have been several attacks along the Rygent coast as well as Taftlin’s west bank. Rygents have accused King Richard of using Magic to cover up the attacks. Richard has threatened to invade the Rygent main island if the accusations continue.”
“But isn’t this usual?” Jovan asked. “Sabre rattling is a Taftlin tradition.”
Allric held up three sheets of paper from his desk. “The elven Council has received word from both King Richard and Chief Ven. Ven has asked the Council to honor the treaty if Taftlin invades. Richard has demanded that the elves stay out of northern affairs that don’t affect us.”
“What have the old windbags decided? Tuck tail and hide?” Jovan snipped.
Allric sighed and a knot formed in Bethany’s gut. He remained silent for a moment before continuing. “We are to protect our allies.”
Bethany sunk into her chair. “That would mean war. King Richard is not that stupid. Taftlin isn’t a powerful country anymore. It would be suicide for them.”
Eve shifted in her chair. “The slave nations stand between us and Taftlin. They will protect their own interests. I doubt they’d let elves march through their territories.”
Allric nodded before a wide yawn escaped him. “Rygent is allied with us. Our allies will not stand by and watch one of their own be slaughtered by slave owners. Everyone will be at war by this time next year if Taftlin invades.”
Bethany crossed her arms. “This is what you’ve been hiding from me and Jovan.”
Allric frowned. “Yes. I decided that it wasn’t worth distracting from the search for Garran’s murderer. Plus, you had the new initiate class and I know you both look forward to it. As Jovan said, sabre rattling. It was a mistake to withhold it, I apologize.”
Even without his words, Allric’s tired eyes were apology enough for her. She crossed her arms and said, “I agree with you. King Richard has proven himself a sensible man over the years.”
Allric paled. “That’s true. But King Daniel isn’t known for his sense or intelligence.”
Bethany gasped. “Daniel? ‘Bethany is an elvish whore’ Daniel?”
Allric’s smile was forced. “The very one. King Richard was killed over a month ago according to this letter—” He held it up. “That I received last night. These two are letters I received this morning detailing Daniel’s belief that the Rygents killed his father using their Power. Thus, he has opened his borders to Magi to join his army to combat the evil Rygents.” He looked at Eve. “Direct quote.”
“This is insanity!” Bethany ran her hand across the back of her neck. “One of the most powerful groups of Magi is within a day’s ride of the temple and now we have Daniel opening his borders?”
“Yes,” Allric answered. “All Taftlin citizens are commanded to leave our allied territories before Harvest or face execution squads of Magi which will seek them out.”
“I’d like to see him do that,” Jovan snorted.
Allric shook his head. “I wouldn’t. We are ordering all Taftlin citizens to leave the temple.”
Bethany’s heart sank. Arrago would have to leave. Logic dictated that it was the sensible course of action but her heart just didn’t care. She wanted him to stay. She needed him to stay.
Allric looked at Eve. “I suppose you’re wondering why you’ve been invited to this meeting.”
“The question has crossed my mind.” Eve’s expression remained cool and neutral.
Allric took a deep breath and a tiny smile flashed across his face. One that reached his eyes and they sparkled for just an instant before the mask of neutrality reappeared. “I am placing you in charge of the temple’s archery patrols, since Jovan insists you remain the best we have.”
Bethany shifted her gaze between Eve and Allric, confused. Eve leaned forward in her chair, tilting her head to the side as if she’d misheard him.
Jovan merely sat in his chair with his mouth gaping open. “Huh?”
Allric stood and reached down to the dusty trunk tucked against the wall corner. Its hinges squeaked when he opened it. With his back to them, he said, “Lady Eve, I assume you require a reissue of uniform and baldric.”
A lump formed in Bethany’s throat. Chills spread through her body. She never believed Allric would reverse his dismissal. Bethany stared at Jovan, whose eyes dampened, as Allric dug through his trunk.
“My…” Eve’s voice cracked. “My things were destroyed in the fire. And I no longer have my Blessed Bow.”
Bethany waited for a snide remark from Allric. None came. Instead, he pulled a burlap sack out from the bottom of the trunk. ‘Eve’ was scribbled on the top of it in black paint. Now standing, he offered the sack to her, offering a gentle smile. “I held it for safe keeping.”
Bethany and Jovan shared a quick glance before both jumped to their feet. Allric was re-knighting Eve, the only person to ever regain her commission after losing it.
Eve hesitated.
“Lady Eve, once a knight, you are always a knight.” Allric swallowed. “Everything is in that sack, even your baldric insignias. This is my peace offering. I’ll never make another.”
Eve reached out and accepted the items from a former life. She did not open it. Instead, she stroked the bag as if it was a lost child. Bethany smiled.
Once a knight, always a knight, indeed.
Allric drew in a ragged breath and then his words poured out of him. “Bethany, I am putting you in direct charge of whipping those recruits and any other green wig we have here into shape. I need everyone battle ready and I need it now. Jovan, you will be responsible for anyone who’s completed field training. I plan to set Erem as field commander to protect the town in case of invasion from the northern border. Any objections?”
Bethany shook her head. “Erem will do a fine job.”
“Kiner?” Jovan asked.
Allric looked surprised. “The assassins, of course.”
***
War.
Marching back to her bedroom, guards in tow, Bethany cursed Prince Daniel – King Daniel. Never has there been a more useless, preening waste of flesh. She cursed his mother, his father, and even Apexia for ever allowing him to exit the womb.
The clergy voted unanimously – the only way to stop Magic was to declare war against it and everyone who practiced it. By whipping up the general populace, Magic could be rooted out faster than with just soldiers. With one of the most powerful slave nations now openly allowing the practice of the dark arts, they needed all of the help they could get.
Bethany drew comfort from the fact that the bulk of the Elven Navy was apparently arriving in a couple of days, having been dispatched from Wyllow as soon as the Council received word about Sarissa’s attacks. Another tidbit Allric had failed to communicate. No matter now. The ships would arrive, resupply, and then go north to protect the Rygent Islands.
She sprinted up the stairs, the silk and cotton blend of her loose trousers swished against her skin. It would be a long time before she’d be able to spend her days lounging in the comfort of the new fashions. Only a few moments separated her current life from the life of war, when she would shed her identity and turn into the heartless, strong Lady Champion.
Passing her study, she turned her head to catch a glimpse of Arrago. Upon seeing him, she realized how much she had changed since that first day of training when news of Garran’s murder had reached her. So much time had passed without her even realizing.
“Lady Lea, have Arrago fall in,” Bethany said over her shoulder, not stopping. He could help her with her armor. She’d prefer that over a stranger.
Flight after flight, Bethany climbed the darkened stairwells to her twenty-third floor room. There waited her armor. Her Blessed Blades. The departure of Bethany and the arrival of the Champion. She could hear Arrago in the back of the guards asking what was going on. She also smirked when one of the knights told him to “shoosh.”
The worried looks on people’s faces were enough to know that people were whispering. Something is wrong, she almost could hear them say. It was written plainly enough on their faces, in their eyes, in the creases of their brows. Already the hallways began to fill with weapons and soldiers dressed for war. Soon, the baldric sashes would disappear and instead those insignia would be pressed into the glinting mail and steel.
Once in the safety of her room, her heart beat faster when she looked at the gleaming armor resting peacefully on its corner cross. Arrago stepped inside with her and gave her a quizzical look.
“War, Arrago. I need your help putting on my armor.”
He gulped but said nothing. He inclined his head and waited for her to shed her loose trousers. She didn’t bother using the privacy screen; she had already shared everything with Arrago. She pulled on her dark brown leather trousers, worn and cracked, then slipped off her silky blouse, pulling on a brown hemp shirt. Bethany tied the toggles of her padded tunic before Arrago buckled her into the breastplate.
She lifted her arms so that Arrago could snap the rib brackets of her breastplate. He snapped her thigh guards into place, careful not to linger in his touch. She was grateful for that.
He positioned her boots so that she could thrust her feet in. Two steps and she reached for her Blessed Blades on her bed. Some people called them Defenders: the swords blessed by Apexia herself to knights when they completed their entire training. The only safeguard against magical weapons they had. Other than herself, of course.
She grimaced, thinking of herself as a weapon. But she gathered her wits and resigned herself to being whatever was necessary to save as many lives as possible. She owed the dead children of her orphanage that price.
Bethany had gotten hers after completing the vow trials. She had spent years training and preparing for the moment that they would bring her to the altar of Apexia, bloody and weak and wanting to die to have the Goddess bring her blessing. Her mother.
