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“I will no longer entertain, comment, or recognize any correspondence concerning the prophecies. I do not believe in them. I am a person and not a toy of fate. I live my life as I see fit. Judge me by my actual actions and words, not my supposedly preordained ones.”
—Lady Champion Bethany, in a public letter addressed to the clergy of the Apexian Faith


Chapter 1
The Present
 
“She isn’t dead,” Arrago growled as he thrust a finger in Allric’s direction. “So stop acting like she is.”
He went back to pacing across the ornate ballroom’s marble floor. The beading sweat made his brow itch, most likely from the roaring fires in the three fireplaces. 
Allric kept his voice steady when he said, “Majesty, please.”
That just infuriated Arrago more. “My name is Arrago when we are in this room!” He sucked in a breath, stopped pacing at the maps table and slammed his fist down on the papers in sheer frustration. “I know she’s been gone three weeks, but Bethany’s been in worse situations. I can’t believe you’re just giving up on her.”
Jovan jumped from his chair and shouted, “We’re not! Listen to what Allric is saying, you idiot. The barrier is down. That massive, Magical thing that’s prevented us from launching any meaningful attack for months is now collapsed. The Islands are open. We have to go now, or Sarissa will find a way to get it back up and we’ll be stuck here for Apexia only knows how long!”
“And what about Bethany in the meantime? Huh? We just leave her to rot in a field somewhere?”
“We do what she’d want, which is invade the fucking Islands!” 
Kiner put a hand on Jovan’s shoulder. Kiner was about the same height as Jovan, though his dark skin was a contrast against Jovan’s marble-white complexion. “I have twenty scouts looking for Bethany and her group. They’ve found three militia alive so far. Bethany, Jackson, and at least fifteen knights were captured and, from the sounds of it, were taken across to the Islands. If that’s true, the fastest way to find them alive is to win this war. Arrago, you know this.”
Kiner’s calm voice did nothing to quell Arrago’s anger, though it did add some guilt. Of course he knew it. He wasn’t an idiot. They had to go. But going meant leaving her behind. He needed just a little more time to reconcile his heart to what his brain knew must be done.
In a calmer voice, he said, “I still don’t know why she was even out there hunting Magi in the first place. She was sick. We all knew it. It’s probably why she got captured. She wasn’t well enough to be out there.”
He looked around: Allric stood in the middle of the room, holding off the warring sides with just a look. Eve, now Allric’s second, looked at Arrago with a pained expression. Kiner stood at Jovan’s side, his face sad and resolute, while Jovan’s normal pallor was replaced with red fury. Lord Champion Erem stood off to the side, smart enough to know not to get into the middle of it. Somewhere behind him sat Edmund, wisely staying out of the verbal assaults.
“Arrago,” Eve said, “she is a soldier.”
“The Lady Champion is more than just a soldier. She needed to be here, where it was safe. Don’t you have other people to send out there? You didn’t have to send her!”
Jovan reeled on his heels and stormed up to Arrago, standing within striking distance. “She’s not your toy to put on a shelf until you want to play with her. I’m sick of your fucking attitude. So what that you feel bad. Your wife is dead! Your lover is dead! Boo-fucking-hoo!” Jovan shoved him. “I was raised with her! She’s my sister! I signed the order to send her out there—” his voice cracked— “I sent her to what was probably her death. Fuck your anger, you fucking piece of Northern shit.”
“That’s enough!” Allric shouted. 
Edmund jumped from his seat and stood between them. Edmund was a fair bit shorter than either of them, but had long since lost his fear of Jovan. He held out his arms, creating a physical barrier. “Stop it, you two.”
By Apexia’s mercy, if Edmund hadn’t gotten in the way, Arrago would have hit Jovan. 
Kiner grabbed Jovan’s arm and held him back. 
Allric stepped between them, a towering obstacle. “I know it’s been a long few weeks, but this selfish indulgence ends now.”
“Jovan needs to apologize,” Edmund demanded. “For Apexia’s sake—Celeste is barely cold in her grave. If she were here…” His voice died. “Adding more hurt isn’t helping anyone.”
“No one has a monopoly on pain and worry in this room,” Eve said, her voice strong but kind. 
“Indeed,” said Allric. 
Edmund lowered his arms. “Arrago, we have to go.”
“I know that!” Arrago spun around and stormed to the wall, his fists balled in frustration. It took all of his willpower not to pound his knuckles to bloody pulp on the marble filigree. “Shit.”
There was an awkward silence. He was still the King of Taftlin, even if right now he was merely a man worried senseless that the love of his life was dead. But the waiting would kill him just as surely as the news he feared was coming.
There would be little action without his approval. The Elven Service was still in Taftlin, by his order. They were allies fighting against Magic. But what was the point if…Apexia, what if she wasn’t coming home? What if the last words they ever spoke together were filled with self-loathing and heartbreak?
“Arrago, I apologize for my words,” Jovan said, his anger now deflated and replaced with weary worry. “I need to be angry at someone. That shouldn’t have been you.”
“I understand, and I’m sorry for blaming you.” Arrago felt so weary. 
Jovan held out his hand and Arrago shook it. Then he turned back to the wall and asked in a calmer voice, “What’s the plan?”
The words broke the tension in the room. Allric strode to the map table. “We move in three waves. The bulk of the force move here,” He pointed. “This is where Kiner’s scouts report the barrier was the weakest and where traffic was going in and out freely over the last five weeks. We’ll land just further down the coast. We’ll mobilize a portion of the navy to serve as a blockade to the south and southwest, in hopes that Sarissa and her inner circle can’t escape.”
He pointed at a different location. “Five thousand move here, to the north. We’ll spread them across more ships than necessary to make them seem a greater threat. We’ll also drop two thousand with twenty ships to the west, again to prevent Sarissa from escaping west across the other islands.”
“I’ll go north and take a team of a couple hundred scouts with me,” Kiner said, “in hopes of ferreting out Sarissa and any of the strongest Magi helping her. If we can remove any of them before the battle begins, all the better. If I’m lucky, I’ll make contact with Sanderson, Jacobson, Myra, or some of the other scouts who’ve crossed in.”
“I suspect Sarissa is holed up in either Castle Brook or Waterton Abbey. By all accounts, Waterton can be taken with a small force, whereas Brook will need a major assault. If we end up in a siege there, it could be months, even a year, before we breach the walls. We need to hit them with everything we have and as soon as possible.”
“Who’s leading the main army?” Arrago asked.
Allric answered, his expression grave and resolute. “Myself. I’m taking Eve as my second. Jovan and Erem will be in charge of the northern campaign.”
“Where do you want me?” Arrago lifted a hand. “Before you say anything, I’m going. So where do you want me?”
Allric glanced at Edmund, who gave him the barest of nods. Arrago quirked a smile. He’d already discussed a contingency plan for Prince Henry with Celeste before she died. He’d conveyed all of her wishes and advice to Edmund and his two elderly advisors. 
“There are risks to all options, Arrago,” Allric said, putting a slight emphasis on his name. 
Just that little reminder from the earlier argument. Yet, it didn’t make him happy. It just reminded him that he was a king who could demand almost anything of people like Allric. It saddened a little. Were any of these people his friends anymore? But there was no time for those thoughts.
“I’ll go north with Jovan. Edmund, go with the main force.”
“Of course,” Allric said with a slight bow of his head.
Arrago stared at the map. “I can bring a thousand militia with me north if you want, Jovan. That’ll give Edmund another eight thousand or so to take with him. That’s all we can muster, especially with little notice. Everyone else is back in their fields.”
“A thousand is better than nothing,” Jovan said. “That’ll help a lot.”
“Lord Allric, how many soldiers are you leaving behind?” Edmund asked.
“Two thousand to guard Castle Gree. I plan to send another two hundred to protect Prince Henry.”
“How about Edmund leave behind a hundred of our troops to scout the area here. Keep on the lookout for Magi and…” Arrago gave a little shrug. “I’m sorry. That was selfish.”
“I’ll leave ten experienced scouts to help your hundred,” Kiner said. “They shouldn’t be sent out without someone who’s trained to do the job. Jovan? That okay?”
“Ten isn’t going to make a difference to us, but it could make a huge difference here.” 
“Thank you,” Arrago whispered. 
Erem cleared his throat. “We should send more than two hundred with Prince Henry, don’t you think? If anything happened to Arrago, he’s king, isn’t he?”
Allric shrugged. “We sent a hundred knights when he went to live with the Duchess. Edmund, you’re the only one here who knows the Duchess personally. Thoughts?”
“The Dowager would be offended that foreigners have come to take care of what she’ll feel is her duty to manage. Cassandra, the current Duchess, will love the foreign help.” Edmund smiled. “Honestly, send an advanced guard and let her know more are coming. I recommend sending them with provisions and money for them to camp in her fields. Normally she’d be expected to pay for their room and board and sure, she can take in two hundred houseguests quite comfortably in her little cottage, but she’ll be easier to win over if they insist on not abusing her hospitality. Oh, say that. She’ll love that.”
“Arrago?” Allric said.
“I can ask Rayner to find some money somewhere. Henry is my responsibility.”
“When do we leave?” Eve asked.
“The northern advance tomorrow night, Apexia willing,” Allric said, stepping away from the map long enough to pour some wine into an empty cup. He was such a tall man that it only took two long strides for him to reach the other table. He topped up the cup with water, then took a long drink. “The main force the morning after. Who knows when we’ll get another opportunity? We must strike now. Let’s end this war.”
“May Apexia be with us,” Kiner whispered. 
Arrago wondered if Apexia even cared about their fates, beyond how it suited her schemes and plans. He’d made so many choices, all in hopes of glorifying Her. He wasn’t sure if that was the right course of action anymore. She might see all things, but that didn’t mean she cared about all things. 
“Arrago?” Jovan called out behind him.
He thought about walking on. But he stood in place and said over his shoulder: “Yes?”
“I’m ashamed of what I said.”
“I know,” Arrago said. “I don’t think Bethany would want us fighting. She’d want us to go win a war in her name. So let’s go do that. Everything else can wait.”


CHAPTER 2
The Past
 
The days were blending together for Lady Bethany: a steady stream of small concerns that needed attention before they ballooned into bigger problems. Old latrines needed filling in and new ones needed to be dug. The sick needed tending to ensure the coughing sickness didn’t spread and wipe out their force before they managed any form of attack. Training, morale, and hot food all needed management.
It had been this way for months now. The elves, along with their human allies, had been at a standstill for most of the Taftlin winter. Setting aside the issues of the ice and cold, there was a giant Magical barrier between them and the enemy. With Bethany’s Powers now mysteriously gone, there was no way for them to take down the boundary. So they sat. Met. Talked. Planned. Schemed. Bethany couldn’t have been more bored if she’d been stuck in morning prayers for the rest of her life.
Like every Tuesday morning, Bethany sat in the Hunting Room with the senior commanders of the joint elven and human force. The room’s décor was typical of a room so named; the stuffed heads of several large animals hung on the walls. The room always made her uncomfortable, but Arrago said it was the warmest in the entire castle, so there they met.
A huge fire roared beneath the mantel. It was the only fireplace and chimney in the entire castle that could handle the heat of coal, one of Arrago’s latest upgrades to his new residence.
Bethany sat at the long rectangular table, listening to Allric discuss fortifications of their little castle home and surrounding area. 
“Now that the ice is breaking up in the straits, we’ll send word for the ships harboured down South to start their journey up. They can take over patrol duty and we can move the patrols inland to prepare for an assault.”
“We could do practice drills,” Kiner suggested. Kiner had been appointed spymaster by Allric. Kiner had always worked in that role, though unofficially. Now he’d been pulled into the open and could never work in the shadows again. Bethany liked that idea; Kiner struggled with the many horrible choices he’d made in the name of security and peace. It was time he didn’t have to see his hands so bloody.
Allric nodded and motioned at the scribe behind him to make notes. Arrago had a small army of assistants, scribes, aides, and helpers left over from Daniel’s reign. Being the soft-hearted fool he was, Arrago didn’t want to relieve them of their positions. So they all got new jobs helping the war effort.
“I have some good news,” Kiner said, “There’s a section of the barrier that seems weak. The southernmost watch post has noticed people coming in and out there.”
“What are they doing?” Bethany asked.
“We can’t be certain, but it looks as though that’s how Sarissa’s people are getting intelligence in and out. And, one assumes, supplies. The traffic is causing the boundary there to weaken and it’s lost much of its strength. My people are trying to determine if there’s any pattern of activity. Also, with your permission,” Kiner said in Allric’s direction, “I’d like to send in an agent or two. Someone to slip inside and see what’s going on. Myra’s been training under Sanderson to prepare for this. They could both go in.”
Allric thought for a moment. “Wouldn’t we need something to suggest they aren’t spying, especially with Myra being Elorian.”
“Oh—” Jovan said, “We have a cache of Magical shit in the dungeon leftover from Daniel. Remember? When we moved in, Arrago had it all put down in the depths until we knew how to destroy it. There’s those amulets and stuff that make people invisible for a bit. They wouldn’t need a reason, if they could pass unseen. Arrago?”
King Arrago—for she needed the title, to separate his new life from their shared past—pondered for a moment. “If you think it’ll help, sure, but be careful. We don’t know what any of that stuff is. It could do more damage than getting captured.”
Kiner nodded and agreed that they’d be careful. That reinforced his notion of sending Sanderson, who had a wealth of knowledge on Magic and Magi in general. They could pick out the items they felt were the best—Arrago insisted all books and grimoires stay in the dungeons until they could be properly disposed—and the word of what was down there be kept to a very small number of people.
“I’d rather not attract more attention to ourselves,” Bethany said. “Word getting out of that junk would put everyone in danger.”
“Agreed,” King Arrago said.
He switched gears to discuss how a number of his troops were needed back in their fields. “Which brings us to an awkward topic. I found out that I owe my soldiers two month’s pay before I can release them. I was thinking I may release them slowly, to ease the burden on my coffers, plus it’ll give us a chance for more troops to arrive from Ellentop now that the pass is clear.”
“We can pay what’s owing,” Allric said. “Can’t we, Bethany?”
Bethany looked at her own scribe behind her and arched a quizzical brow. “Can we?”
“How much is owing, Majesty?” The aide asked.
“Three hundred sovereigns, I believe.”
The older woman scratched at her paper. “It will put you twelve gold, eighteen silver over your monthly budget allotment, Lady Bethany. However, Lady Lendra did send word to the Elven Council requesting an influx of cash for the war effort two months ago. I suspect we’ll be seeing something soon.”
Bethany shrugged. “We can swing it, then.”
“No, that isn’t necessary,” King Arrago said swiftly. He cleared his throat. “I mean, thank you, obviously, for the offer and if we need to, we’ll come back and ask. However, I’m sure we can pay our own soldiers. I’ll talk to Edmund.”
“Majesty, I can pay for them,” Bethany said.
“I’m sure you can,” he said. He checked his tone and continued in a much softer voice, “I have no intention of repeating the mistakes of my predecessors by running up endless debts with allies and enemies alike.”
Allric shrugged. “Let us know if you change your mind.” He turned to Jovan. “Anything new at your end?”
Jovan covered his concerns regarding training and morale, and how they needed to fight someone soon or the waiting might kill them quicker than the coughing sickness.
“I can plan some training exercises with them,” Bethany suggested. She knew exactly how the troops were feeling; she was ready to crawl out of her skin, too. 
“That’s not necessary,” Jovan said. “I can do it.”
“I don’t mind running a few. I enjoy it and I’ve been sitting behind a desk—”
“It’s not necessary,” he repeated.
She glared at him and the other men at the table. “I’m not sick.”
“No one said you were,” Kiner said calmly. 
“I just want to run my own exercises,” Jovan said. “I’ve also been stuck behind a desk.”
Bethany glanced at Allric, but he didn’t react. “I have a mild cold, nothing more.” She gritted her teeth and choked back the cough that tickled at her lungs. 
“Yeah, not sick at all,” the King said. Bethany glared at him, but all that did was make the corners of his mouth quirk up. “Well, not too sick to lose your glare. There’s hope for you yet.”
Bethany held her look for a beat longer, but then her lips twitched and she turned away with a soft chuckle.
“Bethany? Any concerns from your end?” Allric asked her.
“Same problems as last week, only now a week older. We’re nearing the end of our food stores. The elves are hungry. The humans are restless. Everyone is cold and damp now the snow is melting. I’ve been working with Queen Celeste and Lendra to coordinate…” Bethany sighed. She was a soldier and not an administrator. “Lendra is trying to purchase a large shipment of leftover salt fish from the Cul navy. It’s poor quality, but we can probably use it if we boil the life out of it. Most of the elves won’t eat fish, but the humans and a lot of the younger Elorians will. That’ll free up what’s left of the cheese and dried peas for the elves who follow the food rules.”
She hadn’t forgiven Allric for putting her in charge of logistics. This was a perfect job for Erem, who loved accounts and numbers. She hated all aspects of it, and it was even worse now that she was working with Lendra and Celeste on an almost daily basis. 
“There is some good news, too. The Queen secured another thousand blankets. We’re still paying a premium price for furs, leathers, and linen. Lendra found a couple dozen poor women in the surrounding area and had them brought to the main camp. She says most of them are elderly, so the troops have really taken to looking after them, and the ladies are bonding quite quickly with the soldiers. They’re mending clothes, sewing new padding, and that sort of thing. It’s working well and I think it’s improving morale, but it’ll also keep us better equipped for when the push comes.” Bethany shrugged. “There’s never any shortage of poor, so Lendra’s people have had an easy task finding ready workers whenever we need them.”
“One problem at a time, Bethany,” the King said quietly.
“It wasn’t a criticism, Majesty,” she said, almost gently. “Daniel undid decades of his father’s hard work.”
“The fact there are old women starving in the gutters says Richard didn’t work hard enough, either. Nor that I am working hard enough to get them out.”
Bethany stared at the King and, for that moment, there was a glimmer of the old Arrago she knew and loved. She didn’t let those thoughts linger.
“I’m nearing the end of this month’s budget already, though, and we’re only in the first week. I recommend we secure more funds from Wyllow or we’re going to go broke. Of course, we could always go back to fighting this war. That way, we can end it and go home. Or, at least die, and then we won’t have to worry about our debts.”
“Thank you, Lady Bethany, for that grim report.” Allric’s mouth twitched, but he held back what was clearly a smile. “As soon as anyone has a useful theory on how to take down the Magical barrier, I will let you lead the charge.”
Bethany didn’t reply. She couldn’t take down the barrier. She’d taken down one such Magical boundary before, when she’d first invaded Taftlin. Not now, though. Whatever Power once ran in her veins was gone. She suspected Sarissa had stolen it, though she didn’t know if that was possible. She’d tried reaching out to her mother for answers, but Apexia remained silent.
So Bethany remained silent now. She was grateful for Allric’s arrival weeks ago, and she was very grateful when she put him in charge of the army once more. This was her holy war, yes, but she wasn’t experienced enough to manage the many logistics of a sustained attrition war against Magic. Swift destruction was her skill. This careful planning was not for her.
How she wished she’d been told to go forth and find something to smite, as opposed to finding blankets. 
King Arrago broke Bethany’s quiet reflection. “Lady Bethany, Lendra mentioned that you’re having trouble with the fireplace in your study.”
“It’s nothing, Majesty,” she said automatically. Kiner cleared his throat and Bethany looked up at him, frowned at Kiner’s expression, and then looked at the King. “Thank you for asking, but one of the chambermaids replaced the screen and now I don’t risk burning to death.”
“Ah, good.”
The silence continued until it was unnecessarily awkward. That’s when Jovan piped up, “I think that’s everything for today. Oh, Arrago, before I forget, we’re changing the guard rotation in your and the Queen’s wings of the castle. There was a break-in two nights ago, one floor down from hers. It looks like someone was stealing candles, but nevertheless we’ve increased our patrols inside. Can you tell the Queen?”
Arrago nodded. “Thank you, Jovan. I will.”
“Then let’s get on with our day,” Allric said. “We have plenty to do now the ice is melting.” He pushed back his chair and stood. “Friday, then?”
Everyone nodded in agreement to their twice-weekly meeting. Jovan said, “Oh, who’s coming to the card game tonight?”
“I’m in,” Allric said. “I have my dignity to win back.”
“It’s going to take a long time to win back your dignity,” Jovan said. “Arrago, you coming?”
“Yes, but I’ll be late. Celeste’s uncle is visiting and I have to dine with him.” He sounded disgusted. 
“Ah, the duties of a married man. It’s why I told Eve I’d never marry her.”
Kiner rolled his eyes. “More like Eve said she’d never marry you.”
“Just shows she has good taste,” Jovan replied. “You coming tonight, Kiner?”
“I’ll be there. Bethany?”
Bethany looked up and realized they were waiting. She shook her head. “Not this time. I don’t feel well today.”
“You haven’t felt well in weeks. Come on,” Jovan coaxed, “It’ll do you good.”
She forced a smile. “I’ll see how I feel later tonight, but don’t expect me.”
She felt their disapproval and concern, but mentally waved them off. She didn't feel well. It was bad enough that she had a lingering cough and a mild fever that made her perpetually sweaty and cold, but she'd not been sleeping, either. Not for months. Her body had healed as much as it would, but the phantom pain lingered. She could feel the crushing blows against her spine even now. Some days, she could recall what she'd thought were her last gasps. If she closed her eyes, she could hear the wails of death around her as her friends and soldiers gave their lives for her war.
Bethany sucked in a breath and forced a smile; she needed to push the melancholy out of her voice. “I promised Lendra I'd eat supper with her.”
“Lendra's coming to play,” Kiner said matter-of-factly.
 “Oh. I guess I got my days mixed up.” She smiled at them again, this time a dismissing gesture. Then she walked out of the room, her assistant bustling behind her to pack up her papers and follow in her wake.
Bethany walked on through the maze of narrow corridors and spiral staircases to her quarters. With Allric's arrival—and that of the partially-rebuilt navy—three months previously, they'd successfully recaptured the large island off Taftlin's coast. It was technically an island, though it was connected to the mainland with several rock and gravel causeways.
It housed the castle that was the King's summer retreat, and though bitterly cold out there in the winter winds and ice, its storerooms were stocked with a full year's food and plenty of clothes, blankets, and supplies to help keep them afloat until the first of the spring crops were harvested.
Arrago was right; the Taftlin militia would need to be released soon to tend their fields. Winter wheat didn't grow here, but it grew further south and was already being harvested. Even now, Lendra and Celeste were probably writing letters of business, negotiating deals of purchase.
That brought a genuine smile to Bethany's face. Lendra had really grown up. Celeste had taken the young Elorian under her tutelage and had helped Lendra grow into the role of ambassador. Sure, Lendra was a baby still and not equipped to deal with complex political negotiations, but that was never her role. And her personality and kindness did make trading easier, as was forging alliances for profit.
And it was good of Celeste to take Lendra on. Big with pregnancy, Celeste was obviously tired and didn't need to be teaching and worrying about Lendra. But she did it, and seemed to do it joyfully. Bethany had offered several times to speak with Lendra and have her removed from Celeste's attention, but the Queen wouldn't hear of it. She liked the girl, she said. It was nice being around someone who still had so much excitement, and even though Lendra was old enough to be the Queen's grandmother, she possessed many child-like qualities that Celeste loved. It made her feel young, Celeste said.
Young. Celeste was barely out of her teens herself, and yet she needed an eighty-year-old half-elf to make her feel young. What horrible lives these Northern women must lead.
A coughing fit broke Bethany's thoughts and she stopped on the spiral stairs and leaned against the stone pillar to bark out several lung-emptying sounds. Dammit, she wasn't fighting off the sickness any better than the rest of her people. She'd had the coughing sickness before, so she knew that's what she had. She didn't tell the others, though. She didn't want them to worry about her more than they already did.
If she kept hacking up lung fluid, though, they’d figure it out.
It was possible that was why Allric had put her on logistics and not planning the next offensive. She'd not done a bad job of invading the North, defeating Daniel, and holding the territory until reinforcements arrived. In fact, Allric had complimented both her resolve and results.
So why did it all feel like a colossal failure?
Bethany walked down the corridor to her study. She’d wanted to stay with her own division of soldiers, but King Arrago threw such a fit that she’d relented to get him to shut up. They’d all moved their administrative staff into the castle, with as many of their men as possible. It had been Jovan's idea to do week-long guard rotations inside the castle, stables, and the side buildings, with as many of the regulars as possible, to get them inside and out of the weather for a few days. It wasn't possible to get through everyone—there were simply too many soldiers and too few buildings—but he tried all the same.
Bethany pushed open the wooden door to her study. It was a simple room: a large desk near the fireplace, a chair, and some candles. Wood burned in the hearth, casting a warmth for her chilled bones. There was the most uncomfortable-looking chaise longue on the other side of her study, pushed up against the wall. A door led to her bedchamber, which had no fireplace, so she slept on the chaise most nights.
She sat at her desk and noticed the wrapped package immediately. She unraveled the leather string and unrolled the leather pouch. Inside were a number of letters, including one addressed to her. She opened it.
It is with a heavy heart that I write to you to say that Mother Aneese, the leader of the Apexian Order and the head of our Faith, joined Apexia on the Wind early this morning.
Bethany stared at the words in disbelief. Aneese was dead. She read the sentence three times before she accepted that her eyes had not deceived her. The old woman who’d battered against Bethany’s will all these years was gone, leaving an empty hole in her wake.
The Holy Mother had been in good spirits, though her body had been declining for some time. In the weeks leading up to her death, she delegated most of her duties to junior sisters and priests. She must have known she was dying, though she’d not said anything to her aides. That was her way in all things.
Enclosed you will find several letters. Would you be so kind as to distribute them accordingly? Mother Aneese wrote them two days ago. She left instructions for them to be sent upon her death. 
I know I’ve asked a grievous task of you during this troubled time, and I apologize for any offence if I’ve given it. Mother Aneese always spoke so fondly of you and, if I might be so bold as to offer my opinion, I believe she would have liked you to receive the news first. 
You will no doubt receive further updates in the days and weeks to come, once the mourning process ends and the politics of choosing begins. I will spare you my thoughts on that subject.
May the grace and love of Our Goddess heal the ache in all of our hearts.
Malachi of Sarrington
Senior Aide to Mother Aneese
Bethany closed her eyes and buried her face in one of her hands, the other still holding the letter. She’d known Aneese since she was ten years old, when Jovan’s parents brought her to the Temple of Tranquil Mercies for safety. Aneese had been a tyrant who needled her, scolded her, and criticized her every move. 
She’d never realized how important Aneese had been to her. Bethany had spent a goodly portion of her life annoyed at Aneese, and she enjoyed the childish games, like refusing to call her by rank and title. Now Aneese had been taken away without the chance to say good-bye.
Waves of memories washed over Bethany, each leaving her emptier and sadder. Bethany wept for the woman who, despite all her bristles and thorns, had dedicated her life to helping others. She’d stood against politicians who made choices to hurt the innocent. She’d fought when her home was attacked. She’d given up her own dreams and needs to give her life to her faith.
It had never occurred to Bethany, until that moment, how alike she and Aneese were. With different twists of fate and circumstance, their roles could have been seamlessly switched. In Aneese, Bethany could see her own possible future, one filled with duty and dedicated to a cause higher than her own desires. 
And Bethany wept all the harder. 
“Lady Bethany?”
She snapped her head up to find Queen Celeste standing in her doorway. Celeste was a young human woman with pale skin and blond hair. She wore regal, though simple, clothing of rich velvets to keep the chill out of her bones and to protect the growing life inside her. 
“Your Grace,” Bethany said in a quivering voice, wiping at her eyes. She realized her mistake as soon as Celeste’s mouth quirked up. “I mean, Majesty. What can I do for you?”
“Is there anything I can do you for?” The Queen stepped inside and closed the door. She pushed the locking mechanism, ensuring privacy. She leaned against the wooden door, concern written on her face. “I don’t mean to stare. I’ve never seen you cry.”
Bethany forced a smile. “Despite popular opinion, I do have a heart.” She glanced at the letter crumpled in her hand. “It occasionally gets battered.”
Celeste smiled, though the worry didn’t leave her face. “I’ve never doubted it. I apologize for interrupting what is clearly a private moment. May I come back tomorrow?”
“Please stay.” Bethany folded up her letter and stuffed it under the small collection of folded letters in the skin wrap.
“Is that a letter for Arrago? I can deliver it for you.” She held out her hand.
“No,” Bethany said, too quickly. She gave Celeste a nervous smile. “I mean, I expect there is one, but I was instructed to deliver them personally. Now, please, sit. You’re making me tired standing there with that swollen belly.”
Celeste threw her head back and laughed. She made her way over to the chaise longue and eased herself down. Bethany stepped away from her desk to offer a hand, but the pregnant woman waved her off. 
Normally Bethany would have welcomed any distraction from her grief, but she would have preferred it to be related to the war, or Jovan inviting her to play a game of cards. A pregnant Celeste was not what Bethany wanted, and she struggled to keep her own conflicted emotions about the woman off her face. But the news of Aneese had struck her hard, and everything was close to the surface. She had to be careful.
“Can I get you anything? Food or drink?” Bethany offered. She eyed Celeste’s stiff body posture. “A pillow?”
The Queen smiled. “Just your company for a few minutes.”
“I am at your disposal,” she said, running her hand across her eyes. She forced a smile and leaned against her desk, hardening her heart for whatever might come. 
Celeste could just be making a simple request for healing assistance for the Taftlin populace, an appeal for blankets for the poor, or demands that Bethany stay far, far away from the newborn child once he or she entered the world. She might demand Bethany stay away from Arrago, or might demand Bethany stay near him. All she knew was that she had been avoiding this conversation for a long time.
“I have been struggling for two months now to find the best approach for this.” Celeste paused, obviously still struggling to find the right words. “Would you prefer it if I spoke plainly?”
“I can’t stand bullshit,” Bethany said. “Always speak simply with me.”
Celeste nodded. “Then allow me to cut through all of the bullshit, as you call it. Have I done anything to offend you? Has Arrago?”
Bethany stared at her, unable to find the appropriate reply. She was weary and raw. They had done nothing to offend her, and the question rubbed against the raw skin that was still healing.
“If either of us has, please tell me right now and I will correct it.” She quirked a smile. “Or scold Arrago accordingly.”
“Majesty—”
“My name is Celeste. Please use it when we are alone.” As Bethany struggled to find words, Celeste added, “Do not choose your words carefully. Cut through the lies and tell me what is in your mind. This moment. Right now.” Her features hardened. “Speak your mind, Bethany.”
Bethany sucked in a lungful of air through clenched teeth, turning them momentarily cold. “Celeste, you’ve done nothing to offend me. I have the highest respect for you. I think you are a strong and brave woman, who will do whatever you must to survive and to ensure the survival of those in your care.” Bethany’s voice cracked and she tried covering it up with a cough. 
When she was certain she’d regained control, she continued. “The problem is me. I recognize that and I cannot change it. I handle my feelings very differently than you or Arrago. I am much longer lived, and it takes me a lot longer to adapt to change.” Bethany looked down at her hands, stained with ink and marred with scars. If she stared long enough, she could see blood dripping from her fingers. All of the people she’d killed. All of the people she could kill. So much blood. “I’ve done a lot in my life that I’m not proud of and I’ve seen even more. I always adapt. Please let me adjust to this reality in my own time.” She looked up at the woman who was the wife of the only man she’d ever loved. “Please.”
Celeste hung her head and was quiet. 
“I’m sorry,” Bethany said, breaking the silence. “I’ve received some sad news today and it’s making me crazy. I should have kept my mouth shut. Please forgive me.”
“My mother would have been so proud to know I’d become Queen. I like to think she’s looking from the Wind and can see this.”
“I’m sure she can, and I’m sure she’s very proud.”
“She’d be upset that I’m squandering my good fortune regretting…” Celeste unconsciously rubbed her belly. “Well, we all have regrets.” Celeste didn’t speak right away, but when she finally spoke, her voice revealed the pain in her heart. “Don’t think you are the only woman not with the man she wishes to be with.”
“I know.” Bethany glanced at the door. It was closed. In a lower voice, she said, “Edmund is a good man.” Celeste looked at Bethany sharply, but Bethany smiled. “We got rather drunk together the night of your wedding. Your secret is safe with me.”
“It’s easier for a king to have a mistress than for the Queen to have a lover.”
“Celeste…I’m not…That ended the moment Arrago said he was going to marry you.”
“I’m not stupid, Bethany.”
“Nor am I. I had a hard enough time giving up my beliefs to be with him to start with. I can’t imagine giving up even more to have a few moments of…” she shook her head. “I am not his lover and I will not be as long as you are his wife. I promise you that.”
Celeste pushed herself to her feet. Bethany moved to offer a hand, but Celeste didn’t take it. She straightened out her gown and walked to the door. 
Bethany didn’t speak, unsure that any words would be helpful. Had she offended the Queen? Was this entire discussion to trick her into admitting she was not Arrago’s mistress? 
Celeste paused at the door. “After the baby comes and the crown has an heir, perhaps you should reconsider your position. It would help mine.” She straightened as much as she could and said, “I will leave you to your letters. Arrago is in his study with Edmund and his other advisors. No matter what the news is, I’m sure he’d relish any interruption.”
****
Arrago sat in his working office with Edmund Greyfeather and three of the oldest men he’d ever met in his life: Lord Stanley, Lord Rutherford, and Lord Rayner. The three had worked for the royal family since old King Richard’s father, and helped run the accounting, finances, and day-to-day business of the kingdom. Arrago had appointed Edmund to their circle as Lord Chancellor, and as a kind of apprenticeship they put him in charge of Castle Gree, where they currently resided.
The three old men danced around the issue of money for several minutes before Arrago lost his temper and said, “Spit it out!”
“We are broke, Majesty,” Lord Stanley admitted, his head bowed.
“How in Apexia’s name…? I’ve been eating quite well for a man without money.”
Lord Stanley cleared his throat. “A king can spend money without actually having it. But the crown must eventually pay its debts.”
“Or enact laws to avoid doing so,” Lord Rayner added. 
Lord Rutherford rubbed his long, but well-combed white beard. “Didn’t the Queen already explain this to you?” 
Arrago held back his hot reply. Perhaps Celeste should have been made king. She was of royal blood and was trained as a courtier. She knew the politics of rule and was used to them. Of course, a woman couldn’t rule in Taftlin, not without a man over her. On days like these, he would happily pass a law giving women the right to rule, and promptly hand the throne to her.
Rutherford glanced at Rayner, who said, “Majesty, you do realize we’ve been living off credit since your…elevation?”
Arrago stared at his advisors. “I hadn’t realized we were living off borrowed money. This is so humiliating.”
“Majesty,” Stanley said, “it’s common practice. It’s nothing to feel shame—”
“Well, I feel shame about it,” Arrago said. “I guess it’s my rustic roots.”
“Indeed,” Rutherford said, with a touch of scorn in his voice. “I did instruct the Queen to explain this to you months ago. Has there been…discord?”
Arrago glared at the old man. His marriage might have been political maneuvering, but that didn’t mean he and Celeste were enemies. On the contrary, they’d become good friends over the six months of their marriage. Still, he internally scoffed at the word. What a sham of a marriage. She in love with another, as was he. She was ripe with pregnancy—Edmund’s child. Arrago couldn’t even bring himself to touch her and was eternally grateful to Apexia for Celeste’s situation. They could continue the sham, and Celeste would be off the hook once the baby was born. She could retire to the country, with annual visits from him to explain away any future pregnancies. Edmund could retire nearby, and together they could have their happy ending.
He’d not get a happy ending. Bethany would never consent to being his mistress. He wouldn’t even ask her, for what point would there be in asking? What a bitter taste that left in his mouth.
“Majesty?” Lord Stanley asked, with concern. 
“Don’t we collect taxes?”
“Yes, Majesty, but wars are expensive.”
“Also,” Lord Rutherford said, “your predecessor spent the bulk of the gold his father had acquired in a very short time.”
“We are without funds,” Lord Rayner summarized, as if Arrago’s mind was too feeble to understand all of the big words that the smart, important men were discussing. 
Arrago rubbed the bridge of his nose. “How are we going to pay our troops?”
“We will need to acquire funds,” Stanley said. 
“Else risk a riot,” Rutherford added. “We haven’t paid them in two months. We must release them to tend their fields or there will be a famine because the crops went in too late.”
Arrago blew out a breath. “My Lord, please, listen to my words. I understand what you are saying. We are in dire circumstances. So what do you suggest I do?”
“Three hundred sovereigns will pay their wages, plus the expenses of the scribes,” Rutherford said.
“At the risk of repeating myself, I understand that. What is your solution?”
“We can take out a loan from the elves,” Rutherford suggested.
“I forbid it.” Arrago shot Rutherford a disapproving look. “Surely I have something I can sell that’s worth three hundred sovereigns and that can be sold quickly. Could you sell one of my carriages? Aren’t there three or four in the stables?”
“Four,” Stanley said. “We’d probably have to sell at a significant loss, Majesty. One of the carriages cost in excess of a thousand sovereigns. The others are more modest.”
“That’s the ugly white one, isn’t it?” 
Rayner gave a slight incline of his head.
“Then sell that and the ugly purple one.”
Edmund cleared his throat. “The Queen really likes the white one, sire.”
“Ugh. Sell the other two, then, especially that purple monstrosity. Sell the horses, too. I have far more horses than necessary, and those are trained for carriages, so they’ll fetch a good price. Will that get us close?”
“I estimate that will bring us to approximately two hundred and sixty,” Rutherford said.
“We’re still short,” Rayner said, again stating the obvious. 
Arrago sighed. “Suggestions?”
It was Edmund who piped up this time. “What about spices? I’ve been doing an inventory. We have at least a hundred pounds each of Elven spices.”
“But wouldn’t the elves want them?” Arrago asked.
“Then let them buy them. We can have the scullery maids package them up. Let’s say, one pound each. Then—oh—we can offer a custom blend by the ounce.” Edmund’s voice grew excited. “We can have one of the local merchants sell them. Give the merchant, I don’t know, ten percent? We keep the rest of the profits. Send some of our maids to help, at our cost, so that he’s kept honest but doesn’t feel inconvenienced.”
“One hundred pounds will only net us, by my estimates … fifteen sovereigns,” Stanley said. “Assuming we sell it all, of course, in a timely fashion. Though, I suspect you are correct that the elven soldiers will happily purchase a small taste of home.”
“Unfortunately, we remain thirty-five short,” Rayner helpfully added.
Edmund cheered Arrago up immensely by speaking very, very slowly. “My lords, allow me to explain once again. I said we have hundred pounds. That is of each spice, not in total.”
Rayner’s eyes widened. “Indeed?”
“Indeed. The King doesn’t like most of them, and the Queen’s condition makes her uninterested in fragrant foods. It means a reduction in the King’s table, but considering how desperate we are for funds…”
“The King’s table,” Rayner began, “should reflect—” 
“The King’s table should reflect a Taftlin that can pay its debts,” Arrago snapped. “I love the idea. Let’s do it before the spices spoil in the damp.” 
“I’ll make the necessary arrangements, Majesty,” Edmund said. “Lord Stanley, might we speak after this meeting about the logistics?”
“Of course, Sir Edmund,” Lord Stanley said, bowing his head, causing his own long, white, but well-combed beard, to brush against his wine glass.
Arrago rubbed the back of his neck. “In the meantime, we need to come up with more ways to raise funds. I can’t be hawking stuff out of the castles every time we have debts to pay.”
“We can raise taxes,” Rutherford suggested. “That’s never popular, of course.”
“My experience with taxation is that King Richard would heavily tax us poor folk, while the nobility continued to live in splendor,” Arrago said. “We already tax our estate farmers all of their livestock save entrails and two sucklings. We take seventy-five percent of their grain harvest and they’re expected to come up with their own grain seed out of what’s left.” His voice grew angrier. “We are not going to drive them into further desperation so everyone in this room can continue to wear velvet. Have I made myself clear, my Lords?”
“Perfectly, Majesty,” Stanley said. “With your permission, I shall research which luxury taxes we can levy that have historically not been too unpopular.”
“All taxes are unpopular,” Rutherford commented, scorn in his voice.
“I realize that,” Arrago said, “but I also need funds or we might as well sell Taftlin to Cul.”
“That will be unnecessary,” Rayner said. “In the meantime, I believe quite strongly in the notion of us borrowing money from the elves. They are our temporary allies during this war. This war is their idea.”
“And, if I might be so bold, yours, too, since you started a civil war to gain your throne,” Rutherford said stiffly.
Arrago glared at him. “I will not borrow money to pay for our debts. And certainly, under no circumstances, will I borrow from the elves. The last thing I need is that problem.”
“Why not consider it?” Edmund said. “I spoke with Ambassador Lendra. She is willing to approach the Elven Council on our behalf. She’s confident she could secure a small loan. She’d rather not ask for anything above three thousand gold…”
Arrago didn’t hear anything else Edmund said. Three thousand? There was no way in Apexia’s holy name he’d let himself run the nation into such debt. They should be able to pay their own way.
There was also the matter of his pride. He didn’t want to grovel to the elves for help. They’d give it, but with strings attached. They’d push for change that he knew his country wasn’t ready for. Taftlin was still a slave-trading nation and Arrago hadn’t even had time to address that. The elves would give him the money, provided he ended slavery immediately. He knew the chaos that would cause—and it was the fastest way to have a new king installed on the throne. “We are not borrowing from the elves. I don’t want anything to do with them right now. End of discussion.”
A throat cleared behind him and they turned to see Bethany standing in the doorway. He sucked in a breath. How long had she been there?
“I apologize, Majesty. I need to speak to you.” She eyed the advisors. “Alone.”
“We’re not done yet, Lady Bethany,” Rutherford said, raising his chin. 
As if his artificial importance would mean anything to a woman like Bethany, Arrago thought. 
Bethany stared at Rutherford and said, “Alone.”
“We’re done,” Arrago said, rising. “Gentlemen, do we have something resembling a plan?”
Edmund nodded. “I’ll get to work. After Lord Stanley and I speak, I’ll talk with Cook. I’m sure he can find me a couple of girls to help with the spices.”
“We will look into the issue of the carriages and the horses, Majesty,” Stanley said, rising.
“The white one remains for the Queen, of course,” Rayner said. “Her Majesty does require a certain standard of living, after all.”
Arrago bit back the sharp reply on his tongue and watched the four men leave his office. Bethany shut the door behind them, rather pointedly he thought. She leaned against the door, a letter in her hands. She was so lean these days, almost to the point of being frail. She’d been sick, too, though she’d never admit more than just feeling a little unwell. But he’d heard her hacking, gasping coughs and knew she was fighting the coughing sickness, just like a goodly amount of the forces on the front.
She’d recently chopped her hair off again, so it was once more a jumble of red wisps across her pale scalp. If she refused to grow it out, she could at least have someone with scissors cut it evenly. He’d wager Castle Gree that she’d been using her own dagger.
“It’s good to see you again,” he said with a steady voice that surprised even him. “Please, sit.”
They hadn’t been alone in a room together since the day he’d told her he was marrying Celeste. The day he’d broken both of their hearts. It was necessary, both for Bethany’s reputation and Celeste’s comfort. Though Celeste entertained Edmund alone at Arrago’s insistence, Bethany would never return the gesture. He’d not even asked. But it was possible to be friends. They could at least be friends. 
Bethany didn’t take him up on his offer to sit. She gave him the letter. “This is for you. It’s from Mother Aneese.” Her voice shook. Bethany’s voice so rarely showed such emotion that it scared him.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, opening the letter. “What happened?” 
She gulped down what was clearly mounting tears and whispered, “Mother Aneese is dead.”
He moved toward her. “Oh, Bethany, I’m so sorry.” He reached out to touch her arm, but pulled back when she flinched.
“Her aide asked me to deliver that to you. She knew she was dying and wrote letters to some of us.” She smiled, a ghost of her former self. “You must have made quite an impression on the old woman.”
Arrago stared at the letter before putting it on his desk. He could read it later. “Thank you. For bringing it yourself, I mean.”
Bethany nodded and her features softened just a fraction. “I have others to deliver. Good bye.”
“Wait…” Arrago held out his hand again. He stumbled over his words before saying, “Do you know what’s in it?”
“No.”
“Did you get one?”
“Yes.”
Arrago inhaled. “What did yours say?”
“I haven’t read mine.”
He smiled. “Bethany, whyever not?”
“I can’t read it yet.” Bethany was quiet for a moment. Then, she asked, “What was that about the carriages?”
“Apparently, his royal idiocy bankrupted Taftlin before he had the good sense to die.” Arrago sat down in his chair. “So I’m selling a couple of carriages and the horses. Edmund says we have barrels of elven spices, so we’re going to offload some of those.”
Bethany moved away from the door and sat in one of the chairs across from the desk. She considered her words carefully before speaking. “You should take Lendra up on her offer of a loan.”
“You heard that part,” he said dryly. “Eavesdropping is probably a treasonable offense.”
Her face morphed and suddenly the old Bethany was grinning back at him. Her voice changed, too, as a playful lilt danced in her words. “Please try to hang me. I dare you.”
“It would liven things up around here.”
They shared a laugh before the awkward silence settled once more. Surprisingly, it was Bethany who broke it. “Seriously, ask Lendra. She’s the unofficial ambassador to Taftlin. In fact, I think you should formally request that the Council name her as the official diplomat. For reasons I don’t grasp, Lendra loves it here. She could approach the Elven Council in Wyllow. We’re squatting on your land while we stage a war. It is only fair that we assist you.”
“I can’t ask you for money, nor your sister. There are so many reasons why that would be wrong.”
“You said you only owe a couple hundred. That’s nothing. I could give it to you.”
“Absolutely not,” Arrago snapped. He tempered his tone and said, “It’s not just the wages. That problem we’ve just solved. The real issue is that we’ve been running the nation on promissory notes. We owe nearly three thousand gold. I can’t wrap my mind around it.”
Bethany grimaced. “What are you going to do?”
“Edmund’s been doing an inventory of the castle. I’ll try to downscale as much as we can. Then raise more ready cash and move on to economizing nationwide as best as we can.” Arrago snorted. “Look at me, thinking only having twenty people to dinner is economizing. You know, I can’t stand those dinners. Tonight, Celeste’s uncle is visiting. Only it’s not just him. It’s his wife, their eight children, their children’s spouses, their grandchildren…” Arrago sighed. “Forty people are coming to dinner and they’re expecting a feast. Every night is like this. I’m sick of it.”
Bethany smiled. “Things are different when you have more than yourself to consider.”
“Yes,” he said, the humor gone. “It is very different. I know you told me that before, but I never quite believed you.”
She looked down at her letters. “I should go.” She stood, once more ready to flee his presence. 
“You should visit more often.”
“No, I shouldn’t,” she said simply. Then in a strained voice, she asked, “You understand that, right?”
He nodded. “I do.”
“Good day, Majesty.”
“Good day, Lady Bethany.”
And he let the woman he loved walk out of his life once more. He watched her, sadness growing in his chest. It was a pressure, forcing the air from his lungs. 
He turned to his letter. He didn’t know Mother Aneese very well. They’d only shared a few words and he wondered why he would receive personal notice from her. The Faith would be struggling, having lost yet another leader within a year. Father Torius’s death in an ambush had been hard on everyone. At least Mother Aneese had been able to prepare.
His Most Majesty Arrago, King of Taftlin
Please excuse the presumption of a humble mother of the faith writing a personal letter to you, a man I barely know. I don’t remember if we’ve ever shared a single conversation and yet I feel as though I know you intimately. Your name came up at so many meetings that my memory sometimes places you at those events. All of your peers spoke so highly of you that one of my regrets is never having made the time to make your acquaintance.
I write to encourage you never to lose your faith in Apexia. She guided your life, young man, from obscurity to royalty. If you continue to put your trust in Her, she will bring you safety, stability, and hope. 
I believe you are a good man, and will be a great King. Do not lose sight of yourself and what you believe in your core. Do not let the politics of court dictate your attitudes and behaviour. Do not let the greed of your advisors lead you to disregard the roots from whence you came. At your hand, the North’s stronghold of slavery, crime, and evil can be crushed. Centuries of oppression and opulence can be overthrown with nothing more than your whim—and the hard work of your own hands and mind.
Yes, the road will be treacherous. Yes, there will be strife and danger. You might even be called upon by Apexia to give your life in the service of others. There is no greater calling than the sacrifice of yourself for the greater good. You are able to end the suffering of millions, Majesty. What a beautiful and heavy task She has placed on your shoulders. I both envy you and pray for your burden.
May the blessings of our most holy Goddess shine every day in your heart. May you never lose your path. May you forever be a symbol of Her goodness. 
Your most humble servant,
Mother Aneese
Chills spread through Arrago’s body and he pulled his fur-lined cloak tighter. She was right. He needed to stand up for what was in his heart. He looked around the study and remembered how he’d felt when he first walked into the room to claim it as his own. The imported mahogany desk, chair, and shelves had awed him. The full working fireplace with chimney. The candle sconces on the wall, covered in intricate gold filigree. A golden statue of a horse on his desk—where he’d now stuffed several urgent letters between its legs.
He was using gold as a letter holder. 
He’d freed the slaves that were working in Castle Gree and given them wages. But what about his other castles? What about his whole country? 
And what about the poor? He had forty people coming to dinner in only a few hours, while hundreds of thousands of his people were going hungry. How many would starve this month? How many more would starve before the first spring crops came in?
He’d never felt so ashamed in his life. He was becoming everything he’d fought against. Well. That had to change.