Now, Bethany slid both into place into the scabbards on her back. One by one, she slipped the various daggers and knives in the loops on her boots, her hips, and her gauntlets. She opted to carry her helmet.
The image of her red hair flashing in the mirror caught her eye. Without thinking, she pulled off her gauntlets and grabbed the awkward scissors from her dagger drawer.” You don’t need to cut your hair,” Arrago begged, putting his hand on her shoulder. “Please.”
She considered his words. She always went into battle sheared like a sheep in the autumn. Arrago would have been horrified to see her nearly bald, only tufts of red hair here and there on her head. A weak smile tugged at one side of her mouth. She bunched her hair together and pinned it into place. For the first time, she refused to be ashamed of being a female on the battlefield.
“It’s time, Arrago.”
He nodded, but it was mostly reflex. Bethany was pleased he stayed silent, letting the quiet surround them. Soon, there would be a never-ending sound of death around them. She wanted to enjoy her last few moments of being the person she had so recently discovered. How she would miss that woman.
 


Chapter 27
 
The gem of the Creator Gods, she who stepped on the path where others could not tread, will bring hope to the world. The Diamond will be of her blood, her flesh.
— Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet
 
“Initiates! On your feet and behind me now!” Bethany stood in the middle of the west-wing dining hall and shouted orders. Her voice stunned them into silence, as opposed to spurring them into action. Bethany grabbed a stone-faced boy and threw him behind her. A thud sounded as he hit the floor. “When I give an order, I expect you to drop everything and obey me. Move!”
That prodded them into action. The green recruits dropped mugs and bowls on the floor. Soup, rice, and fruit splattered the clean floors.
Bethany turned on her heel and marched them to the courtyard. Her orders passed down to have them fall in with the several hundred bodies already assembled by Erem and Eve. Bethany marched to the front of the group.
Many of the men and women in front of her still wore their beige cleric robes; barely more than children. Others sported recruit brown, meaning they had passed initiate training and now faced months, if not years, of specialized training. She felt most sorry for the elves of the group. They had not yet attended their conditioning field course; two years of near-starvation and sleep deprivation to learn how to function on the same level of sleep and food as a human. War would be hardest on them. Or kill them.
Only once before had they cancelled a training class to put the soldiers into battle. She did not look forward to the idea of turning them into Magic fodder, but that was the price of war. All soldiers were needed. Fodder died fast, but it slowed enemy advances. The price of peace. Children, young men, anyone could make the difference between victory and joining Apexia on the wind.
Kiner stood next to her, just a step behind. Eve and Erem stood on her flanks, well spread apart. Bethany cleared her throat. “Human females! Behind Lady Eve for further training.”
Junior knights and various higher-ranking soldiers lined the sides of the orderly formation and shouted her command. Bethany waited for the women, some hesitant, to make their way behind Eve.
Once the few dozen made their way into position, Bethany shouted, “All those who have been in battle before, form up behind Lord Erem and join the east battle contingent.” That brought looks of fear and confusion. She swallowed and kept going. The troops needed to be organized first and this was the fastest way to do it.
“Who here has won a tavern fight?” Hundreds of arms went into the air. Bethany allowed herself a smirk. “Form up behind Lady Eve.” If they could be in a brawl, then they knew how to use their fists well enough. Eve could use them as part of the archery guards’ support and assistance. Fletch and carry, but necessary work.
Bethany eyed the remaining group, still well over two hundred. “The rest of you will be assigned to me.” What she didn’t say is that some would be handpicked to go off with Kiner and the Black Hand to live in the shadows where the real work was done.
She motioned for everyone to pull in tight and abandon strict formation. It took several minutes of feet shuffling before silence once again reigned. She signalled her junior officers to fall in along the periphery of the jagged-edge circle they had formed to relay her messages.
“We are going to war. It is not against a country or a person or a race. It is against Magic itself. It is the viper in our bosom and we will crush it under the heels of our boots.”
She waited for the cheering and hooting to stop, shocked that she had used the word ‘viper’. She stared at the troops. Yes, Magic was the true viper. It all came back down to Magic.
“Magi are marching on the temple. They will come like thieves in the night. They have no honor and will not face us in battle. No, they will try to slit our throats while we sleep, but we will be ready for them.”
Bethany took a steadying breath. “As well, Taftlin has allied with Magic. They have opened their borders and are amassing a magical army. It is our moral responsibility to free our brethren from the immoral acts of King Daniel and his followers.” She waited for her junior officers to pass along the message to those at the edges of the group.
The gasps and murmurs were unmistakable.
“You heard right. Our own Prince Daniel, who trained alongside all of us, has betrayed us all. He has declared war on us.”
Pacing around the oval middle in the crowd, Bethany rallied her voice. Her throat grew raw. “Today begins our first day of battle training. Your entire existence will now be to train for war. My entire purpose is to teach you how to stay alive.”
Recruits no longer cheered. Instead, shock, horror, and occasionally naive excitement flashed across the faces she could see. All normal reactions. She looked up to the third floor of the temple and stared for a moment. Jovan saw her and ducked from view.
She stopped pacing. “There will be a battle soon. It might be right where we stand. You’ll fight in it and some of you will die in it. None of you will see it.”
Seconds later, an explosion shook the ground. Everyone ducked, frantically looking around. Everyone, that is, except Kiner, Bethany, Eve, and Erem. They knew the drill.
Bethany shouted over the melee. “There’s a lot of smoke in a battle. Their black powder. Our fires. Their screams. Our screams. The black smoke from charred bodies will choke you and make you vomit. Arrows will whiz through the air, screeching the closer they get to you.”
Another explosion, closer to the initiates, impacted the earth and kicked dust into the air. Black smoke bellowed from the impact site. Recruits stumbled, knocking each other down in their haste to escape.
“Steady! Everyone stand still,” Bethany shouted over the third explosion. “Loud, isn’t it? That is called black powder. Miners use it. It’s also used in war.” Bethany pointed at the balcony above them. “Lord Jovan is up there throwing bags of powder on the ground. One man caused an entire battle formation to crumble. One man changed the course of war.”
Bethany stepped back and asked Kiner to take over speaking. He was in the middle of the gory details of what black powder did to people when Bethany interrupted it.
“You! In the front.” She pointed at a young man who sported a long grin. “The more we talk about war, the bigger that smile gets.”
The stocky man looked around, then back at Bethany. “Me? Yeah, I’m excited, Lady Bethany. I mean, I don’t really want to kill people, but listen to all this! Fighting and pushing yourself sounds like really something. Lots of glory, I bet. I’m ready for that.”
Bethany glared at him. “So you think you would be able to kill people then?”
He nodded enthusiastically. “Of course! It’s war. That’s what you do.”
Men like this got people killed. Sword happy and wanting to kill people, these were the first to piss themselves in a real fight.
A smile crept over Bethany’s lips. “Yes, that’s what you do in war.”
Bethany slid a Blessed Blade from her back scabbard and swung it at an unarmed Kiner. It sliced a clean line in his tunic. Kiner’s eyes went wide. Blood from his torso splattered nearby recruits and Bethany’s well-polished breastplate. Kiner collapsed to the ground with a thud. Red blood seeped through his tunic and mingled with the brown dust, pooling near his limp body.
There were gasps of shock and mumbled curses. The murmurs turned into frantic, high-pitched questions. Bethany ignored them.
She pointed her blood-smeared sword at the young man. Gone was the excited boy, replaced by a scared man. “Please, Lady Bethany,” he begged, his face splattered with blood. “Don’t hurt me.”
Bethany grabbed him by the throat, pushing the point of her sword into the fatty area under his chin. “Why shouldn’t I?”
Urine trickled from the crotch of his trousers, creating a mini stream that mingled with Kiner’s blood and body.
Next to her, someone slid their sword out of their scabbard. “Leave him alone, Lady Bethany.”
She turned and was surprised to find herself starring at the least likely person to hold a sword at her. She cocked an eyebrow. “Edmund Greyfeather? You want to fight me?”
“Um…stop, please,” he said, stuttering. She could hear him gulp several times and sweat beaded on his forehead. “Please stop. We’re…we’re on the same side, right?”
She narrowed her eyes and leaned her face close to his. “Didn’t I beat you to a bloody pulp once?”
Edmund leaned as far back as his spine would allow him. “Yes.”
She laughed and patted his cheek. Color drained from his face. She laughed more. The point had been made and she discovered that at least one had a thread of both morals and courage.
“You are one of my own. I would never hurt either of you. Kiner,” she shouted out, “stop lying around on the job.”
Kiner’s eyes snapped opened and he jumped to his feet in one smooth motion. He pulled off his tunic, revealed a crimson-red bag attached to a mail corset. He untied the bag and dropped it to the ground in a red, wet splat at the scared man’s feet. “Since you pissed on my corpse, you’ll be cleaning my armor tonight.”
She slapped the back of the terrified soldier and Kiner wrapped his arm around the man’s thin shoulders. There was no mistaking him for a man now.
“I knew it was a joke. I was in on it!”
Bethany stared at the man who had soiled himself but the pleading look in his eye moved her to compassion. She could help him save face. “Yes, you were, and a fine display.”
The recruits exploded into roaring laughter.
She raised her hand to silence everyone. “Kiner and I have fought many battles together. All of us knights have seen our closest friends cut down in front of us. Some of us have seen family killed before our eyes. Even the most battle-hardened soldier can lose their minds when the blood flows. Always concentrate on staying alive. Focus on your target. Mourn your friends later. Honor them by staying alive.”
***
The moon had risen high in the sky before Bethany dragged her body back to her room. Her muscles ached so badly that she considered sleeping on the floor of her office. It was only four floors above ground instead of the twenty-too-many for her room. But she wanted the comfort of her bed.
She gripped the stair railing, fearful of falling; she had been standing for over sixteen hours without having eaten anything. In fact, she couldn’t recall if she drank anything, either. Once she conquered the stairs and reached her floor, she promised her stomach a full meal – if she could stay awake.
She kept her eyes low as she walked the long, dim corridor to her room. If she tried hard, she could still smell the stench of the bodies that Joseph had left. The blood had been mopped up and new residents had been moved into the rooms. But it wasn’t enough. The memory was still too fresh. Her home had been permanently violated. After this business was settled, she would move elsewhere in the temple.
“Good evening,” she mumbled to the guards in front of her door.
“Bethany, a moment,” Lady Katherine said and leaned close to whisper, “I allowed Arrago to wait for you inside on my earlier shift. The others don’t know he’s there.”
She nodded, too tired to smile. “Thank you. Only senior officers and clergy can interrupt me tonight.”
Katherine straightened. “Yes, Lady Champion.”
She pushed the door open. Inside, candles illuminated the room. She hoped Arrago wasn’t planning to seduce her, like her previous night’s attempt. Battle drills had sapped every drop of energy from her body.
She stumbled into the room and collapsed on the chaise, limbs hanging off the side. “Arrago?”
He appeared from the bedroom carrying a wicker basket. “I didn’t hear you come in. Welcome home.” He planted a kiss on the top of her head, and smiled shyly.
Bethany leaned her head back. “I’m famished and exhausted.”
He smiled. “I expected as much.” He knelt beside the chaise and placed the basket next to him. “I found Kiner asleep on his desk. He hadn’t eaten since breakfast so I assumed you were in the same shape. I dragged him to bed, and then came promptly here to do the same to you.”
She smiled wearily but couldn’t find the strength to answer. Muscles she had forgotten existed ached.
He reached around and snapped her breastplate off, then pulled her gauntlets off. Then, Arrago wedged a small bowl in her cleavage. In it, he dropped a handful of cured olives, a wedge of cheese, and strips of purple pepper. “Eat that while I smear the vegetable spread on the bread.”
She popped an olive in her mouth and moaned. Her stomach clenched and growled, excited by the salty morsel. “How on earth did you get cured olives? They aren’t even being served in the dining hall yet.”
He tore a piece of bread off the main loaf and smeared a red spread over it. He dropped it in her bowl and tackled another piece. “I used my northern charm on the cook to get them. She was unable to resist. No woman can forever fight against my manly charms.”
“If I wasn’t so hungry, I’d stab you with that knife.”
“Stop showing off and eat.”
She flexed her hands, trying to work out the cramps. “I’m so exhausted.”
“I should hope so. In the hot sun all day with nothing to eat or drink. I’m surprised you didn’t pass out.”
“That’s what the armor is for. You stay standing,” she said with a weary laugh. She eyed him. “Shouldn’t you be training right now?”
Arrago shook his head. “I’m assigned to Eve’s second division. I get this evening off.” Using the back of his knife, he smashed dried fish into manageable pieces and scraped it into her bowl. He topped it with pine nuts. “Besides, I have decided to spend every battle safely hiding behind Jovan and Kiner.”
She smiled and then stuffed more food in her mouth. It was glorious. “It’s a known fact that you must stand five paces behind Jovan if you are ever near him in a fight.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
“I’m going to miss real food. This,” she held up the wedge of cheese, “is real food. If I’m stuck going north, all I’ll be eating is dead animal carcasses because there is nothing else to eat in winter. Goddess on the wind, I hate meat.”
He stopped paring the strawberries. “You’re going north?”
“I might.” She didn’t understand the surprise in his voice. “We’ll sweat to death on our way there, then freeze to death once we arrive.”
“Why?”
She stopped eating and stared at his confused face. “I’m a battlefield commander. I go where the army is sent. I’m third in command of the fucking Elven Service. What do you think I would be doing during a goddess-whoring war? Sitting around having strawberries fed to me by my lover?”
Arrago blinked and dropped the berry he had been paring back into the basket. He stared at her.
She closed her eyes and took a long breath. “Sorry. I’m tired and I’m hungry. And, frankly, really pissed off. You’ve done nothing wrong.”
“I’ve worked with you long enough to know I rarely have done anything wrong.” He picked up another berry to pare. “Tell me why you’re angry but, please, summarize. I’m on duty in fourteen hours.”
She glared at him, the one that made most men piss their pants. She growled her words. “I’ve killed men for less than that.”
Arrago did not wet his pants. Instead, he leaned forward and kissed her mouth, his tongue tickling her lips. “You won’t kill me. Now, tell me what’s really wrong, and don’t lie. You’re bad at it.”
Holding on to her bowl, she rolled on her side. How she loved this man. Old habits die hard, and she briefly debated lying to him, but decided to trust him. A test.
“It’s this thing with Daniel. I know it’s your home, but I hate Taftlin. I have so many bad memories of that place and all day, I’ve been plagued with reliving events I’d sooner wish forgotten.”
Arrago stroked her hand, worry on his face. She silently hoped he’d never learn her identity. She couldn’t imagine life without him.
“I have three sisters. My youngest, Drea, had been engaged to Jovan in secret. Elves generally aren’t allowed to marry until they are two hundred and we never get to choose our mates. There is a council that arranges the couples.”
“I didn’t know that,” Arrago said. “I lived with monks, so they didn’t really talk about marriage.”
Bethany nodded, a knot formed in her gut. “If you aren’t married by four hundred, you have to petition the Elven Council to remain unattached. If they refuse, you either marry or are barred from service.” Seeing the questions on his face, she explained, “It’s because we can’t have large families. Most elven women only have two children. By arranging marriages, it ensures our bloodlines aren’t diluted by marrying humans.”
Two things came clear to her at that moment. First, Allric was nearly four hundred. Well, at least the war would prevent the Council from forcing him to marry. And, second, for the first time Bethany became acutely aware of how prejudiced, even hateful, that reasoning sounded.
He shook his head, clearly confused. “What does that have to do with Taftlin?”
“Jovan and Drea agreed to elope. They planned to go east and get married out of elven territory, since they’d never find a priest here who’d do it. Along the way, they were attacked by highwaymen. Drea was sold into slavery.”
“My goddess on the wind,” he whispered.
She stretched her limbs. Stiffness was setting in. “I need to get this armor off.”
“I’ll do it. Tell your story,” he said, reaching down to start with her boots.
She frowned, though a little happy to know he wanted to listen. “You can imagine the kind of fit Jovan was in. Allric sent seventeen of us under the guise of escorting a number of priests to Taftlin. Father Arragous was amongst them.”
Arrago beamed at the mention of his namesake as he pulled off her thigh guards.
“We discovered Taftlin’s king had locked her up and was using her as a…” Bethany swallowed the lump in her throat. Since her initial report to Allric, she had never talked about this with anyone. Not even Kiner or Jovan. Arrago reached up to squeeze her hand. “A whore, basically.”
“What did you do?”
She frowned, wondering if she should tell him the truth. It was a guarded secret. But did that really matter now that they would eventually invade Taftlin to stop Daniel? She decided it did not. “We killed them all.”