CHAPTER 3
The Present
 
Sarissa lay on her side, curled around herself and as close to the fire pit as possible. Four days and she still didn't have the strength to sit up. Thankfully, the exhaustion had forced her to sleep on occasion, though the nightmares ensured her sleep was limited and fretful. She'd exhausted all measures and still the barrier failed. 
It had been unstable in spots, allowing the entry of supplies and goods, for weeks now. While that was good for her people, it meant that soon the army would come through. Soon they'd all be dead. Soon oblivion would be her fate.
Oblivion would be a blessing. The dreams were unbearable. Insanity would be preferable. She knew what she’d done now. The cloud had finally cleared. She was a killer. A blight upon the world that needed to be burned away until only a memory of her destruction remained. 
She should never have taken Bethany’s Power. What a miscalculation. It fought the Magic within her. She was splitting into two halves of the same being. Just as she and Bethany once were two halves that needed each other.
Quentin was dead. He’d frozen to death while doing a ritual. She was responsible for keeping the fire going, but lost track of herself. She saw the ritual through Bethany’s eyes. There was only one thing to do. He had to die.
She’d killed Quentin. He’d trusted her and she’d killed him. 
She’d killed so many. Quentin had killed so many. He deserved to die. She deserved to die. 
Then Sarissa’s mind came back to her. She shook off the thoughts and gritted her teeth. She had to find a way to overcome this war inside her. Otherwise everything she’d done, everything she’d tried, would be useless. 
“Sarrisa!” A voice called from outside the room. “Sarissa, where are you?’
Ah, her husband. He'd been defending the labyrinth of tunnels and caves beneath the castle ruins that they occupied. Waves of desperate Rygents had been trapped inside the barrier and were committing suicide against her walls. 
Cold air slapped her across the face before a cold hand did the same. She blinked up at her grizzled husband. His beard was long, wiry, and dirty now. More grey was in it and the creases around his eyes were deeper than ever. “Wake up!”
Sarissa blinked tears from her eyes, her cheek still stinging. “I can't, Robert.”
“You have to. The boundary is down.”
“I know,” she whispered. “I can feel it.”
“Then get it back up!”
“I can’t. It was formed with the spirits of the dead. They’ve all gone to either oblivion or to join Apexia on the wind. I’d have to start over and I can’t do it alone.” 
Robert swore. “So you’re just going to lie here and die?”
“No,” she said. “I’ve sent the bulk of our people south to Castle Brook. If they leave now, they’ll be there in a day. That’s where the elves will attack.”
“How do you know?”
“The tear in the boundary happened there first. The elves probably think I’m at Castle Brook.”
“It could withstand a siege. I’m sure it probably has. Do you want me to go with them?”
“No, I’ve already sent word for them to prepare. Just before you arrived.”
“Why did you do that?” Robert demanded, his voice hot with anger.
“I want you here with me.” She rolled on her stomach and felt around under her pillow. She couldn’t remember what she was looking for, but she knew she had to find it. This was her chance. She needed to keep him occupied. “I think I should surrender.”
“Have you lost your mind?” He squatted next to her. “We’re here because of you. We’re fighting this war because of you. If you surrender, the first thing they’ll do is string you up by the neck from any tree or post they can find.”
“I know,” Sarissa whispered. “That’s what I want.”
Robert rocked back on his heels and stared at her.
“This was a mistake. An arrogant, hateful mistake. Who was I to think I could challenge Apexia’s power head on? I’ve lost so much. I hurt so much. I want it to stop.”
“You’re having the dreams again, aren’t you?”
“Stealing Bethany’s power brought all of her memories and feelings.” Her hands found what she’d been looking for. “Every time I sleep, I dream about her. I relive all of her memories. All of the pain and heartbreak. I saw Torius die. I saw Drea’s dead body. I felt her grief and I’m ashamed that I’m incapable of feeling that much of anything but hatred and rage.”
“What about everyone here? They’re here because they believe in you. Quentin died trying to help you stabilize the barrier. They’re fighting for a world where Magic can exist.”
She’d not told anyone how Quentin died. She let them believe she was still one of them. She wasn’t, though. She was Bethany’s. She was against Magic now. Her fight against Apexia was righteous, but she’d been fighting it the wrong way. Her fight against Magic would be righteous. She would atone for all she’d done. 
Sarissa whispered, “I don’t think Magic should be allowed to exist.”
A sound too bitter to be a laugh escaped him. “You fucking stupid woman. You really have lost your mind. If you don’t think Magic should exist, then why are we all still here? Why did you send your men south?” Robert snorted. “You’ve turned into a madwoman.”
When Sarissa thrust the dagger into his neck, it was not anger that crossed Robert’s face. It was surprise. She’d not expected that look. 
He tried to speak, but it came out as a gurgle.
“You are a rapist and a murderer. You deserve oblivion.”
Robert fell face-first on the floor. Blood sprayed and pooled. She’d cut him deep. That’s why trust was a failing. Bethany knew that. She’d said it when Sarissa betrayed her. How true those words were, now, here, at the end of it all.
“Magic is evil. It is the source of all evil. I vow to give my life to fight it. Magic is the destroyer of lives. I must destroy the source. I must destroy Sarissa, the Magi army, and Apexia herself.”
Bethany closed her eyes. 
No, that’s not right.
Who was she again?
She looked at Robert’s still form. “I think I loved him once.”
She put her head on her blood-soaked pillow, her cheek squelching in the slickness. The sweet stench of iron filled her nostrils. She stared at her hand. So many lives died by this hand. She didn’t remember whose hand she was staring at.
Maybe she’d remember when she woke.


CHAPTER 4
The Past
 
Awe filled Allric as he gazed down at his wife and daughter. Little Opal Amber Bethany suckled contentedly at her mother’s breast. Amber reclined, half-asleep on the sofa in their comfortable apartment. She’d not slept well the last two nights. She said Opal was growing, and growing meant extra-hungry.
His little girl. Pride swelled inside Allric and a broad grin stretched across his face. He'd worried that marrying Amber would bring the world down on his head. And it would when the war ended, but he didn't care. He loved her and the tiny creature in her arms. 
Whenever he questioned why they were still here fighting, he only had to look into Amber's eyes and know he was fighting to liberate her homeland. It was the only reminder he ever needed. He was doing what was right.
“Can you take her?” Amber asked. “I think she's done.”
“Of course,” Allric said and swooped down to pick up the fussing, squirming little creature. He rested her on his shoulder and swayed, lightly patting her tiny back as he hummed a song. 
Thank Apexia Jovan wasn’t here to see this. He’d never live it down. Though, whenever he held Opal, he found he didn’t care what the others thought of him. Allric had never thought he’d fall in love, and now he’d fallen in love twice in the matter of a year. He was deliriously happy.
“Are you sure you don’t mind me going to the card game tonight?”
Amber yawned into the back of her hand and tugged up the blanket to cover her. She didn’t bother to button her dress. “I don’t mind. Celeste is sending over a nurse to help so I can get some sleep.” She yawned again. “Opal was cranky all day.”
“Have you been cranky? “ Allric crooned as he paced with his baby. “Have you been mean to your mama? Aw, my little girl is a firecracker, is she? You’re going to be just like your Auntie Bethany?” Opal let out a huge belch. “That's Daddy’s girl.”
She began making sleepy yawns and Allric paced around in silence. 
When the silence was too much for him to bear, he said, “Amber, there’s something I need to tell you.”
“Hmm?”
“I heard from my sister.”
Amber put her finger to her lips and pointed at Opal. Allric carefully eased the little belcher into the small bassinet by the sofa. A few more soothing sounds and a giant yawn later, Opal settled down. 
“Finally.” Amber whispered. She patted the space next to her, and Allric sat, wrapping his arm around her. 
“Which sister?” she asked.
“The half one.”
“She has a name, Allric.” Even when whispering, Amber could chide him better than his own mother. “Say it with me. Paverly.”
He rolled his eyes. “Pava said she isn’t going to disown me or Opal, unlike the rest of my family.”
“Of course she isn’t,” Amber said. “She’s Elorian herself. Other than you, does anyone in your family talk to her?”
“Absolutely not. No one wants to speak to Father’s half-breed love child.” Amber’s face contorted in fury and a hot reply was coming, but he raised his hands. “I am only repeating what my other sisters call her. When they still talked to me, that is. The fact that I write to Pava tells you I do not think of her like that.” 
“Don’t ever use those words again.”
He looked down at his own child. She was a half-breed love child, too, in his family’s eyes. Apexia’s mercy. He hadn’t connected that before now. “I never realized how ugly those words were.”
“They are ugly,” Amber said. “Well? What did she say?”
Allric drew in a deep breath. He knew Amber was not going to like this conversation, but it had been two weeks and he’d been putting it off. “Pava already knew about us. She and Kiner are friends, so he told her. She wanted me to know that…” Allric drew in a breath; this was the tricky part. “If anything happens to me, she’d be happy to come live with you, to help raise Opal.” He gulped. “And to then care of you when …when…”
“When I’m too old to care for our child,” Amber said quietly. She slipped her hand over his. “I know.”
“Amber, we’re in the middle of a war. It’s quiet now, but the storm…”
“I know.” She gripped tighter. “We knew this when we married. When we had Opal. We knew the consequences of an elf and a Rygent having a child together. I knew you were a soldier first. I know I only have a few decades with you. For me, that’s a lifetime. For you, that’s just a flicker.” She touched his face. “I love you. Of course you would worry about your daughter’s future if you died. I’m worried, too.”
“You’re not angry?”
She smiled at him and his heart ached with happiness. “For being yourself? Never.”
They leaned in for a kiss, but were interrupted by a knock at the door. Allric winced and, sure enough, Opal let out an ear-bleeding sound of disgust. He sighed, scooped her up in his arms, and walked to the door. Hopefully it was the nurse Celeste was sending over.
A red-eyed, blotchy, haggard-looking Bethany stood on the other side, with a number of letters in her hand. 
“Bethany? What’s wrong?”
Amber jumped to her feet, fumbling with the front of her dress. “Bethany? Come in. Good gracious, you look like you’ve seen the dead rise. Here, Allric, give me Opal.”
“I’m sorry to have woken her. I didn’t realize she slept this early in the evening.” Bethany forced a sad smile. “I don’t know anything about babies. I barely understand where they come from.”
“I’ll ask Eve to draw you some pictures,” Amber said, smiling. “That’s what she did for Allric.”
“Amber!” Allric said aghast. He looked at Bethany’s amused, though tired expression. “That is a lie.”
Amber winked at him. “Don’t worry. She’ll settle back down. I’ll take little Miss Fussypants into the bedroom so the two of you can talk.” Amber squeezed Bethany’s forearm as she walked by.
“What’s happened?” Allric asked, closing the door behind Bethany.
“Mother Aneese is dead.” She handed him a letter, tears spilling down her cheeks. She didn’t bother to wipe them away, which told Allric she’d been crying for so long she no longer cared. 
“Merciful Apexia.”
Allric took the letter and sat down, stretching his long legs in front of him. He buried his face in his hand for a moment. She was an old woman, so that did take the sting out of it—knowing she’d lived a full life. It didn’t come as a shock; the last day he’d spoken to her, Aneese looked frail and sickly. He’d gotten the impression it was his last conversation with her and he’d made a point of thanking her for all her support and guidance over the years. She’d laughed at him and complained about his fussing, but they both knew. 
“Her aide said she’d been sick for some time. She wrote some of us letters.”
Allric opened his and asked, “What did yours say?” At her expression, he smiled. “You didn’t read it yet.”
“Not a chance. I should go.”
“Wait.”
Bethany did. He didn’t mean it as an order, but sometimes he forgot how to speak to friends. 
Aneese’s letter had plenty to say about the Knights; he’d need more time to re-read and digest its contents. However, the head of the Faith basically said, if Allric understood her words, to let Bethany be a common soldier. 
Aneese had been against Bethany becoming a knight since the beginning. Aneese had yelled and yelled at the former Lord Defender. When she got nowhere with him, she yelled at Allric, who was Lord Champion at the time. Getting nowhere with him, she yelled at Torius, Jovan, Jovan’s parents, and anyone else who would listen and knew of Bethany’s parentage. She’d wanted Bethany locked away somewhere quiet and peaceful, to be protected and safe. Presumably she’d be taken down off the shelf and dusted every couple of decades. Torius refused and said Bethany must be allowed to live her life.
And now Aneese said it was her behaviour that pushed Bethany to pursuit a career that would never make her truly happy. That the politics would eat her soul eventually. 
“What does it say?”
He glanced up and was very careful to keep his expression neutral. Bethany had already asked to be reassigned back into field work and he had denied her request twice. Aneese would not have known that, yet she understood Bethany more than he obviously did. He would have to talk this over with Jovan later.
“Well?” She asked impatiently.
“She says I need to come back to the temple as soon as possible, since the Knights need me and Jud is making everyone crazy.”
“That sounds like her—and Jud.”
He went back to skimming through the letter. “She says to look after Amber and that she’s written…oh.” Tears welled in his eyes and his jaw quivered. “Oh, Aneese…”
Bethany walked over and sat on the sofa next to him. “What?”
“She’s written to Coffa.” Allric had been betrothed to Coffa before he’d eloped with Amber. Aneese had married them first thing in the morning after they’d made love that first night. He’d written a hastily-worded letter to Coffa and received a venom-filled letter in return. He deserved it. “She’s written to her to say how in love we are and to please forgive me. Apexia’s mercy. Aneese turned into a romantic in her final days.”
“Deep down,” Bethany said, “I think all elves are romantics.”
Allric flashed her a grin. “You might be right.”
****
Bethany delivered the rest of her letters before heading back to her study. It was still too cold to sleep in the bedroom, so she pulled her blankets and pillows out to the sofa. Then she dragged all of that over to the fire. 
Chaise longue. Whatever it was called, it was an odd piece of furniture. One side of its back and armrest were significantly higher than the other, and it was embellished with exotic woods she’d never seen before. Beige velvet—though it probably had been white at one point in its life—covered the sofa. It wasn’t the most comfortable thing, but it was better than her cold bed.
Even the floor was better than her bed.
Before settling away for the night, she dipped her mug into the pot hanging in her fireplace. Onion and garlic broth. She added a few drops of whiskey, just enough to help her cough lessen, and curled up in front of her fire. She didn’t like to drink much these days, but the whiskey helped the cough.
Once settled under the blankets, she let the tears pour down her cheeks. She didn’t even try to hold them back. She was simply too tired to care anymore. If she could not mourn the loss of a woman she’d known nearly her entire life, why was she even fighting?
Bethany looked at the letter on her desk. She should open it. Soon, she promised herself, but not tonight. It would be better when the shock wore off. Maybe tomorrow.
A knock sounded at her door. She stiffened, but relaxed when the voice said, “Beth, you there?”
“Come on in,” she said through her tears. She didn’t mind Jovan seeing her sick and crying. He’d seen her in far worse shape, and had sometimes been the one to clean her up.
He shut the door behind him and stared at her. “Why aren’t you sleeping in your bed?”
“It’s cold,” she said, and it wasn’t a lie.
“Nightmares, huh?”
She sighed and tugged up her feet so he could sit. He sat down and leaned against the shorter arm of the sofa, stretching his legs out and letting his booted heels rest on the floor. 
“They’ll go away,” she said.
“I know,” Jovan said and his voice was so weary. “A couple nights ago, Eve had to slap me awake. I was dreaming about the temple being on fire and I couldn’t get to a room of children. I hate that one.”
Bethany sipped at her mug. The warm liquid sent shivers through her body as it purged the coldness from her bones. “I had the same dream for months. Everyone was standing around me waiting for me to tell them what to do, but I couldn’t remember what they should do. So they all burned in front of me. Every single time I slept, it was the same.”
“Oh, Beth,” Jovan said and she winced at the pity. “No wonder you were drinking so much.”
“I wish there was a way to reach into our memories and yank out the ones that hurt.”
Jovan didn’t reply. He let out a long breath, as though it was too difficult to speak. She understood. She’d never talked to Arrago about the nightmares. They were fortunate enough to have none when they were together, though they’d slept together so little there was hardly an opportunity. But Jovan? Jovan she could talk to.
She also knew he was there to talk about something other than nightmares. “Did you read your letter?”
“Yeah,” he said, and his voice quivered. “Do you know what was in mine?”
“No.”
He exhaled slowly, but it came out ragged. “I don’t think I should have read it.”
“Why?”
He reached into his breast pocket and passed the letter to her. 
Bethany put her mug on the floor and accepted the page. It was just a few lines, unlike Allric’s which had been front and back of small script.
Jovan,
Apexia forgave you as soon as you asked her. I forgave you the moment you confessed to me. It’s time for you to forgive yourself.
Aneese
“Oh, Jovan…”
Jovan closed his eyes and inhaled sharply through his nose, but it did nothing to stop the tears that trickled from the corners of his eyes. He covered his face with his hand and choked back his sobs. 
Bethany pushed back the blankets. “Come here.” She wrapped her arms around him, even as his hands stayed limp on his thighs.
Soon, the wall crumbled and Jovan broke into hiccupping sobs. His embrace crushed her ribs, but she didn’t complain. She held him as tightly as she could and let him weep into her mangled hair like a child. Neither spoke; just their combined weeping broke the silence. They’d seen so much together that they were beyond words. 
“How can I forgive myself? I’ve done so much.”
“I know,” she whispered. “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”
“How do you do it?” Jovan sobbed. “How do you look at me and not see a monster?”
Bethany’s heart shattered and she gripped him so tight her muscles ached. “You are not a monster.”
“I’ve done things.”
“I know what you’ve done. I know it all. Am I a monster for not stopping you? Am I just as guilty for doing the same things? Jovan, this is what we do. We kill and maim and butcher, so people like Lendra and Celeste don’t have to. It is what we are.”
“Sometimes, I hate it,” Jovan said. “It hurts so bad I can’t breathe.”
“I know,” Bethany whispered. “I know.”
Swagger and words were great for intimidating people, but there was always a cost. The ability to sleep soundly. The ability to look in a mirror and not be disgusted by who looked back. The ability to see no atrocities in the darkness.
She wished with all of her heart she could stop the hurt. She would love to stomp on it and make it disappear, but she also wondered if the pain helped keep her from making wrong decisions. Perhaps it was the hurt that made her and Jovan, and those like them, able to be the leaders the world needed them to be.
Several more minutes passed before Jovan’s breathing steadied and he pulled away. He gave Bethany a sheepish smile and wiped his nose on his sleeve. “Thanks. Eve’s out and…I didn’t want to be alone. I wanted to be with fam—”
“If you make me cry again, I will cut you.”
He reached up and touched her face. “You know I love you, right?”
Tears fell from her eyes. “You ass.” Bethany pulled one of the pillows out from under her and hit him with it. 
He balled up the pillow and shoved it under his head. Then, he wriggled until he could rest his head on the chaise’s arm, but still meet Bethany’s gaze. “It is nice to talk to someone who understands. It hurts to talk about it all, but it hurts not to talk about. Makes no sense.”
“Yes it does. It’s like tangled hair. You have to pull the knot through. It hurts, but it’s better than leaving the tangle there.”
Jovan smiled. “That almost made sense.”
“I know. I impressed myself with that one. Are you going to be all right?”
He shrugged. “Eventually. You?”
“Eventually.”
“Bethany?”
“Hmm?”
“Why do you sleep on this thing?”
“It’s warmer.”
“Hmm. I don’t believe you.”
She reached down and picked up her mug. The broth was cool enough now to guzzle, which she did. She fetched herself another one, sans alcohol this time. “Want some?”
“No, thanks. One of us smelling like ass is enough.”
Bethany leaned back with her newly-filled mug, reveling in the simple pleasure of the heat. It had been a cold winter, which had lingered. Castle Gree was warmer than the tents she’d slept in for the march north. Arrago had made a big fuss about giving her an apartment in the administrative wing with the others. She’d refused. Her office was cozy, with its own unique charm. It made her feel safe in front of the fire.
“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”
She hadn’t told anyone. The servants never said anything and most people didn’t bother her once it was dark outside. A few servants did sneak in during the wee hours to light her fire, especially lately, so it wasn’t a secret. She wasn’t hiding it, necessarily, but she also wasn’t interested in advertising it. 
“I think I want to tell someone,” she said. “Maybe it’ll make it go away. I keep dreaming about that first night when we rescued Drea from that slaver’s pit. I barely remember any of that night. I was half dead by the time we got to the safe house. You know what I remember, though?”
“What?”
“The bed. It was lumpy and the straw was old and musty. The bedposts creaked whenever the healers sat down.” She tipped her head toward her bedroom door. “And that stupid bed in there creaks the same way. And the straw smells the same. Every time I lie on it, I see Drea’s limp body covered in blood. I remember the slash across my back and how tight you’d tied the bandage. And I…” Her voice quivered. “I see all of the corpses I’d killed. I remember the squelching of parts under my feet. My stomach churning as I slipped on brains and blood…and…” 
She heaved as the gruesome images flashed across her memory. Jovan grabbed the chamber pot just in time for her to vomit back up the broth she’d been drinking. 
“I can’t…breathe…” she choked out, as she coughed until she vomited again. 
Jovan held the pot with one hand and wrapped his arm tightly around her. “It’s okay. I’m here. You’re not alone.”
Bethany sucked in a breath as her heart raced. She put a trembling hand to her chest. She closed her eyes, but could only see the blood. She’d slaughtered them, with Kiner and Jovan by her side. Blood everywhere. All of her clothes had to be burned that night because there was just too much blood. So much blood. 
“Bethany, deep breath,” Jovan commanded. “You have to breathe.”
She squeezed her eyes shut, desperate to push the images away. 
“Breathe. Just breathe.”
A minute or two passed before her heart settled enough to convince her she wasn’t dying. She closed her eyes and finally found the strength to replace the image of the bodies with a memory—of walking through tall wildflowers and grass. She ran her hand along the tops of the plants, sending bugs and butterflies floating away.
“Sorry,” she whispered. She mopped up the sweat on her brow with the edge of her blanket. 
“It’s fine,” he said. He seemed to evaluate her before deciding to relax. “That was the first time you’ve ever told anyone about that night, isn’t it?”
Bethany gulped and nodded. Her mouth tasted disgusting. She stood up and poured some water into a glass. She swigged it around her mouth and spat it into the fire, which hissed in protest. “Maybe I should ask the chambermaid for a new bed. Celeste probably has a dozen in her suites.”
Jovan smiled. 
“Thanks.”
He shrugged. “Grief does stupid shit to our heads, doesn’t it?”
Bethany crawled back under the blankets. “I honestly don’t know which is worse right now.” 
“What do you mean?”
“The grief or this fucking cough that won’t go away. I hate being sick.”
He laughed. “I thought you said you weren’t sick.”
That made her snort. “Lady Champion Bethany can lie to her superiors. Jovan’s little sister can tell him the truth.”
Jovan threw back his head, smiling. “You haven’t called yourself that since you were a little girl.”
Bethany chuckled as a weight lifted from her shoulders. It was good to laugh. “Doesn’t make it any less true.”
He kicked her playfully in the leg with a booted foot.
“Hey! You came here for my company. What’s with making me talk about my feelings? That’s not how this consoling thing works.”
He shrugged. “We don’t get many of these quiet moments. I think Aneese said what she said because she knew I’d talk to you.”
“She could be such a manipulative hag, couldn’t she?”
“She was the master of passive-aggressive,” Jovan said with equal parts disgust and respect. After a moment, he added, “You need to talk about…this stuff. You know?”
“I know.”
“Eve and I talk about this shit. It always helps.”
“Jovan, I know,” Bethany said with emphasis. “I just don’t have anyone to talk with.”
“What am I?”
It was her turn to kick him. “You know what I mean.”
“Yeah. I do. You should talk to him.”
Bethany made a disgusted sound. “Why does everyone want to me to talk to Arrago? There’s nothing there but more hurt.”
“What do you mean?”
“Jovan, he’s married. Not that it seems to stop Celeste.” She relayed her earlier encounter with Celeste, and Jovan whistled. 
“That’s a tough woman right there. She’s right, though. There’s nothing stopping you and Arrago from—”
“Jovan, I can’t—not when he’s with her too. I have lines I won’t cross and that’s one of them.”
“Wait. Bethany? Tell me you don’t think her and Arrago…? Bethany, Bethany, use your brain. That’s Edmund’s child, you know that. You must know that.”
“For pity’s sake, Jovan, keep your voice down when you say that stuff. Of course I know. Or at least I’m pretty sure. But, well, they’re married and…” She groaned. “I really don’t want to talk about this.”
“You should. I have significantly more experience in this area.”
“You really don’t.”
Jovan glared at her. “I really do.”
“No you don’t.” 
“I’m a man-whore, Bethany. I need you to say it.”
“Not a chance. I know it’s not true. A terrible, terrible flirt, but nothing more.”
“That is a lie.”
“I know the number of women you’ve actually slept with.” She grinned at his annoyed expression. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone.”
“I hate you.”
“Love you, too, darling.”
After a few minutes, Jovan asked, “Why haven’t you read your letter yet?”
“I’m not ready.”
“What do you think it’ll say?”
She shrugged. “At first I was afraid her last words to me would be endless nagging about how I should be behaving. But now I’m afraid she’ll say kind things. I’m not ready for kind words from Aneese.”
“I know what you mean. That letter slapped me across the face.”
She sipped at her water. “The maids bring me extra firewood these days. I can keep this roaring all night long. Want to stay?”
“I’d like that very much.”
“So would I.” 