Arrago stopped with her armor. He looked at her, eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”
She sucked in a deep breath and her heart pounded in her chest. “Seventeen knights invaded the Imperial Palace of Taftlin and killed every single member of the ruling royal family. We killed the king, his princes, women, children.” She gulped. “Unborn children. Anyone who could continue the royal line died that night. Jovan, Kiner, and I were all that lived and we carried out Drea and ran from Taftlin. I’ve never been back.”
Arrago’s mouth hung open. Her heart pounded in her chest and her voice went raw. “So you see, Daniel’s family would not have become royals if it wasn’t for me. I helped put him on the throne and countless thousands will die now. Because I was angry.”
Silence fell over them. Tears stung her eyes. She couldn’t read Arrago’s face and wondered if her revelation had wedged them apart. Wide-eyed, she watched him, hoping that he could understand.
Then, he smiled. He reached up and held her face in his hands. “You are a soldier. I don’t love you any less and I know that I’d kill anyone who tried to hurt you.”
She let out a gasp, surprised that she had been holding her breath. Arrago stood and walked to her bathing room. She soon heard the rattle of the iron pipes and the rush of water hitting her copper tub. Then, she wondered why he’d be pumping for a bath after she just spilled her heart to him. She would never understand humans.
Arrago walked back and pulled her off the chaise. He unclasped her breastplate, and shed the layers underneath. Leaning down, he kissed one nipple until it peaked in his mouth. Suddenly, she felt less tired than before.
With a mischievous grin, he tugged at her padded leather pants and pushed them to the floor. He pulled the silk trouser liners off, too. Being naked next to Arrago made her hot and nervous at the same time. She folded her arms across her chest.
“Arrago, I don’t want you to see me naked.”
He kissed her cheek, the one with the scar. “You will never be as naked as you were when you told me about your sister. I love you more for trusting me.”
If she had not possessed a century of training, she would have collapsed in his arms in a heap of hiccupping sobs. Oh, she knew this would all end badly but she did not care. It would be worth it, whatever happened. She was certain it would be worth it.
Gathering her nerve and channelling a sexuality she never knew existed, she walked towards the fast-filling tub. Over her shoulder, she said, “You can join me if you bring the food.”
Arrago peeled away his clothes with alacrity and slipped into the bath first. She got in after him and leaned against his naked chest. Letting out a deep breath, she let her muscles relax. She had revealed a core story of her past and he had not rejected her. Perhaps Jovan was wrong; perhaps Arrago might one day accept her as the daughter of Apexia.
“When will you be leaving for Taftlin?” she asked quietly.
“I’m not. I’m staying.”
She looked up at him. “Arrago, you can’t.”
He tightened his arms around her. “My place is here.”
Bethany stretched a soapy hand behind her to touch his cheek. “Don’t stay for me.”
“My life was spent amongst priests, Bethany. Even my father was a priest. They kicked him out when they discovered he sired me. When the fever took my parents, the priests adopted me. Loved me. They raised me on elven morals and beliefs. I even have an elvish name. I have more in common with your people than I ever had with my own. I am staying and if you won’t let me, I know Jovan will.”
“What makes you say that?”
Arrago smiled. “I already asked him.”
She snorted. Then, growing serious, she said, “Arrago, tonight is the last night we can spend together. I am moving to the west of the city with my recruits. I can’t have you sharing my bed at the encampment.”
A little moan escaped him. “Are you inviting me to stay tonight?”
“No,” she said, sliding her hands down his thighs. “No. I’m commanding you.”
 


Chapter 28
 
The Viper will reveal the Diamond in the midst of blazing fury.
— Aleu’s Agony of the Diamond
 
Bethany shot straight up in bed. Her bed vibrated. In fact, the entire room shifted beneath her. Her windows smashed inward and she ducked. Smoke billowed in, glass still tinkling to the floor. She coughed as another deafening blast hit closer.
“What was that?” Arrago shouted.
Before she could answer, there was a pounding at her door. “Lady Bethany!” a woman shouted. “Wake up!”
Bethany grabbed the top sheet from her bed, wrapping herself in it as she rushed to the door and flung it open.
On the other side stood one of her guards, panting and gasping. “The temple is under attack.”
Rushing back into her room, she looked for her discarded clothes from only a few hours before. She pulled on her trousers and boots, then a tunic, not certain if it was hers or Arrago’s and pulled it over her head.
“Arrago, get dressed!”
Arrago jumped out of bed, grabbing whatever clothing he could find. Bethany heaved a drawer open, yanking it out of the dresser, and threw a padded leather vest at Arrago. Not enough time to get into her armor, she pulled on another padded leather vest.
She yanked a sword from her wall and flung it at Arrago. She grabbed her Blessed Blades and ran to her window – to see how bad things were. She gasped at the vision below.
Pockets of fire spread across the horizon; Orchard Park burned. She squinted. The ocean was on fire? Her eyes widened. No. The naval fleet, the Rygent’s protection, was consumed by flame.
Sarissa.
The balcony swayed from another explosion. Fire swelled around her and she stumbled back inside. Her curtains caught fire, the flames dancing over the velvet and spreading to the tapestry on her wall. Then it hit her. The temple itself was on fire.
“Arrago, come on!” she screamed, running out of the room. She shoved her way past the half-dressed people who filled the corridors, ignoring their panicked questions. “Fire! Move!” she shouted, not bothering to see if anyone followed.
“Name.” She pointed at a junior knight who still guarded the stairway.
“Rohana.”
“Rohana, you are now in charge of getting every single person out of this tower. Their lives are in your hands.”
The frightened girl stood frozen. Bethany grabbed her by the arms and shook her. “Listen to me. You have to help me get everyone out of this tower.” Bethany shoved her in hopes of breaking her out of her panic.
“Yes…yes, Lady Bethany.”
She turned and saw Arrago coming up behind her. “Arrago, if the heat cracks the stone, we could lose the entire tower. Get them out.”
Even though he was visibly scared, he nodded. “You can trust me.”
There was no time for pleasantries. Bethany rushed for the stairway and shouted, “Knights to me!”
Some had already hit the stairs. By the third flight down, the corridors and windowless stairwells were packed with frightened, fleeing people. She had lost sight of Arrago and the guard, but hoped they would be able to get everyone out before the fire overtook the top levels. Once that happened, the whole tower would soon go up in flame and collapse into the sea.
Something squished under her boot and she looked down. A priest had been crushed in the mad rush to escape the burning tower. A man pushed her from behind, trying to get past her. She stumbled and fell against the people ahead of her. Turning, she slammed her fist into his face. He tumbled back and knocked over several people.
Bethany tried shouting over the crowd, but the press of bodies in the semi-darkness was a creature with its own mind. She focused on staying upright.
Black smoke choked the air. People screamed obscenities and others cried out to Apexia. Bethany steadied herself and concentrated on getting out of the tower alive.
The mass of priests, soldiers, and all of the servants poured into the main floor, scattering like mice. Bethany stood her ground and shouted, “Knights to me!” Several turned to join her. As they rushed towards the exit, Bethany came across a hobbling Aneese, still in her prayer robes. Carrying her Blessed Bow.
Once a knight, always a knight. Even if she becomes an Honored Sister in her twilight.
“Lady Bethany, help me!” Aneese shouted over the chaos, as people bounced off the old elf. She clung to the wall, stumbling but determined to stay upright. “I fell down the stairs.”
Bethany skidded to a stop and wrapped a supportive and firm arm around her. Father Malcolm grabbed Aneese and they both escorted her from the throng.
Bethany said, “Orchard Park and the entire fleet are on fire. I need to get people to safety.”
Another explosion. Ceiling plaster flew through the air like arrows and hit Aneese in the face. She screamed and fell to the cracked marble floor.
“Aneese!” Bethany dropped to her knees. Several wood shards pierced Father Malcolm’s face and neck. Blood ran down his throat and puddled on the stone floor. Bethany grasped Aneese’s wrist and her scattered Blessed Bow. She yanked Aneese’s hand back in time before it could be crushed by a small horde of screaming children in clerical robes.
Grabbing the old elf’s wrist, Bethany eased the woman up and over her shoulder, hanging like a child’s doll.
“Go, child. I cannot see and I will only slow you.”
“Shut up.” Bethany rallied her strength and adjusted the elf’s weight across her back. “Apexia’s ass, Aneese. You’ll get trampled.”
Aneese tightened her grip on Bethany’s bicep. “Go, my child.”
Bethany looked down the corridor. All she could see was the silhouette of people in the fog of smoke and plaster dust. Grasping both of her swords in her left hand, she used her right to hold on to Aneese and her bow. “Stubborn old bag,” she declared before staggering from the woman’s weight and standing mostly straight. She broke into a jog, shouting, cursing for people to move out of the way. Outside of the temple, bedlam reigned.
Bethany eased Aneese and her bow to the grass, in a corner. “You’re safe.” Bethany didn’t wait for a reply. More explosions boomed, knocking her off her feet.
The temple. They are attacking the temple.
Pushing herself to run faster, Bethany jumped over collapsed stone and plaster, and avoided the swarm of confused people. A series of blasts resounded through the night air. Fire ignited upwards along the stone walls until they exploded.
Magic. We have been attacked by Magic.
***
“Bethany!”
She turned to see a shirtless Kiner pulling on a padded leather overcoat. “What happened?”
Kiner shouted over the noise. “Over half of Orchard Park exploded several minutes ago. Impossible to save. I ordered Erem’s troops to pull back to stop the spread of the fire. It’ll be some time before the message gets to him.” He pulled her down on her knees to avoid head-sized boulders spraying from the south tower. “This,” he waved his hand in the air, “happened only moments ago.”
“Where’s Jovan?”
Kiner shook his head. “Haven’t seen him yet. He was on duty, though.”
“Any sign of the enemy?”
He shook his head. “There have been no attackers that I’ve seen.”
Arrago rushed into the courtyard, Bethany’s sword held high. Out of habit, she motioned for him. As he ran to join them, body crouched, a knot formed in her gut. She wanted to keep him safe, but clearly, safe didn’t exist.
“Our floor and two down is clear. A number of other knights took over the search and told me to come out here, where it’s safe.” He looked around. “It doesn’t look safe.”
She acknowledged him with a sharp nod. Kiner waved over Eve and Jovan, both fully armored in mail, swords, and steel. They’d been on duty.
“What news?” Bethany asked as Jovan crouched beside her.
Jovan flung an arm up to ward off a stray piece of brick. “Eve and I were out training when it happened. Orchard Park blew, then the ships, then the temple. All in less than a minute.
We’ve moved half of our trainees to the south shore to pump water.”
Her guts clenched, but she had to ask. “How many people made it out of the city?”
Jovan shrugged. “No way to tell. Allric is further up the shore with about three hundred people trying to control the fires.”
Three men suddenly stepped from thin air and rushed at Bethany. In an instant, Jovan and Eve were on their feet. Jovan slit two of their throats and Eve planted an arrow in the other’s skull. The men collapsed, blood seeping from their wounds. They hadn’t even had a chance to fight back.
Just the way it should be.
“I thought you said there was no enemy,” Bethany said, looking at Kiner.
Kiner stared. “They just appeared. Like at Eve’s.”
“Over there!” Arrago pointed. “More!”
Bethany snapped her head in the direction of Arrago’s pointing. A dozen people stepped from the shadows, their swords held aloft. The explosions turned the air black, but Bethany could still see the weapons were coated with Magic, glistening with unnatural colors.
“They’re coming from all directions,” Eve said.
“Form up!” Bethany screamed. “Knights to me!” Several dozen people formed a line, then others formed a back defense. Many were fully armored, like Eve and Jovan, others were like her and Kiner, wearing whatever they could easily pull over their heads. Bethany readied herself for combat. From the corner of her eye, she saw Arrago’s sword shake. Jovan and Eve stood next to Bethany. Kiner next to Arrago. Other knights, regulars, priests, and even stable boys with rakes flanked them and surrounded them from behind.
One of the men shouted in a voice that seemed to echo in her mind. “Lady Bethany, daughter of Apexia, scourge of the earth, it will be an honor to kill you tonight.”
She winced, but gathered her courage and reminded herself of the vow. No matter what, she would stop Sarissa tonight. Nothing else mattered.
The man swung his sword at her head. Instinct took over, and everything fell away as Bethany thrust her sword out, parrying the blow. The other cloaked men swarmed around them, apparently getting the sign that were waiting for. She ignored them, having eyes only for the target in front of her.
Bethany brought her sword up again, the heavy clang of metal against metal, of Magic against Power, vibrated down her forearm to her shoulder. She gritted her teeth as her opponent put more force into a second, quicker blow, and tried to concentrate on keeping his sword away from her body at all costs.
More cloaked men and women ran towards them. Hundreds. They seemed to walk out of thin air. She recalled Sarissa’s disappearing act. These butchers had been hiding at the temple all along. Rage boiled inside her and she let it take over.
The booming explosions faded into the background as she focused on cutting down every single Magi in front of her. A sword nicked her forearm but she didn’t feel the pain. Just the coursing, surging fury inside of her and the screaming of her Power begging for release.
At the edge of her vision, she caught sight of a wave of civilians attacking the cloaked men, fighting with blade, bow, and shovel. She hoped they were knights, but in the end it didn’t matter, as long as they fought and died well. Beside her, she heard the grunts of her friends as they fought off the Magi. Gone was her fear for Arrago. She pushed everything from her mind.
Kill now. Mourn later.
Kiner screamed and she snapped her head in time to see him fall to the ground, blood gushing from his torso. Just like in training. Only real now.
A sword nicked her other arm. Bethany stumbled back a step. Arrago stepped over Kiner’s bleeding body to protect him. She hacked another attacker down and saw Arrago collapse to the ground as the invader pulled her sword from her lover’s thigh. Bethany hacked the woman’s head partially off, spraying her face with poisoned blood.
She screamed at Arrago’s bloody body, limp and ragged on the ground. Her home was in flames. Her friends dying.
Rage exploded within her.
Time slowed.
People slowed.
She did not.
Her swords clashed against the attackers as her head pounded in pace with the clang of swords. She sliced throats, limbs, bodies. Her Blessed Blades slipped through them all like creamed butter. She parried blows from axes, swords, and knives.
“Beth!” Jovan shouted. “Fall back.”
In the forming fog around her, she surveyed the battlefield. There was nowhere to fall back to. There was no retreat.
And then, she saw her.
Remember the vow.
Bethany glared at her advancing sister, struggling to not leave the formation and rush into the thick of the enemy horde to hack her murderous sister into tiny pieces for the crows.
No, it was not her sister. It was a thing. Sarissa had died the moment she had cast her first spell. In front of her was the Viper of prophecy. Not Sarissa, but the embodiment of Magic. Pure evil.
This was the Viper.
And she planned to destroy it.
***
Arrago screamed as the invader’s sword sliced through his leg. He collapsed beside Kiner, panting and moaning in pain. His friend was still, though he moaned.
“Kiner? Are you with me?”
Kiner did not move, though he whispered so softly that Arrago strained to hear him. “If I get a healer in time, I’ll live. Stomach wound takes hours to kill, Arrago. Keep fighting.” Kiner’s eyes closed.
“Gentle Goddess, protect him.”
Above him, the battle raged. Blood sprayed his face. A woman dropped to the ground with a thud. Jovan and the others were falling back, taking small steps back. Archers took aim and the air whizzed with deadly steel and wood.
Arrago fumbled Kiner’s dagger from the unconscious Elorian’s boot, and tried to stab the pain away by thrusting his dagger through the shins of anyone who stepped close enough. He pulled himself away from Kiner, trying to join the others and keep under their protection. An arrow hit the fleshy side of his middle and he gasped, the pain blinding him for a moment.
Several well-armed knights moved in his direction and stood in front of him and Kiner’s limp body. Arrago stopped trying to escape and stayed, slitting the calves of anyone he could reach.
Pride welled up in his heart as he watched Bethany. Never in his life has he seen someone so strong and so brave. She moved faster than he thought capable of anyone. Clearly, she was already blessed with Apexia’s help, but he greedily asked the Goddess for more.
Then he remembered what the first attacker had called her. Daughter of Apexia. Why would he call her that? Apexia’s daughters were a secret, protected by the clergy. Everyone knew Bethany.
Blood splashed his face as Bethany jabbed a dagger through the throat of one of the men. He winced and vomited on Kiner’s motionless body. The world turned on its end and he vomited again from the dizziness. It grew more difficult to hold the dagger, but he clutched it with every drop of strength in him. There were too many attackers for the handful of knights still standing. Bethany would die if he did not help.
She couldn’t die.
He had to keep fighting.
Tears and fright welled up inside of him and he fought to control them. Bethany was not crying. He would not cry.