CHAPTER 5
The Present
 
“Majesty, can I not persuade you to stay?” Lord Stanley pleaded as he walked alongside Arrago.
It was one in the morning and Arrago was organizing the final details before he left for the northern front. This was it. He’d come back or he wouldn’t. And if he didn’t, by Apexia’s holy name, things would be run the way he wished them to be.
“What kind of king would I be if I stayed while others fought my war?”
Stanley sighed. “A living king, Majesty.”
Arrago gave him an amused look and they continued down the corridor. Arrago kept his pace brisk, but did not walk as fast as he could, for the old man's sake. “Lord Stanley, I’m surprised at you. I thought you’d be happy to have a real king on the throne.”
“It takes more than royal blood to make a real king,” Stanley said very quietly. Then he added, “Majesty.”
Arrago snickered. “I believe you are warming up to me, Stanley.”
“This is the age of miracles.” 
Arrago smiled. “That’s a very good point. Now, remember, I do not want anyone untrustworthy packing Celeste’s personal belongings. I want them treated with great care and I want the trunks locked and stored in a secure room. I don’t want anyone digging through her personal diaries or letters.”
They dodged several recruits rushing through the hallway, shouting that they were late. They didn’t notice Arrago and he laughed as they practically pushed him out of their way. Lord Stanley scowled, making him laugh harder.
“Majesty, I don’t know how you stand it! It’s offensive. They show no respect.” 
“They’re young, Lord Stanley. They care about nothing but themselves. Surely you remember feeling like that.”
“I was never that foolish,” he said stiffly. “And I don’t believe you ever were, Majesty.”
“Stanley, I started a civil war.”
Stanley considered that for a moment. “A very good point, Majesty. Now, as for the Queen’s personal effects. I will oversee the packing of them myself. Rest assured, Majesty, I will treat the late Queen’s belongings as though they were the Gentle Goddess’s.”
“Thank you, I appreciate it.”
“Do you wish her gowns to be packed away?”
“For now. I’ll eventually sort through it all. Is that okay?”
“Of course, Majesty. I believe the small prayer room in the Queen’s suites will be the best location for now. The room is secure and I will ensure it stays locked.”
“Thank you. If there’s time, have my things moved into the royal suite. Now that Celeste is gone, I probably should live more like a king.”
“You have very few belongings, Majesty. I’m sure we can move your trunk while you’re away.”
Arrago smiled. “Thank you.”
“I had great respect and admiration for Queen Celeste,” Lord Stanley ventured. “I have many fond memories of her as a child. Her Grace, as she was then, would run through the hallways shrieking like a barnyard animal.” He smiled. “Her mother would have been so proud to know she’d married a king and given Taftlin a son.”
Arrago didn’t respond. Celeste had long accepted her position as the breeder of heirs, though he’d never quite come around to the notion. 
He adjusted his cloak and his sword belt as he walked through the bustling corridors. It had been months since he’d worn a sword, yet it felt right somehow being back on his hip. The cloak was new—it had been King Richard’s. Deep blue velvet trimmed with sable. Underneath, it was lined with yet more blue velvet. 
The sword was old. He’d liberated Taftlin from a tyrant with it. The castle’s blacksmith had sharpened the weapon and repaired the hilt. It felt good against his thigh. 
“King Daniel requested I burn all of his father’s clothes. I’m pleased I never got around to clearing out all Castle Gree’s storerooms. That cloak suits you well.”
“I need this war to end so I can go digging through all of my closets. I’ve not even gone through everything at Gree. And how many other castles do I have? I don’t think I’ve ever asked.”
“Majesty, nine castles, two towers, five palaces, and seven country estates. That doesn’t count the Queen’s property and her money, which all transfers to you, of course.”
Arrago stopped walking and stared agape at Stanley’s back.
The old man turned and said, “You are a king, and you did marry the niece of a king. We might be bankrupt, but our royalty does not live like paupers .”
Arrago resumed walking. “Wow. I should probably visit them all.”
“Yes, Majesty. Which is why I don’t want you to run off and get killed.”
“I promise I’ll do all I can to survive.”
Stanley grunted. 
They encountered a group of human militia hauling their gear out of the castle. The soldiers stopped what they were doing and stood at attention as Arrago passed. He made a few general comments, wished luck and good fortune, and they rounded the corner. 
“Wait,” Arrago said.
Stanley sighed, pausing. “We cannot tarry, Majesty. The fleet will not wait for you.”
“They will,” Arrago said.
“But would you wish to be the reason they were delayed?”
He put his hand on the wooden door of Bethany’s office. “Just one moment.”
“As you wish, Majesty.” 
The guard nodded and unlocked the door. Bethany's office was exactly as it had been the day she'd left. Allric had wanted to move Erem into it, but Arrago had refused. He gave Erem his own office. It had been a storage room, but Erem said it was fine; he didn't want to be in Bethany's office in any case. 
Arrago ran his hand along the back of her wooden chair. She’d refused one of the padded chairs from the ballroom; she found them too flashy. She’d hauled this simple wooden chair up from Apexia only knew where and attached a ragged pillow to the seat. 
That was his Bethany. Stubborn as a mule. How he missed her.
Neat stacks of paper were still piled on her desk, though not as many as before. He knew that aides came in occasionally and pulled out items that the Lord Champion could deal with. So the dwindling piles were almost all personal letters. Eventually, someone would need to sit down and reply to all of them to say Lady Bethany was missing and presumed dead.
He inhaled sharply. This was not the time. She could still be alive. He hadn’t lost all hope. Just…most of it. 
At first he’d been so angry at Allric for promoting Erem, but he didn’t blame him now. It had to be done. The world needed a champion. Bethany had been grooming him. It was logical that he’d step into her very large boots.
Sitting in the middle of the desk, where she’d left it, was the still-unopened letter from Mother Aneese. If he returned from this and Bethany didn’t, maybe he’d read it. Just so the old woman’s words didn’t go unheard.
“Majesty,” Lord Stanley said. “There is still much to go over, and you are leaving in a matter of hours.”
Arrangements for Henry had been made. If Arrago fell in battle, Henry was to be named king. Edmund was to be appointed regent. Celeste’s aunt and cousin, the Dowager Duchess and the current Duchess, were to be appointed guardians of Prince Henry. They were to be entrusted with his upbringing, with the strict understanding that Prince Henry was to be given an elven and a Taftlin education. 
If he and Edmund both fell, there was a letter to be delivered to the Dowager Duchess. It would explain the true circumstances of Prince Henry’s bloodline. Henry had old noble blood—from his mother and his father. That knowledge would secure Henry’s throne far more than any relationship to Arrago.
“Majesty?”
This might be the last time he stood in this place. He pulled a sealed letter out of his cloak’s inner pocket. He placed it carefully in the middle of the desk. It had his royal seal on it, and in his own flourishing hand: BETHANY. He had wept earlier today as he wrote what was probably his last words to her. He didn’t believe Bethany would ever read them, and yet he wrote them. Just in case. 
He put his hand on the letter and closed his eyes. “Gentle Goddess on the wind,” he whispered. “If you still care, if you are still there, please bring her back to us. Whatever the price, I will pay it and pay it gladly. Just let her come back.”
Arrago straightened his shoulders. He had a war to win. He turned and walked out of the office. “Lord Stanley, is my carriage waiting outside?”
“Yes, Majesty.”
“Good. Accompany me.”
“I would be honoured, Majesty.” Stanley hesitated. “There is one slight problem with the carriage.”
Arrago stopped walking and sighed. “It’s the ugly white one, isn’t it?”
Stanley grinned. “Shall I sell it while you’re away?”
“I beg you.”
“I shall add it to the list.” He considered. “There is a rather hideous, plain brown one at Castle Hardriver. Would you like me to send for that while you are away?”
“Stanley, if you can find me a nice, plain, simple carriage, I will give you one of my houses.”


CHAPTER 6
The Past
 
Bethany sat in Allric’s office as he and Jovan stared at her in weary acceptance. Allric didn’t have a combo office and bedroom like she’d been assigned, as he had proper apartments, as a family man. Bethany was thankful to be far away from Wyllow right now because the shock of Allric’s elopement and child was probably causing mass seizures. Allric had polluted the precious elven bloodline. Oh, the horror of it.
It made her giddy.
“Beth, are you sure this is what you want?” Jovan asked. 
“Yes,” she said for the tenth time at least. “I wish to be given a field command.”
“But that would be a demotion.”
“Why do you want this?” Allric asked. “Your invasion was smooth, all things considered. You had significant challenges and you adapted. You survived, which is more than someone like Jud would have done. You saved civilians. You took down the main barrier around Taftlin.”
“I actually didn’t do that last one by myself. The other stuff, well, I had help.”
Allric leaned back in his chair. “Nevertheless, you accomplished your objectives. I do not understand why you want to give up everything you have worked for. A field position is, well, Bethany, it is a training ground to see which knights have what it takes to eventually move into the inner circle. You have already proved yourself countless times. Why step back?”
“Has something happened we don’t know about?” Jovan lowered his voice. “Is it the nightmares?”
Bethany gritted her teeth at Jovan’s words. “Why don’t you say it a bit louder? I doubt Sarissa heard across the straits.”
“Are you having trouble sleeping?” Allric sounded concerned. “Is that the reason for all of this?”
“No,” Bethany said. At their unconvinced expressions, she said, “I am telling the truth. The nightmares are their own problem, which I’ve already talked to Jovan about.” She glared at him. “In confidence.”
“Sorry, Beth.” 
She sighed. “I explained my reasons to you, Allric, three weeks ago, when I asked to be reassigned.”
“If you were anyone else, I’d give you a couple weeks’ leave and tell you go find a brothel and a bottle.” Allric exhaled and rubbed his brow. “But you’re different. I know the difficulties you have faced to get to this place in your career. I don’t want to see you throw away all your hard work.”
“You don’t know how hard it’s been on me to stay in this position.” Bethany sighed. “Allric, I’m miserable. I hate being Lady Champion.”
“That’s a lie,” Jovan said.
“What I mean is that I hate the actual job. I love what the title means and I’ve lived my life to be everything that Lady Champion stands for. I’ve tried so hard to separate the two, but it’s not possible. I should be leading troops into battle. I shouldn’t be ordering linen for them.”
Jovan huffed out a breath. “Everyone has stuff they don’t want to do.”
“Yes, but I am shit at it. Everyone knows it. I’m a joke.” Bethany clenched her fists. “If I’m completely honest with myself, I have felt this way for years now. It’s why I took on so much training. Apexia’s mercy, I’ve taken guard duty a few times out of sheer boredom. I’m a thug. I’m great at it, but that’s what I am. A weapon. I’m not helping sitting here messing things up.”
Allric stood up and picked up his chair. He walked around his desk to sit next to Bethany and Jovan. “If you want more duty rotations…’
“Allric, this is what I want. I want to be moved to a field command position and have someone promoted to the rank of Lady or Lord Champion. This isn’t a knee-jerk decision. And, no, this isn’t because I’m sick or having nightmares. I love the good I’ve done and I’m proud of what I’ve accomplished. I also know I chose this path for some of the wrong reasons. I had to prove I could do it. I had to…I don’t know…be as human as I could. Or, whatever I am. But I’m not human. And I’m not an elf. I’m not even Elorian—not really. I don’t need to pretend I’m something I’m not. The last few months, I’ve been living as myself.” She drew in a breath. “It’s time I stopped pretending I want to be in charge. I have no patience for the politics. I want to be given orders and follow them. I want to command in the field. I want to train people. I want to protect. That’s all I want to do.”
“You do all that as Lady Champion.”
“I do it because you let me. I also have three times the workload of everyone else because I still have to do the job of Lady Champion.” Bethany shook her head. “I can’t do it anymore. I have nothing left for anyone.”
Allric turned to Jovan and asked, “What do you think?”
“I don’t know. “Even if you retired tomorrow and went off to some convent in the mountains, it wouldn’t matter. You would still be Lady Champion Bethany to people. You can’t just walk away from that.”
“Let us suppose I demote you,” Allric said. “Who would replace you? Don’t you dare suggest Kiner or Eve.”
“Kiner has his own job, which he’s very good at. Eve is a field commander and I know she doesn’t want to give it up. I do think Erem will eventually be ready.”
“Erem’s a good man,” Allric said, “but he’s a decades away.”
She snorted. “You said the same thing about me once.”
“I was right then, too.” Allric sighed. “How about this compromise: Jovan, you give Bethany a monthly field mission—something that will take her a week maximum to do. During that time, Erem will be responsible for Bethany’s work, or he’ll go out into the field with her to train. We can send other knights out as well. You can train them on how to command, on rescue missions…whatever comes up.”
A huge weight lifted off Bethany’s shoulders. “I would love that.”
Jovan made an unconvinced sound. “Have you forgotten how stupid you were on your command training?”
“I remember having a really awful teacher,” Bethany said with a grin. “Wore inappropriately tight pants and a stupid earring.”
“We have lost a lot of knights. The young ones all need training,” Allric said, though he was still wearing a frown. “This would be good practice for Erem, who’s one of the more experienced knights here. It’s not ideal, but…When that barrier comes down…”
“I will be there, at the front,” Bethany said, “leading the charge, behind the two of you. And, I suppose, Arrago, too.” She frowned at that. “I’ll put him in the back. He’s too valuable to be in the front with us.”
Allric sucked in a breath and rubbed at his missing ear tip. Bethany cringed. 
“What?” he asked.
“You’re going to ask me to do something I don’t want to do.”
“I was thinking you might do well to ask Arrago if you can train some men to help reform the royal guard.”
Bethany frowned, but she didn’t refuse. It was a good idea. About five decades ago, she’d helped train the mining colony guards. While it wasn’t the same—those guards had to stop rioting prisoners—there would a fair amount of overlap. “I’ll think about it. Let me get out a few times, get Erem on his feet, and then I’ll talk with Arrago.”
“Really?” Jovan asked.
“I don’t think this is a good time to approach Arrago. Once the baby is born, well, won’t the little one be the future heir? If it’s a boy, I mean. Someone’s going to need to protect him. I could train a few guards. In the meantime, this is the most fortified position in the entire North. No one’s going to hurt Arrago here.”
“Agreed,” Allric said. 
“Thank you, Allric,” Bethany said and meant every word of it. She was going to train again! She couldn’t wipe the smile off her face.
“Do not thank me. Sending the daughter of Apexia to go hunt down bandits in the woods.” He let out a long sigh. “If anything happens to you, they’ll string me up in Wyllow.”
She snorted. “I promise nothing will happen to me.”
****
Arrago sat at his desk and stared at his elderly advisors. Edmund was there, too, though he got the impression Edmund was scared of the three old men. Ledgers and letters were spread out in front of them, as well as several books about Taftlin law. Arrago didn’t understand most of what was in the law books. The language was archaic, as were many of the laws. 
“I want to end slavery in Taftlin,” Arrago repeated again, for the umpteenth time. “Why are you acting like this is impossible?”
“It is impossible, Majesty,” Lord Rutherford said. “Taftlin’s economy is based on slavery.”
Arrago kept his temper in check and recalled the key points Celeste told him to make. They’d spent two days poring over this, hashing out every objection, offering up counterpoints. He wasn’t going to let Rutherford steer this. “I’ve read the taxation ledgers for the last decade. It would hurt us, yes, but I don’t believe it will cripple anyone, except those who rely on it to maintain their estates. Frankly, I don’t care about them.” Arrago raised his chin. “I care about the helpless in Taftlin. I can help the slaves of Taftlin…by making them not slaves anymore.”
Lord Rayner let out a frustrated sigh. “Majesty, see reason. You cannot simply make slavery illegal overnight. You might as well put your own neck in the noose.” 
Arrago glared at Rayner, who raised his hands in peace. 
“I mean no disrespect, Majesty, but my job is to ensure that the King’s head remains on his shoulders and his behind on his throne. That has been my job since King Richard’s father.”
“I do appreciate your counsel.” Arrago looked around his small but cozy office. He’d removed some of the extravagant items, though the paintings remained. They gave the room a sense of history, which Arrago found very comforting. “I know I’m asking a very difficult thing. I don’t expect it to be solved overnight. I simply want to be very clear that from this point forward, every step I take, every law I pass, every thought I have for Taftlin is focused on ending our existence as a slave nation.”
“You are our king,” Edmund said, glaring at the others. “Our job is to ensure that your vision of Taftlin becomes real.”
Rutherford returned Edmund’s glare. “I do not require a lecture from a young upstart whose noble lineage barely extends back to before the formation of his friendship with the King.”
“I don’t need to listen to man whose family’s wealth was built on the backs of human cargo.”
Rutherford scoffed. “Do not let your friendship with the King cloud your judgment. I’ve seen many friends of kings come and go.”
Edmund attempted another retort, but his words died as a coughing fit overtook him. Arrago winced at the sounds coming from Edmund’s lungs. Stanley passed Edmund his own wine glass, which he’d not drunk from. Edmund drank most of it before the coughing died down. “Thank you, my Lord.”
“You have it too, I see,” Stanley said.
“Came on two nights ago. I can’t shake it. I’m hoping it’s just a passing cold.”
“That does not sound like it’s a passing anything,” Rayner said. 
Arrago rubbed his temples in hopes of staving off the mounting headache. At this rate, there would be no one left to fight the war because everyone would be in bed sick with this coughing sickness. “Back to the matter at hand. I’m asking for ways to end slavery in this country. I will not be the king of a slave nation.”
“Then perhaps you should have considered that before you mounted a civil war in a slave nation,” Lord Rutherford said. “Majesty.”
Arrago bit back a harsh reply. “Since I am here now, are you able to provide any useful assistance in this particular issue?”
“Taftlin has always been the centre of trade for the North. We have to stick together,” Rutherford said.
Arrago leaned forward. “To clarify, you’re saying we do nothing because…what? It’s always been that way?”
“We can ill afford strife, Majesty. We’re already at war and our resources are stretched to the brink. We cannot defend ourselves against…against…” Rutherford lowered his voice, “an uprising.”
“Majesty…” Lord Stanley’s expression loudly announced that he was internally rolling his eyes, and that only decades of wisdom and self-control were keeping his face as stoic as it was. “I think what Rutherford is attempting to convey is that—”
Arrago raised a hand. He looked at Rutherford. “My Lord, how many slaves do you own?”
Rutherford bristled and did not answer.
“How many?”
“I do not have the exact numbers…”
Arrago’s tone hardened. “Guess.”
“A few hundred, if you count all of my holdings. It is not illegal.”
Arrago flipped open one of the ledgers. “According to this, eight years ago, you had one thousand and four slaves, and you paid a tax of one sovereign per seventy-five men, and one sovereign per ninety women. Then King Richard did away with the taxation on slaves. Tell me, did you have anything to do with that?”
“I do not need to justify my finances to a man who’s been king for a mere handful of months.”
Lord Stanley inhaled sharply and said, “Rutherford! Check your tone, sir.”
“There’s no cause for a show, Stanley. You have slaves of your own.” 
“I do not. When his Majesty asked me to grant freedom to the slaves at Castle Gree and pay them a year of back wages, I decided to follow my sovereign’s example and did the same.”
“I was unaware his Majesty actually went through with that plan,” Rutherford said. “We cannot even afford our own troops and we’re giving money to these vagrants?”
“Most of these vagrants, as you call them,” Edmund said, “have stayed on at Castle Gree.”
Rayner nodded. “It’s true, though I was surprised. Some even joined the militia. Others have rejoined their families at other royal properties.”
“And some,” Edmund said bitterly, “are using the money Arrago gave them to free their family members from men like you.”
Rutherford glared. “I have done nothing wrong.”
Rayner inhaled, catching the attention of everyone in the room. “I have also followed the King’s example. Though I confess I have yet to release those at my summer retreat in the North. I was hoping to do that in person once his Majesty could do without my guidance. However, I have sent word to compensate them for their work, as his Majesty has done.”
Rayner looked pointedly at Edmund, as if waiting for Edmund to declare how he’d also freed his slaves like a good Taftlin boy. 
For Edmund’s part, he raised his hands and said, “Don’t look at me. My father was an abolitionist. My family’s been fighting Taftlin slavery my entire life.”
“That explains your father’s low position at court,” Rutherford spat.
“Do not disrespect his memory, old man.”
“Gentlemen,” Arrago said. He didn’t have to shout or swear. He was the King. His word was law. Hmm. His word was law. Celeste kept telling him that he had to stop asking for permission from his advisors. They were there to guide him, not lead him. There were certain laws that the Council of Lords voted on, but those typically dealt with the Council itself. He’d not even called for a formal meeting of the Council of Lords yet, using the war as justification. 
Edmund had detailed all of the arguments his father had made for ending the trade, as well as methods to reduce the impact on the nobility. Arrago didn’t care two straws of hay about the nobility, but Celeste had warned him that he needed them on his side. He was an imposter in their eyes. He couldn’t push them too far, or else his fate would be like Daniel’s. He couldn’t do good if his head was on a pike outside The King’s Palace. 
He also knew this wasn’t an easy road. Letting things carry on was the path of least resistance. But he was given this duty by the Gentle Goddess and he would be failing her if he sat back and watched the suffering of Her people. What’s more, he’d be profiting from the sale of flesh and blood, and he was certain Apexia did not put him on the throne to be a slaver. No, he must follow his conscience and the will of the Gentle Goddess, no matter the personal cost.
And the first step to achieving that goal would be to surround himself with advisors who were supportive of his vision. 
Arrago stood. The others jumped to their feet a moment later. He raised his chin. “Lord Rutherford, thank you for your many years of service to the Taftlin crown.”
“Majesty?” Rutherford said, confused.
“Lord Stanley, do I have a smaller estate or some property near where Lord Rutherford’s own seat of power is located?” Arrago asked.
“Um, yes, Majesty. You have…well, I’d have to look to be sure, but I’m certain you have a small summer house in the area, with some two thousand or so acres of land.”
“Then, at your leisure, please give Lord Rutherford one of my smaller estates. And kindly give him half of the lands associated with the property so that Lord Rutherford may retire comfortably without the worry of me coming for his slaves.”
Lord Rutherford stared at Arrago in wide-eyed shock. His face turned purple as he held back whatever comment was on his tongue.
“Lord Rayner.”
“Yes, Majesty?” the other elderly man replied, looking as surprised as Stanley.
“You know the nobility better than I. Please recommend three candidates amongst the peerage to take over Lord Rutherford’s duties. I’ll meet with them as soon as you can arrange it.”
“Of course, Majesty.”
“You are dismissing me?” Lord Rutherford demanded. “Me?”
Arrago kept his voice even, though his hands were shaking. He folded them behind his back, so the men in the room wouldn’t see his nerves as a weakness. “I am dismissing you. Also, I am rewarding you for your many years of service. Thank you, Lord Rutherford, for your commitment and dedication to the Taftlin throne. May your twilight years be comfortable.” Arrago raised his voice to shout for assistance from the guard outside his door.
“Majesty?” The human guard answered. 
“Please ensure Lord Rutherford is assisted in every way possible as he departs for his estate. And please let the stables know his Lordship will be in need of my personal carriage. I want him travelling in the best fashion.”
Lord Rutherford stood and gave Arrago a seething glare. He inclined his head stiffly and marched out of the room.
After the door was shut, Edmund said, “That was unexpected.”
“I will not have anyone advising me who does not share my hopes and dreams for Taftlin. Am I clear?”
“Very,” Edmund said. 
“Completely,” Stanley said.
“Understood,” Rayner said. “Though, next time, Majesty, would you consider running your decisions by one of us?”
Arrago smiled. “I ran it by the Queen.”
Rayner bowed. “Of course. Her Majesty, as ever, has a keen sense for politics. It is a shame she is not a man.”
“Don’t let her hear you say that,” Arrago said. “Now, in addition to finding a replacement for Lord Rutherford, I would like a committee of three women established to consult with Celeste and myself.”
“Women, my Lord?” Rayner asked.
“You do know what a woman is?”
Edmund poorly stifled his snicker, which led to another coughing fit.
“Yes, Majesty, I am dimly aware of what a woman is. I’m merely confused as to why you would want a committee of them.”
As Arrago was about to explain his intention for Celeste to have a more pronounced role in rule, the door swung open.
“Amber! What’s the matter?”
“Arrago, you must hurry.” She glanced at Edmund. “The Queen is in labour and…you must hurry.”


CHAPTER 7
The Past
 
The royal apartments consisted of several interconnected rooms. The stone balcony Bethany was currently loitering on—along with Arrago, Jovan, and Edmund—was connected to the personal drawing room where Celeste normally entertained her guests. It had been too cold all winter to be out here—for a while the doors had iced over—but now the late spring thaw let them use the additional space.
Bethany was glad of it. It was a fine day, and the wind wasn’t cold. Inside, the fires were roaring and even Bethany was overheating. She could only imagine how uncomfortably warm Celeste must be while she laboured, but apparently it was bad for women to give birth in cold rooms. And what did she know about midwifery? 
Arrago paced back and forth across the balcony, boots scuffing against stone. At times he’d mutter to himself, sigh, and go back to pacing. Ten hours and no real progress. If Celeste didn’t have this baby soon, Arrago was going to wear a hole through the stonework.
“If you don’t stop pacing, I am going to tie you to a rock,” Bethany scolded. “Majesty.”
King Arrago whirled on her. “I’ll stop when this is over!” 
She shrugged and turned her gaze back out to the settlement of soldiers down by the shore. The tide was coming in and waves crashed against the cliff face. The wind was pervasive, but not dangerously strong, and it would help melt the ice and move the icebergs away.
For all of her complaints about this country, Bethany secretly loved the icebergs. She couldn’t see one now, but there’d been one in the straits two weeks ago. It was amazing. Icebergs were gorgeous, majestic creations. Each its own unique sculpture. Edmund had told her that the one she saw wasn’t even a true iceberg—not by local standards—and that Sir Eli, Edmund’s father, had once taken his family out on the ocean to see a real one. It was fashionable for the nobility to do it at least once in their life. Edmund said the iceberg they saw was so huge it took two hours of sailing to see both ends.
She’d love to see one that huge.
Arrago collapsed in a wooden chair. “Why is it taking so long? Shouldn’t the baby just come out?”
“No amount of complaining will make the birthing process faster,” Bethany answered calmly.
Arrago scoffed. “What do you know about birthing?”
“Absolutely nothing, Majesty,” Bethany admitted with a smile. “And neither do you.”
Arrago glared for a beat, but then chuckled. “Fair enough. I’m worried, nothing more.”
“I know.”
Edmund stood near the entrance and, though wrapped in a blanket, began coughing. Bethany looked over at him worriedly. He looked miserable. 
Jovan walked across the balcony to smacked Edmund’s back. “Go inside where it’s warm.”
“It’s too warm,” Edmund complained. “It was making me sweat.”
“Out here is making you bark like a seal,” Jovan replied.
Arrago said, “Come on. I’ll come inside with you. Let’s find you some wine or broth or something.”
Bethany and Jovan shared a glance, but they dutifully followed the friends inside. Bethany closed the wooden doors, followed by the no doubt hideously expensive inner stained glass doors inside a wooden frame. Which was why there were outer doors: to protect the showy, expensive inner glass.
Edmund grumped and complained, but he soon collapsed in the chair furthest from the fireplace. Arrago picked up one of the blankets that the maids had piled near the stone hearth and threw it over Edmund’s already blanketed shoulders, while Jovan poured Edmund a glass of wine. Edmund tried to say his thanks, but another coughing fit overtook him. 
Bethany knew exactly how he felt. Her ribs ached from coughing, and she was only suffering at night and first thing in the morning.
Allric and Erem walked into the drawing room. Erem headed over to the sideboard and began filling up a plate with food. Allric approached Arrago and asked for news.
“Nothing since your last visit,” Arrago said. “What’s it been?”
“Three hours,” Bethany said with a dramatic sigh. She glanced up at the clock. “She’s been in there ten hours now. How long does this take?”
Allric chuckled. “Bethany, it’s her first. She might be in there a couple of days.”
Bethany made a horrified sound. “Remind me never to have children.” Arrago looked up at her and gave her a sad, weary smile. She returned it. “You’d think we would have figured out a better way of having babies by now.”
“I’m sure women everywhere would agree.” Allric sat down in one of the plush chairs next to Edmund. “How are you holding up, Sir Edmund?”
Edmund tried to speak, but was interrupted by more coughing. He grimaced and said, “Miserable.”
“Never mind childbirth. I wish we could rid our soldiers of this illness. We’re losing more to coughing than Magic at the moment.”
“Say, Bethany?” Erem asked, “This food’s for everyone, right?”
She stared at Erem blankly. He held a large plate, piled high with bread, jams, fruit preserves, boiled vegetables, and boiled salt fish. “How mannerly of you to ask.”
“Of course the food is for everyone,” Arrago said. He glanced at Bethany and said, “She was the one to ask the servants to bring it up.”
“I figured we’d miss dinner, but I wasn’t expecting to miss days of meals,” Bethany complained, though she smiled.
“Is Celeste still doing well?” Allric asked. 
“Last we heard there was some concern about hemorrhaging, but…” Bethany glanced at Edmund and lowered her voice, “They have three healers in there, plus a midwife and her assistants. Eve and Amber are both with her, too, at Celeste’s request. All we can do now is wait.”
“She’s a strong woman,” Jovan said. He clamped Edmund on the shoulder. “Right, Arrago?”
“Right,” Arrago whispered. “I’m worried.” His voice trailed off. “I’m worried.”
Somewhere further back in the royal suites, a woman wailed in unabashed agony. Bethany cringed. She didn’t want to be here at all, but Edmund had asked her to come. She couldn’t very well say no. There had been an endless stream of people in and out of the suites, none of them familiar. They weren’t for Celeste’s benefit, either. They were there for the glory of nobility or some such stupidity. Celeste’s aunt, the Dowager Duchess Arsenia was too elderly to come, and Celeste’s cousin, Cassandra, the current Duchess of Arsenia had already written to say she was with child and afraid to risk the trip.
All of that meant poor Celeste was beset by strangers. That’s why Bethany was still there, waiting: she didn’t like the idea of strangers intruding on her friend. 
That thought had given her pause. But, yes, she did think of Celeste Clover, Queen of Taftlin and wife of Arrago, as her friend. They’d all been through too much during the last year not to have developed something resembling friendship, or at least mutual respect. She had the utmost respect for Celeste. She was a strong, able woman who used words and privilege as skillfully as Bethany used swords. Celeste’s commands could cut ice at times. Her word was law and she never had to raise her voice; a mere look of disapproval was all she needed to get her point across. Bethany envied that.
“At least we know two of the women in there with Celeste,” she said. Bethany glanced at Arrago, whose eyes were pressed tightly shut. 
“That’s something,” he said.
“Celeste didn’t want to be alone,” Edmund said. “That’s what she told me a couple days ago. She’d already asked Amber to be at the birthing.”
“She was lucky Eve was around,” Erem said, running his last piece of bread across his plate to wipe it clean.
“Eve didn’t say anything to me,” Jovan said. “I had no idea the Queen wanted her in there.”
“Celeste hadn’t planned that,” Edmund said. “But once she started, I think she wanted any woman she knew and trusted. And Eve was willing.”
“Eve’s great like that,” Jovan said, with a measure of pride in his voice. “It’s why I won’t marry her.”
Allric roared with laughter. “She won’t have you, and you know it.”
“I’m not ready to settle down,” Jovan said, rather defensively.
“Have you even asked Eve yet?” Bethany asked.
“No, because I’m not ready to.”
“Hmm,” Allric said. “You should ask her. You’ve already angered all of Wyllow with your antics. You might as well get married to a Rygent woman. I highly recommend it.”
“Perhaps I should marry a Rygent woman, too,” Bethany said. “They do seem all the rage these days.”
Arrago rolled his eyes. “No woman would ever have you.”
“Too bad,” Bethany said. “I could use a wife. They seem so handy.”
“You are impossible,” Allric said. “Don’t let Amber hear you say things like that.”
“Or the Queen,” Edmund added.
“So how does all this work?” Bethany asked. “I don’t mean to be insensitive, but do we just wait here?”
Another cry pierced the air. Celeste let out a shriek that sounded as though her limbs were being torn from her body. Bethany winced. Edmund stood up, but Allric put his hand on Edmund’s shoulder and forcefully pushed him back down into his chair. “Let the women handle this. They’ll call us if they need us.”
“If the women are handling it,” Edmund spat, “then why isn’t Bethany in there?”
“Why do you want her in there?” Arrago asked.
“Because she’d actually come out and tell us the gory details. Then I’d know what the fuck was going on,” Edmund snapped.
“I’m not going anywhere near that scene,” Bethany said. “Give me corpses with their brains splattered any day.”
“You are such a child,” Allric said. “I was with Amber when she laboured. It wasn’t that bad.”
Bethany shuddered. “Amber told me, and it sounded like a nightmare. No thank you.”
They bantered back and forth for another hour and Celeste’s true friends held the vigil as she laboured in the room beyond. Lendra came in, as did Kiner. Allric eventually left to go back to his apartment to look after baby Opal while her nurse got some sleep. He promised to be back in the morning.
Maids came in and out, delivering firewood, food, blankets, wine, and whatever else was needed. A few members of the Taftlin clergy arrived, but Arrago refused to let them into Celeste’s bedroom. He said he’d call if they were needed.
A few members of the peerage arrived, who scoffed at the scene in the Queen’s drawing room. There were even occasional mutterings about the “vulgar” and “disgraceful” display of men and women resting on furniture like common vagrants. 
A minor army of chambermaids brought pillows and even more blankets once the clocks struck midnight. Edmund was already fast asleep in his chair, the wine having quelled his cough. Lendra had arrived sometime during the evening and was asleep stretched across one of the sofas. Erem was asleep on the floor nearest Lendra and one of the maids covered both of them with a mountain of patchwork blankets.
Bethany’s cough was just starting, so one of the older maids brought her a mug of broth spiked with whisky. Bethany thanked her and sipped at the steaming liquid. 
“Should I ask the kitchen to bring up a pot of broth for in front of the fire?” 
Bethany smiled at the maid. “That would be lovely.”
“Bring up a bottle of whisky when you come, too,” Arrago said.
“Yes, Majesty. At once.”
“You don’t need to rush,” Arrago said, but the maid was already off to meet her sovereign’s needs. 
“When you tell them not to rush, they just hurry more,” Bethany said.
Arrago heaved a depressed sigh. “I know.”
“Maybe you need to think of it as a compliment. They know you truly mean not to hurry, which makes them want to hurry because you’re being so nice to them.”
****
“That is some twisted logic,” Arrago said. He looked around the drawing room. All of the chairs were taken, as well as the sofas. “I should’ve asked the footmen to bring more sofas.”
Bethany smiled. “Oh, I’m sure Erem’s not sorry to be sleeping next to my sister, floor or not.”
Arrago turned away from Bethany under the guise of observing the young pair. If Bethany saw his face, he was certain she’d be demanding everything he knew. “You think? I thought Lendra was sweet on Kiner.”
“You know what girls are like at that age.”
“She’s like eighty,” Arrago said, grinning. 
“She’s Elorian, though. She’s like…sixteen. Well, maybe a bit older.”
“I wish there was a chart. Elven to human.”
Bethany chuckled. “It would clear up a lot of issues. But seriously, you don’t think there’s something going on between them?”
Arrago already knew that Erem had asked Celeste if he could remove a few flowers from the hothouse. Celeste didn’t think anything of it, until she noticed white lilies outside Lendra’s apartments. She mentioned it to Arrago, legitimately concerned that Bethany might lose her mind if she found out.
“He’s just protective of her.”
An unconvinced grunt escaped Bethany.
Arrago had approached Erem and told him he knew everything. Erem begged that Bethany not find out. It was interesting that he was more afraid of Bethany finding out than Lendra. But Arrago promised not to tell anyone and, if pressed, Erem would say he was doing it because Celeste had told him they were Lendra’s favourite flowers.
“I asked one of the chambermaids and she said she’d heard the flowers were from you.”
Arrago smiled. “They might be. I told the housekeeper to cut some of the hothouse flowers for around the castle. It’s so bleak here.”
“Aren’t you adorable?” Bethany said, sarcasm dripping from her words like fine whisky. “I could eat you right up.”
Dark thoughts filled Arrago’s mind, memories of things he should not recall in polite company. His eyes met hers, and for a moment her gaze turned as hungry as he felt. But the cries of pain from the back room broke the moment and Arrago looked away, crestfallen and shamed. 
Some of the others stirred at the sound, though Edmund continued snoring gently in his chair. The poor man was exhausted. Arrago had tried to get him to go back to his room for some decent sleep, but he’d refused to leave. Arrago didn’t press the issue; if their positions were reversed, he wouldn’t want to leave Bethany’s side.
If the baby was healthy, Arrago planned to send Celeste away. And he’d send Edmund away, too, to be her ‘protector’. The baby was all that mattered, because if he was a boy, that meant an heir. With an heir, they could all do whatever they wanted without judgment, since he and Celeste had done their duty. If it was a girl, that would complicate matters, but Arrago was confident they could figure something out.
Arrago snorted. He hadn’t even touched his own wife. They had tried to be affectionate in the first days, grasping at the hope that they could continue the farce. There was no chemistry between them. They’d tried, but always stopped because neither was interested. Celeste said they could try again once the baby had arrived, and maybe they could keep trying, but he didn’t want to. He told her to be happy with Edmund. Somehow, they would all figure it out.
So, instead, of gaining a lover, Arrago had gained a friend. It had surprised him how they’d become great, fast friends. He’d fallen in love with Celeste, but not as a wife. Instead, he loved her as a woman he admired. She filled the hole where his friendship with Bethany had been and, while she could never supplant Bethany, she could be a warm comfort in front of the fire as they talked politics and books. 
“She’s going to be okay.”
He hadn’t realized Bethany was sitting next to him on the floor. His face was wet from the tears he hadn’t realized he’d shed.
“That wasn’t what I was thinking,” he whispered. “Not exactly.”
She patted his shoulder and pushed herself up. She pulled the blankets off the sofa and put them down in front of the fire. “Take the sofa.”
“I can’t have you sleeping on the floor.”
“Majesty, get your ass on that sofa and get some sleep.” She wriggled around until her blankets were organized in the very particular way she liked them. She slapped her pillow three times and wedged most of it under the base of her neck. She let out her contented sigh, and Arrago smiled.
Apexia’s mercy, this night was going to kill him.
****
Bethany woke to the sound of quiet whispers. She was surprised to discover it wasn’t daylight, though the first glow of dawn filtered through the windows. The fireplace roared once more, so the chambermaids had been in to stoke the fire. She yawned and stretched out the aches of sleeping on the floor. She was impossibly warm and cozy, a rare sensation since she’d arrived in Taftlin.
“How long was I out?”
“It’s seven,” Kiner said in between spoons of lumpy porridge. “The kitchen sent up breakfast. They put raisins and nuts in the porridge.”
“Oh, nice,” Bethany said and pushed herself up from the floor. Everything ached, and she let out several rib-shaking coughs. “No news?”
“Nothing’s changed.” 
“They even poured molasses on top of it. Oh, how lovely” she said, filling the hollow of her plate with the lumpy, gooey mixture. “Where is everyone? Any word?”
“Nothing new. I sent the others to get some food and stretch their legs. I said I’d send for them if anything changed.” He motioned at the porridge. “And had this brought up for us.”
She smiled and said, “Thank you so much. This is perfect.”
“I told the maid exactly how you liked it.”
She rolled her eyes. “One of these days you’re going to have to stop this farce of pretending to be in love with me.”
“Why? Am I wearing you down?”
“Kiner, I might even start believing it.” Bethany shoved another spoonful of deliciousness into her mouth. “Oh, I love thick porridge with loads of shit in it. If there’s no word, how did you convince Edmund to leave?”
“I didn’t. The midwife came out about an hour ago and yelled at him. He’d been coughing up a storm, and she said it was upsetting Celeste. Then she slipped laudanum in his broth while they were arguing and he’s probably passed out in Lendra’s drawing room right now.”
“Why wouldn’t he go back to his own room?”
“He wanted to be nearby.” Kiner shrugged. “The midwife said Celeste was trying to get a little sleep, so him coughing wasn’t helping.”
“It hadn’t occurred to me that she’d be able to sleep,” Bethany confessed. “I’m worried about Edmund, too. He’s so sick.”
Kiner eyed her. “Because you’re the picture of health?”
They chattered on for a while, talking about the war and if anyone had heard from the scouts sent out through the holes in the boundary, filling the time while they waited for both news and the others to arrive. Finally, Bethany tried to persuade Kiner to find out who’d been sending Lendra white lilies.
“Bethany, I am not spying on your sister.”
“It’s not spying. It’s sisterly concern.” Bethany rolled her eyes. “Okay, I think it’s Erem and I just want to be sure.”
“Why? So you can terrorize him? No.”
“Don’t be foolish. He’s not going to do anything with her. He’s more awkward than you are,” Bethany scoffed.
“Thanks,” Kiner said flatly.
“I just want to drop occasional hints to make him crazy.”
“Why don’t you do that now?”
“Because I don’t know it’s him,” she said and frowned. “It doesn’t matter anymore, I guess, since I’m supposed to be training him. And the flowers stopped a few weeks ago.”
“There you have it. It was probably the maids.”
“Arrago said the same thing.”
“They were probably coming from his hothouse,” Kiner said, a grin stretching across his face. Then Kiner started laughing and said, “Oh, of course! They were coming from his hothouse.”
“What?” Bethany demanded. “You know what’s going on, don’t you?”
“I am not telling you anything,” Kiner said.
Bethany noted the time and was relieved to escape the drawing room for a few hours, especially since it was so quiet with Celeste sleeping. Right now, no news was good news, so she could slip away while she had the opportunity. Besides, the pitter-patter of annoying visitors was soon to begin and Bethany needed a break to ensure she didn’t bite the head off any beloved local priest or noble. 
A local merchant, tasked with selling the King’s spice reserve, had arranged a meeting with her to bulk sell her all the spice they were planning to sell to the army. It was Edmund’s idea, apparently, and the merchant felt that what the King didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.
They negotiated a price and Bethany used her own money, so there was no official record of the purchase for Arrago’s prying eyes to see. After bribing the merchant and including a bribe for the scullery maids assisting him, it had cleaned her out except for a few pennies. 
She was poor. What a novel notion, she thought. 
Of course, she was a resident of Wyllow, which meant she received an annual share from the mining operations on the penal islands with their gold, silver, and gems. She’d be rolling in cash soon enough. She also drew a salary, even if she often used it to buy food and supplies. 
And spices. 
“Lady Bethany, why don’t you want the King to know about this?” the merchant asked. “It would raise your profile amongst the human troops, would it not?”
She laughed as she dumped the handful of coins back into her desk drawer. “I’ll have a servant find me a proper chest and send this over. It’s all in pouches in my drawer here.”
“The proceeds of gambling?”
She laughed even harder. “Some of it, yes; some of it even taken from his Majesty. But, please, don’t let King Arrago know about this.”
“Let him know what, Lady Bethany?”
Bethany looked around the merchant to find Lord Stanley standing in the doorway. Bethany pushed herself to her feet. “Is there news?”
“Nothing yet. The midwives gave her something to help recover her strength, so she’s still resting. “ He walked into the office and closed the door. “Might I assume that a transaction is happening without the King’s consent?”
Bethany cleared her throat. “Lord Stanley, please, have a seat.”
The old man did not sit. He kept his stern gaze on Bethany. “This is Mr. Raymond Blackrock, is it not?”
“Indeed, my lord,” the merchant responded. “Thank you for remembering me.”
“And is he not the merchant Sir Edmund hired to assist with the selling of spices to the soldiers in the encampment?”
Bethany sighed and said, “Lord Stanley, please, if you will allow me to explain—”
“Oh, I don’t need you to explain anything. I came here to ask you to buy all of the spices from Blackrock to save everyone the trouble.”
Bethany threw her head back and laughed. “I see the King’s as stubborn as ever.”
“I hear he’s learnt that from you, my lady,” Stanley said and, though he wasn’t smiling, his voice said he was. “The King will not be happy.”
“This way is faster,” Bethany said. “And I’ve paid full price for the spices, as well as for the maids to distribute them throughout the camp cooks. There’s not enough to go around for more than a taste, but it’ll cheer up a lot of elves who are missing the taste of home.”
“Who is that tall, skinny elf I see around the ambassador a lot?” Stanley asked. “The really pale one.”
Bethany laughed. “Lord Erem.”
“I will speak to Lord Erem and ask if he will take credit for the spices. Would that work?”
The merchant shrugged. “I don’t care. I’ve been paid.”
“Sure, if you think that’s best,” Bethany said.
“I think the King will eventually become suspicious. If it comes up, I will say that this Lord Erem did it on the behest of the ambassador. I’ll concoct something believable.” Stanley waved a hand. “The King has enough on his mind right now. He should not be worrying about this.”
“I am in complete agreement, Lord Stanley,” Bethany said sincerely. 
“Well,” Blackrock said, standing. “Lady Bethany, I have not done much business with elves or women, but you are indeed an excellent businesswoman. I look forward to working with you in the future.”
Bethany gave a slight incline of her head. 
When the merchant had left, she turned to Stanley. “Next time, just come to me. If I can help, I will.”
Stanley motioned at the chair vacated by Blackrock and Bethany nodded. They both sat down. “King Arrago is a good man, but I fear he is…”
“Naïve?”
Stanley smiled. “Perhaps. The Queen is an excellent woman, but even she only has so much control over him. Rumor has led me to believe that you might have more sway.”
“Sometimes, though it’s just as likely he’ll dig his heels in with me.” Bethany quirked a smile. “As I sometimes will with him.”
Stanley nodded sagely. “Passion and fire are for the young.”
Bethany laughed. “I’m older than you, Lord Stanley.”
The old man smiled. “Not in maturity, my dear lady. Not in maturity.”
A couple of hours later, Bethany returned to the royal drawing room. The sideboard was once again spread with various pewter serving dishes and earthenware crocks. Lendra, Erem, and Kiner were holding the fort. 
For the next six hours, they were faced with a stream of ‘friends of the court’, whatever that meant, all coming for news. Some even attempted to enter the bedroom where Celeste was once again noisily labouring, including male advisors and peers.
Arrago finally lost his temper and posted two guards outside the drawing room. Bethany understood that the Queen was giving birth to the future heir of Taftlin, if she was to have a son. Nevertheless, surely the woman deserved some privacy while she screamed and…Bethany shuddered at the thought. She meant it. Give her corpses and gore any day. 
 Amber came out of the bedroom. They all stood. Amber looked exhausted. Her hair was greasy and her clothes were stained with sweat. “It’s a boy, Arrago.”
Arrago closed his eyes. Bethany put a hand on his shoulder. “How is Celeste?”
Amber licked her lips. “She lost a lot of blood, and we’re struggling to stop the bleeding. We are trying our best, Arrago. You must believe that.”
Bethany stared at Arrago, who had not opened his eyes. He clenched his fists. 
“I will send for Edmund right away,” Bethany said.
“No,” Amber said. “No. He’s too sick and the baby is just born. We…” She looked at Arrago and her eyes teared up. “We can’t risk anything happening to the baby right now. Arrago?”
“Yes?”
“You need to come see her.”
Arrago nodded and soberly followed Amber back into the bedchamber. Bethany watched them go, the realization of what was to come dawning on her. 
“Why can’t the healers help?” Lendra asked.
Kiner spread his hands. “They can’t put the blood back in her, Lendra.”
Lendra paled. “She’s not going to make it, is she?”
“Probably not,” Kiner said.
“Shit,” Bethany said and collapsed into an unoccupied chair. 
Erem let out an exhausted sound. “It’s just as well that Allric’s gone to fetch the nurse who was with Opal. Amber doesn’t look well enough to nurse anything right now.”
 “She barely looked awake,” Kiner agreed.
“And no sight of Eve yet,” Erem added. “I can only imagine the state she’s in, trying to save a Queen’s life.”
Bethany drew in a ragged breath. “All right, send word as soon as you know anything.”
“Why? Where are you going?” Kiner asked.
“Bethany, you really should stay,” Lendra said. “What if Arrago needs you?” 
Bethany pushed herself up from her chair and walked over to the sideboard. She took the biggest serving plate there. “Send word if he needs me.”
She pulled off the covers to the dishes. Most contained cold meats, which she didn’t eat, but Edmund ate meat, so she put a variety of cold options on one side of the plate. Other dishes contained cheese, smoked kippers, nuts, and jams. Those she could eat and she piled the plate high, along with boiled potatoes, half a penny-loaf of bread, and various cakes and buns.
“I’m going to sit with Edmund. He shouldn’t be alone. Which of these buns have the pork in them?”
“All of them,” Lendra said with disgust.
Bethany wrinkled her nose. “Is the cake safe?”
“Assuming you’re okay with lard,” Kiner answered.
“If I can’t see it, I don’t mind so much.” 
“Heathen,” Erem muttered. 
“Shut up, I’m hungry. Promise to send down word as soon as you hear anything.”
Erem nodded. “Promise.”
“But you shouldn’t go down there,” Lendra said. “You might get sick,” 
Bethany gave her little sister a smile. “Oh, honey. I’m already sick. I’ve just had the coughing sickness before, so it’s not hitting me very hard. Send word, no matter what.”
“We will, I promise,” Lendra said.
Bethany covered the food with another plate and then wrapped the entire thing in one of the towels the maids had left behind for removing hot lids. She wasn’t close with Edmund, but they’d become friendly over the months serving together. She also knew him well enough to know that his heart was aching right now. He shouldn’t be alone. No one should be when their love was dying.
****
The midwife wiped her hand on a towel and touched Celeste’s cheek. “You gave your king a boy. You did your duty, Majesty. Rest now. Save your strength.”
Celeste squeezed Arrago’s hand, but it was a feeble gesture. The little strength she had left in her was only from the healers dragging out every last minute of life. Arrago glanced at the blood-soaked bed sheets and knew in his heart that Celeste wasn’t going to make it. He’d been in battle and had seen blood, but this was so much more intimate. 
Around him, exhausted women worked. The senior midwife kept nodding off as she cleaned Celeste’s bare legs. Two of the healers were unconscious on the floor, no longer able to do their tasks. More had been called for, but it would take another hour before they came up from the camp. Healers were in short supply, especially with the coughing sickness so widespread.
Eve was covered in blood and sweat. Her curls were pinned back from her face and her eyes were red and swollen. She’d not spoken to him or acknowledged his presence; she was single-mindedly focused on Celeste. 
Amber had passed out on a sofa that was pushed up against the wall. The little creature Celeste had brought into the world slept softly in Amber’s embrace.
“I’m so scared,” Celeste whispered.
“I know.”
He’d never seen a baby born before, but he’d seen plenty of animals born at the monastery. The chief midwife, an old woman with a stern expression, was convinced Arrago would pass out, but he’d kept his wits about him. For Celeste, if no other reason.
“You gave Taftlin a king today, Celeste,” Arrago said. “Your son will be king.”
“My son,” she whispered through cracked lips. She gave him the ghost of a smile. “What do you want him named?”
Tears welled up in Arrago’s eyes. “He is yours. You name him.” 
He put his hand on her forehead. Her skin was clammy from her toils and the fever the healers said had settled in an hour before. How could a fever set in so fast? Eve thought Celeste might have been afflicted with the early stages of the coughing sickness, and the stress of labour had made her too weak to fight it off. 
Bleeding and a fever. That couldn’t be good.
Celeste closed her eyes and was silent for a few moments. Arrago’s heart pounded. He squeezed her hand. “Celeste? Are you still with me?”
She slowly opened her eyes. “Henry, after my father. Eli, after the man who saved me. Edmund, after his father. Arrago, after the man I married.”
Arrago shushed her. He looked at the women in the room. The little one’s parentage was not common knowledge. His friends knew, and that was it. He’d not even told his advisors yet—nor was he certain he would. 
Arrago cleared his throat and said, “The Queen is obviously very ill.”
The younger midwife said in a slurred voice, “Majesty, this is the birthing room. Secrets stay inside these walls.”
The elder midwife nodded. “If you say he is your son, Majesty, then he is your son.”
“Henry Eli Edmund Arrago,” Arrago said, his voice brimming with pride and emotion. “What a great king he will be, my lady. He will make you so proud.”
Little Henry fussed and Amber let out a groggy yawn. “Oh, hungry already?”
“Amber, meet Prince Henry,” Arrago said.
“Your Royal Highness,” Amber said with a sad smile as she took the little boy to her breast. 
“He needs to go away,” Celeste whispered, tears trickling down her cheek. “Too many people are sick here. You should send him to my aunt, the Dowager Duchess of Arsenia. She lives in the country. Lots of fresh air. You’ll need to send knights with him.”
“Don’t you worry, Majesty,” Amber said, “I won’t let anything happen to your precious little boy. If you wish, I will go, along with his nurse.”
“The nurse will be here soon. She’s with Opal. We called for her,” Arrago said. “And I’ll send him away if you think that is best.”
Tears trickled from Celeste’s heavy-lidded eyes. “Don’t let him forget me.”
Arrago’s jaw trembled. “I would never do that. He will know everything about you.”
“Only the good stuff,” Celeste said with a small smile.
Arrago laughed through his tears. “Only the good stuff.” He looked up at Eve. “How much time does she have?”
Eve wiped at her forehead. She glanced at Celeste and said, “I’m sorry, Majesty.”
“It’s okay, Lady Eve,” Celeste whispered. “Tell him.”
“If the fever doesn’t break…” Tears spilled down Eve’s face. “Maybe the new healers can help. I can’t…I can’t do any more. I’m sorry.”
Celeste patted Eve’s hand, but Eve was already asleep, head drooped forward. “Don’t let her feel guilty for whatever happens. She tried her best.”
“I promise,” Arrago said. “Celeste, would you like me to send for Edmund?”
The elder midwife scowled. “Majesty, Sir Edmund is ill and—”
He held up his hand. “Amber can take Henry elsewhere. Celeste should be allowed…” His voice cracked. “Would you like me to send for him?”
Celeste gave a weak nod. 
Arrago motioned to one of the younger midwives, who jumped to her feet and left the room. “We’ll bring him up. Henry can stay until Edmund gets here, okay?”
“I’m so sorry, Arrago.”
“None of that. I’m not going to change a thing that we’ve agreed to. As soon as Lord Stanley wakes, I will sign the law that makes Henry my heir. No matter what happens now, your son will be king.”
“Our son,” Celeste whispered. “He’s yours, too.”
Arrago smiled and kissed the back of Celeste’s hand. “I already love him as much as if he was. I will try to be a good father to him.”
“You were a good husband, Arrago Cedar.”
“And you were a good wife, Your Grace, Celeste Clover. Rest now. I’ll wake you when Edmund arrives.”
When Celeste closed her eyes, Arrago buried his head in his hands and wept.


CHAPTER 8
The Past
 
Bethany pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders before sitting on the wooden chair in the dingy room. The windows had blankets over them, but creases of light crept around the edges. Edmund lay in the bed next to her, but he didn’t speak. At least he’d gotten the chance to tell Celeste he loved her one more time before she died. At least he had that comfort, whatever it was worth. 
Bethany kept her silence, knowing any words uttered would be to comfort the speaker and not the suffering. His love was dead. In his position, she'd draw no comfort from others' words. So she kept her silence, also knowing that having someone there mattered the most. She'd need that, and thought Edmund might, too. Arrago had everyone else around him. Edmund was alone in many senses of the word. She also understood exactly how that felt and wanted to offer what comfort she could.
So they stayed there, together, Edmund's lung-wrenching cough the only sound breaking the silence. From other rooms came the muffled sounds of coughing and moans of agony. She didn’t concern herself with it. She'd recovered from the coughing sickness before. If she got it worse, then she'd fight it off. It never lingered.
“Thank you,” Edmund whispered. “For staying.”
What could she say to a man in so much pain? Finally, she decided to say, “Arrago can't be here with you. I thought someone who was a friend should be.”
“Thank you,” he said again, this time his voice tinged with the tears she couldn't see. “There wasn’t even a coronation yet, and she’s dead.”
Bethany remained silent. 
“It’s my fault she’s dead. I should have kept my hands to myself.”
“None of that,” Bethany said sternly. “First, she was as willing as you, was she not? Don’t take away her choice in this. Second, she loved you, Edmund. What woman doesn’t want to be intimate with the man she loves? Don’t be a fool.”
“But she’s dead.”
“She might have died if it was Arrago’s child.”
“You don’t know that.”
In the gentlest voice Bethany could muster, she said, “And neither do you.”
Edmund’s breath was ragged and hoarse. “I miss her already.”
From elsewhere inside the castle echoed a droning organ. The service in the private chapel had begun. Northern funerals were different than Southern ones and elven funerals were different yet again. Up here they buried their dead, laying the rich to rest inside crypts and tombs built into living rock. The poor buried their dead in the ground, whenever possible. In the dead of winter, the bodies were buried in snow and covered in rocks and trees. 
“Do most villages still have communal burial sites? They had them when I was a little girl.”
“Yes,” Edmund said. “For all King Richard’s faults, he did believe in dignity for his own people. They stopped for a while, but he brought them back.”
Bethany grunted acknowledgment. She was just filling the air with conversation and was struggling to find words that could be considered comforting. 
She caught the melody of the music drifting into the room. She could hear voices singing along, both the distant gathering further off in the chapel and the voices in the corridor outside as they hummed and sang along.
“Can I tell you a secret?” she asked.
“Sure.”
“I love Northern funeral songs.” She looked at him and smiled. 
Edmund chuckled. “They make me cry.”
“Me, too.”
Edmund began to whisper the words of the song, his voice cracking and halting. “The gift of this world…the cry of babes…sights I’ll never see…loves I leave behind…the gift of this world…” He sobbed through the words. 
Bethany grew in a deep breath. “Do not weep for me…” Her voice cracked.
“For I am with Her,” Edmund finished.
Tears trickled down Bethany’s cheeks. She broke down as she pictured all of the people she’d lost. Drea. She’d lost her sister before Bethany could ever make it right. Torius never knew that Bethany loved him. She hadn’t even known she would miss Aneese until she was gone. Flashes of faces from battles long fought. Names she didn’t remember. Some she never knew. All gone now. But here she sat. Alive. Breathing. For what? 
Edmund was openly weeping. 
Bethany gritted her teeth against the sobs in her throat but couldn’t stop the tide. She was so damn tired of hurting. She needed this war to end and she needed the wars to stop because it was too much for her. She couldn’t lose any more friends. She didn’t want to lose anyone else. And more were going to die soon, all at her sword. 
She might lose Arrago. Or Allric. Sweet Apexia, she could lose Jovan or Kiner, who were like brothers to her. Or Lendra, making her truly alone in this world. She could be the one to order their deaths. She could be the one to bring the sword on their necks.
A cold hand grasped hers and Bethany intertwined her fingers with Edmund’s. She buried her face in her other hand and sobbed. It hurt so much and the hurt didn’t seem to end, not even long after the music finished playing.
****
Arrago walked to the sickrooms, his steps heavy. He wanted to check on Edmund, now the final good byes were said. He’d changed into his old clothes. Just simple brown trousers and a brown tunic. He pulled a cloak over his shoulders and put the hood up, hoping that would be enough to escape the notice of most people in the dim corridors, where only the occasional wall sconce was lit. 
He would miss Celeste, but not the way Edmund would. He mourned the woman he’d married and the friend he’d made in her. In their private moments, they’d not been intimate in the way that spouses should be. Instead, they were intimate intellectually. She’d shared everything she knew about the nobility, power struggles within Taftlin, personal likes and dislikes, and everything she could remember that would help Arrago. In exchange, he’d played chess with her and talked about music and plays, and how she hated saffron. He let her be herself, in love with another man, carrying another man’s child, and he never did anything to make her feel ashamed or guilty for that. 
In time, she might have become his best friend. Maybe he might even have fallen in love with her. Perhaps they might have had a true marriage. 
But that possible future was gone now. Whatever small regrets he had, he could only imagine the grief Edmund was feeling. If anything ever happened to Bethany, they’d have to tie Arrago to a tree to stop him plunging into his grief. He didn’t know if Edmund would want to see him, but in case he did, Arrago meant to be there.
“I’m sorry, sir,” an elven guard said when Arrago rounded the corner to the private room. “No one is allowed past here.”
Arrago pulled back his hood. He held up his candle to his face. “I’m here to see Sir Edmund.”
“I apologize, Majesty. I did not recognize you.”
“That was the plan,” Arrago said, his voice weary. “Please don’t tell anyone I’m here unless pressed. I don’t wish to be disturbed.”
“Of course. Majesty, may I offer my condolences on the loss of the Queen?”
“Thank you.” 
Arrago opened the door as quietly as possible. He closed it quietly behind him, balancing the candle holder in his hand. The fire had almost died down and the room held a chill. Edmund was asleep on top of the blankets, but nevertheless he was asleep and still. Bethany was slumped over the small table next to his bed, an extinguished candle and its holder next to her. 
He set his own candle on the floor, took a fire iron and moved the fire’s coals until they flamed to life. He added some wood from the log rack. He would have preferred to put Edmund in a room with a new coal fireplace, but the healers and nurses said the coal dust would make his cough worse. So he was down here with the other sick people, gasping and grasping to life.
He gazed at both of them for a moment. Of course Bethany had come here. It didn’t surprise him. No wonder she hadn’t been at the service. She knew Edmund would be alone. She understood what Edmund was feeling. 
He touched Bethany’s face and his heart ached. How Edmund must be grieving. If he’d lost Bethany…
“I still love you,” he whispered, before kissing her forehead. She groaned, but he shushed her back to sleep. 
He opened the wooden chest at the foot of the bed and pulled out a blanket. He wrapped himself in it and lay on the floor in front of the fire. He could be a king tomorrow. Tonight, he’d stay with his hurting friend.


CHAPTER 9
Three Weeks Later
 
Pain in my thigh. My vision failing. So much pain. I grab a fallen shield and drag it over my head, protecting myself just in time from the barrage of arrows. They’re shooting arrows at me. I lie helpless on the ground.
Death all around me. Terror filling my lungs. My heart ready to explode. 
They are shooting arrows at me.
Get up, Bethany, I tell myself. Get up before you die. But all my strength is keeping me from passing out. Passing out means death. Must stay alive. 
Edmund Greyfeather’s glassy eyes stare back at me. No! No, he didn’t die. This is wrong. He never died. He lived. 
An axe slams down on my back and vibrations seize my body. I grip the blood-slick handholds harder. A beat later and another swing. The world blackens and then numbing nothingness spreads across my body.
Arrago’s bloody, mangled face. No, this is a dream. A horrible, horrible nightmare. 
Arrago’s eyes open. “I loved you and you let me die.”
No! I didn’t let him die because he never died!
My legs don’t work. I can’t move my fucking legs. I can’t run away. Why won’t I wake up? Why? Why? Apexia, if you love me, you will make this stop!
My grip loosens on the shield. I’m not strong enough anymore. I’m so weak. I cannot protect anyone. I can’t even protect myself now. Someone’s kicking the shield away. The end is coming. There’s ringing in my ears. They’re going to kick me to death. Bash in my head until my brains splatter the ground. Then, my friends, the few I haven’t failed, will find me and my failure will be complete.
Bethany bolted upright, gasping for air. She blinked her eyes, processing the fact that this was now reality and she had been dreaming. She was in her office, lying on her ratty sofa. 
She looked up to see Erem, firelight flickering across his skin. “You all right?”
Bethany forced herself to focus on his concerned expression. Her heart pounded. She shivered from the cold sweat that soaked her clothes. 
“Minute,” she managed to force out. “Just wait.”
She reminded herself she was safe and that her friends were still alive. She was alive. There was no fight, no immediate danger. She just needed to breathe. Deep breaths. Breathe.
“I’m okay,” she said after a few moments. “Sorry.”
“Shit, Bethany. Why aren’t you sleeping in your bed?”
“Long story.” She noticed the roaring fire close to her and soaked in its comforting embrace. “Just give me a minute to wake up.”
Erem pulled a chair out from her desk and sat down. “How do you get your fire lit so early? Mine doesn’t get done for a couple more hours.”
“I don’t know,” Bethany said. She forced the words out, trying to get her hands to stop shaking. “What are you doing here?”
“Scouts came back in the middle of the night. There’s a group of Magi in the hills, half a day’s ride. Jovan is assigning…me…to lead the team.” Erem gulped. “He wanted you to come, to help. He said you wanted some fresh air.” He looked at her, concerned. “If you’re up for it.”
“Of course I’m up for it,” Bethany snapped. She swung her legs off the chaise and stood. Her vision blurred for a moment, so she stayed still until the sensation faded. Glee lifted her steps as she pushed her sofa back into place against the wall. She’d not been on a scouting trip since they dug in for the winter, either because she was too busy, considered too invaluable, or because Allric wouldn’t let her. “Jovan said I could go?”
“Allric said you could go, actually. I just came from his linen closet.”
Bethany snorted. “You’ll be okay with me training you?”
“Well…” Erem said, drawing out the word, “as long as all that paper-pushing hasn’t made you soft.”
“Don’t make me hurt you,” Bethany said cheerfully. She poured water from the full kettle near her fireplace into her favourite mug that sat on the hearth. She drank from it, smiling yet again to find the tea leaves floating on the top of the water and the bittersweet taste waking up her senses. “Huh.”
“What?”
“For the last week, someone’s been lighting my fire early, putting my favourite tea in my mug, and making sure there’s plenty of hot water.” She gave him a sidelong glance. “I think Lendra isn’t the only one with a secret admirer.”
Erem’s eyes went comically wide. “I thought that had stopped.”
“It did.” Bethany mused. “She was so very disappointed.”
“Oh,” Erem said. “About the flowers, or about them stopping?”
Bethany turned away so that she wouldn’t laugh in Erem’s face. Oh, he was definitely the puppy who’d sent those flowers to Lendra. “Who knows with children, right?”
“Lendra’s not a child, Bethany,” he snapped. He coughed and said, “I mean, you have to stop acting like she’s a little girl. She’s an adult and capable of making her own decisions.”
Bethany wiped the grin off her face and turned to give Erem the harshest glare she could muster. She didn’t speak; if she had, she’d start laughing. Oh, she remembered her first brush with love. Apexia have mercy, may no one else remember how pathetic Bethany had been back then.
Bethany sipped at her tea and smiled. “Fucking Arrago.”
“Huh?”
“I said fucking Arrago.”
“What’d he do now?”
“I mentioned in a meeting that I bribed Edmund to smuggle me some of this tea out of the kitchen. I said it was the only thing that helped my nerves in the morning when I’ve had a bad sleep. From cold, I’d said.” She looked at the fire. “Now I find my fire blazing and my mug filled with tea leaves every single morning.”
“Leave him be, Bethany.”
“I’m not going to say anything to him. He’s been through enough.” She sipped at her drink. This really was her absolute favourite hot beverage from the North. Impossible to get down South. “I really do like this stuff. It turns the water pink, you know?”
Erem snorted. “Has anyone told you that you’re a big softie underneath all that armour?”
“Has anyone told you how much it hurts to have your intestines pulled out through your nostrils?”
“Ah, good, you’re awake. Come on. Let’s go kill some shit.”
“Sounds good to me. I’m bringing the mug, though.”
****
Kiner watched the chambermaid stack wood next to his fireplace. She made several trips out to the corridor. He’d given up telling her to have the footmen come in with the wood to make her job easier; they never listened. When she was done, he thanked her and she hurried off to continue the endless job of delivering wood to the fireplaces of the castle.
It amazed Kiner how much wood was consumed. There were a couple of new coal fireplaces that also needed coal, but wood was the primary fuel of the castle. His room back in the temple hadn’t even had a fireplace—why would it? It was normally blazing hot. Chilly in the winters, by his standards, but he just put on extra layers. If he was really cold, he would go to Bethany’s room and warm up. She’d had running hot water.
Kiner shook off the thoughts. He’d been up most of the night, working, unable to sleep. He’d finally settled down when the scouts came back with word about the Magi. There was no resting after that news, so he decided to stay up and finish as much work as possible. 
He heard laughter in the hallway beyond his door and soon heard Bethany teasing someone. A knock came, and in walked Bethany with Erem at her side.
Erem was red-faced and looked ready to either bolt or throttle Bethany; he was only taking time to ponder which action to take first. Even first thing in the morning, Erem always looked well-rested…and handsome. Kiner grimaced and pulled his thoughts away from that forbidden place.
Erem rolled his eyes. “Lord Kiner, how have you remained friends with Bethany all of these years and not killed her?”
“Practice,” Kiner said with a steady smile. Myra had told him that his eyes softened whenever he looked at Erem, so he was working hard to keep his expressions guarded. Perhaps it came across as coldness, but there were things a man needed to protect himself against. This was one of those things.
“I’m simply saying that when I find whoever was giving my little sister flowers, I’m going to kill them,” Bethany said in a very reasonable tone. The dark circles that existed permanently under her eyes were more pronounced than ever. He knew what that was like, and he knew the laughter was her way to push down the pain until an appropriate time to let it bubble back to the surface. When this war was over, he would retire to an isolated monastery for a decade or two, and do nothing but tend potatoes and pray for Apexia’s grace to soothe his wounds. Perhaps she would even forgive him for all of his transgressions. 
“I’ve told you, it’s Arrago who sent the flowers,” Kiner said. He knew Erem sent them, but he wasn’t sure how Bethany would react to Erem and Lendra flirting. 
Bethany waved him off. “It’s not Arrago. I asked. Though I think he’s in on the conspiracy because the flowers were coming from his hothouse.”
“I’ve seen lilies at the market, too,” Erem said. “Maybe they’re coming from more than one place. Like, maybe Arrago was sending them, and maybe, I don’t know, a maid picked some up at market. Or something. I don’t know.”
And that, right there, was why Kiner had never told Erem that he fancied him. Bethany and Jovan didn’t understand it. Bethany was a romantic at heart; she just hid it with plenty of threats and bluster. She wanted Erem to be into men because she wanted Kiner happy. It was adorably sweet how Bethany kept coming up with excuses to get Erem stuck working in Kiner’s office. And he did appreciate Erem’s presence, even if it made his heart ache.
But Bethany acted like Erem could just change his inclinations like a tunic; Kiner knew Erem liked women. Lendra and the flowers were evidence of that.
Jovan, of course, was far more practical. He argued Erem needed to be told because perhaps Erem enjoyed the company of both sides, and this Lendra business was just a young man’s desire to stick his bits somewhere warm.
While crude, Jovan did have a point. But Kiner knew. He knew Erem too well. So he smiled and encouraged Erem to keep sending the flowers, and headed off Bethany as much as he could. Even if Erem did have any leaning towards men, elven conduct rules were hard to overcome. Erem was raised in Wyllow by strict, devout parents. Tossing aside that conditioning was not an easy task. Kiner understood that; he was still struggling with it himself.
Kiner let out a long, loud sigh. “If the two of you are done with your pillow talk, I’d like to start this meeting before the Magi lay siege to this castle and put me out of my misery. Dear Apexia have mercy, let that happen.”
Bethany made a rude gesture and plunked down in the faded, padded chair near his desk. She sipped at her mug. “What are the details?”
Kiner motioned for Erem to take a seat. Kiner rolled out a tiny map no bigger than his hand. Bethany pulled her chair over to get a better look. She had such piss-poor eyesight. 
He pointed at the X marked on it. “Scouts report there are twenty Magi here. They’re disguised as a group of farm hands looking for seasonal work, but they’ve not approached any of the estates along the way. There’s plenty of work out there on the farms, but they’re just making their slog here. Plus, my scouts report that they’ve found three bodies, all with ritual markings on them.”
“Any idea what they’re doing?” Bethany said. “Twenty isn’t enough to take on the army, Magic or not,” She sipped her drink.
“What in Apexia’s holy name are you drinking?” Kiner asked. 
“Vanilla rose tea,” she boasted. 
“Smells horrible. So, the scouts think they’re heading in this direction, perhaps to get hired in some form. Infiltrate, cause trouble, perhaps even assassinate. Let’s face it, if it was any of the nobles on the throne and not Arrago, they’d probably close their borders and let the Rygents die inside the barrier.”
Bethany nodded. “True enough. Should we increase security around Arrago?”
“Fuckin’ idiot won’t let me.” 
Kiner looked up from the map to see his best friend of too many decades sauntering in, a mug in one hand and a bowl in the other. The bowl was filled with chunks of bread and what looked like grey cheese.
Jovan grinned and sat down. “I woke him up an hour ago and told him what was going on. He told me to go…Well, I won’t repeat what he told me to do.” He offered his bowl to them. “Want some?”
“No thanks,” Kiner said. “Already ate.”
“I really do like how Cook Rogers has food non-stop here,” Bethany said. “I adore him.”
“He’s the hand of Apexia,” Kiner said dryly. 
“I’m starving,” Erem muttered and went to take one of the bread pieces. His nose wrinkled. “Apexia’s tits—kippers? It’s too early for fish.”
Bethany grabbed a piece of bread and spilled one of the kippers onto the desk. Kiner sighed, but Bethany scooped it up and shoved it into her mouth. “Sorry,” she said as she wiped the oily residue away with her sleeve.
“So, Arrago said no?” Kiner asked.
“He said a lot more than no, but basically, yeah, he said no.”
Bethany snorted. “Poor man.”
Jovan stared at her. “Seriously?”
She took another piece of bread from his bowl. “Arrago’s been struggling with the notion he’s the most important man in Taftlin. At least Celeste could help buffer him a bit. But now…between him mourning and him being stubborn…”
Kiner snorted. “You’re one to speak about stubborn.”
She gave him a dirty look. “He’s going to need someone to explain this to him. I’d recommend Edmund, but…Apexia’s might, he’s useless right now, too. What about Lord Stanley?”
“Which one’s he?” Jovan asked.
Bethany shrugged. “The old one with the beard.”
Erem rolled his eyes. “They are all old with beards, Bethany.”
“Shut up, no one asked you,” Bethany snapped, though she was smiling. “Stanley is getting along with Arrago the best, from what I can tell. Maybe just ask around? Someone must know which of the old men is Stanley. They all look the same to me.”
Kiner let out an exasperated sigh. “Lord Stanley is the shorter man, tanned skin, white beard, long white hair tied with a black ribbon, always wears a black cloak with white fur trim.”
“Seriously?” Bethany asked.
“Your job, Lady Bethany,” Kiner said with great sarcasm, “is to hit things until they stop moving. Mine is to use my superior intellect to suss out identities, motives, and then find ways to use them to our advantage.”
She made a disgusted sound. “Talk to Stanley, then. Arrago has almost no personal guards. The old guards were loyal to Daniel and died on the field, or deserted at the beginning of the war. He needs the help.”
“Since when do you care what Arrago needs?” Jovan said.
“I’ve always cared about Arrago needs. I just don’t want him to know it,” Bethany said.
“I miss Celeste already. She would have fixed this. I mean, I like you, too, course, Bethany, but she was really something.”
“Thanks, asshole.”
Kiner sighed. Giving a briefing with Jovan and Bethany in the same room was impossible. Kiner waited while they insulted each other, trading physical and verbal jabs before Erem finally commented that maybe they should know what the mission was.
“Thank you, Erem,” Kiner said. “I’m glad that someone has the mission in mind. Tell me, why aren’t you Lady Champion again?”
“He’s got the legs for it,” Bethany said.
Jovan sized up Erem’s tall, lean frame. “Acceptable.”
Kiner made a point to keep his gaze on Erem’s bemused face and nowhere else. “Feel free to report them for harassment.”
“Tempting,” Erem said.
“Hit me with the details,” Bethany said between mouthfuls.
“Let’s keep this mission simple. Attack, clean up the mess, come back and celebrate.”
“Prisoners?” Bethany asked.
“At this stage, the only Magi I want is a dead Magi.”
“Agreed,” Bethany said.
Erem nodded. “Same here.”
Jovan held up his disgusting bowl of fish and bread in agreement.
They went through the details. Jovan was sending fifteen knights and forty regulars from his troops. Jovan, obviously, was staying, since they couldn’t all go playing soldier in the fields. Kiner had been surprised that Allric had suggested taking Bethany.
In fact, it had really surprised Kiner when Allric said he was thinking of training up Erem to take over from Bethany, to let Bethany go back on the front lines. Setting aside how she was the daughter of Apexia and all the trouble killing her would bring down on Allric’s head, Bethany was an accomplished war leader. She was a general in every sense of the word. 
There was more going on here than any of them knew, Kiner was certain. But he wasn’t paid to look after the daughter of Apexia. He was responsible for following orders and his orders were to send Bethany off into the wilderness to hunt some murderers.
He outlined the mission. They’d leave in two hours, spend half the day riding, and then make camp. Send out scouts posing as locals, travellers, migrants, or anything else that would help them fit in. They’d attack during the night, ideally, and then head back for a hot meal. 
Rarely did anything go that simply, but Kiner liked to keep his plans simple whenever possible. 
“Erem, any questions?” Bethany asked.
“I don’t think so.”
“What happens if we get separated?”
“Oh. Right,” Erem said. “Should we fall back here?”
Bethany shook her head. “Not here. Gree is surrounded by civilians.”
“Oh—the watchtowers. Isn’t there one here?” He pointed at the map. “What’s it called?”
“River Archibald Watchtower,” Kiner supplied. “They’re well fitted to fend off a few dozen Magi. Anything stronger than that, get your asses out of there and fast. Get word back here and Allric can send out a proper force against them. Remember, we’re under strict orders from the King to keep Magic users away from civilians whenever possible. Likewise, we’re supposed to protect the farmers and their fields.”
“Understood,” Bethany said. She smiled. “Look at you bossing me around.”
Kiner smiled. “You love it.”
“Maybe I do. All right, I’ll get my gear, stuff my face, and meet Erem in the stables in two hours.”
They nodded. 
“Good luck, Beth,” Jovan said.
“Always,” Bethany said with a grin.
Kiner smiled too, since it was the first time he’d seen that particular glow on Bethany’s face. For all his doubts about this, she did love training and letting people make harmless mistakes in order to learn from them. Erem needed more experience, and Bethany was probably the best one to train him at this stage.
“Good luck.”
****
Even with the lingering soreness in her lungs from the coughing sickness, Bethany breathed easier as she hurried back to her room from the barracks wing. She’d stopped to load up a bowl with smoked oysters, more kippers, and bread. 
She set the plate down on her bed, then pulled off the back scabbard that held her Blessed Blades and tugged off her tunic. Bethany pushed open her trunk and yanked out a silk tunic and a woolen overshirt. She also tossed a padded shirt on the pile on her bed and pulled out her padded leather trousers. 
Around the castle, she didn’t wear her armour. For one thing, she spent all day at a desk. Neither mail nor plate were designed to be cozy on one’s buttocks. Secondly, there were tens of thousands of soldiers in the area surrounding the castle. That was a buffer between her and the enemy. She did carry her weapons with her, as did all of the knights who’d lived through the destruction of the temple. 
Bethany wriggled out of her everyday trousers and into the thicker, padded ones. A delicate cough announced someone’s presence behind her; she snapped her head round, expecting Kiner or Allric—Jovan didn’t believe in pretending Bethany would be embarrassed at being caught half naked.
“Sorry. I didn’t realize you were dressing.”
Bethany grimaced at the sight of Arrago. She turned away to finish buttoning her trousers and cursed herself for having forgotten to close her door. She’d closed the study’s main door, and most people let that stop them.
She tugged the silk tunic over her head and turned to face Arrago, discovering he was turned away from her. “Relax, I’m decent.”
He smiled at her, ears flushed from embarrassment. He looked so worn these days. Her heart ached for his grief. She didn’t believe he’d been in love with Celeste, but he had married her. They’d spent a lot of time together. Of course Arrago would have cared about Celeste in some form, and it pained her to see him hurting.
“What can I do for you, Majesty?”
“I wanted to talk to you about Mother Aneese’s letter. I assume you’ve read yours.”
Bethany pulled the wool tunic over her head. She reached over to the plate and grabbed a chunk of bread. “Not yet.” She popped the morsel into her mouth.
“Why ever not?”
Bethany sighed and shoveled more food into her mouth. “I just didn’t want to. Look, I’m in a hurry. What did you need, Majesty?”
“Would you stop calling me that? Just this once, please.”
Bethany dropped the piece of bread she was holding back on the plate, her appetite vanishing. She was being unbelievably rude. 
So Bethany did what she rarely did without coercion. She squared her shoulders: “I’m sorry, I’m in a hurry and I’m excited…and I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude. I can only imagine what kind of time you’ve had.” She looked down at her feet, considered, and then looked back up at him. She forced a smile. “What about Aneese’s letter?”
It took Arrago a moment before his features relaxed. “That wool tunic is too big for you.”
Bethany looked down at herself and scoffed. “It fit when I got it.” She tugged on her padded over shirt and fumbled pushing the wooden toggles through the leather loops. “I’d have one of the seamstresses take it in, but I keep thinking I’ll grow back into it once the spring comes.”
“Why are you putting on your armour?”
“New assignment,” she said. She sat on the bed and shoved her feet into the tall leather boots with their reinforced steel strappings. “If this stuff sat here any longer, it would rust.”
She stood again and grabbed her helmet off the wooden stand in the corner of the room. She tossed it on the bed. She did the same with the coif and the belt.
Arrago didn’t speak, so she continued to dress, chatting on. They hadn’t talked in months, not in any real sense. She was nervous, but she didn’t berate herself for chattering. Arrago probably needed the normality as much as she did. 
She struggled into her mail tunic, the back clasp snagging on her hair. She winced in pain as several hairs ripped from her head. “Ouch.”
“Let me help you,” Arrago said, annoyance in his voice. “You could’ve just asked me.”
He didn’t give Bethany a chance to reply. He helped tug the long piece of armour over her. 
He stood back and smiled. “That’s new.”
“Celeste had it made for me. Didn’t she tell you?”
Arrago shook his head. “When?”
“Three months ago? She kept wanting me to see her corset maker and I refused. What would I do with a corset? So I gave in and let her mantua-maker measure me for some new tunics. She used them to have a set of armour made for me.” Bethany smiled. “What a character she was.”
“She never told me,” Arrago said, through a sad smile. “It fits well.”
Bethany looked down at the chain tunic that fell just above her knees. “It fits nicely. And it has the split in the back that I like, so I can ride a horse. That shitty one I wore the entire way here didn’t have one.”
“It didn’t?”
“Well,” Bethany hedged, “it eventually did when I took a pair of pliers to it.”
Arrago chuckled. He looked at her and shook his head. “You’ll need new armour again if you keep losing weight. Apexia’s mercy, Bethany, you need to eat more.”
“It’s not my fault there’s nothing decent to eat in this place.” Her tone was more light-hearted then she’d planned. “Just pass me the coif.”
Instead of passing it, Arrago tugged it over Bethany’s head. His hands lingered as he spread the metal hood down over the back of her neck. Bethany didn’t know how to respond, so she let him do it. 
His cold fingers brushed against her bare throat as he took his time. He stood closer than necessary and his breath was hot on her skin. His thigh brushed against hers and a sinking feeling spread across her. A hot flash of memory—of when he’d pinned her against her old bedpost, when they’d kissed for the first time. And, later, when they did a whole lot of other first times.
Guilt filled Bethany for even remembering the intimacy they once shared. Celeste had been her friend. This was not how she should honour a friend, even if that friend had once given her blessing.
Arrago coughed and stepped away. “Can you manage the rest?”
“I’m sure I can dress myself,” she said ruefully. 
She tugged on a long white-and-blue sleeveless tunic over everything, most of the left breast filled with embroidery depicting her rank, decades of service, her medals of honour, and a sword through a rose, showing she was Lady Champion. 
“Show off,” Arrago said, smiling at her many honours.
Bethany chuckled, but she felt her cheeks heat up.
“Are you blushing?” Arrago said. Then he laughed. “Bethany!”
“It’s a bit excessive,” Bethany admitted as she ran her hand along the stitching. “And I’ve never understood why it’s white. Do you have any idea how hard it is to get the stains out? Belt?”
He handed it to her and Bethany sighed in relief as the main weight of the tunic was released from her shoulders and settled on her hips. He helped her slip into her back harness, moving the buckles to resize it to fit over the many layers. The Blessed Blades slid back into place.
She took a deep breath. “Thank you for the rescue.”
Arrago smiled at her. “Anytime.” His voice was too husky, though, and too full of need and loneliness. 
She wanted to fill that need because she had the same one. She understood some of his loneliness, but she hadn’t even adjusted yet to him and Celeste. Now, Celeste was gone. She needed time to sort through it all.
“I’ll be gone a couple of days, but if you need someone to talk to…” She exhaled deeply and hoped she was not making a mistake. “If you need someone to talk to, maybe we could go to the dining hall. You know the one, where the knights eat?”
“The dining hall?”
“Yeah. It’s a good spot. We’d be left alone, but, well…you know.”
A bitter sound escaped Arrago. “Do you have such a low opinion of me that you can’t even talk to me in your own study, that we need a nanny to chaperone us? I came here because I wanted to talk to someone who…you know? I don’t even know why I try with you. Why did I even come here? Help you put on your clothes. I should have called a servant.”
“I’m trying to be kind.”
“This is you being kind?”
“Yes, Arrago. This is as kind as I am capable of. I’m leaving and here I am getting ready and trying to stuff as much food into my mouth as I can, since I don’t know when I’ll get to eat a hot meal again. And I’m trying not to tell you to go away because I know you need…” Bethany closed her eyes and sucked in a breath. “Arrago, this is not the time to hash it out.”
“Oh, no, feel free to hash away. Chop, chop, chop,” he said. “I should have gone to Jovan. At least I would have known what I was getting when I showed up.”
“Why are you yelling at me?” Bethany demanded. “I’m trying, Arrago. I’m sorry about Celeste—”
“This isn’t about Celeste!” Arrago screamed at her. “This is about me and you!”
“There is no me and you.” 
The door to Bethany’s office swung open and Erem walked in. “Hey Bethany—” He stopped when he looked at Arrago and Bethany’s faces. “Oh, sorry. Am I interrupting?”
“Yes,” Bethany said.
“No,” Arrago said. “Come on in, Erem. Lady Bethany”—he spat her title—”was explaining to me how kind she can be.”
Bethany clamped down hard on the hot comment that popped into her head. She gritted her teeth and said, “Arrago, just wait a minute. Erem, get out.”
“I’m not your aide anymore. I don’t obey your little demands and orders,” Arrago said. “I came here to talk to you, thinking you might actually behave like a normal person.”
“For fuck’s sake, Arrago. Stop being such a…a…”
“Go on, say it. Say it, Bethany!”
“Fucking asshole!” she screamed. Her heart pounded in her throat and she regretted losing her temper as soon as the words escaped her. “Are you happy now?”
“Right,” Erem said. She’d forgotten he was still standing there. “I’ll head down to the stables myself. I’ll let them know you’ll be a few minutes.”
Bethany didn’t respond. What was the point at this stage? She turned her attention to Arrago. She mustered all of her patience and said, “Arrago, I have to go. They’re waiting for me. Can we please yell at each other when I get back?”
“Where are you going?” he demanded.
Bethany gritted her teeth. “That is what I’ve been trying to tell you. We got word there’s a small group of Magi a half day’s ride from here.”
“And you’re going?”
“Yes,” Bethany said. “I’m going. I’m training Erem on how to command field missions.”
“Why?” Again, he demanded. “Why you?”
“Arrago, please. I’m begging you now. This is me begging. I don’t want to argue before I leave. We can scream at each other to your heart’s content when I get back, but not before I leave. Please.”
****
“Answer my question first. Why are you going?”
He knew it was irrational, but he couldn’t control the storm of emotions. He should have never come to see her. He should have gone to Jovan. Or Amber. Or Eve. Or a damn horse. Anyone but Bethany.
“I asked to do this.”
“But why? Bethany, you’re sick. The only place you should be is in front of a fire.”
She frowned. Her eyes were full of pity for him. She so rarely showed that kind of emotion that it upset him to have brought it out in her. “Listen to me. I am not a helpless little girl. I am an experienced soldier who is going to train a potential successor, in case anything ever happens to me. I’m not going to die anytime soon. Not from a straightforward field mission and not from a cough. I’ll be back in a few days.”
“But why are you hunting Magi? There are other people who can do that. Can’t you train Erem on something else?”
Bethany actually laughed at him, though she kept her tone soft and gentle. “There are a couple dozen Magi out there who are going to hurt civilians. Erem needs practice running missions. I have decades of experience. Why not go after them and train him at the same time? Besides, I asked for field duty. I begged for it, in fact, so Jovan is sending me on this.”
“Does Allric know?”
“Of course.”
“And he approved?” Arrago tried to keep his own temper in check after the last explosion, but it was a struggle.
“Yes.”
“Well, I don’t,” he said, and the words came out sullen. 
Bethany laughed. “You have no say in this.”
Arrago stared at her and saw all of the mistakes he’d made. He shouldn’t have married Celeste. He shouldn’t have let himself be made king. Edmund would have been far better at it. Apexia’s mercy, now he thought of it, he should have stuck Celeste on the throne and been done with it. Sure, women couldn’t rule by themselves in Taftlin, but commoners without royal bloodlines weren’t allowed to, either. 
He’d promised Apexia he would lead his little group of rebels to this, but now he had to wonder if Apexia really meant this for him. Or had she been punishing him for all he’d done to Bethany? 
How could one year change a man’s life so much? Two years ago, he was still living at the monastery, planning how best to serve Apexia. Now he was leading a nation and sleeping on purple silk sheets. He didn’t even like purple. Ugly colour.
“I’m sorry for yelling at you,” he said. “It’s been a horrible couple of weeks. And I had to send Henry away on top of everything because everyone is sick.” Arrago sighed. “I’m sorry. I just…I just miss you.”
Bethany said, in a rough voice, “Say whatever it is that is stopping us from being friends.”
Arrago turned to face her. “What do you want, Lady Champion Bethany, daughter of Apexia?”
“What do you want, King Arrago Cedar?” Bethany snapped. 
He took two steps towards her and met her eyes. “What I want, it seems I can never have, and it is driving me insane.”
Bethany closed her eyes.
He took another couple of steps and was standing close enough that he could smell the vanilla rose tea.
Bethany sighed. “Arrago, you know I’m no good at this stuff.”
“I know.”
“I promise we’ll talk when I get back.” She gulped. “Alone.”
“The dining hall is fine,” he said, weary now. “Good luck.”
She smiled and it transformed her face. She was so intimidating in her full armour. A tall, proud, dangerous woman. Even without her Power, Bethany was still one of the best fighters they had. It was a risk sending her, but she was suited to hunting and killing far more than sitting in this musty castle rotting away. He knew that, but he hated her going. “Please be careful.”
She snorted. “I’m never careful.” She grabbed her helmet and began to walk out of the room. Then she stopped. Without turning around, she said, “I loved the tea.”
And then she kept walking, never turning to see the smile on his face.