In the distance, he saw the attackers part. In the middle, the shape of a woman calmly approaching them. As she grew closer, he wondered if his eyes betrayed him. It was Bethany. But she was standing next to him.
She was a twin?
***
Sarissa smiled at the filthy, bleeding mess that was her sister. Bethany’s long scarlet hair was now caked with blood and dirt, blowing in the light breeze. In fact, without the Blessed Blades and red hair, Bethany would have been indistinguishable from many of the defenders.
“Hello, my sister,” Sarissa shouted over the melee. She willed Magic to her voice to ensure that it echoed in everyone’s mind.
Bethany stood firm, maintaining her weakening formation of farmers and priests, with the occasional knight in the mix. Arrows whizzed past her and she ignored them. “Come to die, Sarissa?”
With a force of will and Magic, Sarissa passed a mental thought to all of her people. The red headed knight is mine.
“No. I’ve come to kill you.”
Sarissa steadied her stance and focused. Chaos faded and the steady rhythm of her heart became the only sound she could hear. Everything else became background sound.
Bethany raised her swords in a fighter’s stance, bringing a smile to Sarissa’s lips. Raising her hands, she whispered, “Fire,” and two glowing streaks of brilliant, flickering red blasted at Bethany.
Disappointingly, her sister did not flinch and the flames died before they hurt her.
“Come on, Sarissa. Fight me properly. Let’s see if you’ve forgotten all your training.” Bethany took a taunting, half step forward. Enough to announce her intentions, but not enough to leave her friends. Another one of Bethany’s failings. Sentimentality. She’d let Sarissa live once. She’d do it again, as long as her rage wasn’t kindled.
So, Sarissa drew a lightweight short sword from each of her hip scabbards. The Power would only allow Bethany to die by mundane means. Magic weapons could nick her, perhaps even maim, but never kill.
A little thought occurred to Sarissa. She didn’t need to hold the weapons. And, since Bethany would not come to her, she would go to her sister. Maybe say hello to the gang.
Bethany, for her part, never took her eyes off Sarissa, her judging, self-righteous glare seethed in hatred.
“I wish it never came to this,” Sarissa said, surprisingly meaning it. She’d meant the words and a little fear seeped into her soul. She quickly brushed sentiment aside. “But you stand in my way. Die well, sister.”
Sarissa threw her swords in the air and whispered, “Animate!”
Unseen forced grabbed the hilts of the mundane steel and formed a fighter’s stance. Sarissa walked to Bethany. If her sister wanted to brawl and roll in the dirt like a common beast, she’d oblige her that last request before ripping her soul from her chest.
“Mother would be so proud of us playing together,” Sarissa said, her swords marching forward in step with her own advance.
Bethany did not return the verbal barb. As Sarissa approached, she saw a new look she’d never seen before in her twin’s eyes: pure hatred. Chills spread through her. Gone was the ever-compassionate Bethany. Here stood the soldier who would not let her live.
Well, good. It’s about time.
An arrow skimmed Sarissa’s calf. It didn’t embed, but it skinned out a hunk of flesh. It didn’t hurt, so she kept walking. Then, a bolt slammed into her bicep. She shrugged. It would be at least another hour before she could feel pain.
Nevertheless, she had no desire to come down from her glorious Magic overload to a barely functioning body. Sarissa waved a hand in the air and an invisible barrier erected around her. Just enough to bounce arrows and the like, without using too much of the energy she’d need to defend against a half goddess.
Her people had spread out, attacking anyone they could find, leaving Bethany for her. While not even a full minute had passed, she knew the agony of standing still on the battlefield tormented her sister.
The mundane swords finally found their target. Sarissa focused on her will and the sword fight began, sparks shooting from the grinding of steel on steel. Bethany’s weapons skills far outmatched her own, but her mind was faster than Bethany’s hands.
In typical knight fashion, the formation lines shifted a few steps ahead to move away from the mounting injured and dead bodies at their feet. Bethany maintained her focus on the blades and kept pace with Sarissa’s animated weapons.
Bethany’s concentration grated Sarissa’s nerves, as did the lack of competence in the Magi she’d brought with her. Her own people fought well, leaving a bloody trail in their wake. The hired cannon fodder barely slowed the knights.
Not that it mattered. The temple was ruined. Orchard Park burned. The fleet burned. And that was not even the best part.
“I found the books, you know. I’ve been in the dungeon.” She had found her books, hiding in the basement cellars where she had once been chained. Stupid hubris of the clergy for not tucking the books away better. She had searched the dungeons first.
Sweat poured down Bethany’s face, streaking the blood and grime caked on her sister’s face. Without breaking her stride, she shouted back, “You curse these men to fight?”
Sarissa thrust her hand out and a gust of wind slammed into Bethany. She stumbled, but Sarissa failed to stab her with the swords.
Whore.
“No, they were heading north.”
Horror filled Bethany’s exhausted eyes.
“Yes, dear, Magic is everywhere.”
Then, Bethany surprised her. She dropped her Blessed Blades and before Sarissa could react, her sister grabbed the sword blades with her bare hands. Blood trickled, then poured, down Bethany’s forearms, soaking the sleeves of her tunic and dripping off her elbows.
Bethany paled and shook, as both the mundane cut her and the Magic reacted to her. Sarissa fought the tinge of pride in watching her sister refuse to give up. Bethany took two long strides, pushing the swords closer. The barrier spell was protection enough.
“Mundane blades, dear. They can hurt you.”
Bethany did not let go. Instead, Power flowed from her. Sarissa scrambled to cast a new barrier spell, something stronger.
She failed.
Bethany flipped the swords around and plunged them into Sarissa’s chest. Stunned, Sarissa looked down, watching her lifeblood flow through her dress. She stumbled. Thankfully, there was no pain. But there was no coming back from this unless someone poured Magic oil on her. Robert had the oil. Where was he?
She took a step towards Bethany, the world contorting and blurring from the blood loss. She wondered where Robert was. It would have been nice to say good-bye to him.
“You still lose,” Sarissa whispered and she collapsed against her sister. The Power of Bethany coursed through her, and her Magic revolted. White hot pain stabbed at her body and her vision blurred. “I wasn’t even the Viper. The Magic was the Viper. You killed your own sister for nothing.”
Bethany crushed her arms around Sarissa, forcing the Magic out of her. Sarissa screamed from the pain. In the dark recesses of her mind, she heard Bethany’s calm, low voice.
“You made this choice. I have made mine. I will stop every Magi on this earth if it takes me a lifetime.”
“I still love you,” Sarissa lied. Or, at least she thought she did when the words first tumbled out. Deep within her, beyond the pain and anger and betrayal, she still remembered how close they had been. She felt the loss of their sisterhood. No, she really did love her sister. This was about so much more than just hating Bethany. Bethany had just been in the way.
The world dimmed.
“Never forget that I took up Magic to protect you.”
Bethany’s arms loosened and then she dumped Sarissa to the ground. Blood dripped from her sister’s mangled palms and flaps of meaty flesh and bone hung loosely. The world faded to shadow. It was over. Apexia would never take her into the wind. Sarissa’s spirit would die.
I love you, Robert.
Nothingness awaited.
***
Bethany dropped her sister, watching her fall to the ground in slow motion. Time continued slowing until it moved at a turtle’s pace. Sarissa’s blood seeped on the pebbled surface, her lips muttering words no one would hear. Bethany looked around, feeling detached and alone. Bethany inspected her raised hands. Unusable. Perhaps even permanently ruined. She didn’t even have control over her fingers, caked and dripped in blood.
She could see the waves of fodder stretched out around them, suspended in stopped time. Her allies had dwindled in numbers. They would not survive the night. The small circle of knights and priests would be eventually trampled. The pockets of resistance would be cut down. Sarissa would win. Magic would rule.
Bethany cocked her head. None of the attackers moved. Blood did not drip from her hands. This place reminded her of how it felt when she’d infrequently spoken to her mother on the wind. Then, Bethany realized what was happening: She’d become the wind.
She looked at her friends, frozen around her. Bleeding. Dying. She saw Arrago’s frightened eyes, crimson streaking his cheeks as if he’d cried blood.
Her heart broke.
Bethany had always thought it would be a conscious choice, to expose herself as the daughter of Apexia. But now at the end, there was no choice in it at all. She would stop the bloodshed, regardless of the consequences. She would be the Champion to the helpless and dying.
“Enough.”