CHAPTER 10
Three Weeks Earlier
 
Blood dripped off Bethany’s sword in the pre-dawn light. Her stomach growled and her eyes were heavy from a night of dodging Magi. They’d gotten their break twenty minutes ago and taken out one of the pockets of Magi. They didn’t get them all, but they got some.
She kicked the still bodies around her with her heavy boots. One body moaned and Bethany hoisted her pike and sank it through the dying woman’s throat. A final guttural sound and then silence.
She examined her bloody but necessary work and nodded to herself, pleased it was over. She raised her hand and said, “Clear.”
Jackson raised his hand and shouted, “Clear!”
Bethany walked in her scarred apprentice’s direction. He was a middle-aged human, horrifically scarred from being set aflame during the Siege of Kershaw, as it had become known. When Jackson saw her wave, he approached, carrying his own pike and a sword. He weaved his way around the bodies, some still lying on their bedrolls.
“That’s all of them, Lady Bethany. I’m guessing twenty Magi in total.”
“Losses?”
“We lost six of our own. Four Taftlin militia, two regulars.”
Bethany grunted. Against this many Magi, she was impressed they’d only lost six. Bethany’s team was supposed to be a basic fact-finding hunt. Check out a couple of farms and homesteads, speak to the people in the nearby hamlet and report back. Instead they’d been running from these bastards for days, unable to match their strength. Bethany decided enough was enough and managed to ambush their night camp, take out the sentries and kill them all in their sleep. It didn’t work perfectly—six of her men did die—but the world was short twenty Magic users. That was a win and she happily took it. 
She chuckled that Erem had purposely given her the easiest job imaginable and yet she ended up stumbling on the entire damned Magi mess anyway.
“What’s so funny?” Jackson demanded.
“Erem. He thought this was a simple job. Fool is probably shitting his pants right now wondering what happened to us.”
“That’s what he gets for going easy on you,” Jackson said. “If I were him, I would have put you in charge of the main assault force and sent myself out on the scouting mission.”
“Are you saying I should promote you to field commander?’
Jackson laughed. “Not likely. Don’t get me wrong, Lady Bethany. I’m happy for the extra pay I’m getting as an apprentice and having the prostitutes teach me to read has turned out to be an interesting arrangement.”
Bethany snorted. 
“But there’s no way, at my age, I’m interested in field command.”
“You’re not as young as you used to be. Your knees might not give you a choice.” Bethany thrust the pike into the ground. Using her free hand, she pushed against the small of her back. She stretched, wincing as she did. Her broken back had healed, but never quite right. It ached whenever she exerted herself. Sitting at a desk for months had done nothing to help.
“Speaking of someone not as young as they used to be…” Jackson said, grinning.
“Don’t make me demote you,” Bethany snapped back, though she was smiling.
The others of their team began to gather in. There were fifteen of them left, including Bethany and Jackson. She didn’t know all their names, though she recognized a few faces. 
She pulled the pike out of the ground and thrust it at a young human man. “It’s Whiteriver, right?”
The man nodded and took the bloodied weapon. “Right, Lady Bethany.”
“Put that with the rest.”
“Yes, Lady Bethany.”
“Thanks.” 
She picked up the hem of her tabard and cleaned the first layer of blood off her sword. She tried to keep the stains on the blue section of fabric, but the white was already well-splattered.
“You can tell some fool sitting in Wyllow decided on blue and white as official colours of Apexia,” she said.
Jackson snorted. “The laundry maids must hate you.”
“I’m sure they do.” She put her sword back into its harness and took off her helmet. Sweat, blood, and dirt all dripped into her eyes, making them sting. She rubbed them with an equally dirty hand. She stretched her neck from side to side, the muscles popping, then she put her helmet back on. “Any civilians in this mess?”
“Don’t think so,” Jonas said. He was a young human, barely into manhood. He’d asked to stay with the army and not return to the fields, as he was a city boy and had no real home to go back to.
“There were a couple of kids over by the trees there. Both were armed and had those stupid amulets that make them disappear. Guessing Magi,” Jackson said.
“Fucking kids,” Bethany spat.
“Better them than us, right?” Jonas said.
Jackson spat. “I never feel less of a man than when I have to kill kids.”
Bethany nodded in agreement. “Fucking butchers.”
“Like we don’t have enough shit for our nightmares.”
Bethany grunted. “Alright, everyone. We’re two days overdue at Erem’s camp. We need to get back, because I’m sure there are search parties already looking for us.”
Jackson wiped his gore-splattered sword against his pant leg. “You think so?”
Bethany laughed. “The daughter of Apexia is overdue reporting back from her first mission in months. I’m surprised Allric hasn’t marched the entire army over here to look for me.”
“Sorry, Lady Bethany,” Jackson said sheepishly. “I forgot.”
A wide grin stretched across her face. “You forgot I was the daughter of Apexia? That’s the first bit of good news I’ve heard in months.”
“That’s…that’s really sad, Lady Bethany,” Jonas said. “If you don’t mind me saying.”
“Pathetic, even,” Jackson agreed.
Bethany snorted. “I lead a pathetic and sad life.”
“On the hill!” Lady Kia shouted. “Lady Bethany! On the hill!”
Bethany whipped her head round in time to see the glowing horizon blotted out by cavalry. She’d begun to tug her spyglass from its holster on her belt when an explosion blasted the nearby trees. Flames licked up the damp trees, and Bethany looked away to protect her eyes. The morning air filled with the sound of charging hooves.
“Let’s move!” Bethany ordered. 
Bethany reached her horse and climbed into the saddle. As the others mounted theirs, Bethany began shouting orders. “River Archibald Watchtower is the closest help! Go south-west. That way!” She pointed. “Lead them away from the farms as best as you can. No matter what, get to the watchtower and warn them.” She kicked her horse and galloped off. 
Days of dodging Magi had weakened them. They were hungry and exhausted. They’d been up most of the night getting to this camp. And then there was the skirmish itself; a fight can take a lot out of even a well-rested, practiced individual.
Arrows rained down and one struck Bethany’s horse on its protected flank. The arrow didn’t penetrate, but it was enough to frighten the beast. Her horse reared up and threw her. Bethany landed with a bone-shattering thud that she felt everywhere. Her horse bolted, as did several others. Bethany instinctively covered her head with her hands and tucked her legs in to protect her vitals. When the volley was over and no hooves had hit her, Bethany jumped to her feet and began running.
Her thighs burned as she sprinted in full armour through the morning mud. She had to reach her horse, or she’d be dead in minutes. The others were galloping toward the watchtower; she’d given an order for them to go and they wouldn’t turn back. This was a sizeable force and the watchtower needed to be warned. That was more important than her life.
The air shimmered and a woman appeared in front of Bethany, startling her. Bethany couldn’t stop her lung-crushing sprint and slammed into the woman and her mad, grinning expression. Bethany was in full mail and the woman standing still; the full force of Bethany’s charge knocked her over, while Bethany stumbled but kept her footing. She left the woman and ran for the trees, where her horse had headed, and where it would be easier to outwit both horse and foot, arrow and sword. 
Her lungs screamed for mercy, but she didn’t listen. She began coughing; her body demanded she stop or risk passing out. Bethany just held her breath until her lungs forced her to suck in a hacking, heaving breath. She kept going. She hit a mud puddle at the wrong angle and her ankle jerked. She ignored the pain and picked up the pace as best as she could, the pounding of horses behind her growing louder.
She didn’t dare look and waste precious seconds. Her head was light from the exertion. Stars splattered her vision. Her ankle cried out in pain. Her lungs, dear sweet Goddess, threatened to collapse. Every muscle in her body ached. She didn’t stop.
Further ahead, Bethany’s horse trotted into the trees, a hundred feet or so down a short embankment. 
Behind her, the charge of hooves grew closer. If she didn’t make it, she was dead.
“Bethany!”
A horse appeared in her vision and it slowed to match her pace. Jackson reached down a gloved hand and she slapped hers into it. He pulled her onto the horse’s back.
She grabbed his sides as they leaned into the horse’s renewed gallop. She looked behind them. The cavalry was spreading out, combing the area, but the bulk of riders were still set down the middle, aimed at them.
“Go!” She screamed at the horse and Jackson.
Jackson kicked the horse’s flanks and they rushed down to the gully ahead, cleared it, and back on to the rolling fields. “How far?”
“Don’t know!” Bethany shouted over the horse’s laboured breath and pounding hooves. “Ten miles?”
“The horse can’t keep this up!”
Bethany agreed. Plus, the beast was carrying two of them, both in armour. Likewise, the horse was carrying its own partial barding, though more of it was made of padded leather than plate or mail.
“Swing into the trees! We can cut through and try for Erem’s camp,” Bethany ordered. 
“Yes, Lady Bethany,” Jackson said and slowed the pace enough to redirect the horse, swinging them north.
Further to the south, Bethany could make out four or five horses. They were all spread out, but all heading in the same general direction of the river’s garrison. One of the riders was wearing a blue coat: that was Ward, one of the human militia. She had to trust they’d make it and get word to the watchtower. 
Then the stomach-wrenching feeling of falling. They both cried out as they fell to the ground. The blinding pain of hitting her head on the rocky ground. The agonized cry of Jackson as the horse landed on him.
The world turned hazy.
****
Scorching flames spread over Bethany’s body. She bucked and writhed, her muscles and skin crying out for the pain to stop. It stole her breath and all she could do was gasp as the molten lead poured down over her face, trickling down to her ears, before drip-drip-dripping off her earlobes. It puddled at the base of her neck, seeping into her clothes and sending spine-shivering agony down her back.
“Stop,” Bethany choked out. “Stop!”
Her pleas were met with laughter as she gained her mental footing once more. This was the third time they’d done this to her. The searing pain continued until enough strength returned to Bethany for her to scream in unabashed agony. 
She opened her eyes, projecting every bit of hate she possessed against her captor. “Are you finished yet?” She knew her voice was raw and weak, but she pushed as much defiance as she could into the words. 
“I have your name now, whore. Lady Bethany, is it?” the man said. He was mostly toothless and smelled of piss and shit, some of it horse and some probably his own. “You’re a tough little bitch, I’ll give you that. I had to beat you unconscious before anyone would tell me your name.”
Bethany rolled her eyes. In her ragged voice, she asked, “Can anyone in Taftlin think of a better word for women they don’t like than whore? Or is your vocabulary limited to one-syllable words?”
He punched her in the guts, stealing her breath. She rolled on the ground, gasping for air; the act made all the more difficult by her hands and feet being tied together behind her back. Her captor grabbed her by the front of her armour and said, “Listen here, missy. You’re still alive only because the commander said to take officers prisoner, and you look liked an officer. Now I know you are. So start talking, or else we’ll have to try other more pleasant methods.” He laughed. “At least for me.”
Bethany sneered at him. Alluding to and threatening rape—and downright doing it—was standard practice when tortured by undisciplined scum who had no concept of the type of training Silver Knights went through to prepare for these very situations. His threats were laughable and she didn’t let it add to her stress. Besides, she’d be able to break his neck long before he managed to get her out of the multiple layers of gear she wearing. And then they’d beat her to within a sliver of her life and forget all about raping her. And then they’d waste even more of their healing oil to keep her alive, because dead people can’t tell you things.
They wanted her alive, too. That much was obvious, as she’d been beaten several times now and then healed back to a state where she was conscious enough to be beaten all over again. She knew it was healing oil because her body had violently reacted the same way when Lendra used it to repair Bethany’s broken back. Even though her own Power was missing, she was still the daughter of a goddess. The Magic in the oil did not like the Power in Bethany’s blood. She had no idea how much her body could take, both of the beatings and of the oil they poured on her.
“You’re just a frail little girl,” the man said. “Look at you. Your armour is too big for you. I’d break you in half if I thought I could get away with it.”
Bethany sneered. She was an Elorian, for fuck’s sake. Even a half-elven woman was stronger than most humans. Factoring in her training and experience, plus her height, made his little speech all the more pathetic. 
She caught sight of Jonas, crumpled on the ground near the fire pit. He was awake, after having taken a vicious beating intended to soften her up. They mistook her gender for a weakness and thought beating one of the men under her command would make her whistle and sing whatever they needed to know.
They were messing with the wrong woman.
Bethany had to keep the man talking this time so she could work the knots. The ropes tied around her wrists were too tight for her to manage without help, however, the main knot attaching her ankles to her wrists was loose from all her struggles and writhing. She needed another minute, maybe two. 
“What do you want from me?” Bethany asked, working the knot.
He kicked her shins this time. “I ask the questions.”
“Maybe you should get around to doing that.”
“Shut your hole, whore!”
Another kick, this time to her feet, which probably hurt him more than her.
She looked at Jackson, whose cold stare was on the heavily-armed guard nearest him. Jackson was obviously going to rush him at the first opportunity. Kia’s eyes were wide from shock, as were the others’. They were all inexperienced, that much had been obvious the entire mission. Jonas had some fight under his belt, though he would need to be carried out of here.
Wherever here was. 
It was dark outside out and she could hear the ocean in the distance. She vaguely remembered daylight a few times but… of course. The water they’d offered her after her first beating was drugged. She should have known.
Horses approached: from the sounds of it, several dozen at least. With her attacker’s attention drawn way from her, Bethany readjusted her position. She arched her torso back as much as possible without being obvious, which provided more slack in the rope to work. There was some chatter that Bethany couldn’t make out, but she could guess the context. One of the knots slackened and Bethany readjusted herself to keep up the task. 
A few moments later, another human man approached her. He was a burly man, with a tangled beard, and…
Bethany’s eyes widen. She knew that man. 
“Robert.” Bethany spat on the ground. 
“Lady Bethany,” he said, smiling. “You really do look like my wife.”
“Fuck you, beast,” she snarled. Another knot loosened.
Robert laughed. “Yeah, that’s Sarissa’s sister all right. Why did you bring the others?”
The man shrugged. “Why not?”
“Fair enough,” Robert said. He looked down at Bethany. “Well, my darling, I’m rather excited to see you.”
“Fuck you,” Bethany replied. “Rapist.”
“I am,” Robert said, smiling. “Don’t forget it.”
He ground the toe of his boot into her crotch. Which was the opening she was waiting for. The rope connecting her hands and feet gave way and Bethany rolled onto her back. She returned Robert’s insult by kicking him square in the crotch with both feet. Robert doubled over in pain, a steady stream of curses spewing from his mouth.
Hands tied behind her back or not, Bethany was an Elorian. That automatically made her stronger than most humans. Add to that her training and experience, and it would take several men to drop her. With Bethany’s escape, a lot of things happened at once.
Bethany rolled twice to get out of the way of the first attacker’s kick, all the while kicking away the rope from around her ankles. She knew she’d never be able to get her tied hands out in front of her while still in her armour and with only seconds to spare, so she didn’t bother trying. She managed an ungraceful hop to her feet and rushed Robert. 
Jackson and Kia rushed the guard he’d been eyeing and toppled him. Bethany tackled Robert with her shoulder and elbow out, hitting him in the torso. Robert tried to grab her by the hair, but she had so little hair that it slipped through his dirty fingers. Bethany wriggled away enough that his hand passed in front of her face and she clamped down hard. Grime and filth filled her mouth and, a moment later, blood, but Bethany held on.
Bethany’s bound hands protected her kidneys from Robert’s punishing blows and she pulled in as close to him as possible to make it even harder for him to hit her effectively. The rope was still tangled around her ankles, but no longer binding them together, and she held a firm stance. She slammed her head into his nose twice until she was rewarded with a wet snap of bone and blood. Robert roared, which just made Bethany hit him again with her head. 
The torturer punched Bethany and she kicked him. Jackson and Kia, both tied together, plowed into him, and all five fell to the ground. They scrambled and fought.
Bethany grabbed a knife that had fallen and tried desperately to cut through the ropes without slashing her wrists. Another man came at her with a sword, and she scurried out of the way as best as she could, still cutting. The ropes gave way and Bethany pulled her hands apart, the mass of knots and ropes still tied around one of her wrists. 
She grabbed a shield and defended against the strikes of the man’s attack.
“Marcus, stop!” Robert boomed.
They all stopped. Bethany was crouching on the ground, ankles unbound but now tangled in rope, her hands free and holding a shield. Jackson and Kia had wrapped their bindings around a guard’s throat and were close to choking him out. Jonas was pretty much in the same place she’d last seen him.
Whiteriver was in Robert’s grasp, sword to his throat. “Lady Bethany, call off your people or I will slit all of their throats. Starting with this one.”
“What are your orders?” Bethany demanded. “I assume prisoners of rank.”
Robert twitched his head.
“Well, you have a problem. They don’t get much higher than myself, and I’m sure Sarissa dearest would love to have me at her fingertips.”
Robert grunted.
“If you slit that boy’s throat, I can promise you I will not live along enough to get to Sarissa’s camp, because I will fight you. If you try to rape me, I’ll snap your neck with my fucking thighs if I have to. And if you shove your filthy dick into my mouth, I will rip it off and swallow it whole. If you beat me, I’ll slam my head against the rocks until I crush my skull in. I will do everything I can to push you so that, eventually, one of you snaps and kills me.” Bethany grinned. “I’m sure Sarissa won’t like that.”
“You’re fucking crazy,” Robert said.
“Family trait, asshole.”
Robert waited another moment, then he lowered his sword. He pushed Whiteriver away roughly, who stumbled and fell to the ground. Robert kicked him in the kidneys, eliciting a breathless gasp of pain from the boy. 
“Fine. I’ll let you have your way,” Robert said. “Pin her down.”
Bethany sucked in a breath, preparing for the violence. Strong hands clamped her limbs and Bethany bucked. Even tied up, she was stronger than any one of them. But her strength was sagging. Robert grabbed her jaw and forced open her mouth. He poured water down her throat. Bethany choked and spat up what she could. He slapped her and poured more.
“Hold still!” Robert ordered.
She screamed and spat, fighting the entire time. It was in vain. Moments later, her eyes grew heavy and her movements clumsy. Her thoughts became confused and disoriented.
“Beast,” Bethany mumbled. 
Precious sleep overtook her.


CHAPTER 11
Three Weeks Ago
 
Allric leaned against his desk and focused on keeping his tone calm and steady, even as his own thoughts stomped and raged in anger. He had delivered plenty of bad news in his lifetime, and it was never easy to tell someone their loved one had gone to meet Apexia on the wind. This was different. 
“I am so very sorry, Lendra,” Allric said.
Lendra was wearing one of Celeste’s gowns, a gift from the Queen before she’d died. Lendra resembled the tiny cakes that the Queen served at her weekly dinner with the senior staff. She looked all grown up and so very, very young—all at the same time. 
“What do you mean?” Lendra demanded. “How is she missing?”
“She was out on a training exercise and has not reported back.”
“How exactly do you lose a pale, red-headed Elorian in a nation of tanned, dark-haired humans? It’s not like she blends into a crowd.”
In other circumstances, Allric would have smiled. Lendra was turning into a replica of her older sister, and it ripped at his heartstrings. “I am very sorry.”
Allric glanced at Jovan in the hope that he would have words of support for Lendra. But Jovan looked as shocked as Lendra, though he’d known the news for a good hour now. His face was whiter than any sheet in the castle and he stared at the floor with a confused, stricken expression.
Jovan and Bethany were closer than most siblings. They were certainly closer than he was with any of his. He knew how beside himself he’d be if any of them were missing. He could only imagine how badly Jovan felt for having been the one to send her out on this particular mission.
“Are you even looking for her?” Lendra demanded.
“Yes.”
“Then why haven’t you found her?”
Allric’s heart broke a little more. “We’re trying our best.”
Allric looked at the silent Erem, whose head was bowed. He felt for the man; Erem’s first independent decision on the field had been a disaster. He might be responsible for killing not just a friend and a superior, but the daughter of the Gentle Goddess. If Jovan didn’t kill him, Arrago probably would. 
And Allric wasn’t sure of the details, but he suspected there had been some partiality between Erem and Lendra, and now the rest of the details about Bethany’s disappearance were about to come out. Erem might never recover from this. He would have to speak to Kiner, to have eyes kept on Erem during the search at all times, to ensure he didn’t do anything dangerous or life-ending.
“Since Erem was there,” Allric said, “I think he should explain what we know.”
Erem didn’t get to speak, because the study’s floor flew open. 
King Arrago was a tall man for a human and still looked more like a peasant than a king, but he had really come into his own in the last six months. His hair was long, down past his shoulders and tied at the base of his neck. He wore furs and richer clothes than he ever had, though that seemed more the convenience of a castle filled to the brim with the belongings of two previous kings more or less his own height.
Arrago’s expression now was feral. 
“Is she dead?” he bellowed. “Answer me, Allric! Is she dead?”
“Arrago, wait!” Kiner shouted, hot on his heels. “Apexia’s sake, just wait.”
“I want to know if she’s fucking dead!” Arrago’s face was red from anger. 
Allric stiffened when he saw Arrago put his hand on the hilt of the sword at his hip. “Please be calm.”
Arrago’s fingers wrapped around his sword’s grip. “Is. She. Dead.”
“Please don’t say that,” Lendra cried, weeping.
“I didn’t see you there,” Arrago said, deflating. His tone softened, and though his eyes were still wild with fury, he managed a quieter voice; “I’m sorry, Lendra. I didn’t know you were here.”
Kiner muttered, “That’s why I wanted you to wait.”
Allric turned to Erem, who paled considerably. “Erem?”
Erem closed his eyes for a moment and nodded. “We rode to the location Kiner’s scouts gave us without event. We made camp. We needed to scout the area, so I sent a dozen experienced soldiers to do that. Since we were vulnerable to attack, because it was all farmland around us and no trees, I…” he gulped, “I sent Bethany to scout the surrounding villages and homesteads to see if she could get any information from the locals.” Erem’s voice cracked and he inhaled harshly.
They waited in silence for him to finish his story. 
Erem took a few breath, which strengthened his voice. “I did that because I thought it was the safest option for her. I knew she was out there to train me, but she didn’t protest when I suggested it. She laughed and said she’d take twenty people with her. It was just a jaunt around the cottages, to talk to people. But she didn’t come back. None of her team did. So I sent more to look for her. I didn’t want to move, since if she came back…But eventually I did and…” Erem closed his eyes. “We found a gully with several dozen bodies rolled into it. Some of them ours. They were all from Bethany’s team.” Then Erem looked at Allric, his eyes now pleading.
Allric nodded, giving him an encouraging smile. If Erem wanted to be in command one day, then he needed to do this himself. 
The horrible thought dawned that Bethany had flagged Erem to be her successor. He would have to take over from where Bethany left off, and Allric would be the one to make that decision.
One thing at a time.
“We followed the trail from there. It was easy because the ground was torn by cavalry. We found Magi in the midst of an assault on River Archibald Watchtower. We assisted and repelled the attack.” Erem glanced at Jovan. “That’s when I sent word to you. And when we were searching the bodies in the gully, one of my men found this…” Erem stepped over to Allric’s desk and picked up the cloth wrapping that had rested out of view. 
Allric moved aside as Erem pulled back the corners for Arrago and Lendra to see. “We found this amongst the bodies.”
Arrago swore at the sight of the Blessed Blades—still in their harness—and a hiccupping sob escaped Lendra. Allric put his hand on her shoulder and squeezed before putting his hands back at his sides. He would ask Amber to stay with her for a couple of nights. Between him and the wet-nurse, they could look after Opal just fine.
He watched the colour drain from Arrago’s face. He’d need to be watched, too. Having lost his wife and his…whatever Bethany was to him, in such a short time, and with his best friend battling for his own health, it would be too much for any one man to take. Allric would speak with Kiner and see if he would help keep watch on Arrago.
“I’m so sorry,” Erem whispered to Arrago. “Most Magi can’t touch Blessed Blades—the entire purpose of them is to defeat Magic, blessed by Apexia, and all that. They must have disarmed her, and realizing they couldn’t take her weapons, tossed them to one side.”
“How did they even get them off her?” Arrago said.
Allric pulled up one edge of the strapping. “They cut it.”
Arrago closed his eyes and paled. 
A frightful moment passed where Allric thought he might have to prevent Arrago from falling. Kiner and Jovan remained silent, jaws clenched. 
Erem turned to Lendra. “I’m so sorry. You have to believe me, Lendra. I didn’t mean for this to happen. She put me in charge and told me to choose everyone’s assignments. I thought…I thought I’d given her the easiest. I wanted to avoid putting her in danger…”
Lendra glared at him and snarled, “I hate you.”
“Lendra,” Allric said softly. 
Erem’s eyes welled with tears. Allric knew then that Erem did care for Lendra. “Please forgive me.”
“I hate you!” she shrieked. She stormed to Erem and pounded her fists against his chest, weeping. “I hate you so much! You killed my sister. How could you? How could you do that to me? She’s my sister!”
It broke Allric’s heart to see the tears streaming down Erem’s face as he whispered, over and over, “I’m so sorry.”
Allric let it go on for a few more beats before he stepped over to Lendra and wrapped his arms around her small frame. “Hush now. It is not Erem’s fault.”
“She’d dead,” she sobbed. 
“We don’t know she’s dead,” Jovan said in his softest voice.
“I’m so sorry,” Erem whispered.
“No one blames you, Erem,” Allric squeezed Lendra a little harder before releasing her. She looked so terrifyingly young. 
He turned to Erem and spoke firmly. “You gave an order. Bethany followed it. Someone had to scout out the farms and the countryside. If it wasn’t her, it would have been someone else. And if it was someone with less experience, perhaps we’d have more bodies on our hands.”
“If it had been a dangerous or stupid order,” Jovan said, very quietly, “she would have corrected you. That was her job. You said yourself that she laughed. She knew you were sending her out on a safe mission. We all know Bethany. She’d never let you put her, or anyone, in danger on a training run.”
Arrago nodded. “He’s right. Lendra, it’s not Erem’s fault.”
More sobs escaped Lendra and she buried her face in her hands. Jovan walked over and wrapped his arms around her. He whispered soothing words until she settled down. Poor Lendra had already witnessed the death of her sister Drea, killing Sarissa was the end goal of this entire war, and now her beloved Bethany might be dead. Allric’s heart ached.
He gave them all another minute to allow the shock to settle before he said, “Erem? Kiner? Let’s lay out everything we know and get to work.”
Kiner nodded. “After Erem and the water tower guard successful repelled the attack, Lady Gera, the commander down there, sent word ahead to Eve.” Kiner looked at Arrago. “Gera reports through Eve’s battle command. Gera only has one healer, which she shares with locals and scouts, so that’s how we got word from her.” He looked at Erem, waiting.
It took Erem a moment before he understood that he was supposed to speak. He cleared his throat. “One of the men with Bethany’s squad lived long enough for Gera to speak with him. He died before I could, though. By the time I got there, the tower was already under attack.” He dug into his breast pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper from his map case. “She wrote it all down. I’ll read it.”
I interviewed a Mister Ward at River Archibald Watchtower today. Ward was a part of Lady Champion Bethany’s scouting mission in Westbridge Hills. He reports that Lady Bethany and Apprentice Knight Jackson, along with Jonas Carpenter, Lady Kia, and others were alive when he quitted the field under Lady Bethany’s orders. Ward reports he turned his horse around to assist a fallen Lady Bethany, but Lady Bethany ordered him and the others to flee, so he did. She’d previously given the order to head to River Watchtower for help, so he and the others followed that order.
Ward was the only member of Lady Bethany’s team to reach us. He reports archers took down the other fleeing members of Lady Bethany’s team. I asked how many escaped and were left behind. He wasn’t sure, but he can confirm Lady Bethany was thrown from her horse. As well, he saw Jonas Carpenter and Lady Kia fall during the first arrow barrage, though he doesn’t know if they lived or not. 
Ward is too ill to move to Castle Gree, and I fear he won’t make it through the night without assistance. I’ve sent a messenger to find Lord Erem in the fray outside for him to interview Ward. I’ve ordered no further interview, beyond Lord Erem, be granted until Ward gains some strength.
I’ve sent word to Lady Eve to dispatch three of her healers from the forward camp, as we only have one. I’ve also requested the assistance of three surgeons, to help with the amputations. 
Lady Gera, daughter of Tor
Commander of River Archibald Watchtower
“Ward died an hour or so later,” Erem said. “We went back and combed the area. We found six from Bethany’s original team, but those weren’t in the list of names Ward gave. There’s no trace of Bethany, Jackson, Kia…nothing.” He pointed at Bethany’s Blessed Blades. “Just that.”
“Does Lady Kia have a Blessed Blade?” Allric asked.
Jovan shrugged. “I think she just passed her training and was shipped up here on the first boat.”
Kiner nodded. “She came with Apprentice Myra, if you’ll recall. They were both in Ellentop for training.”
Allric drummed his fingers on the desk. “So they unarmed Bethany, which would have been quite a task without killing her. But we can’t find a body, so…”
“But why didn’t they kill her outright like the others?” Lendra asked.
“Because they knew who she was and took her prisoner,” Arrago said—the words that Allric didn’t want to say.
Allric nodded gravely. “I think that’s most likely.”
“Oh,” Lendra whispered. “Why did she tell them to run, then? If she’d been thrown from her horse, she’d need help, wouldn’t she? Why would she order the others to go?”
“Because she knew…” Kiner sighed.
“They needed to warn the nearest outpost, Lendra,” Allric said. “That was her main focus.”
“She wanted to warn others that a Magi attack was coming. Because she is a knight and that is what knights do.” Jovan said, very quietly. “She knew she was probably going to die, and would have done everything she could to save lives.”
Lendra wept again.
“Seriously?” Arrago demanded. “She’s just a kid.”
“I’m not a kid,” Lendra snapped, making Allric smile. She had really grown up in the last year. He wished it hadn’t been because of such horrible experiences.
“No, you are not,” Allric said with a sad smile. If Bethany really was dead, his head was going to end up in a noose once this war was over. He might have killed the daughter of Apexia. Gentle Goddess forgive him. 
****
Arrago watched in fuming silence as Allric appointed Erem to the position of Lord Champion. Arrago had protested that Kiner or Eve were more qualified, but Allric said, firmly, though not in so many words, that he was in charge and not Arrago; he would make his own decisions about his inner circle of knights.
Jovan had pointed out to him that Bethany wanted Erem to be her successor, and Arrago had to grudgingly admit he knew that already. But Erem had failed his first training mission so badly that he’d lost the third in command of the Silver fucking Knights, the elite of the entire elven army. He’d lost the daughter of Apexia herself.
And he was being rewarded for it.
He told himself to take deep breaths or break his own jaw from clenching his teeth. Or even more likely, break Allric’s jaw. Or Erem’s. Or Jovan’s. Someone’s jaw was sure to get broken.
“Arrago, are you all right?” Eve asked. 
He looked up at Eve and realized he’d gripped the edge of the table so tightly he’d driven a splinter into his hand. Blood was dripping from his palm. His flesh began to sting in protest. He pulled the thing out and threw it on the polished marble ballroom floor with contempt. The fucking servants could clean it up.
Arrago closed his eyes and counted. 
Ten. This was not the time for grief.
Nine. He had to get his anger under control.
Eight. If Celeste were alive right now, she’d tell him his anger would not bring Bethany back.
Seven. Celeste would say that if Bethany was dead, angry outbursts would serve no purpose but to hurt the others who were also grieving.
Six. Bethany would never want him to cause strife with the others.
Five. This was war.
Four. Death happened.
Three. Bethany might be dead and there was nothing he could do.
Two. She was a soldier first. Before anything else.
One. If she’d known those Magi were out there in that location, she still would have gone, because that’s who Lady Champion Bethany was.
“I’m fine,” Arrago said through clenched teeth. He bent to pick up the wooden shard and threw it in the fire. “Continue, Allric.”
Allric nodded and continued issuing commands. Eve was being reassigned back into the field. She was leaving as soon as this meeting was done, with a force of a hundred riders to comb the countryside. They would be looking for Bethany and the remainder of the team, of course, but there were other important questions.
How could a force of hundreds of men, many on horseback, go unnoticed? Where did they come from? Could Magic hide their horses and their sound too? Were they somehow crossing from the Island? If so, how? Did that mean the army could also cross over?
Arrago glanced at Erem, who stood straight and unflinching, his face racked with guilt and despair. Erem wasn’t experienced enough to run this mission. Eve didn’t have time to train him, either. She had to find out what in Apexia’s name was going on.
“Arrago?” Allric asked. 
“Hmm?”
“Are you even listening?”
Arrago sighed. “I’m trying.”
“How many of your men can Eve take?”
Arrago shook his head. “I don’t know. You should ask…I don’t remember his name. Shit, I don’t remember his name.”
“Captain Belford,” Eve supplied.
“Belford! That’s his name. Edmund put Belford in charge of the militia. So talk to him.”
Eve inclined her head. “I will. It’s going to be okay, Arrago.”
“Is it?” he asked, bitterness creeping into his voice. He walked over to Allric’s desk and ran his hand along Bethany’s worn scabbard and harness. It was stained with blood and caked with mud. She loved this scabbard. The leather was worn down at the stress points around the various buckles. She’d had this custom made for her in Orchard Park.
“How did they even get this off her? She wouldn’t even sleep without them in grabbing distance. We…” He smiled at the memory. “Once, we were…she actually stopped to pull her swords closer to the bed.”
Eve chuckled. “I can believe it.”
Kiner smiled. “That’s Bethany.”
“I spent the night with her a few weeks ago, just after we got those letters about Aneese.” Jovan said. “She had her swords under her sofa so they were in reach at all times.”
“That chambermaid being killed in her bedroom, back at the temple…” Allric’s voice trailed off. “That really hurt her.”
Arrago nodded. “It did. What did they do to her to get her swords from her and not kill her in the process? Bethany is stronger than several men put together. I’ve watched her. I trained with her. Once, I had to hit her with a shovel to knock her out. How can she…be…kidnapped?”
“Taken prisoner,” Kiner corrected, gently. “The best case scenario is that they identified the highest rank, captured her, and will interrogate her for information.”
“That’s the best case scenario?” Arrago said. 
Jovan nodded. “Yeah.”
“What’s the worst? Lendra’s not here. You can tell me.”
It was Allric’s job to deliver the bad news. “If they recognized her, either just as Lady Champion or as Bethany herself, it’s possible they’re going to drag her across the straits, through that hole in the boundary, and…well…I’m sure Sarissa would be very interested in having Bethany in her prison.”
“Oh, Bethany,” Arrago whispered. 
“We will do everything we can. I give you my word,” Allric said.
Arrago stumbled back until the table bumped against his thighs. He gripped the edge, afraid he’d fall over if he let go. 
The last words they’d shared had been a fight. A childish fight because he was a coward and unable to say what was in his heart. Celeste had told him to tell Bethany he was still in love with her. It was amongst her last words to him. And he couldn’t even do that. 
“Arrago, listen,” Jovan said. “We will find her.”
Eve grabbed him by the arms. “Arrago, if she’s alive, I will do everything I can to find her and the motherless bastards who are holding her.”
Arrago nodded, though he didn’t look up. His imagination tortured him with an endless stream of possibilities, none of them good. “Please find her.”


CHAPTER 12
Three Weeks Ago
 
Sarissa clawed at her skin as she paced around the windowless room. Magical texts lay piled on the floor along with candles, jugs of wine, and water. A dirty, stained dagger rested on top of the books. It would be so easy just to end it all now. Slit her throat and stop the noise.
Do it, Sarissa. Make the voices stop. Do what Bethany will do to you. End it all. You are a monster.
Whispering, whispering, always whispering; why wouldn’t it stop? Sarissa pulled at her hair and screamed with her mouth clamped shut. 
She should never have taken Bethany’s Power. Oh, what a misstep that was. She was so blind to Apexia’s plan. Of course, Sarissa was so tainted by Magic that the pure elixir in Bethany’s veins would revolt at contamination. She’d give it back if she could; she’d slit open her wrists and let the sunshine fly out of her. 
She’d tried, twice. Neither time worked. Maybe it was because Robert or one of the well-meaning servants stopped her. Bandages coated in healing oil were slapped on wounds, and after the screaming agony of the oil had done its work, Sarissa came back to her senses—what little remained.
“Apexia! Why must you always win? I am the same as you!” she shouted. “I have done everything you have done and what do I have? Nothing!”
Be calm, Bethany. You must control yourself. Grieve later. Kill now. 
Sarissa clenched her fists. “I am not her.”
Magic is evil. It is the source of all evil in our world. Together we must unite to defeat it. All of us, acting in one accord.
Sarissa’s fingernails dugs into her palms until the stinging wetness announced she’d broken skin. 
“I must gain control.”
Sarissa could no longer do Magic. She couldn’t create circles and barriers around her to shield her from the voices. She could barely sleep. She couldn’t eat solid food. She knew she’d fallen over sanity’s edge and had no idea how to climb back up the cliff. She didn’t even know if she wanted to. Sometimes, when the madness overtook her, it was a relief to be spared the agony for even a few moments, even if it made the lucid moments more terrifying.
A knock interrupted her thoughts. 
“Lady Sarissa? Messenger for you.”
“Come,” Sarissa said sharply. 
An average-height man walked into the room. He stank of sweat, garlic, and horse shit. She wrinkled her nose and turned her head away. The broth and wine in her guts protested. He pulled a letter out of his leather courier pouch. “From Lord Robert, my lady.”
She quirked a smile. Lord Robert. What a bunch of backward idiots these northerners were. Everyone of importance had to have a title in front of their name or not be allowed to command. How very human of them.
So proud the day they made me Lady Bethany. Passed the tests. Passed them all. Flying colours on the battlements. Vowed Knights being presented to his holiness. Head held high. I did it. 
I did it.
Sarissa shook off the wayward memory and opened the letter. 
S,
Fourteen made it across to the shack. I wish I could see your face when you read this next line. We captured Bethany. In chains in the basement, awaiting orders from you. I’d rather not move her until we have to. Took six of us to pin her down, and that was with her drugged.
I’ll be at the Abbey in a couple of days. Send word back if you want her brought to you when I come.
Robert
Sarissa reread the letter. They’d captured me. How could they capture me? I was stronger than any of them. I was careful, too. I was…Sarissa shook her head as if bothered by an insect. Bethany must have been out on a training exercise. There would be no other reason for the head of the invasion force to be out in the field without an entire army surrounding her.
“Any reply, Lady Sarissa?” The messenger asked. He was close enough that Sarissa could smell the beer on his breath. 
She turned her back in an attempt to keep her meagre broth in her stomach where it belonged. She poured more wine. The servants were watering it down—no doubt Robert’s orders. He probably thought he was being helpful, thinking in his stupidity that drunkenness was making her crazy. The drunkenness helped her keep her wits about her, as it numbed the pain of two lives sharing her brain.
“Yes,” Sarissa said. “There is a reply.” She needed Bethany brought; she didn’t trust herself to leave the Abbey. If she brought Bethany here, Sarissa could find some way to send the power back to her. Then Bethany could kill her. 
No! That wasn’t right, either. Robert wouldn’t let Bethany kill her. 
She needed to get rid of Robert. 
Bethany would kill him given the chance. But then Bethany would kill her. Why did Bethany want to kill her, again? Sarissa closed her eyes, thinking.
Right. Because she was a murderer. She’d forgotten that.
“What message?”
Kill the gross little man. Watch his blood spray all over the walls and ceiling. Gut him and rip out his entrails. Find the way back to Magic and purge myself of this cursed insanity. All wasted. So much waste. So much time ruined and tortured and the end is coming and I deserve it…
The elves will invade through the southern breach in the barrier. It is the most logical place. Castle Brook only has three thousand men. The heavy Magi are all up here. Some of them need to go south to bolster the Castle. 
But that would mean Sarissa would lose her best defenders.
Exactly. It will be easier for me to kill the evil and purge the land of darkness. The champion of light will descend upon you and bring with her the justice that you so rightly deserve.
“My lady?”
“Have Bethany brought here. Tell Quentin…wait, Quentin is dead. I can’t remember who took over from Quentin. Jovan did, right? No, that’s not right.” Sarissa shifted through memories, some hers and some not, but couldn’t find the answer.
“Frida did,” the disgusting-smelling man said.
“Right. Frida. Tell Frida to send our strongest Magi to Castle Brook. We need to defend it.”
“Why?”
Bethany was coming. With her, the armies would descend upon them. Why was Bethany coming here? How would she even make it across the straits? The barrier was still up. Oh, she was tricky, that one. She probably found a hole and marched her army in one by one, step by step, until they were all here on Sarissa’s island. This was Sarissa’s island. She shouldn’t let the elves take it from her.
Sarissa lowered her voice and whispered, “The elves are coming. We have to stop them.”


CHAPTER 13
Three Weeks Ago
 
Bethany blinked the grit out of her eyes. Her new home was dark, save a flickering lantern well out of reach. She yawned and winced as she stretched her neck from side to side. Sweat dripped down the small of her back and pooled around the band of her padded trousers. Everything ached.
The irony of all the beatings she’d taken in the last several days was that the healing oils and the healers they’d used to keep bringing her back to health had helped heal the worst of her coughing sickness. Not all of it, for sure. But the fever was lessening now and her wet cough was replaced by a lingering hack that made her ribs ache.
She was still in her armour; they hadn’t removed it. Considering how much work it had been to get her Blessed Blades off her, she was certain they’d decided taking her armour off too was just not worth the effort. 
Amateurs.
Bethany moaned with discomfort. “Anyone awake?” she said quietly.
“All of us,” Jackson said in a low voice. “Between you coughing and the guard snoring, I doubt the dead could rest here.”
“Was I out long?” she asked, coughing between words. She spat the phlegm out through the wooden bars of their cage. She missed the sleeping guard.
“A while, I think. We all fell asleep a couple of times,” Jonas said.
Bethany mopped the sweat from her forehead. “Did they feed us?”
“Nope,” Lady Kia spat. 
“Fuck,” Bethany said. “I’m starving.”
“If one of you dies, I’m eatin’ you,” whispered Jackson. “Just putting that out there now.” 
Without sunlight, it was impossible to tell exactly how many days had passed but, by the sounds coming from Bethany’s stomach, they’d been locked up for two days. Another two days being dragged here. Four days. 
They were clearly alive for a reason, and Bethany had a few ideas about that. They’d been drugged, bagged, tied up, and eventually dragged to a boat. Then drugged and dragged some more. And now here.
Wherever here was.
She guessed they were somewhere across the straits by now. With Robert in the picture, it was most likely they went through the tear in the barrier and were in holding until word got to Sarissa. 
Capturing her was blind luck. They were either looking for something in particular, such as supplies or intelligence, or were behind the lines to cause trouble, such as attacking a watchtower post.
She looked at the others. If she hadn’t threatened to kill herself, they’d all be dead. Beyond the small group in the cell, she had no idea if the others were alive, as she’d been blindfolded the entire time after she threatened to kill herself. The threat had been enough to reduce the beatings, though the drugs had also helped quell further resistance. Still, they were in bad shape. Jackson’s foot was sprained, if not broken. They’d used Jonas as a punching bag on the first night; he was in bad shape. Lady Kia was in decent health, but she looked so terrified that Bethany worried what use she’d be if they got an opening to escape.
They didn’t have weapons. The longer they stayed here, the harder it would be to get out. Now that the drugs were finally out of her system, she could think clearer. There was always one guard in the room. He slept out of reach. The walls were stone with no windows. The damp, musty smell announced they were most likely underground in the basement, as did the stairs leading up to the door. 
The prison bars in front of them were thick metal beams in a crisscross pattern. There was no way they could break one of those, not even all working together. Their most likely avenue would be to get the hinges off, but they were outside the bars. Plus, she had no tools to use to silently work. There wasn’t even a stone inside the cage. Just hay for them to piss and shit in.
While not fed proper food, they’d been given a weak broth every so often. It was enough to both keep them alive and help weaken them. Bethany guessed they were at the first location across the water that could hold them, as Robert didn’t want to risk having her or the others escaping or causing trouble. She could have been faking the unconsciousness, after all. If the foul-tasting wine hadn’t knocked her out for real, she would have pretended.
That meant they were waiting for Sarissa’s order, or perhaps even Sarissa herself. If two days had passed here, that meant Sarissa could be arriving at any time. Sarissa’s blood rituals needed bodies and, after she was done torturing every drop of knowledge from Bethany and the others, they would all die horribly—and their deaths would be used to kill others. 
“All right, my head is clear enough. We need to get out of here,” Bethany whispered.
Jackson nodded and said, voice kept low, “Agreed. Ideas?”
“You think the four of us can haul this door down before that guard wakes up?” Bethany asked half-heartedly.
“I’m willing to try anything,” Kia said.
Bethany would have smiled if she wasn’t so tired. “They bring us broth. So I sleep near the bars from this point forward. The next guard or servant or anyone who leans close enough to these bars, I’ll grab whatever body part I can. That will cause a commotion. This guard will come to help. Jackson can strangle him. Steal the keys. Get out of here.”
“That’s your brilliant plan?” Jackson scoffed. “You do realize there are a hundred ways that isn’t going to work, right?”
Bethany scoffed back. “Would you like me to whittle myself a fashionable lockpicking set?” 
“That would be so great,” Jonas said.
“Rotting in here is unacceptable, as is being tortured to death. Agreed?”
The others nodded. 
“Then we have to escape. Failing—and dying—is better than whatever they have planned for us. Agreed?”
“Agreed,” Jackson said.
Kia agreed with a nod. “I wish we knew if the others were alive.”
“One problem at a time,” Bethany breathed. “First, we need out of this cage.”
The lantern flickered out. “Well, fuck.” Bethany complained. “Great.”
There was a thunk nearby. A groan, followed by another thunk.
Bethany jumped to her feet. “Kia, help. Kick the hinges.” Even if she could bend the metal, it might be enough to pull the hinges off the doors. Without hinges, the doors would come off. 
“Stop!” A feminine voice whispered. “Lady Bethany. Stay quiet!”
They heard stone striking flint, saw sparks, and then a lantern flared to life, illuminating the face of their saviour. 
Miss Myra. An apprentice knight and, by all accounts, a child. She was a half-Rygent reader, unable to properly mind read, but able to sense the emotions of those around her. Bethany had personally asked for Myra to be brought from Ellentop to serve under Kiner’s network of scouts and spies. She’d been sent across through the rip in the barrier on a scouting mission weeks ago and had not been heard from since. 
Her normally young, tanned features were darkened and aged by the soot and dirt in every facial cranny. “Lady Bethany, I’m so happy to see you alive.”
“Myra!” Bethany greeted her with a wide grin on her face. “It’s so good to see you.”
Myra set the lantern on the floor and shoved a loaf of bread through the bars. “Eat while I get the keys. Sorry it took so long. I tried to find the best time. I’ve managed to drug your guard, but it might not last long.”
“Why not?” Bethany asked.
“I have no clue what I gave him.”
Bethany chuckled. “I’m just happy you’re here.” Bethany took the loaf and ripped off a piece. She handed the rest to Kia to share with the others. “Did the others make it? Whiteriver? Ansley?”
“Yes,” Myra said, digging through the unconscious man’s pockets. “Ah! Got them.”
Bethany ripped up her share of the bread, choking it down with the fewest bites possible. She stuffed the rest into her pocket for later. “How many others? Where are they?”
Myra spoke as she fumbled through keys at the lock. “Seven others in total. They’re in the stables getting horses saddled. They were being held outside, so it was easier to get to them.”
“Where are we?”
“The basement of Chateau Lance.” Myra unlocked the door. “Okay, come on.”
Bethany bent down to help Jackson to his feet. “Kia, help me.”
Kia shoved her bread into her mouth and put a supportive arm around Jackson. Together they helped him to his feet.
Bethany took the guard’s sword and scabbard, tying the belt around her own waist. She also found his dagger, which she handed to Jonas. 
The guard stirred. Bethany whirled, pulled her stolen sword, and buried it into his throat. He gurgled and choked but, without a windpipe, couldn’t scream for help. The blood sprayed and pooled predictably, but she sidestepped most of it. 
Some of the blood hit Myra’s hand and arm. She let out a mewling sound before collapsing to the dirt floor.
Bethany stared down at the unconscious girl at her feet. “Did she just faint?”
“A spy afraid of blood. She’s in the wrong line of work,” Jackson said, deadpan.
“Shut up, you’re going to make me laugh,” Bethany whispered, kneeling to coax Myra back to consciousness.
Myra woke up. She blinked and stared at Bethany. Bethany chuckled and helped her to her feet. Myra wiped her face on her sleeve, then looked at the spattered sleeve. She paled again.
Bethany grabbed her by the jacket. “Don’t look at it. Shut your brain down and get us out of here, or we’ll all be covered in each other’s blood.”
“Right,” Myra said. “Sorry, that’s the first time I’ve seen someone…um…um—”
“Focus,” Bethany snapped. “We need to get out of here. Details. How many guards?”
“Two in the corridor upstairs. Three in the kitchen where we need to go. They’re drunk, though.”
“Outside?”
Myra’s voice gained strength. “I counted three on the second floor balconies that can see the stables. There’s no guard in the stables, but a few stable boys sleep there.”
“Is it night? What time is it?”
“Two hours before dawn.”
“How many Magi?”
Myra shrugged. “A few, though most of them are at the Abbey, not here. This is where the wannabes and the supporters are. Most of them here dabble a bit. The ones that can hurl fire and wind practice in the field about twenty minutes’ ride away. The ones who make amulets and potions are at the castle.”
“Jackson has a broken foot, Jonas took a horrible beating and, well, Kia’s ready to eat one of us. We can’t move fast. No weapons, so we can’t fight.”
Myra nodded. “I’ve been stealing these.” She untied a purse from her belt and pulled out small metal amulets and brooches. “When you touch these to your skin, they make you invisible. You have to keep them in skin contact.”
“Those are Magic,” Bethany said.
“It’s the only way to move around. I’m the only one still alive from my scouting party. We have to ride out to the boundary and across.”
Bethany looked down at the brooches and amulets. She didn’t want anything to do with those things. Even if her Power was gone, she still didn’t want Magic anywhere near her. She also didn’t want to die here.
“We need to get away,” Jackson said. “I’m scared shitless of that crap, but it’s worth the risk.”
“I don’t care, Lady Bethany,” Jonas said. “I’ll do anything to get home.”
Kia looked like she was going to object, but then she shook her head. “I’ll follow your orders.”
“How do these things work?” Bethany asked.
“As soon as they touch your bare skin, they simply start working,” Myra said. “But, and this is important, they don’t last forever. Turning them off and on makes them fade faster. So keep them activated for as long as possible because once they go, they’re gone.” 
Bethany ran through the options and decided the risk of the amulets was worth it. “Fine. Let’s get out of here. We can argue about the ethics later with Allric. So we get to the stables? Then what?”
“I’ve been hiding in an abandoned mineshaft not far from here. Once we organize there, we can make a run for the coast,” Myra said, her voice uncertain. “Maybe we can steal a boat or something.”
“I hate boats,” Bethany murmured. She considered their situation. “If we can get weapons, shelter, and food, we can stay here, find pockets of Rygent resistance that were caught when the barrier went up, and cause some trouble.”
Myra frowned. “Isn’t that dangerous?”
“This is a war, Myra. Everything we do is calculated danger. But let’s have this argument later. For now, let’s get out of this room. Stables. Horses. Cave. Everyone in agreement?”
They all nodded.
“Okay, Myra said, “it’s not too hard to get out, but you have to be careful. The Magic on these makes it really hard to see, so you have to be careful or you’ll bump into things.”
“Bethany never sees anything more than spitting distance away,” Jackson said, with a grin.
Bethany rolled her eyes. “My eyesight isn’t that bad.”
“You keep pretending.”
A nervous giggle escaped Myra. Bethany gave her a supportive smile. “Keep going. Come on.”
“I’ll be in front to open doors for you, since I’ve had practice. We have to be careful because there are guards and some are still awake.”
“Directions?” 
“It’s up the stairs here, right turn, down the hallway, down the spiral stairs, into the kitchen, out the door.”
“Up, right, down, stairs, kitchen, door.” Bethany repeated it three more times. “Okay, got it.”
She accepted a metallic item from Myra. 
Lightning flashed in front of Bethany’s eyes and thunder boomed in her ears. She collapsed to the ground, gasping for air. She tried to pry her fingers open to get the blasted thing out of her hand, but her muscles tightened around it.
“Help,” she gasped. “I can’t drop it.”
Kia kicked Bethany’s hand. It was enough for her to drop the amulet. 
Bethany lay on her back, waiting for the lightning to stop flickering. 
“What just happened?” Myra asked. “Light was all over your arm.”
It was a few beats before Bethany could speak, and when she did, it was a torrent of curses directed at the crude jewelry. She hadn’t felt her own Power in months, but she was still the daughter of a Goddess. The healing oil had caused her pain, and now she knew Magical do-dabs were beyond her ability to use. 
“What’s Plan B?”
“There…there isn’t one,” Myra stammered. “I don’t know how to get you out if people can see you. You’ll stand out, Lady Bethany. I mean, look at you.”
Bethany lay on the dirt floor for another minute before sitting up. She pointed at the guard. “Myra, help me strip him. I’ll go dressed like him and hope for the best. You can wear my armour.”
“Lady Bethany, you’re not going to make it. Your hair alone…And you look so much like Sarissa.”
Bethany stared up at Myra. “How do you know what Sarissa looks like?”
“I saw her two weeks ago.”
“She was here?”
“No. I was at the Abbey. That’s where we first crossed over. I got separated from my group. They were all caught and…” she gulped. “I don’t know what happened to them. But I was hiding in the stables and saw Sarissa. She was frail-looking and her hair was grey, but it was clearly your twin, even with all that.”
“Then why did you come here?” Bethany demanded.
Myra’s voice turned uncertain. “I heard her talking about this Chateau, and how she was recalling most of the Magi back down, since she didn’t believe the elven army knew about the tear in the barrier in the North. So I thought I’d head north, where there wouldn’t be so many Magi to deal with. I got here, learned about all of you, and…”
“Here we are,” Bethany said. She turned to Jackson and raised an eyebrow. “I still look enough like Sarissa.”
“Oh, fuck, no. Bethany, don’t,” Jackson said.
“What’s going on?” Kia asked.
“Um, Lady Bethany,” Jonas said. “I don’t mean to tell you what to do, but um, this sounds like a very bad idea. The guard plan is horrible, but it’s better than the Sarissa plan.”
Myra shook her head. “No, that’s a bad idea. I don’t know which guards know it’s you down there. I’m sure some know, at least, by now. If they know you’re in the Chateau, then there is no way you can pretend to be her. It won’t work.”
“If they knew, why haven’t they been down there? Think this through. There’s two elven women down here, but we’ve only seen a couple of guards. We’ve been left unmolested.”
“So?” Myra asked.
“So, this is Taftlin. Well, I guess Rygent since we’re on the Islands, but these are all Northern men. I know what they do to elven women.” Bethany ground her teeth thinking of Drea. “They don’t know we’re here.”
“They will kill you if you’re caught,” Myra protested.
Bethany laughed. “Oh, they’re probably going to kill me in any case. All right, fuck it. Myra, help me. I’ll put his tunic over my tabard, that might help.”
“This is a horrible idea,” Myra said, but did as she was told. 
“Shut up and help,” Bethany snapped. 
Myra did as ordered. Thankfully, the guard was bigger than Bethany, so his tunic was loose enough to hide her bloody garments and cover her many layers of armour. She pulled her tabard’s hem up and tucked it into her belt.
“This is not going to work,” Kia muttered.
Bethany whirled at her. “Do you have a better idea?”
“No,” Kia said meekly.
“Then keep your opinions to yourself.” Bethany adjusted her clothes and spoke. “Okay, all of you follow me. If I get lost, just let me wander unless it's safe to help me. If I get into trouble, use it as an opportunity to escape in the confusion. It's been a while since I spoke with my sister, but I do believe I can pull this off.”
“If you don't, they'll kill you,” Jonas said. 
“They’ll most likely drag my half-dead body back to whatever hole my sister is currently hiding in and then I’ll just wish they’d killed me. Is everyone ready?”
They nodded agreement, though there were plenty of dubious glances.
“Let’s go.”
****
The first objective was to make it into the hallway above. Bethany walked ahead of her invisible subordinates and cracked open the door. The stone walls were bare except for the occasional flickering candle in a wall sconce. The floor was stone, with no carpets laid down. No tapestries on the walls, so the sound would bounce around. She’d have to be careful. The others had most of their sound masked, too, though there was still an odd rustling behind her. She dismissed it as her being hyperaware they were there and that anyone else would equally dismiss it as a breeze from an opened window.
An oddly-echoing noise came from the far end of the hallway. A sleeping guard, presumably. So far, Myra’s intelligence was right. The guards who should have been in this area were elsewhere, most likely drinking. If she was very lucky, they’d be drunk and passed out by now. 
Ideally, she’d pass this guard without waking him. She’d kill him if she needed, but a corpse in the hallway was a rather suspicious thing to leave hanging about a corridor. She certainly didn’t have time to drag him elsewhere. Stealth had to be on her side.
She held her breath and begged herself not to start coughing, farting, or burping while she slipped past. He didn’t move. His snoring didn’t change. She pushed open the wooden door. The hinges squeaked and she stopped, breath held. The guard stirred, but settled back down. She pushed open the door a crack more, with more squeaking—and more stirring of the guard—and managed to get it open enough to slip through.
Once the air stopped stirring around her, indicating her companions’ passage through the doorway, she eased the door back into place. 
Objective complete. Next phase.
The second step would be significantly harder. She could hear voices, so these guards were not asleep. Time to act.
She rolled her shoulders until she got them into the correct position, as she’d been taught in etiquette class too long ago. She tilted her chin upwards until the muscles in her neck, shoulders, and back all complained. That’s how she knew she had achieved the appropriate stance. This was how elven ladies were to walk.
Of course, Bethany never walked like this. Military training had beaten the habit out of her; no one walked with their nose pointing upward while holding a sword. But Sarissa only ever had etiquette training. Even in their last encounter, Sarissa still held herself square and high, a proper elven lady to the end. 
Bethany took two steps and stopped. She shortened her stride and focused on gliding, as opposed to marching. A lady never marches. A lady glides. 
Miss Bethany, you are an Elorian, so I cannot expect you to be as refined as a true elven girl. However, you are half elven, and as such you shall comport yourself accordingly. You are an ethereal creature, floating on a cloud of poise, grace, and dignity. Your steps are light and delicate, like the flower you wish to be. Not the mouthy brat who is rolling her eyes at me this very moment.
Bethany hadn’t thought of her etiquette mistress in ages. Oh, she’d hated that old hag. She never thought she’d say it, but she wished she’d listened to the instructions better. Of course, she highly doubted her teacher had ever imagined Bethany would be in enemy territory, covered in blood, trying to be her murderous twin sister. Hopefully the poor lighting would hide the blood stains on her trousers and boots, if not her soldier’s posture.
She rounded the corner with deliberate steps and made her way toward the two guards down the corridor. They were seated on the floor, cards and coins laid in front of them. They jumped to their feet when they saw her. 
Bethany resisted going for her sword. She wasn’t even certain Sarissa carried a sword. To Sarissa, a sword was ornamental in the face of Magical destruction. Bethany was her own form of destructive force, so she focused on that aspect of her skills and not her weapon.
“Who are you?” One of the grubby men asked. “What are you doing down here?”
Bethany stared at him with the deadest expression she could imagine. Then she remembered that Sarissa was blind the last time she saw her. Did Sarissa have her eyesight back? Ah, shit. It was too late to back out, so she went along with the original plan and hoped she wouldn’t start fighting here in the hallway.
“Do I know you?” The other man asked. “You look familiar.”
Bethany leaned forward and hissed, “You should know me, since you are fighting for me.”
The guards exchanged glanced and ducked their heads. “Lady Sarissa? I didn't know you were at the Abbey, my lady. I apologize.”
Bethany made no attempt to set the man at ease.
“We were told you were too ill to be moved,” the guard said.
“And so I am,” Bethany said, not even thinking. “But I can do many things when the need calls for it.”
“Right,” one of them said. “Should we take you to the prisoners? Or have you—?”
“I recommend you go back to your game before I make an example of guards who ask too many questions of their betters.”
“Yes, my lady.” They both immediately sat back down on the floor and picked up their cards.
Sarissa’s reputation was well-earned and it was serving Bethany well. Her heart pounded in her chest as she swung the door wide. She needed to keep it open long enough for the others to slip through. One of the men looked at her, puzzled. 
Bethany scrambled for something appropriate to say. Then it occurred to her to ask about defenses. “Tell me, are there enough archers patrolling the upper levels at this time of night?”
“Four in total.”
Still air, moving past her. A brush of…something against her skin that sent a shiver through her. Four archers was four too many, sure, but less than she would have put up there. “Why so few?”
“Most of the archers and their equipment were sent to Castle Brook. We haven't had a chance to make much new stuff, what with the weather and all.”
Bethany made a disapproving
sound. “I will see to that.”
“That would be helpful.”
She stepped across the threshold and let the door swing closed. Once it shut, she relaxed her shoulders and coughed into her hands. She tried to stifle the sound as best as she could, but a lung-rattling seizure overtook her. It was nearly a full minute before it stopped. On the mend, but not yet fully recovered.
Thankfully, it being so late, there wasn't anyone around to take notice, except the guards on the other side who said Sarissa was sick…so her being sick was actually consistent. Well, for once, this hacking disgusting mess of a sickness might work to her advantage. 
There were no more obstacles until she reached the kitchen. Five guards were next to a barrel resting on its side. Bethany left the door at the bottom of the spiral staircase open and strode into the kitchen as if she belonged there. She kept the door open and surveyed the room. A typical kitchen. The back door was propped open and it was dark outside.
Three fires roared and the heat reminded Bethany’s bones of just how cold she was, even in her armour. There were knives, cutting boards, and bowls on the tables. Pots and pans hung from hooks. 
Sacks of grain too heavy to carry. The salt box would serve no useful purpose. A barrel of ale, while comforting, wasn’t something they could steal.
“Who are you?” One of the guards demanded. 
She ignored him, still searching. She saw most of a cheese wheel on one of the counters. From the looks of it, the drunkards had been feasting on it. Bethany walked over to the cheese. The rind was green with mold, but the inside looked nice and white, with just a hint of orange to it. She picked up one of the slivers and tried not to moan when she popped it in her mouth. Oh, Goddess divine, she was starving.
“Well?” The guard asked. 
The five men stood up, stumbling as they did. Two pulled their swords. It took a few beats for the others to pull theirs. Bethany checked herself; she was playing a role. She examined the men, nodding. “Very good. I was concerned when I saw you drinking at the barrel, but the beer has not gone to your heads. Excellent.”
The guards exchanged looks. The shorter asked, “Lady Sarissa?”
Bethany grunted, and they put away their swords. All but the man who’d challenged her first. He was older, and from the scars on his face and hands, more experienced than the others. 
“I require a basket,” she announced.
“A basket?” The man echoed. 
“Yes, a basket.”
“Why?”
The longer he drew this out, the more likely it was that she would make a mistake. But if she managed to escape this prison, she’d need sustenance, as would the rest of her soldiers. Decisions made on full stomachs were always better than ones made in the desperation of hunger. “It is a long ride home in the middle of the night and I require food.”
“I’ll fetch one for you,” one of the men said.
Bethany gave him a quick nod and turned her gaze back to the man with the sword. “Do you lead the night guard?”
“I have the most experience.” 
“Is that why you’re down here drinking the beer, instead of in the corridor doing your job?”
The other guards stopped moving. One took a step back. Off to the side, the man with the basket continued packing food, though he was now looking squarely at both of them and not at what he was doing. She saw him stuff the basket with pieces of leftover meat pie, bread, and cheese, though. Good. The elves could have the bread and cheese, and the humans could have the pies. Just a few more minutes and she’d be free. Almost there.
“You know, you look exactly like that woman we have down in the cellars.”
Bethany was saved by an involuntary yawn, because otherwise she would have probably gasped. “Yes, that’s my sister.”
“Is it, now?”
Bethany inclined her head. “We’re twins, actually.”
The man with the basket stopped his work. Shit. This wasn’t working. She knew as soon as she went for her blade, she’d be dead. There were five of them and only one of her. The others might have slipped through the opened door. She’d told them to run if this happened, but would they listen? Had any of them noticed the knives on the tables? 
Jackson would probably stay, assuming he could stay upright. Myra would pass out. Bethany didn’t know Kia. Jonas seemed the kind to stay, but he was in horrible shape. He’d probably get himself killed.
So Bethany stared at the man, trying to infuse as much hatred into her expression as possible. Some of the others flinched. No doubt Sarissa had a reputation for brutality. 
“How are the guards in the corridor?” The guard asked. 
“Playing cards. The one with the brown jacket is cheating. I’d watch him, if I were you.”
The guard walked to the door, pointing a finger at Bethany as he walked by, as if marking her for death if the guards were dead. She returned his gesture with a derisive snort. He called out for the men down the way to answer if all was well. They shouted back it was. 
“Satisfied?” Bethany asked, picking up her basket of food. 
The guard inclined his head. “I’m very sorry, Lady Sarissa. I have to be cautious, you understand. I heard it took six men to hold down your sister, and that was while she was drugged.” 
Bethany snorted. “She’s rather spunky, isn’t she?”
“Are you heading back tonight, then?”
Bethany nodded. “I hope to be back at the Abbey as soon as possible. My health isn’t the best right now.”
“Have a good journey.”
Bethany turned and then she realized something: the scar on her face. She’d forgotten the fucking scar.
It must have shown on her face because he grinned. “Yeah. You forgot to cover your scar. Good acting, though. You fooled the boys here. Not me. See, I was here when they brought you in. I helped locked you up.”
Bethany moved her hand to the hilt of her sword. She wrapped her fingers around it in a deliberate move. “I suggest you let me walk out that door.”
“You think you can take on all of us?”
“Yes,” she said, and brandished her sword. 
There were four of them between her and the exit. Two others to her left. To her right was a work table; she could use that as a buffer when the others lunged at her. Hopefully, Jackson at least was still in the room.
And hopefully Myra wasn’t in the room to faint when the blood started to flow.
The main guard lunged at her and two of the others dropped with gurgling, wordless sounds.
Bethany blocked and stabbed the guard in the guts. He began screaming and shouting for help. The other guards turned, all with surprised expressions, to find Jackson and Jonas standing holding bloody kitchen knives. 
Jackson hobbled across and managed to stab the injured guard through the windpipe with a tiny paring knife.
Bethany cut down two more guards with little effort. She held her sword up to the guard who’d packed her basket for her. He held his hands out. He’d not even drawn his sword yet. 
“How many guards between here and the stables?”
“None, now,” he said feebly.
“Where are we?”
“Chateau—”
“I know, but where are we? Directions. Now.”
“Three days ride from the northern coast.” His voice shook. “Please don’t kill me.”
The man didn’t see Jackson sneak behind him. Bethany nodded and Jackson slit the man’s throat. He fell forward, blood spraying the basket.
“Fuck, Jackson. You could have avoided the food,” she complained. “Where are Kia and Myra?”
“Outside, getting the horses,” Jonas said. He moved slowly, wincing. “Jackson, help me bar the door.”
Bethany grabbed the end of the table and pushed it against the door to the stairs. She leaned over it to pull the latch. The three of them piled as much furniture against it as possible.
As they worked, she asked, “Why did you drop the…shield thing you had?”
“I couldn’t see proper with it up. I was almost kissing his neck before I was sure which part of the blur was real,” Jackson complained.
“Same with me,” Jonas said. “I was afraid I’d stab thin air.”
“Thanks for helping and disobeying orders.” Jackson snorted. “I couldn’t see where the door actually was with these assholes in the way. I had to kill them.”
Bethany smile and grabbed the basket of food. She tossed several pieces of blood-soaked food aside before saying, “This is pointless. Here, there’s two loaves still okay. Let’s get out of here.”
“You killed him.” 
Bethany looked over her shoulder at Kia standing in the doorway. She paled in the firelight. She put her hand over her mouth and began to gag. 
“Kia!” Bethany snapped. Not her as well. Had she ended up with all raw recruits? “We don’t have time for this. Get out there and get on a horse. Move!”
Kia stood there, staring at the blood, while Jackson and Jonas grabbed hunks off the untainted cheese wheel and stuffed their pockets. Bethany grabbed a loaf of bread and rushed out the door, dragging Kia with her. 
“You killed him,” Kia sputtered. “He was surrendering. We’re not supposed to kill people who surrender.”
Bethany didn’t reply. 
Myra offered her the reins to a horse. “The others just left. Let’s get out of here.”
Bethany took the shaking reins from Myra and looked behind her. “Jonas, do you need help mounting?”
He shook his head and pulled himself up, moaning in pain as he did. 
Bethany grabbed Kia by the arm and squeezed until Kia grimaced in pain. “Kia, listen to me. You have to get up on your horse or you’re going to die. Be angry later. Right now, get on that damn horse or I’ll pick you up and put you on it.”
“Are you stealing the horses?” a small voice asked from the darkness. 
Bethany shoved Kia out of the way and unsheathed her sword again. A small, dirty figure stepped from the shadows. Bethany swore under her breath. She saw the flickering of lanterns and candlelight in the windows on the second floor of the Chateau. 
“Boy, go back wherever you came from,” she snarled.
“I’m not supposed to let people steal the horses,” he said. He was human and couldn’t have been more than seven or eight. 
Bethany did not want to kill a child. She’d done enough of that in her life. She licked her lips. “Yes, we’re stealing horses. Now, go back to sleep.”
“They said I’ll lose my position if I lose the horses.”
“You’ll you lose your life if you try to stop me,” Bethany said. She glanced up at the windows. The archers couldn’t see them, but she could hear shouting on the balcony. Bethany tossed the boy the loaf from her belt pouch. “Eat that. When you’re done, start shouting that we stole the horses. Point in that direction.” She pointed to what she guessed was southeast from the stars. 
“But…”
“Do it, boy.”
Kia said, very quietly, “We’re the good people. Those men kidnapped us. We’re trying to escape to get help.”
“Oh,” the boy said, taking the bread. By the giant bites he took, he was hungrier than she was. “You should burn the hay.”
“What?” Bethany asked.
He pointed at the hay loft. “It's full of hay still. I can let the horses out and then you can catch it on fire. It’ll burn the back of the house down for sure because some of it is made of wood.”
Bethany smiled and sheathed her sword. She vaulted up on her horse and said, “You’ll get caught. Don’t do that.” She pulled on the reins of her horse and said, “Let’s get out of here. Myra, in front. Lead the way.”
They galloped away and Bethany was thankful for the new moon in the sky. Head down, she leaned into her horse and followed Myra. Mud splashed around them and the wind cut through Bethany’s damp layers. She tried to keep the boy out of her head as she rode. Another couple of seconds and she’d have killed him to keep him quiet. She still wasn’t sure she’d done the right thing.
Did she need to kill that guard in the kitchen? Jackson did it, but she’d given the order. It might have been a nod, but it was still an order. It was still permission. 
But right now, if they didn’t get to safety and hide, she’d be too dead to care what Kia thought of her. 
A few minutes later, Bethany smelt smoke. She dared to look over her shoulder, saw the glow of flames licking up into the night sky, and smiled.