The last of Bethany’s mental barrier collapsed. Time held no meaning. A tree caught her eye, and she imagined her feet, taking root, sinking in to the very heart of the earth itself. There, she found Power.
She pulled it up, through the soil, and into her body. Her outstretched hands healed before her eyes, the blood drying, the flesh knitting back together.
She looked at the temple, the flames frozen in time. The East tower had broken off from the main mountain already, now at the bottom of the ocean. The others could fall, too, crushing them all to death. The fire needed to stop.
In the ancient tongue of the Creator Gods and the language of the prophecy, she whispered for rain. She stretched her healed hands out to her sides and whispered, commanding the clouds to form and bring moisture.
She did not know how long her control over the Power would last, but she would hold on until unconsciousness overtook her. Or, death. Whichever came first. She closed her eyes and saw all of the threads that joined the world together. She found the string that controlled Allric’s life force and whispered, “We need you in the courtyard. Hurry. I do not know how long I can last.”
He would come soon. He would save them. She just needed to hold on.
Bethany looked around. Arrows paused in the air. Swords, explosions, anything or anyone magical paused.
It was so…peaceful.
So calm.
Perhaps being a half-goddess wasn’t so bad after all.
***
Arrago waited for Apexia to escort him to the next existence. Minutes or hours passed; he didn’t know anymore. Death was certain. It surrounded him, oozed and splattered him. At least, he didn’t fear death now, though he dreaded the years before Bethany’s spirit would join him on the wind. He would miss her.
Blood from his missing teeth seeped down the back of his throat and he gurgled. The explosions had slipped into the background. Sometimes, he didn’t hear them at all. The haze of unconsciousness pulled at him.
He had imagined his death would involve being surrounded by great-grandchildren. Dying from a sliced leg, two arrow wounds, and countless small wounds on a battlefield never occurred to him. At least, the pain faded along with his consciousness. He felt so cold, though. He wished for a little more warmth.
A bone-chilling shriek, unrelenting, pierced the silence of his mind.
What was that sound?
He forced his eyes open, uncertain if the image was real or a product of before-death hallucinations. The attackers had stopped, standing stunned, weapons at their sides. Glowing Magic arrows hung in the air. An odd, green light spread across the ground. He forced his head to turn. Bethany. The light emanated from her. And she was the one screaming in his mind.
Bethany’s shriek pierced the night air and deep into Arrago’s soul. All around him, everyone froze in awe or fear, or both. The ground shook as though thunder came from below and not above. Bethany screamed in a language he did not understand and, in horror, he watched blinding white light, crackling and hissing, shoot from her body. Her screams grew louder, higher-pitched. Cool rain splashed his face. Then, water poured from the sky. Not rain. Sheets of water.
Fear gripped Arrago in a way that he’d never experienced, not even when he’d seen the first spell cast. He didn’t understand, but he didn’t want to see this any longer. He begged Apexia to fetch him but his heart continued to beat in defiance.
Then that voice, soft and sweet, whispered in his mind. “Arrago, forgive me. I am Apexia’s eldest daughter.”
Arrago’s entire being recoiled in horror. His lover was the daughter of Apexia. He had defiled a holy woman. He could have handled her being a Magi more than the blessed child of the Gentle Goddess.
He swallowed hard, and then gagged on the taste of his own blood, his stomach roiling with pain and grief. Why hadn’t Apexia struck him down for his sacrilege? His carnal desires had contaminated her daughter, the goddess.
Goddess. He swallowed again at the word. She was no longer his lover. Could never be his lover. That’s why she had fought against his advances. This was the lie he felt each time she’d said no.
He watched her outstretched arms shake, all the while snaking blue and green lights twisted and snarled around her. Her screams continued and she stood frozen. Color drained from her face. Terror twisted his insides, both for her and for him.
Oh Gentle Goddess, what have I done to your holy child?
Then, a massive giant charged in front of him, a Blessed Blade flashing before Arrago’s eyes. Seconds later, a wave of heavily armored soldiers came running, hacking, fighting. Several crushed his ankles and legs in the onslaught as they stepped on his limp body. It would only serve to hasten his death.
Some of the soldiers stopped fighting when they saw Bethany. Allric shouted at people to kill – kill – KILL.
“Bring them down!” Allric shouted at the top of his lungs, hacking his way closer to Bethany. “She can’t keep this up! Kill them all!”
Bethany jerked and her screaming stopped. The lights around her dimmed, cracking and dying out.
“Cover me!” Allric shouted again, moving to stand next to Bethany but not touching her. Even the great Allric was afraid of her. When the last of the light had faded from her, Bethany collapsed and Allric caught her in his waiting arms. Blood covered her. So much blood. It seeped into the ground like the rain that still fell around them.
Allric lowered her. Wide-eyed but clearly unconscious, she stared blankly at Arrago. Even as the rain cleaned her face, more blood trickled from her nose, mouth, and ears. Tears of blood ran from her eyes, snaking down her dirty face.
Her Magic or Power or whatever it was had dissipated. What remained of the attackers came to life. Many of them ran, only to be killed by arrows or swords.
A row of knights surrounded them, as Allric held a limp Bethany in his arms.
“Bethany, wake up. Can you hear me?” Allric repeated, shaking her. “Oh, Apexia. Come on, Bethany. Wake up. Please. Please.” His voice cracked and Allric rocked her.
Arrago knew his Bethany was missing. The life had been sucked from her. Haze and void was all that remained in her eyes.
Just like in his.
He reached out a hand toward her, his last words hissing through his lips with the last breath he managed to take. “I love you.”
Darkness overtook him.
 


Chapter 29
 
The fire will blaze within her and illuminate the world.
— Prophecy of the Diamond, Second Tablet
 
Arrago’s eyes flickered open. It took a moment for his vision to focus. High Priest Torius looked down at him and smiled.
“Welcome back, Arrago.”
He tried sitting up. The priest slipped a helping hand on his back to assist him. “Easy now. I’d like your insides to stay where they belong.”
Arrago looked around. Endless rows of horizontal people covered the courtyard. In between, people paced and whispered. The temple, or rather what was left of it, stood silent and dead next to him.
His eyes widened. “I’m not dead?”
The priest smiled. “No, son. You are very much alive.”
Arrago gasped and collapsed back on his bed. He didn’t want to be alive. Panic choked him. He had been so close to Apexia’s soothing arms…and away from dealing with Bethany.
“How?”
“Pearl healed you. You’ve been asleep for over a week. You lost a lot of blood. For a while, we weren’t even sure you’d ever wake up.”
Arrago rolled on his side. A stabbing pain attacked his leg and he groaned.
Torius held out a hand. “Careful. The healers couldn’t fully heal anyone. The surgeons still had to stitch up most of your leg. You’ll have quite a scar.”
The smell of sweat and salty sea air mingled with the stench of ointment, causing him to cough. He was alive.
“Kiner?” Arrago’s voice hesitant. “I saw him fall.”
“Fighting an infection. Jovan, Eve, Allric, Erem, Edmund…all of your friends are safe.”
Relief filled him. Then, he realized a name was missing from the list.
“How is…she?”
Torius sighed and turned away. Arrago rolled over, gritting his teeth against the hot pain, to see Bethany sleeping on the bed roll next to him. “She hasn’t woken. Eve says Bethany isn’t ready to join the mortal world yet. She’s scared we’ll all treat her differently, so she’s refusing to release her spirit from the wind.”
“Won’t we?” He couldn’t imagine treating her any other way. “She is Apexia’s blood.”
A sad, forlorn smile crossed Torius’ face. “She is just like you or I. My darling Bethany.”
Arrago recalled the day in his study, when Torius demanded he find out about Bethany. Betrayal stabbed him. “You knew.”
“Yes, some of us knew. Allric, Jovan, Aneese, Kiner. Her greatest fear was losing the life she’s made for herself.” Torius’s expression hardened. “Don’t break her heart.”
Arrago remained silent. What could he say? He stared at his lover’s motionless face. She was so beautiful with her red hair tangled underneath her.
She had spoken to his mind, telling him not to be afraid. But even that memory made him shiver with fear.
He blinked. “Were you lying when you said you delivered Bethany?”
A weak grin flicked on his face. “I am the High Priest. Who else would she ask for help?”
Arrago struggled to stand. He needed to walk, to think. Torius pushed him back down to the bed roll, firm hands refusing to give way.
“Son, you lost a lot of blood. It was only through Apexia’s grace the healers brought you back. Your leg is being held together with linen stitches. We don’t have enough healers to look after everyone. If you move too much, you’ll lose your leg. Now, rest.”