CHAPTER 14
Two Days Ago
 
It was four in the morning when Lendra broke into Bethany’s study, assuming sweet-talking the guard into letting her in counted as “breaking”. The bittersweet pill of her age meant that people didn’t take her seriously most of the time, but it also meant that they let her get away with far more than they should. A swift smile, a giggle, and a little pleading, and the older human guard couldn’t say no. She was just too cute.
Bethany wouldn’t have approved, but Bethany wasn’t here, was she? 
Over the last six months, something had bugged Lendra. She’d tried to push it aside and forget about it. She had so much of her own work to do. There was much to accomplish and even more to learn. Bethany had had no interest in talking about the disappearance of her own Power, so Lendra tried not to think about it.
It was all part of Bethany’s habit of treating Lendra like a little girl who needed protecting and sheltering from the big bad world around them. Well, Bethany was the one who needed protecting now, and Lendra wasn’t going to push aside the questions any longer. 
When Lendra was a little girl, she’d overheard Sarissa and Bethany arguing. Lendra was too young to understand most of it and she’d forgotten a lot over the years, but one thing always stood out to her. Sarissa asked Bethany if she ever wondered where their Power came from. Bethany never cared—to think about it was to admit who she was—but that question had always stuck with Lendra.
Where did Apexia’s Power actually come from?
Lendra skipped the front room of Bethany’s study. It was just her desk and the endless paperwork that came from holding an important position. Lendra was learning all about that, as she moved more and more into the official role as ambassador and diplomat. With Celeste’s death, many of those tasks Arrago sent in her direction. She felt ill-equipped to deal with them, but she tried as best as she could.
But being an Elorian raised by elves, Lendra shared quirks with Bethany. One of them would be having a journal; it was an elven thing. They’d been taught since they could write sentences to keep a diary of their lives. Most were meant to be private, though many elves in high positions kept journals they knew would one day be available for all to read.
She skipped over any place obvious. Bethany had an irrational fear of servants and chambermaids rooting through her belongings. So where would Bethany hide her journal? Lendra rummaged through the drawers but found nothing of importance. None of the drawers were locked, so Bethany wouldn’t have kept anything personal there. 
Perhaps it was silly, but she wanted to see if her sister had any theories about the disappearance of her Power. Perhaps it was related to the Magical barrier Sarissa had created. Perhaps they could take it down somehow, if Lendra could only figure out what had happened. 
The entire situation troubled her. Bethany had said she thought Sarissa stole her Power. But how did Sarissa get through the boundary without tearing it down? And if it was her, it meant that the Magical barrier could be torn open, at least temporarily. And that might mean Bethany, if she was still alive, could get her Power back. Maybe her Power was in the barrier. Or, maybe the barrier was preventing it from returning to Bethany. There had to be a reason why the Power hadn’t come back, and there had to be a way to make it right.
Lendra sat down on Bethany’s bed and frowned. The thought she’d been avoiding came to mind. Apexia could help. Why hadn’t her mother spoken to her in months? Why hadn’t she appeared to Bethany when she lost her Power? Something was not right and Lendra was determined to puzzle it out.
Lendra looked under Bethany’s bed and lifted the heavy, straw-stuffed mattress to look beneath. Nothing. Bethany’s bedroom was sparse; there weren’t many places to hide stuff.
She dug around in Bethany’s clothing trunk and was rewarded with a secret compartment. Lendra dumped the clothes on the floor and fiddled with the locking puzzle until she got it right and could remove the false wall. She sat back on the bed and moved the lantern to the side table for better light. 
Lendra was never close to her sister. It was hard to be close to someone who awed her as much as Bethany did. Bethany was an icon for young elven and Elorian women. Bethany was an idol for girls like Lendra who didn’t just push, but bashed against the barriers elven culture forced on them. They all looked at Bethany and saw the proof that they, too, could break out of the prison of etiquette and polite superiority. 
Had dinner with Lendra, as per usual. She is such an amazing young woman. It’s difficult for me to see her as anything other than a little girl some days, but she is far more than that. I need to stop underestimating her. 
Tears welled up in Lendra’s eyes. “Oh, Bethany.”
There were more passages like that. Pages and pages of Bethany struggling to admit she was a caring, feeling person who loved deeply but silently. She loved Jovan and Kiner. She loved Arrago. She loved Allric, and Eve, and even Erem, which made Lendra smile. 
Lendra keeps asking about Sarissa. I wish she wouldn’t. Jovan keeps telling me to be patient. I know she doesn’t have as many memories as I do. And I know he’s right, though I’d never tell him that. It hurts so much to talk about her. Talking about her means I have to remember all of the things that have happened. I have to remember how I tried to kill her—and thought I had. And I have to remember that I will, once again, face off with her and I will make sure this time that she stays dead, even if I have to cut her up into tiny pieces. 
I can’t say that to Lendra. I can’t tell her that I need to forget Sarissa is a person, because I need to forget she is a person. If I remember that, or worse remember that she is my sister, my twin, my other self, I will never be able to stop her. 
Maybe I should just ask Kiner to explain it to her. He’s better at this stuff than I am. I wish I was more like him. I don’t know how to say the things in my heart. They are there, but I don’t even know how to make the actual words form. It sticks in my guts and won’t move.
Guilt stabbed Lendra’s heart. She’d never considered that Bethany had still loved Sarissa. How stupid of her not to even think about that! No wonder Bethany constantly pushed it off with jokes and insults. Lendra felt like the fool she was.
“Who’s in there?”
Lendra snapped up her head. Standing to the entrance to Bethany’s bedroom was Erem. Erem was a stunningly handsome man. He was wiry thin, but she’d seen him without a shirt a few times and he was quite muscular. Not like Jovan or Allric, but still, in his own way. Months outside had bleached his hair and, even though it was winter, his pale face was more tanned than usual. 
His smile, though, was what Lendra adored the most about him. When he looked at her, the corners of his mouth always lifted in a slow, lazy fashion, as if time was moving slower then. It made her stomach do flips and…other parts of her, that she knew shouldn’t be tingling, were.
“You scared me,” she said breathlessly. 
“Oh, it’s you,” he said, his voice deflating. “I’ll go. Sorry.”
Erem turned to go, and Lendra remembered her words from before. He’d been avoiding her, and she’d not sought him out, either. “Please, don’t go. You’re not disturbing me.” She put the journal aside. “Erem…”
“You don’t have to say anything.” He didn’t look at her.
“I do. I’m sorry for all of it. For what I said and how I believed. I am very sorry.”
“I deserved it.”
His words weighed on her chest. “No, you didn’t. I was upset and…I wanted someone to blame. I’m sorry it was you.”
He still didn’t look up. “You should blame me.”
Lendra picked up the journal again, desperate to find employment for her fingers. If she didn’t, she might risk walking over to Erem and running them through his short hair. What was that like? She’d seen some of the men with the prostitutes down by the shore. Bethany usually didn’t let her near the brothels; she said Lendra wasn’t old enough to see some things. But Lendra knew how it all worked. And when she looked at Erem, she found herself wondering about trying it out. Then, just as quickly, shame filled her. Her sister might be dead. She was here to help Bethany if she could. This was Bethany’s room! And she’d been brought up to believe that she must strictly be…
“It’s okay, Lendra. I’m not mad at you.”
“It’s not that.” She felt the heat rise in her cheeks. She glanced at the pages in front of her.
It is actually killing me that I cannot say anything about Erem leaving those stupid lilies for Lendra.
Lendra stared at the sentence on the page, her mouth dropping open.
It’s clear everyone else knows. They are lying to me about it because they’re expecting me to lose my shit or some foolishness. That just makes this all the more frustrating because I can’t tease anyone about this now. Ugh! Maybe I’ll start hinting loudly that I think it’s Erem and see what everyone does. 
“What?” he asked, shifting to take a step toward her. “What is it? What are you reading?”
Lendra snapped the book shut and tossed it into the now-empty clothing trunk. “Bethany’s private journal.”
Erem smiled sadly. “If Bethany knew you were rooting around in her things, she’d probably find a way to mysteriously appear to yell at you.”
Lendra giggled. Oh, good gracious! She giggled? Lendra inwardly winced. This was worse than her childish crush on Kiner. “There’s something that’s been bothering me. I was hoping I could find an answer.” She sighed. “I guess…I need to keep busy because I’m so worried.”
Erem pursed his lips and walked toward her. He sat down on the bed next to her. The bed squeaked. Heart pounding. Palms sweaty. Throat constricting. He liked her, too. Why else would he send her flowers? He was sending her flowers! She wanted to scream with delight. She wanted so badly for him to be the one doing it, and it was him.
“I am sorry, Lendra.”
She’d been so cruel to him. Oh, it must have hurt so much when she said she hated him. She didn’t mean it. Not one word of it. She needed to find a way to show him she didn’t mean it.
She’d never kissed a man before. She’d not even hugged one, not a real hug that was the kind lovers gave each other. She’d been brought up to be a good elven girl. Train the mind for a couple of centuries. Marry the best match for her, determined by others, since the propagation of the elven race was too important to be left to chance. Have babies. Then, at five or six hundred, she’d get to live her life.
She glanced at Erem shyly. But times were changing. Bethany was no blushing virgin. Jovan certainly wasn’t. Allric had eloped. There were several makeshift brothels mixed in with the supplies, and she knew it wasn’t just human men who went there. 
And she liked Erem. A lot.

“I know,” she said with a smile. “Honestly, I’m sorry for what I said. I don’t hate you.”
“You don’t?” Erem said. His voice was so full of hope.
She smiled at him. “I don’t.”
Erem looked at his hands. There were little cuts and scabs all over his fingers and knuckles. “I’m glad.” 
She took his hands into hers. His hands were cold, just like hers. “How did this happen?”
Erem stopped breathing and didn’t move anything but his eyes. “Brambles,” he whispered. 
“That sounds painful.”
“It wasn’t pleasant.” That lazy smile she loved stretched across his mouth. 
She pulled her hands away and looked down at her lap. She was in a bedroom, sitting on a bed with Erem. She needed to stop touching him and starting thinking. Touching was bad. Thinking was good.
“What was in the journal that surprised you?” Erem asked. Then he laughed, “Oh, Apexia’s might, tell me it wasn’t anything about Arrago.”
Lendra snorted and a fit of giggles overtook her, even as she berated herself. Erem chuckled along with her, though, and they leaned just a bit closer. 
“I came here to find out something.” She looked at him and very slowly reached out a hand and touched his arm. “But I think I just found out something else. About a little mystery that was happening.”
“Oh?”
“Someone was leaving lilies outside of my apartment almost every day. The servants claimed they didn’t know who was leaving them. Then they stopped.” She looked into his eyes. “Bethany was wondering who they were from.”
“Kiner mentioned it once,” Erem said. His face reddened. Even his ear tips flushed.
She quirked a smile. “I love lilies. They’re my favourite. I was disappointed when they stopped.”
“You were?”
“Yeah,” she said. “Thank you for them.” 
Erem looked away, but Lendra gently touched his jaw and turned his face to look at her. “Thank you.”
“You’re not…disappointed they were from me and not…someone else?”
Lendra licked her lips. Should she kiss him? What if someone caught them? No, she was a grown woman. She was allowed to fall in love and she didn’t need anyone’s permission. She was acting ambassador to the Taftlin crown. Arrago had already written to the Elven Council, asking them to name her officially as the head diplomat to the nation. She wasn’t some little girl anymore.
She was allowed to feel.
She quickly kissed his cheek before she lost her courage. She moved so quickly she startled him, and he bumped his face against her nose. She pulled away, touching her nose. “Sorry. I, um—wanted…”
Erem cupped her face in his battered hands and brushed his lips against hers. She’d been breathing so hard that her lips were dry and they stuck to his for a brief moment. She closed her eyes, her heart thudding in her chest. A warm tingle shot through her body, one she’d never felt before, but hoped she’d feel again very, very soon. And very, very often. 
“Was that okay?” he asked. A nervous laugh escaped him. “I’ve never done that before.” 
“Neither have I,” Lendra said, leaning her head against his. “It was nice.”
“It was.”
“I should probably go, though.” But he didn’t take his hands away from her face. “I don’t want to…um…” He laughed. “Well, maybe I do, but this is Bethany’s room and I’m terrified she’s going to walk in and kill me at any moment.”
Lendra laughed. “I know exactly how you feel. Would you like to have dinner with me this afternoon? I usually had dinner with Bethany, and I’m missing the company.”
“I eat in the Knights’ dining hall at three.”
Lendra drew in a breath. “I was thinking in my apartment, instead. I have a lovely drawing room that doesn’t get much use.”
“Oh.” He smiled. “I’d like that a lot.”
“Good.”
“Three.”
“See you then.”
****
Bethany pressed the filthy shirt to her mouth in an attempt to muffle her cough. She was half-drunk in a vain attempt to control it; Jonas had had the foresight to steal a bottle of brandy from the Chateau’s kitchen. Kia and Myra wrapped their arms around her, trying to keep themselves warm. 
They’d been sitting in the icy, stagnant water of the mine for an hour now, and none of them were doing well. But the three elves were suffering even more than the humans. 
It was killing Bethany not to go up there and fight. This was Myra’s fallback location and it had already been compromised. It hadn’t even been a day yet. There were fifteen of them, true, but there were at least forty outside. 
They’d let the horses go in a vain attempt to throw the soldiers off their scent. They’d have to find them later, or steal some from elsewhere. Unfortunately, they couldn’t put out the wall torch lights, so those still burned up above announcing that the caves were indeed occupied recently.
They were going to freeze to death very soon if they didn’t get out of the water, but it was the only place they could all hide. There had been no time to spread out or find new escape routes.
Lantern lights flickered around the slick walls of the lower pool where Bethany and the other hid in the water, up against a wall. Bethany pressed the tunic against her mouth again and they huddled together as close as possible to the wall.
“Do you see anything?” a voice called out.
“Nah,” came another, significantly closer. “There’s no way down, either. If they jumped off this ledge, they’re all dead by now.”
Good. In the poor lightening, they hadn’t noticed the rope ladder that hung down the side of the ledge. 
“Think they’ve moved on?” asked the closer voice.
“Either that or they’re out looking for food,” came the other. “Come on, let’s keep looking. We can leave a couple guys here to keep an eye on the place.”
“Does this place have other exits?”
“There’s dozens all of them all over this area.”
The voices faded away.
“We have to get out of here,” Bethany whispered. Her voice slurred from both the alcohol and the cold. “I…We…”
“Come on, Lady Bethany,” Jackson said. “Let’s get you elves out of the water before you all freeze to death.”
Her teeth chattered as she let Jackson lead her out. Kia and Myra followed them. Bethany felt the others looking at her in the fading light. She was their leader. Seeing her in this state would do nothing for their courage. But she needed to get out of her wet clothes and dry off. The three elven women wrapped arms around each other and stumbled alongside the rest of Bethany’s recovered team. They were alive. Some were in bad shape, but alive nonetheless.
They made it around a corner, so anyone coming down would have to splash through water to find them, alerting everyone to their approach.
“Look around for another torch or lantern,” Bethany instructed. The abandoned shafts still had a fair amount of supplies left in the tunnels, such as lanterns, oil, and flint. 
It took a few minutes of searching, but Jonas found the wall lanterns for this particular area; the flint was stuffed into tiny alcoves in the wall underneath where the lanterns hung. 
“This one is full,” Jonas said. He sniffed and said, “the oil doesn’t even smell bad.”
“Chances are, these shafts have been plenty of use since the barrier went up,” Jackson said. 
Bethany was too cold to care. “Get it lit. Whiteriver and Kia? Head back around the corner and make sure you can’t see the light. Jonas, only light it enough that we can see our hand in front of our faces. Nothing more.”
Bethany said, “Jackson? Give me a hand before I freeze to death.”
Some of the male humans exchanged uncomfortable looks and Bethany realized most of them had probably never served with a woman before. 
“I’ll help,” Myra said, laying out Bethany’s armour on the ground. 
Bethany stripped down to her underclothes, just basic linen trouser liners and her breast wraps. She shivered violently as the cold air hit her, but her outer clothes were made of wool; they would take a long time to dry, but if she squeezed every last drop of water out of them it would help.
Kia gave Bethany a self-conscious smile, but Jackson helped her out of her armour, too, and peeled her down to her underclothes. She hugged her bound breasts. 
The human men were peeling out of their clothes, tossing them aside with abandon. 
Myra stared wide-eyed at Bethany’s near-nude form, then back at the men. Bethany recognized the panic in the girl’s face. She remembered the first time she’d had to undress in mixed company. One of the major training courses elves and Elorians went through was mixed gendered teams, to purposely overcome the ingrained prudeness that they all had. 
Myra was also a girl in every true sense of the word. Bethany sighed and said, with slightly slurring words, “Myra, you’ll freeze to death if you don’t take off your clothes.”
“But…” she stammered.
“We’ve all seen it before,” one of the men said, laughing. 
“Speak for yourself. I’ve not seen much naked elf,” another said. 
Bethany whirled on him. “Name?” The laughter died instantly.
“Um, Waterclear, Lady Bethany. Michael Waterclear.”
“Apprentice Knight Myra is one of your team,” Bethany snarled. “You do not laugh at her, mock her, or make her feel uncomfortable in any way, shape, or form. She is one of your own. If you can’t handle being a part of a team, then feel free to crawl back out of that shaft and continue on your own.”
There was silence as Bethany stared down the man. He looked away, chastened. She stepped back and looked at Jackson, “Get them under control. Right now.”
Jackson nodded. “Lady Bethany.” 
Bethany turned to Kia, “Take Myra further down the shaft. Don’t wander too far. You should be able to hear us. Help her out of her clothes and stay with her—”
“No,” Myra said weakly. “No. Thank you, but no. It’s okay.” She turned her back to them and began to peel out of her clothes. She wasn’t wearing armour, just padded trousers and a jacket. She peeled down to her tunic and Bethany realized the poor girl’s modest breasts were showing through the thin, wet fabric. She was still so young she didn’t need to support her breasts yet. Bethany felt like a fool. No wonder Myra was hesitant. 
“Whiteriver! Hand me my tunic.”
Whiteriver did, without comment. Bethany wrung it out as best as she could and handed the shirt to Myra. “Take yours off and put that one on. We can dry yours out then.”
Jackson glanced over and seemed to realize that Myra wasn’t as old as she looked. Jackson walked over to Bethany and turned his back to Myra. Jackson wasn’t a huge man, but he wasn’t thin, either. His added presence blocked Myra from view of the others as she changed out of her clothes.
A couple of the men were staring at Myra. Bethany was about to yell again, but Jackson interrupted.
“Listen up,” Jackson growled. “It seems to me some of you should have been left behind in your cages. You were all assigned to work with Lady Bethany’s team. We’re a team. Miss Myra risked her life to save us and the only thing any of you perverts can do it eyeball her? She’s fucking child! And you’re ogling her like a piece of meat. The next person who steps out of line will get beaten back behind it? Have I made myself clear?”
Uncomfortable looks and nods followed, along with a muttered apology. Heads turned away as they went back to dealing with their own gear.
Bethany kept her expression stern, though the truth of it was that she was so fucking cold she could barely speak without her teeth chattering. She was relieved Jackson had taken over the yelling for her.
“Lady Bethany, what are your orders?” Jackson asked.
“Who here has proper military experience or training?” 
Jackson raised his hand. Bethany did, too. Myra and Kia. Two others. Bethany pointed at the two men. “Names and experience.”
Lanny Peyton had served in King Daniel’s army as a conscript, but deserted to Arrago’s side in the civil war. He’d fought in several small skirmishes, and in Kershaw. Flanders Reef—whose name sounded like a tavern and not a person, but Bethany didn’t comment—had been in the royal guard for six months before the civil war broke out. He deserted when Daniel began calling for Magic users to come to Taftlin. He’d been working with the resistance, and eventually joined Arrago’s side.
“Jonas, you fought in Kershaw, too, right?” 
Jonas nodded.
“All right. Kia, you’re as green as Myra, right?”
Kia cleared her throat. “I have more training experience, um, Lady Bethany, but, um…”
“Right,” Bethany said. “The rest of you joined up after Kershaw, right?”
They nodded. 
Bethany blew out a breath and looked at Jackson. “I don’t think we can make a run for it. What do you think?”
“Good experience for them,” he said. “They could learn a lot from you.”
She snorted. “Flattery will get you nowhere. All right, look, we should stay behind and do the maximum amount of damage possible for when that barrier comes down. It’s going to come down. But that could be weeks or months from now. The army’s trapped outside. We’re inside. The smart thing is to stay here instead of making a run for it. We’re hurt and sick, I know. And it’s hard to understand these kinds of decisions when you’re scared and inexperienced. But this is better than us running.”
“Why?” Kia asked.
“We’ve lost the horses, have no supplies and very little collective experience.” Bethany swore under her breath. “All right, the mission need not change. We find information, look for Magi, cause trouble. Annoy, assault, abandon.”
“What does that mean?” Jonas asked.
“It’s a slogan we were taught in knight training,” Kia said. “It was for situations like these. Annoy whenever you can. Assault when you have the opportunity. Abandon if you’ve been compromised. Then restart again with a new approach until you’ve completed the mission.”
“We’re behind the lines,” Bethany slurred. She cleared her throat. “We need to annoy. Let’s rest a bit, dry off as best as we can, let me sober up, and let’s try to get our horses back.”
Jackson snorted. 
“Hey, you’re the one who poured that foul soup down my throat,” she complained.
“Because you wouldn’t stop coughing.”
“Um…” Kia asked. “Why can’t we run for it?”
Bethany tried to not let her annoyance creep into her voice. “Back at the Chateau, Myra fainted and you questioned orders. It’s clear to me that neither of you have the experience necessary to make a run for the coast. And we have several others just like the two of you.”
Kia opened her mouth to speak, but Bethany raised a hand. “Further to that, getting to the coast is not as easy as it sounds. How do we get a boat? Well, we kill everyone to get it. What weapons are we going to use? Do you know how to use a garrote yet? Do you know how to make one? Does anyone here know?”
The experienced soldiers nodded; they all knew what she was talking about. The raw recruits had less confident expressions. 
“You’re making a decision to run because you’re afraid. That’s normal and shows you have a good head on your shoulders, but it’s not what’s necessary. None of us wants to die. We all want to be safe. But this is a war and we have an opportunity to cause significant trouble, which will help end the war faster. They’re expecting us to run, so I’m not running.”
“There’s only fifteen of us,” Kia protested. “And, like you said, we’re not experienced like you.”
“Yes, fifteen people behind the lines, with an experienced officer and…what are you, Jackson?”
“Your lickspittle, your ladyship.”
“And my lickspittle.” She smiled. “I was assigned a mostly raw group because I was running a training mission. Well, we’re still on our mission, so we’re still going to train. First things first, let’s wring out our clothes. Then let’s find horses.”
They nodded. Bethany was glad because she needed to sleep off the liquor floating in her guts. 
Myra raised her hand. “Um, what’s a lickspittle?”
They laughed so hard that Bethany feared the soldiers outside would hear them.
****
Lendra paced around her bedroom, her thoughts a jumbled mess. She’d read through Bethany’s journals enough to get the underlying history of Bethany, Sarissa, and the entire scope of what was going on. And Lendra knew what was going on.
She’d read the minds of Magi. She had too many stray thoughts and wandering memories that made no sense. She’d seen and heard scattered pieces from Bethany when she was a child, and she had it. She knew. She could take it all down.
A tentative knock came at her bedroom door. 
The pieces were settling into place. The puzzle was making sense now. The edges were formed. Only the center was left. If she found the center, she could help. And there was only one person who was in the center of that puzzle.
Apexia.
“Um, Lendra? Are you in there?”
Lendra strode to her bedroom door and flung it open. Erem stood on the other side, in casual attire and not his usual armour. He held lilies in his hand, freshly cut. 
“They’re from Arrago’s hothouse. He was helping me—”
She grabbed his arm and hauled him in. 
Erem stumbled and sputtered, but managed not to fall as she dragged him into her most private room. He smiled. “Um, you wanted to…”
“I need you,” Lendra said. Erem would help, she was sure of it. And she needed help to pull this off.
“Um…” he said with a loud gulp. “Thank you, but Lendra, I’m…um…I…thought you meant dinner, like food. I didn’t realize you wanted, um…I’m not ready for that. Not yet.”
Lendra rolled her eyes. “I didn’t mean like that, Erem.”
“Oh,” Erem said. Then he laughed and flushed. “Well, I’m humiliated.”
“I’m not ready for that, either. I’m…so not ready for that,” Lendra said, emphasizing the last bit.
“Ah. Good.” His expression turned horrified. “Don’t tell Jovan I said that. Or anyone.”
“I promise,” she said. “But, Erem, I need your help.”
“Of course.” 
She took the flowers from him and put them in a vase that contained dried lilies. She shyly looked over at him. “When they stopped coming…”
Erem walked closer. “They’ll start again.”
“Good,” she said. She leaned against him and he put a tentative arm around her waist. 
 “So, what do you need me to do, exactly?” He looked around her room. “Get something off a shelf?”
“I need you to find a way to have me left completely alone for a couple of days.”
“Why?”
She squared her shoulders and said, “I can’t tell you.”
Erem gave her a suspicious look. “Lendra…”
“I mean it, Erem. I can’t tell you.”
“You can tell me anything.”
She licked her lips. “If I tell you, you won’t help.”
“Okay,” he said. “One day. I can hold everyone off for one day.”
“Thank you.” Erem was a fair bit taller than her. She put her hand on his chest and stood on her toes to plant a peck on his cheek. He let her, smiled, and then reached down to kiss her mouth. “I’ll do it because I like you.”
“I like you, too,” she said. 


CHAPTER 15
Two Days Ago
 
Lendra brought in the food and wine the maid had dropped off in the drawing room and put it in her bedroom. Her bedchamber was huge, containing a sofa, several plush chairs, a small table, and large closets, not to mention her bed. There was a silk screen in the corner that hid her chamber pot and the wooden “toilet” that housed it.
The scent of lilacs and lazy summer days began to fill Lendra’s nostrils. 
She turned around and saw her mother, Apexia, Gentle Goddess. 
Lendra hadn’t got her looks from Apexia, but Bethany had. Apexia’s auburn hair was long and loosely tied. Streaks of grey were present now, though that might have been a fashion statement and nothing else. Apexia’s eyes were as sad as Bethany’s, perhaps even more so, and Lendra knew why.
“I thought I’d have to summon you,” Lendra said wearily.
Apexia shrugged. “I keep an eye out for you, when I can.”
“Are you going to comment on Erem?”
“I don’t care who you sleep with,” Apexia said flatly. She sat on the sofa. “My, what plush apartments you have here. You’ve come up in the world. From shy, innocent daughter to ambassador to Wyllow’s historic enemy. Well done.”
Lendra exhaled. “So I’m right, aren’t I?”
“That I was never ordained by the Creator Gods, whomever or whatever they are?” Apexia gave her a sad smile. “I never claimed to be holy or divine.”
“You just let the world think it,” Lendra spat, surprised by her own anger. “I know what you are, Apexia.”
“No, you don’t,” Apexia said simply. “You are not capable of understanding
what I am, little girl.”
“I think I am. Who was the high and mighty Apexia before she became the Gentle Goddess who guides and loves us all?”
“She was no one,” Apexia whispered.
“That’s right. No one. A young woman living on the streets of Orchard Park, scraping out a living to support herself and her brother. A brother who couldn’t hear or see, who had no means of communicating with the world around him.”
Apexia went rigid.
“So I asked myself, how far would a sister go? And all I had to do was look at my own family.” Lendra walked over to her mother and leaned down. “Bethany slaughtered an entire royal line for Drea’s life. Sarissa gave up her sanity to protect Bethany. I dragged men across a battlefield to save Bethany’s life.” She eyed Apexia. “Tell me, Mother, what did you do to protect your brother?”
Apexia remained silent.
Anger welled up inside Lendra. She’d hoped so much that she was wrong. She hoped Apexia would deny everything. Would laugh at Lendra’s wild accusations.
“Tell me, or I’ll take the memories from you.”
Apexia turned hate-filled eyes to Lendra. “You dare threaten me?”
“I will know the truth!” Lendra shouted, rage and hurt and fear warring inside her. “Why is there a war happening to fight Magic? Why is Sarissa so bent on making herself a god, when that’s not even possible? Or is it? There are thousands upon thousands who have given their lives for this war, and thousands yet will die when that barrier comes down. Bethany is being tortured, right now, if she’d not already dead. You will help!”
“I will not.”
“You will,” Lendra growled. 
And then Lendra lunged for her mother. She grabbed Apexia by the throat and slammed all of her own Power into her mother.
And the bloody, ugly truth of it all came pouring out.
Sights, sounds, and scents flooded Lendra’s mind. Apexia fought back against the violation, but Lendra grabbed the image of a dirty alleyway. She used that as her anchor as she pulled in the images: a seamless stream of pain and suffering.
Apexia’s bony hands snapping the neck of a squirrel as she read from a book in front of her. Cats, dogs, and raccoons all dead. Butchered farm animals. 
Apexia, a little older, gutting a man in an alleyway. Apexia killing more and more, all with a book in front of her, sometimes being held by others. Lendra recognized the others. They were all of the Fire Gods, as they were called, who rose with Apexia, though never rose to her level. Rygous stands there, holding Apexia’s shaking hands, as blood seeps through her fingers.
Incantations. Words with no meanings. 
Desperation. Avoid the slavers. Stop the guards. Quell the hunger. Cure Aaden. 
Discovering the power over dreams. Discovering she could see the dead. The grip on the mortal coil fading. Stepping out of her body for the first time and her consciousness floating away.
Those who helped her filled with shock and awe at the realization of what they’d done.
Apexia, common murderer, is no longer one of them.
Apexia, Goddess Divine. 
Keeper of souls.
Time passes. Magic thrives. Rygous, filled with guilt, kills himself in front of the faithful. Magic splattered on the innocent…and twisted into something clean and pure.
Power.
Apexia is in the crowd. It hits her. 
Power. 
Pure. Innocent. 
Power.
What have we done? What have I done? Must atone for all we did. Must make amends. Stop Magic. It should stop with me. How? How to stop it all.
Looking into the future. Yes, children would have Power. How to have them? Fall in love. Shouldn’t have fallen. Forgiveness. He forgave when she should not have. Must atone. Sacrifice for the greater good. Prophecies from Apexia. They would believe that. Model the girls to their path. Push them over the edge. Push them harder.
Not working fast enough. Push Arrago. He could fix it. No, much worse. Send Drea. Dead. Torius dead. Why can’t I fix this mess?
****
Lendra fell backwards retching and hit the floor. Revulsion filled her. Her mother was a serial killer. She’d killed for her own purposes and did not stop, even when she knew it was wrong. She was worse than Sarissa. They shouldn’t be fighting Sarissa. They should be fighting the butcher in front of them. 
“It was your fault,” Lendra gasped. “All of this was your fault.”
“Lendra, I need you to be calm.” Apexia rose from the sofa and spoke in soft, soothing tones. “You cannot understand the depths of what you saw in my memories.”
Still on the floor, Lendra glanced around, desperate for a weapon to defend herself. Her mother had orchestrated the deaths of thousands. She’d created a fake prophecy that had killed dozens, if not hundreds, over the centuries, all in the name of rooting out “the viper” of prophecy. They’d thought the viper was Sarissa. Everything they’d done was feeding into something that wasn’t real.
The viper of prophecy was standing over her.
Lendra grabbed the dinner knife from the tray and held it in front of her. She moved back on her bottom, scooting across the floor to gain some distance from her mother.
No, this monster wasn’t her mother. Her mother was dead. Her mother didn’t even exist.
“Lendra,” Apexia said again, very calmly. “Put that knife down.”
“Get away from me,” she snarled. “I will hurt you, I swear to all that is holy, I will hurt you.”
“You cannot hurt me with that knife. I am immortal, or the closest thing to it.”
“I’m half immortal. Perhaps I can cut the immortality out of you.”
Apexia paused. “Who are you? My little Lendra would never threaten anyone.”
“Your little Lendra doesn’t exist anymore. Not after seeing my sister die in my arms!” She slapped at the tears with her free hand, not taking her eyes off her mother. “I’m here, in a war zone, because of you.”
“I never planned for you end up here.”
“I’m still here!” Lendra screamed. “I’m still the one left to pick up the pieces that fall in your wake. I’m the one who’s left grieving, over and over and over, Apexia.”
“I am still your mother.”
“No, you’re not.” Lendra’s throat thickened. “My mother wouldn’t have done those things to her children.”
Apexia closed her eyes and tears trickled down her pale cheeks. “I never meant for this to happen. I was trying to prevent it.” She crouched and looked at Lendra. “You can’t pull random memories from my mind without context. I’m so very sorry for what I did back then. It was…a different time. But as my powers grew, I could see all the threads of the future. And I saw a great war where so many people died. I’ve been trying to prevent it.”
“You caused it,” Lendra whispered. 
“I know,” Apexia whispered back. “I know.”
“You have to help.”
“I’ll make it worse.” Apexia’s voice cracked. 
“Mama,” Lendra whispered, “it’s already worse. If that boundary doesn’t come down, countless more lives will be on your head. The longer we wait, the longer Sarissa twists and tortures herself and others. Is that what you want?”
“It was never supposed to be like this.” Apexia was openly weeping now. “It was never supposed to end like this. The only sacrifice was to be Sarissa. I pushed her on purpose. I didn’t allow Power to pass to her. I pushed Bethany to be the hero.” Apexia sobbed. “I sacrificed my own children.”
“What about Drea and me? What was your plan for us?”
Apexia looked up and smiled, even as tears streamed down her cheeks. “I wanted to have children I could love and not…” Hiccupping sobs overtook her.
Lendra didn’t go to her mother, no matter how much she wanted to. “None of us would be here if you hadn’t interfered. This is your fault. You must fix it.”
“What do you want me to do? I’ve given everything,” Apexia cried. “Everything! There’s nothing left to give.”
“Take the barrier down!”
“It might make it worse.” Apexia buried her face in her hands. “I just want it to end. Why won’t it end?”
“This time, stand out in the open and do something,” Lendra said, her voice very hard. “Why did you need such a convoluted plan?”
“To minimize the number of lives that would end because of Magic! Magic needs to end. It is evil. I’m proof of that. I thought…I thought I could channel all the Magic to Sarissa and Bethany could kill her. I would tell Bethany what I did and, in a fit of rage, Bethany would kill me with her Blessed Blade. And then I would be free.”
“You want to die?”
“I’m tired. I want to stop feeling the tug of this world and instead care for the souls of the other world. As long as people believe in me, they keep me tethered here. I don’t want that anymore.” Apexia looked down. “I never realized how having children would keep me pulled to this world.” 
“Is Bethany still alive?”
“I think so. I can’t be certain.”
Lendra closed her eyes and exhaled. “Sarissa stole Bethany’s Power, didn’t she?”
“Yes. And I expect it’s making her insane.”
“Is there a way to get Bethany’s Power back?”
Apexia shook her head. “Not unless she kills Sarissa. I doubt even Sarissa is stable enough by now to give it back, even if she wanted to. She has oil and water inside her now, fighting for control. It’s going to rip her apart, one way or another.”
“Is there nothing you can do?”
Apexia was quiet for a moment. “I can, if you help.”
“What do you need me to do?”
“Help me pull down that barrier,” Apexia said softly, “and then, when this is all over, you tell Bethany to kill me.”
“Mama, I can’t ask her to do that.”
“You can. That’s my price.”
“I can’t do that to Bethany.” She looked at her mother. “Or to you.”
Apexia smiled. “Yes, you can.” 