Arrago obeyed. He wondered why the priest had been sitting with him. He was nothing. But then he realized that the priest wasn’t sitting with him. Torius had been sitting with Bethany.
***
Three weeks later and Bethany still remained unconscious. Arrago sat with her as much as he could. He had enough guilt; he didn’t need the extra weight of her dying without him being there. At least Allric kept him busy with writing letters and reports. That helped keep him from going mad.
Arrago lay on his stomach next to Bethany. Most of the wounded had either died or recovered, so the hospice had been moved under what was left of the south terrace. The inside of the temple was deemed unsafe and only the stonemasons and engineers were allowed within. Two of its five mighty towers had collapsed into the ocean the night of the attack. The third had crashed down the cliffs and into the sea a few days later. The tower with Bethany’s room now rested at the bottom of the ocean. The Temple of Tranquil Mercies had died in a blaze of Magic.
At least the temple fared better than Orchard Park. Only two thousand of its ten thousand inhabitants survived the fire that took days to control. If it hadn’t been for Bethany’s waterworks, it would have burned completely.
But the shock of Apexia’s home being destroyed paled next to the rumors about Bethany. Behind him, a row of people prayed for her safe return to this existence. If Eve was correct and Bethany was hiding, he could believe it. She never wanted to be a religious icon. She wanted to be a soldier. But people could not control their feelings towards her. He could not control his feelings, conflicted as they were.
He stared at her and wondered how he could ever say good-bye.
***
It is time for you to return, my daughter.
Mama, I am not ready.
You are not dead. Go join the living.
There is nothing there for me anymore.
Stop being a coward and go face the crowd.
Bethany’s eyes snapped opened and she awoke with a start. Her heart pounded in her chest as she gasped to bring air into her dry lungs.
Jovan pressed against her shoulders. “Shh. Calm yourself.
She grabbed his face with both hands. “I’m alive.” It was more of a shock than a statement of fact. “How long was I out?”
“Nearly a month.”
“Oh.” She forced her muscles to relax. “I’m hungry.”
Jovan raised an earthen mug to her lips. “Drink this. Do you remember anything?”
She thought about his question as she sipped the salty broth. Of course she remembered. In fact, she’d remembered entirely too much. The past few weeks she’d spent asleep, she’d wound up reliving every single battle she’d fought in. She’d watched her friends get slaughtered, cut down in the heat of the battle. Her blades piercing her sister. And every time she had thought it was over, she would slip into another nightmarish memory.
“I remember it all.” Tears streamed from her eyes. “I assume everyone knows?”
“Don’t worry about that.”
“Sarissa?”
Jovan shrugged. “Your…fireworks burned a lot of them and a lot from both sides were,” Jovan grimaced, “crushed. Arrago said he saw you kill her. Apexia’s ass, Beth, I am so sorry you had to do that.”
“Arrago?” She let out a breath. “He made it?”
A weary, but genuine smile curled Jovan’s lips. He motioned to someone in the distance. “He nearly lost his leg, but he’s going to make it.”
She turned her head and caught sight of rubble around her. “The temple?”
“She’ll be fixed up again, don’t you worry. Rest.”
Bethany shook her head. “No, I want to wait for Arrago.”
“He’s coming.” Jovan held her hand. She closed her eyes in hope Jovan wouldn’t speak. She knew what was about to happen. It was one of the nightmares she had relived countless times. Arrago would leave her, and he would hate her for eternity.
“Bethany?” He crouched beside her. He was so handsome, even with his scruffy beard.
She opened her eyes to see the wide, scared eyes of her lover. Her lip quivered as she ran the back of her hand along his patchwork beard. “You forgot to shave.”
An awkward chuckle escaped him. “I’ve been busy.”
They stared at each other in silence. As the seconds passed, Bethany’s gut knotted tighter until she finally said, “So you know.”
“Yes.” He looked ashamed and scared and amazed all at once. “You lied to me.”
She tried to slip her hand over his but he pulled away. “Arrago, please. No one was supposed to know.”
“Others knew, but not me. I’m just the man who warmed your bed.”
She didn’t fight the tears that trickled down her face. “I’m sorry.”
Arrago shook his head and he spoke through gritted teeth. “You knew I would never have fallen in love with you if I’d know the truth.”
Angry desperation welled inside her. “I love you. I gave my body to you.”
“And I desecrated all that is holy and sacred.”
Her guts churned and the salty soup threatened to come back up. “I am not a temple, Arrago.” Her muscles clenched.
He looked down, but not before she saw the tears welling up in his eyes. “I can’t do this, not with you.”
“Please. Don’t leave me. I need you.” Tears blurred her vision.
“Edmund Greyfeather is leaving for Taftlin in the morning. I’m going with him.” Arrago did not meet her eyes. “I love you, Bethany.” He did not look back. He just walked away.
Rolling over so that she could not see his back turned to her, Bethany did not bother to hold back her sobs. Everything had been lost. She’d lost it all.
 


Chapter 30
 
The Diamond will not waver. We, The Creator Gods, put Our Trust in her.
— The Prophecy of the Diamond, Second Tablet
 
Bethany stood inside the temple with the senior temple officials and half-listened to the stonemasons discuss structural damage. It had taken at least an hour of touring through the accessible sections for the engineers to explain the damage.
“Obviously, we’ve lost the two east towers and then the south one. However, the two still standing can be repaired. Eventually, we can rebuild new towers into the existing mountain face and expand the temple that way. Since we are limited by the physical size of the island, I suggest that we build over the causeway with a stone dome. We could add a significant amount of…”
She couldn’t have cared less. Just like the temple, her life would never look the same. Sure, they would patch it and replaster it, but never again would it resemble the paintings of its former glory. Her life would never resemble the quiet simplicity of being a soldier.
“Your Holiness, what do you think?”
It took her a moment to realize the elven engineer had spoken to her. Holiness. If it didn’t piss her off so much, she would have laughed.
Aneese touched Bethany’s arm and glared at the engineer. “His Holiness, High Priest Torius, is the only person you use that word to describe. Bethany is addressed by either her rank or title and I believe her preference is Lady Bethany.”
It was a sad day when Aneese had to come to her rescue. But things between them had been different since the attack. Perhaps it was because she’d dragged the old hag out of the crumbling building. Or perhaps Aneese just felt sorry for her. She hoped it wasn’t that.
“Apologies, Lady Bethany. What do you think of the plan?”
She stared at him. “I’m a soldier not a mason.”
The leader of the engineers cleared his throat. “I think he means to ask if you agree with the plans to change your mother’s home. Would your mother approve?”
She blinked. She had been awake for month and they still treated her like a representative of Apexia. “I don’t know what my mother would think.”
“Well, what is your opinion then?”
Shaking her head, she said, “Do whatever Torius wants. It’s his temple, not mine.” This had become her standard reply. She had opinions on battle tactics and weapon creation. The reconstruction of a temple did not interest her.
As the masons and engineers prattled on, she stared at those around her. Allric and Jovan. Even Aneese and Torius. No doubt, Eve and Kiner were nearby, wanting to be the first to hear about the temple’s fate.
Her friends.
Arrago was missing, of course. He used the excuse of King Daniel commanding all Taftlin citizens to return home, but he left because he didn’t love her enough. Or, perhaps he loved too much and couldn’t bear to see her as anything other than his Bethany. All she knew was the world was empty with him gone.
“Beth? Are you all right?”
She looked at Jovan. Still the same Jovan. At least he would never change.
Bethany did not answer him. Instead, she turned and walked out. There was no one left to impress. Her experiment had failed. She was alone again. Only now, she had regret folded into the mix.
Standing in what was once the main courtyard, she surveyed the mess around her. Nearly a month had passed since Sarissa’s attack and too little had been done. Too many were homeless. The causeway between the temple and what was left of Orchard Park had become sleeping quarters. Any free space had been turned into either hospices or sleeping areas.
Chaos. They had lost their way, feeling Apexia’s abandonment. She also felt the loss as well. Only for her, it was the loss of herself. Her twin was dead. Her lover gone. The life she had known altered beyond recognition.
But she was still a soldier. They had not taken away her rank.
Bethany pulled a dagger from her hip belt. Twisting hair around her fingers, she sliced off the long tendrils, tossing them to the ground. She ran her hand over her head and only felt the prickle of the jagged hair. She turned on her heel and marched back inside the temple to the meeting.
Once a knight, always a knight.
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