CHAPTER 16
The Present
 
Bethany swatted at the air impotently, which stirred her from the half-sleep illusion of hearing her name. A damp, warm weight pressed against her back, and she dimly realized Myra was curled up between her and Jackson as they slept in the mine tunnel. Myra had protested, but Jackson had been the one to encourage her to cuddle in and soak up the heat. 
Kia was on the other side of Bethany, her blond hair puddled over Bethany’s face. Someone was asleep at Bethany’s feet, and from the snoring, she guessed Jonas. 
Bethany.
She blinked the grit out of her eyes, assuming it was her turn at sentry duty. They were rotating two sentries every couple of hours, hoping to use the cover of darkness to hunt for horses and easy prey—ideally, from Bethany’s perspective, the inedible kind. She was woozy, but she dismissed the booze as the reason and exhaustion as more likely.
I need you to wake up.
Bethany yawned into the back of her hand. “Lendra? Is that you?”
I need you to listen very carefully to me.
“Okay,” Bethany slurred through another yawn. She must be dreaming.
Then her mind filled with images and Lendra’s voice, calm but brisk, providing context for what she was seeing. Apexia was a Magi who’d gained control over her trained talents. She’d risen to godhood because of that. Everything Sarissa had been doing was to replicate that single event. Every choice made by Apexia was to cause Bethany to arrive at this place in time. Her entire plan had been a series of complex calculations to drive Bethany to the brink of her endurance, to make her too preoccupied to question what was truly happening around her.
I didn’t say that, Bethany.
“It’s all the same thing. This is a dream. Buzz off. I’m trying to sleep.”
This isn’t a dream. I’m in the process of taking down the boundary.
“Lendra, you’re a mind reader. That requires brute strength, and I’m trying to nap.” Bethany yawned. “Besides, shouldn’t you be excited I’m alive?”
I got over the elation seven hours ago. Now I’m trying to help you without killing myself.
“This had got to be the worst dream ever.”
Mother is helping.
Bethany snorted. “Now I know this is a dream.”
When you wake up, I need you to be calm. Mother is talking me through taking down the barrier. 
Bethany snorted. “What are you doing? Talking to it?”
Yes.
“Seriously?”
The boundary is made of the spirits of the dead. I am asking them for their help, so they can be released to the Wind, to do eternally as they please. Now, when you wake, you’re going to feel a lot of Power hit you. I’m going to try to slow the stream, but I’m not strong. It’s going to overwhelm you. Don’t panic.
“I still think it’s a dream.”
There’s something else I need you to do. When the time comes, Mother is going to help you with Sarissa.
“I don’t need her help.”
You might. And then…and then I need you to kill her.
“I already plan to kill Sarissa.”
No, Bethany. Not Sarissa. Mother. Now, wake up.
Power rushed through Bethany’s veins. The hum that had been missing for months surged back. Warm comfort screamed as her very soul cried out in relief at being whole once more. It was not her Power; her entire being recognized that, but it was Power all the same. She’d spent a lifetime avoiding it, hiding it, and burying it deep within her until even she struggled to find it. 
But she wasn’t mortal and wasn’t supposed to feel completely mortal. And as the Power enveloped her, slamming into her in irregular waves, she knew this was who she truly was. 
Divine.
This isn’t your own Power. Sarissa stole that from you. This is a mixture of mine and mother’s. Not all of ours; just enough for you to fight. Put your hands on the ground.
Without thinking, Bethany did so. The cave’s dirt floor was cold and clammy.
Heal yourself, Bethany. 
“I don’t know how.”
You did it before; you called out the earth to heal your wounds. Do it now. Ask the Power inside you to clear your mind, your lungs, and whatever else is probably wrong with you right now.
Bethany tried, but she was confused; if this was a dream, it was the craziest her brain had ever come up with. Warmth filled her body, and calm waters embraced her. All of her cuts and aches, the bruises and breaks, faded away. Her spine stopped aching. Her shoulders relaxed. Her ribs, some of which were still badly bruised, didn’t hurt when she took a deep breath.
“Lady Bethany! Wake up!” 
Bethany was dimly aware of Jackson’s voice in the distance. Why was he so far away?
Bethany, hurry! I can’t hold this for much longer. The boundary’s coming down. You need to shield them or you’ll all die.
And then Bethany’s eyes snapped open and she realized this was not a dream. 
****
“What’s happening to her?” Myra demanded.
Glowing bubbles of water wrapped themselves around Bethany's crouching figure. The buzz of static filled the air, and Bethany's tufts of hair stood on end. The mineshaft's smooth walls glistened with a soft glow that came from Bethany's skin. The water writhed across her skin and worked its way over her face. As it did, the paleness disappeared, as did the angry redness of her nose. In its wake appeared rosy skin, the way many pale-skinned elves looked after being in the sun too long. 
Bethany's eyes sharpened and she lost the blurred dullness that had been there since she drank the last of their stolen liquor in an attempt to quell her cough. The redness died away and was replaced with the solid whiteness in her eyes. Various cuts and scrapes on her face closed up, leaving scabs behind. 
And Bethany shrieked the entire time.
Myra reached down to cover her mouth, but Jackson grabbed her hand. 
She shot him a look. “She’s going to give us away.”
“Don't touch her. I was there when she lost her shit at the temple.”
“What do you mean?”
“She grabbed animated swords by the blades and buried them into her sister. Her hands were ruined. There was blood everywhere, and her hands were falling apart, it was that bad. And then,” Jackson motioned with his head. “She started screaming like this. There was lightning and it rained, and Bethany's hands healed, right there, in front of us all. Lord Allric didn't touch her until she stopped screaming.”
“But she'll give us away…”
“Yeah.”
“Should we kill her?” Jonas asked.
“I don't think she'd be that easy to kill right now,” Jackson said. “I've worked with her for a while now. She's been missing something. I think it's back.”
A dome of shimmering light engulfed them. 
Jonas stepped back. “What is that?” 
The earth began to tremble. 
An explosion ripped at their eardrums.
****
Arrago bolted down the corridor to the source of the high-pitched shrieking. Dozens of castle guards had the same idea. As Arrago grew closer, he recoiled in horror that the sound was coming from Lendra’s apartments.
“Get back!” Erem shouted.
Arrago pushed his way through the crowd and found Erem blocking the doors, sword drawn.
 “Erem? What are you doing?”
“Arrago, I mean it. Everyone has to stay back.”
“What’s going on in there?” he demanded.
“I don’t know,” Erem confessed, “but Lendra told me to hold everyone off for one day.” He glanced at the clock he’d moved to the floor in front of her door. “There’s two hours left. I promised.”
Lendra screamed more than any human should be able to. Her voice never cracked, never dipped. It just kept on going. 
“Erem, there might be someone in there with her.”
He shook his head. “There isn’t.”
“Out of the way!” came Allric’s booming voice. He pushed the guards who were too slow to move aside and looked at Arrago. “What’s happening?”
Arrago turned to Erem.
“Erem, why is your sword drawn?”
“Lendra asked me to protect her…from all of you,” Erem said, licking his lips. He looked down at the clock again. “She has two hours before I break down the door.”
“What’s she doing in there?” Allric demanded.
Erem didn’t answer—because the screaming stopped. 
There was total silence. Arrago put his hand on his sword, preparing to draw it at a moment’s notice.
“Lendra!” Allric called. 
“Shut up, you’re distracting me!” Came her shrieking reply.
Allric, Erem, and Arrago shared a look. 
“Wow,” Arrago said, “she sounds like Bethany.”
“Ugh, sisters,” Allric said as he sheathed his sword and stepped closer to the door. Erem gave him a warning look, but Allric pounded on it. “Lendra, open this door this instant.”
“Duck!” she shouted.
“What?” Arrago asked.
“GET DOWN, NOW!” she bellowed. 
Arrago ducked and held his ears, just from the pain of her voice inside his head. The others did the same. 
It was what saved their lives; a blast hit the castle so hard the floor shook. The window near them shattered inwards, sending glass through the air. Several tiny shards hit Arrago’s hands and neck, and they stung. Plaster dust from the ceiling sprinkled down on them like snow. Several of the men were taken off guard and fell to the floor.
“What the fuck was that?” Erem said.
“I don’t know,” Arrago said. 
“Earth tremor?” Allric asked.
“We don’t get them in this part of the country.”
Erem whirled and began pounding on the door. “Lendra! Are you okay? Open this door. Talk to me! Are you okay?”
“That’s it,” Allric said, looking at Arrago. He nodded.
The three men began kicking the door. Even with Allric’s size, it was an oak door with two metal locking mechanisms; it took several attempts before the latch snapped and the double doors swung wide.
“Lendra!” Erem called, dashing into the room.
On the floor lay Lendra’s bloody body. The room stank of feces, urine, and vomit, and a good portion of that was smeared over Lendra’s powder blue dress. Erem ignored it and scooped her unmoving form into his arms. He brushed the straw-coloured hair from her damp face and whispered, “Lendra? Please, can you hear me?”
She didn’t answer. She didn’t move.
Erem kissed her mouth and sobbed. “Come on. Wake up. You promised me dinner, remember? We were going to eat dinner together. And…please.”
Allric sent Arrago a questioning look. Arrago answered with a sad smile. 
Allric, clearly unaware of the rumours, closed his eyes and whispered, “Merciful Apexia.”
A weak cough escaped Lendra. Erem gasped and pulled back from her so he could look into her eyes. “Lendra? Lendra!”
Arrago spotted some water in a pitcher on her desk. He grabbed the linen blanket Lendra often wrapped herself in and dipped the corner in the water. He handed it to Erem, who wiped her face.
“I did it,” she whispered.
 “Did what?” Allric asked.
“It’s down, isn’t it?”
“What do you mean?”
“Go.” Lendra slipped into unconsciousness.


CHAPTER 17
The Present
 
The water was calm and the stars sparkled in the sky. Arrago stood on the dock, looking out at the fleet of ships, as all around him people hurried to make ready for the invasion. Closest to shore were the small vessels that could easily carry men and equipment across the straits from the mainland. Off in the distance the tall sail ships waited, lanterns hanging off their sides. 
“Majesty, I’m glad we caught you,” a feminine voice said.
Arrago looked over his shoulder and smiled as Jovan, Eve and Allric walked down the dock.
“Here to see me off?”
“I’m coming with you,” Jovan said dryly.
Arrago smiled and turned back to the sea. “I can’t believe this day has arrived.”
“I wondered if it would ever come.” Allric offered Arrago his hand. “Good luck, Majesty.”
They shook hands in the elven style: gripping at the wrist. “Same with you, Lord Allric.”
“I gave Erem Bethany’s swords. Just in case you find her.”
Arrago sucked in a breath. “Thank you.”
“Best you both get going,” Allric said. He looked at Jovan. “Best say your good byes now.” He walked back up the dock. 
Arrago turned to Eve. “I’ll look after Jovan for you.”
Eve snorted. “You might regret making that promise.” She held out her hand and he accepted it. “Good luck, Arrago. When we make it back, let’s all get very drunk indeed.”
“There’s some outstanding whiskey in my cellars,” Arrago said, smiling. “Well, I’ll let you two talk in peace. Jovan, I’ll be on our boat.”
“Save me a seat.”
Arrago walked away, though he glanced back to see Jovan resting his forehead against Eve’s.
A pang hit him, but he kept walking. There was a war to fight.


CHAPTER 18
 
Bethany sat on the horse and surveyed the rolling hills. The coppice of trees provided her tiny band with some protection. But Bethany wasn't hiding anymore. She'd washed her tabard in the river and, though it was still stained with blood and mud, it was clear she was with the Elven Service. Her heavy armour also gave that away. The barrier was down. Soon, tens of thousands of soldiers would be pouring on to the Island; she wanted to gather as much information as possible. 
Roving bands of…well, she refused to call Sarissa’s desperate or crazed bandits “soldiers,” had been chasing them for days. Bethany was chasing plenty of them, too. With the barrier down, a lot was happening in this part of the Island. 
There was no way she could make it down South, the most likely crossing point from Taftlin. The migration of Magi and followers was from the Chateau southward. They could take on a few men easily, especially now they were back on horse. However, she had no interest in challenging entire armies of Magi and men.
She knew where Sarissa was located: between Chateau and Castle Brook, but she couldn't get there by herself. So she’d moved her group north-east, following rivers and burned-out estates. If she knew Allric, there’d be an advance party sent north to catch any stragglers. Another would be sent west to block off potential escape routes, or at least to track a massive exodus.
In the last two days, her little group of fifteen had swelled to thirty-five, as she came across several pockets of Rygent fighters also fleeing east and released a number of Rygent prisoners from one of the recently-abandoned estates. Bethany was using Myra’s information and the Rygents’ to comb through the various great houses in the area, in case there were more survivors chained up in their basements—left to die, now the boundary was down.
Even with the additional help, the only two real soldiers were herself and Jackson, whose foot was still healing. 
The others took orders well, though, and Kia was a quick learner. She asked a lot of questions, and asked them of both Bethany and Jackson alike, which was a good sign. They had very different experiences in war and conflict and they were able to offer different perspectives.
They all had horses, though some of them were doubled up on mounts. They were not well enough equipped for Bethany’s liking. They’d “liberated” a few maces, a couple of pikes, and some spears, likewise some padding, random mail pieces, and heavy leather jackets. And, of course, food and blankets. 
But they weren’t in much of a position to harass the main exodus. 
“Anything?” Jackson asked impatiently.
She handed him the spyglass. “There’s a group of men in the trees just beyond that ridge.”
“I see them. Magi?”
“If they are, why skulk in the woods? I mean, they still own the Island.”
“More Rygents?” Myra suggested.
Bethany shrugged. “I suppose.” She turned back to Jackson. “I don’t think they’re reinforcements from Castle Gree. I don’t see any elves, do you?”
Jackson was quiet for a moment. “No elves that I can see. They could be Rygents, I suppose. I don’t see any markings, but…” He passed the glass back to her. “I don’t know.”
“What should we do?” Jonas said.
Bethany turned to Kia. “I'm not here. What do you recommend?”
“Um…” Kia looked at Bethany. “I don't know.”
“Make a decision. My mission was to train up-and-coming knights. You’re an up-and-coming knight.”
“Um…well…um…Mr. Jackson?” 
Jackson looked at Bethany and rolled his eyes. “Yes?”
“Do you have any recommendations?”
“We're in no danger here for the moment. We don't know who those people are. They aren't in any danger themselves. Seems to me, watching and waiting isn't going to harm anyone, and we might learn something.”
“Lady Bethany?” Kia asked. “Is that a good plan?”
“I died in a valiant struggle to free you all from prison.”
Kia sighed dramatically. “I think we should wait and observe, then. We don't want to attack potential allies, and we don't want to tip them off to our location if they’re enemies. We can observe and learn, and then…um…decide on the best strategy…”
“Think, woman! Use your head!” Jackson snapped. At Bethany's amused expression, he added, “Look, I'm grieving your valiant death or whatever cock spray you're talking about, and I'm short tempered.”
Bethany snorted. “Cock spray? I'll have to tell Jovan that one.”
“Lord Jovan was the one who taught me that.”
Myra looked confused. “Um…what are you talking about?”
Jonas chuckled. “I'll explain it when you're older.”
“I’m more than twice your age!” 
“Then I’ll explain it later tonight,” Jonas said, still chuckling.
Myra made an annoyed sound, which made Bethany smile. “He’s talking about penises, Myra.”
This time, Myra’s grunt was full of disgust. “Can’t you people talk about anything else?”
Bethany ignored the complaint. “All right, we're following Kia's lead on this. We're going to observe. Everyone stay on guard, though. If we can see them, they can see us. We have to assume they’re also aware of our presence. We can let them make the first move. That puts us on the defensive, but it does allow us more time to gather information and make decisions. Knowledge is strength. Or, we can decide to be aggressive when we think there’s an opening.”
“I think we should…I mean, I would prefer it if we waited,” Kia said. 
“Why?”
“Well, there aren't many of us and most of us aren't soldiers. I am, but I've never been in a real battle. Myra's first real mission got her caught behind the lines. Jonas has been in one battle. It's really just you and Jackson. I don't know…well…I don't know…”
“You don't know how you personally will respond in a crisis, so you don't want to force a crisis if you don't have to,” Bethany said. 
“I'm sorry, Lady Bethany.”
“Don't be. Cockiness gets many people in trouble.” Bethany smiled. “Look at my entire career.”
“Look at my face,” Jackson said, laughing as he pointed to his badly-scarred skin. 
Bethany gave him a once over. “Ya know, it doesn't look as bad as it used to. The healers did a good job. For a while there, I thought you were always going to resemble melted wax.”
“Now it's just smooth melted wax,” Jackson said. “Well, the whores are still nice to me.”
“How lovely,” Bethany said, deadpan.
“That's what…wait…Bethany…Look.” Jackson pointed ahead. “The brush is moving.”
Bethany positioned her spyglass to her good eye and pointed it where Jackson indicted with his finger. “That's at least twenty sneaking up on our friends in the trees over there. Hmmm.” Bethany handed the glass back to Myra. “Do you recognize anyone? Maybe one of the scouts that came over with you escaped?”
Myra took the glass and observed. “I can't see their faces that well…wait…isn't King Arrago's symbol a purple lion on yellow?”
“Yeah,” Jackson said. “Why?”
“Because the group in front, the ones you’ve been talking about? I think they’re ours. One of them turned…yes! There! He is wearing a patch on his tabard. Purple on yellow.” She handed the glass over to Kia. “Your eyes are better than mine.”
Kia took the glass and asked, “What am I looking for?”
“The dark man in front, really short hair. He’s wearing a brown tabard or tunic or something, but on the chest—”
“I see it! That’s a lion.” Kia looked at Bethany, breathless. “That’s the King’s Guard.”
Bethany snapped her head back to stare at Kia, heart pounding. “You sure?”
Kia nodded. “I recognize the man next to him. He’s…what’s his name? Greyfeather? Like the King’s friend…”
“Sir Edmund,” Jonas supplied.
“Right. That’s Sir Edmund’s cousin. I’d met him a few times, back at the Castle. I’m certain that’s him.”
Bethany stared ahead at the mass of trees. She only saw the occasional flicker of moving colour in between the branches and bushes, but ahead was the King’s Guard. A scouting party. Maybe a forward picket. They meant some soldiers, at the very least, had crossed the straits already. They were here. 
And they were in danger.
****
“Sir, there’s at least twenty men approaching us from all sides.”
Sir James looked at Guard Matthews and nodded gravely. They kept walking with their heads low, as if they didn’t know they were being penned in like livestock. James wrapped his fingers around his sword’s grip, but didn’t draw the weapon. Matthews mimicked his behaviour.
“When are Lord Kiner’s scouts supposed to arrive?” James asked.
“I thought they’d be here by now.”
James looked over his shoulder at his own men and shouted, “How’s everyone holding up?”
“Good, sir!” came back the answers, all in hyper-jovial tones. They’d all spotted the stalkers, then.
“Did you want to circle back?”
James slowed his pace a fraction. “No easy way to do that. We can’t go out into the clearing; we’d be easy target for anyone with a bow.”
“You think they have bows?”
James snorted. “We have a couple archers, do we not?”
“Fair point, Sir. Should we turn and fight?”
“I’d rather wait for Kiner’s scouts. But failing that, well, I guess we’ll be at the center of the first skirmish, or whatever nonsensical word the elves will use.” He paused. “Do you hear that? Is that thunder?” James slowly turned to look over his shoulder and his heart sank. Several dozen horses were headed their way and they weren’t carrying the King’s colours.
James unsheathed his sword, as did Matthew. 
The cavalry was charging toward the trees. They would have a difficult time, as there was no true path and it was muddy and overgrown, but horses were faster than men.
An arrow skimmed by James’s face, hitting a nearby branch. 
Attackers rushed them on foot, but James’s men already knew they were surrounded; intuition and experience took over. James turned to face his attackers. He dodged an axe and managed to nick its owner. The man stumbled and James ran him through. Arrows rained down on them. Not huge amounts, but it didn’t take more than one well-placed arrow to kill a man. James slammed his shield against a man who was rushing him, and kept on running toward the archers. He could see two nearby, so he went for them.
The cavalry was close. It was too close for a rescue now.
****
Bethany leaned into her horse and galloped across the open field at the charging cavalry heading toward the outcropping of trees and brush. There were twenty or so of them. Sword held high, she slashed the first rider she barreled past, not bothering to stop. Most of the horses were not battle horses, hers no exception, but she knew how to ride. 
Her horse bolted ahead, but Bethany expected as much. She kept it under as much control as possible and cut a path through the attackers. Confusion followed in her wake. Jackson was the best rider of them all, so he had the best horse. Jackson was cutting circles through the now-panicking cavalry.
She managed to tug her horse into a circling run and she cut two more men who’d fallen off their horses. Myra and Jonas had fallen off their shared horse and were using the trees as protection, pulling riders off their mounts and harassing flanks.
“Lady Bethany!” 
Bethany snapped her head to see a tall man with dark gold skin and braided hair. “Sir James, isn’t it?” She kicked an attacking soldier in the face. Her boot hit him square in the jaw and he fell backward with an inhuman bellow of pain. “I hope your Taftlin pride isn’t too wounded by a woman rescuing you.”
He ducked a rider, whose hand Jackson kindly removed with one smooth movement of his sword. “My dear Lady Bethany, you can rescue me any time, and I won’t even be ashamed to tell people at court.”
Bethany threw her head back and laughed. She brought her horse around. “What are you doing here?”
“Forward picket, my lady,” he said, smiling. “Until fifteen minutes ago, I thought you were dead! I can’t wait to see the King’s face when he sees you.”
She grinned at him. “Situation?”
“We’re the forward advance, coming through the North to cut down any retreats. Lord Allric and the bulk of the army are crossing sometime tomorrow, if I recall.”
“Castle Brook?” she asked.
Sir James nodded. “Indeed.”
“All right, let’s clean up this mess, shall we?” 
“Lady Bethany, just because you outrank me and just rescued my sorry human ass, it doesn’t mean you get to take over my mission.” Sir James forced a stern scowl.
She bowed as best as she could. “Of course, my Lord. How may I serve you?”
“Tell me how to set up an elven forward picket without dying?”
She pulled the reins and turned her horse, laughing. 
Her laughter died abruptly. “Anyone hear that?”
Jackson rode up alongside her. “I don’t…wait, I do. Which way is it coming from?”
Sir James patted Jackson’s horse. “Lord Kiner was supposed to send scouts ahead to support us. That might be them.”
Jackson pointed south. “Are they coming from the south?”
“North,” Sir James said, shaking his head. “Cock.”
“Indeed,” Bethany said. “You have any horses?”
Sir James shook his head. “We came by foot.”
Bethany looked at his men, and back at hers. “Some of us are doubled up as it is. Ok, Myra? Take a horse. Sir James, who’s your strongest rider?”
“Marcus,” he said, pointing at a small, lean man.
“Marcus, take one of our horses. Go with Myra. Ride to the camp. Let them know…” Bethany watched the fast-moving cavalry crest the horizon, “there’s a small army of cavalry coming. We can only slow them.”
“We can’t stop that many!” Kia said.
“Yes, we can,” Bethany snapped. “You two need to ride as fast as possible, do you understand? Marcus, report on your location, all of it. Myra, tell them I said I need at least three hundred horse here, now. Whiteriver, give Marcus your horse. Myra, take your horse.”
Bethany pulled the reins of her horse and shouted, “Back into the trees! Move!”
****
Arrago rode alongside a very annoyed Erem and took a childish glee in it. Jovan absolutely did not want Arrago anywhere near anything that remotely, somewhat, kinda, maybe resembled the field of battle. But Arrago was getting the hang of this “King” business and doing whatever he pleased was turning out to be a rather great perk.
“I can’t believe Jovan let you come,” Erem sulked. 
They were in the front rank of the one-hundred-or-so horse formation. Archers and pikemen escorted them, also on horse. The goal was to meet up with Sir James, scout out the area, clear any lingering resistance, and make camp. That would allow those still crossing and unpacking to move up and get settled. 
“I take orders well,” Arrago explained.
Erem snorted.
“Keep it up and I’ll tell Lendra.”
“She knows,” Erem said and his face was transformed by a wicked grin.
“Did you tell her?” Arrago asked, just loud enough to be heard over the horses, but hopefully not loud enough that the entire rank heard.
Erem nodded, still grinning.
“Well? What did she say?”
“She said she liked me.” Erem waggled his eyebrows.
“Lucky for Bethany she’s missing,” Arrago said, his smile fading.
“If she’s here, we’ll find her.” Erem kept his voice steady. He pointed into the distance. “Riders coming in fast.” He held up his hand and the ranks came to a stop, with some protests from the horses.
The two riders charged for the centre of the formation, and after a moment he could identify Myra and a man named Marcus or Mark, or something like that. They pulled alongside, their horses frothing and breathing hard.
“Miss Myra!” Arrago exclaimed. “It’s good to see you alive.”
“You as well, Majesty!”
“No time,” Marcus chided her. “Majesty, there are about two hundred horse at least approaching from the south. Sir James and Lady Bethany…”
Arrago’s brain hiccupped. He tried to form the words to ask for clarification. He was certain he had heard…
Myra smiled. “She’s alive, Majesty. She’s here.”
Arrago looked at Erem, who was paler than ever and gulped audibly. Erem stuttered through a few attempts before ordering them to lead the way.
“It’s about ten minutes,” Myra said. “You have excellent timing.”
“Thank you, Apexia,” Arrago whispered. “Just hold on, Bethany. I’m coming for you.”


CHAPTER 19
 
The advancing enemy formation was well-ordered and Bethany estimated they had seventy-five horse minimum. Sir James said he was expecting about a hundred to come with Kiner’s scouts. She had no idea when they’d arrive, however. 
The formation trotted past them at a steady pace. Either they were heading north and didn’t know what they were encountering, or they were hoping to cause trouble. From the looks of their armour and various weaponry, she was pretty sure it was the latter.
“Have your men fan out more,” Bethany whispered to Sir James. “It wouldn’t surprise me if they have scouts coming through the woods.”
James motioned to the man next to him, who nodded and moved off to speak to the others. “Done,” he said to Bethany. “What makes you think they’ll do that?”
“I’d do it.”
“I’ll remember that if we ever meet on opposite sides.”
She glanced at him. “If we’re ever on opposite sides, I recommend you surrender the moment you see me. It will be the only time you’d be accorded mercy.”
“And people say you’re less scary once they get to know you.”
Bethany smiled and continued looking through her spyglass. One of the riders outside of the formation had his own glass and Bethany said, “Everyone down.”
The rider trotted to the edge of the trees and gave the woods a good scan. 
Bethany lay flat on the ground, hoping her white tunic wasn’t visible. Sir James had the crest of the monarchy embroidered on his jacket, which he kept his hand over.
“He sees us,” Bethany whispered. “Shit.”
Bethany collapsed the glass and put it back into its belt case. “Get to the horses. Let’s try to lose them further back in the trees. How far does this wooded path go?”
Sir James shrugged. “Quite a ways, I think.”
“Okay, the goal hasn’t changed. Head north until we meet up with Kiner’s scouts, or the damned army itself.”
James nodded. “Should we split up?”
They rushed towards their horses, crouching as best as they could. “No point at this stage. Let’s just try to buy ourselves some time.”
Jonas held the reins to Bethany’s horse and she vaulted up in one swift movement. Jackson did the same near her, though his face winced from pain. 
The rest mounted their horses and Bethany said, “Let’s try to move as quickly as we can. Sir James, are your archers crack shots?”
“Higgins there is.”
Bethany looked at the child in front of her. He couldn’t have been more than eleven or twelve. Fourteen at the very most, assuming he’d been malnourished his entire life and hadn’t hit his growth spurt yet. “Higgins, keep your wits about you. If you see anyone slinking in here that isn’t one of ours, shoot them.”
“How do I know they’re one of ours?”
Sir James chuckled. “You’ll know.”
“What’s your plan?” Jackson asked, as Sir James took Jonas’s horse and brought it alongside them.
“I plan to circle around, come up in the rear, and kill them,” Bethany said matter-of-factly.
“That’s your plan?” Jackson asked. “I’ve shat out better things after a night of drinking than that.”
Bethany winked at him and said, “Sir James, join me. Jonas, I’m putting you in charge of getting everyone on foot to the main camp. If you see an opportunity, however, to assist us, take it. Kia will be your second.”
Jonas nodded. “Understood, Lady Bethany. What kind of help can we give you, though?”
“Slings, daggers, rocks, tripping hazards, I don’t know,” she said. “If you see a way to help, help. But don’t charge out there unless you’re all holding a pike and shield, okay? That’s suicide.”
“Um, you rushing out there is pretty much suicide, too, ya know,” Jackson said. She gave him an annoyed look, which made him raise his hands. “I know, I know.”
“Here they come,” Kia whispered, even though none of them had been whispering all that much throughout the exchange.
Bethany turned to see a dozen horse cresting through the trees, coming in their direction. “You have your orders. Horses with me!”
“Foot with me!” Jonas shouted, which made Bethany quirk a smile. 
 Bethany adjusted the small shield that was on her left forearm and held the reins. With her right, she gripped her stolen sword and charged ahead at the attackers. There was a blur of bodies and steel, as Bethany charged through them all. Arrows whizzed by, as Higgins pinged off shots that only a talented archer could pull off.
One of the riders had an axe with a glowing blade—dark, hot red—and Bethany cut her way to him. She didn’t have a Blessed Blade and she didn’t have a clue how to control her own Power, let alone this borrowed crap, but she rushed him all the same.
He swung and she blocked his attack with her shield. It shattered into pieces and a hot pain hit her as several splinters pierced her many layers and pierced the small holes in the mail. He swung again and she awkwardly slashed at him; she couldn’t control the horse because her hand was numb from the blow.
Focus on what you want to accomplish.
Bethany dodged the axe and stuck the man with her sword. He howled from pain and rage, but she hadn’t done any damage. 
Focus the Power, Bethany. Just focus.
She nearly lost her hand from the distraction of the voice inside her head. She kept fighting, the feeling coming back to her fingertips, her nerves screaming in protest as they began to work once more. She slashed and hacked at the man, but with only one good hand, she struggled.
A stray though filled her mind: I’d like to blast him with wind, like they have done to me.
When she swung her sword, it was accompanied by a pathetic little gust of wind. It surprised her more than her attacker, whose head turned to the side like he’d been slapped. 
She understood the voice. It was Apexia—of course it was; if anyone was going to interfere at the worst possible time ever, it would be her, telling her how to use the Power. 
“Suffer in oblivion!” Bethany shouted and swung her sword at the attack, pushing rage and purpose into the action. 
Fire, not wind, shot from her mundane sword and sliced through the man’s armour. His scream lasted only a second before he fell from his horse, the smell of burning fat and meat turning Bethany’s stomach. She stared in shock at the cauterized wound on the corpse, and back at her sword, once again looking mundane and normal.
She shook off the surprise—she could ponder it all later—and turned her horse to assist in the skirmish. Except, there was no fighting around her. All of the attackers had dropped their swords and outstretched their arms in surrender. 
Bethany looked at them. Several had those disappearing amulets Myra had. Others had thrown aside enchanted weapons. 
She looked back to the moving formation of cavalry that was now past their position and heading north. These captured fellows here could easily trigger their amulets and escape. They could have more in their pockets. There could be other tricks she didn’t know about. 
She narrowed her eyes. Higgins had three arrows lined up in his hand, ready for the shot. Two others had their bows pulled and ready. One held a small crossbow, primed to fire. Sir James held his sword to one’s throat. The attackers were surrounded.
Jackson cocked an inquisitive eyebrow at Bethany. She replied with the barest of nods. “Kill them.”
Protests were cut short as the men died from blades and bolts. Bethany watched the carnage; she wasn’t the sort to turn away from the dirty work because she was squeamish. It took less than a minute for the final breath to be drawn, with Jonas pushing an arrow through the throat of a dying man who clung to life.
She nodded to them. “Let’s go.”
****
“Protect the King!” someone bellowed near Arrago, and a flock of mounted soldiers carrying flags surrounded him as he rode into the rushing Magi. The retinue around him reduced the amount of fighting available to him, but he cut forward with Erem. 
Weapons, horses, and men all blurred across his vision in a whirlwind of frantic motion. He struck a couple of riders, and a couple struck back at him, but mostly his guards protected him. Flags billowed around him and across the open field as riders fanned out. 
A gust of force, invisible and unexpected, slammed against him, sucking the breath from his lungs. Arrago gasped and wheezed as he suffocated. Finally, he inhaled a ragged breath and coughed as his lungs burned. 
Erem leaned into his horse—Erem was a stunningly good horseman, far better than Bethany or Jovan—and cleaved through three-quarters of the attacking Magi’s neck. Then Erem yanked his Blessed Blade out of the flesh and kept going.
Arrago’s horse slowed as his attention to the horse’s momentum faltered. He gasped a couple more breaths.
“Shields!” One of his defenders shouted and a pillar of shields encircled them. Several arrows pounded the wall, but none got through. 
Arrago turned to the row of trees, and he saw her.
She wore a helmet, but there was no mistaking her even at this distance. Bethany was still in the tabard he’d last seen her in, though it was no longer white. A dozen or so horses charged with her and Bethany’s charge slammed into the flank nearest him. She’d been waiting for this moment. Arrows pinged from the trees, not many, but they were deadly precise. 
Bethany held a spear in one hand and she lobbed it through a poorly-armoured rider’s torso. She switched the reins to her free arm and began to hack riders as she charged through their flank.
Arrago dodged an axe and took the man’s arm off in reply; the man fell from his horse and was trampled under the highly-disciplined horses of his guards. 
Three of the enemy stood in their stirrups, looking in Bethany’s direction. 
Arrago tried to shout a warning, but the noise of battle was too much. Horrified, he watched the three men gather fire in their hands. Bethany raised her sword, a fruitless gesture to defend herself against the heat of Magical attack.
“Bethany!” Arrago shouted and began to charge, knowing it was already too late. She hadn’t even looked at him yet. She might not even realize he was here fighting with her. 
“Protect the King!” his main defender shouted, and the riders closed ranks around him as they charged through the battle. 
The three Magi hurled their balls of flame at his precious, fierce Bethany. The thought rushed through his mind that one of his personal guards was a healer; maybe she could be brought back from whatever horrible fate was about to descend on her.
But Bethany just smiled and kept her sword high. The flying balls of flame licked around the blade. What seemed like a normal, everyday sword, was now a living weapon of flame. The three Magi hurled more at her, but Bethany raised her sword once more and this time sent the flame back. The three Magi went up in a blaze. The horses, understandably terrified at carrying flaming men, bucked and bolted, dropping the three badly burned Magi on the ground.
“Enough!” Bethany shrieked and her voice made his ears rings. The horses protested and it took all of Arrago’s skill not to topple. Several around him weren’t so lucky.
“I am Lady Champion Bethany, daughter of Apexia! Lay down your weapons!”
Arrago’s eyes grew wide and a smile stretched his face. Whatever had happened, her Power was back. 
Not surprisingly, the remaining Magi force quickly surrendered. They knelt on the ground, weapons tossed to the ground. Bethany shouted orders, her expression stern and her voice harsher. Pride swelled in him as Arrago watched her, so commanding and majestic on her horse, organize hundreds of enemy and ally alike.
Arrago caught Bethany’s eye and, just for the briefest moment, her face was transformed. Right there, he knew she still loved him. He knew she would get to read the letter he’d written her. He knew his Bethany was safe.
She eventually made her way over to him, and Arrago couldn’t help think she was dragging out the reunion on purpose. She rode up to him and said in a calm voice, as if they’d passed each other in Gree’s hallway, “Greetings, Majesty.”
And he said, in as dry as a voice as he could manage, “Hello Lady Bethany. I’m here to rescue you.”
****
Bethany threw back her head and roared with laughter. She resisted the urge to haul him off his horse and kiss him right there, but it was a close one. She didn’t bother to hide the grin on her face anymore. Neither did Arrago. She never thought she’d see his face again and it was good to see him.
“Thanks for visiting my island paradise!” Bethany shouted. 
Erem trotted up to her, a huge smile on his face too. She glanced at his tabard and noticed the hastily-stitched insignia on it. “I always knew you were after my job.”
“I never made it a secret,” Erem said, that stupid grin still on his face. “I’m so happy to see you.”
She rolled her eyes. “All right, all right. That’s enough gooey shit. Is Jovan here?”
Erem nodded, still smiling. “Back at the main camp.”
“Let’s clean up this mess, organize how best to look after the prisoners and determine if there are Magi in the group, and then let’s get back to Jovan,” she said.
“Hey!” Erem protested, “I’m in charge here. You’re dead.” He cleared his throat. “Lady Bethany.”
Bethany chuckled. She was in the wrong, after all, but she wanted to needle him a little. “If we’re going to be technical, King Arrago is in charge.” She winked at Arrago.
“Well, since my opinion’s being asked, let’s us head back to camp, and Sir James and his men can coordinate with our main force to clean up this clusterfuck.”
“Aww,” Bethany crooned. “You swore.”
“Just for you, my lady.”
Erem let out a dramatic sigh. “Well, shit. I just got demoted.”


CHAPTER 20
 
With Sir James in charge of the round up, Bethany returned to camp with Arrago’s personal guard, Erem, and her own men. The rest were left behind to clean up the corpses, continue the scouting, and gather intelligence. Bethany gave Sir James what she knew of the area, and promised to send a rider in the morning with more details.
Arrago and Erem peppered her with relentless questions, bouncing off each other to the point that she couldn’t even keep up. They wanted to know what happened, where she’d been, why she hadn’t sent word. 
Then, just as fast, they launched into Myra: where had she been, what had she seen, where were the others? 
“Gentlemen!” Bethany scolded. “It’s been a rough couple of weeks. We’ll talk this out later. Right now, we need a hot meal and a long sleep, and that includes me.”
“Of course,” Erem said. “I apologize.”
“I’m excited,” Arrago said, the stupid grin still on his face. “But I can wait.”
When Bethany arrived at the camp, the cheer that went up from the troops was deafening. Her cheeks ached from smiling. Arrago, his horse in front of hers, still surrounded by that guard of his, jumped off his horse. Bethany did the same. 
“Jovan!” Arrago shouted. “Jovan! Get your elven ass out here!”
Jovan threw back the flaps of his tent and stared at Bethany. “Beth?”
She laughed as she walked up to him. “I always said I’d end up here before you.”
“You fucking wench!” He snarled. “I’ve been worried sick about you!” Jovan grabbed her into a tight embrace, picking her feet clear off the ground. 
She laughed, protesting his manhandling of her. She slapped him and laughed some more. “It’s so good to see you. Let me clean up and sleep for an hour. Then, let’s talk war, shall we?”
He nodded. “I’ll get the basics from Erem.” He looked at her crew. “Miss Myra! Jackson! Good to see you both.” He inclined his head at the others. “Good work everyone. Let’s get you some hot food and beer. Bert here will take care of you. See that they’re all brought to the war tent after supper.”
“Yes, sir,” Bert said. 
“Make sure you get them a healer,” Bethany instructed. “They’ll all hurt.”
“Of course, Lady Bethany,” Bert said, bowing low.
Bethany turned to Jovan. “Where do you want me? I’m starving and could use some sleep.”
Jovan opened his mouth, but Arrago cut him off. “I’ll look after it. Lady Rory?” Arrago called out.
One of the horseguards trotted up to Bethany and the King. Lady Rory was a tall, fresh-faced human woman. “Majesty.”
“Please find Lady Bethany appropriate accommodation.”
“Of course.” Lady Rory dismounted. “When you’re ready, Lady Bethany.”
****
Bethany washed her face in the tepid water and let out an inappropriately pleased sound at having any part of her body clean. She tugged off her tabard and threw it over a nearby chair. She had to get someone to help her out of her armour, but she wanted to enjoy the solitude for a few moments first. 
She started to laugh. The laughter rolled over her, growing in pitch. She was all right. The boundary was down and they were all here together. The war was going to end soon. Regardless of which way, the wait and soul-crushing anticipation was over. 
She looked around Arrago’s tent. Of course they’d put her in here. She should be in Jovan and Erem’s tent, but that damned Lady Rory had led her up here. She muttered something about not having accommodation appropriate to a woman of her station, and she’d personally see to finding her own tent with other high-ranking women.
There was a time it would have annoyed her, but now it just made her laugh. She didn’t care what people thought. She wasn’t hiding anymore. She was Bethany, daughter of Apexia and the Lady Champion. She could be both now, and it was a glorious feeling.
“Bethany, may I come in?”
She smiled at Arrago’s muffled question from beyond the heavy tarp walls. “Of course.”
The tarp parted and Arrago walked in, a wide smile threatening to crack his face. “Rory told me she’d brought you here.”
“I hope you don’t mind.” Bethany cocked an eyebrow and feigned a helpless voice. “You see, Majesty, I have no place to sleep.”
He smiled. “As long as I’m alive, you’ll always have a place to sleep.”
He reached out his hand and she took it. They wrapped their arms around each other and Bethany let him try to crush her ribs with his embrace. She’d been in grave danger, so she’d had little time to think about those left behind in Castle Gree. She’d known she was alive, but they hadn’t.
“I can’t believe you’re alive,” Arrago said, laughing. Pure stunned joy filled his voice. “I can’t believe it.”
Then the dam broke. Arrago picked her off the ground, spinning her around. He kissed her so hard on the mouth that she stumbled backwards, and for a terrifying moment she thought they were going to end up in the firepit. She pulled away and smacked him gently on the side of the head. 
“You’re alive,” Arrago choked. “Gentle Goddess, you’re alive. You’re covered in blood and you’re alive.”
Arrago gripped her in his embrace and she didn’t even bother to care. Three weeks. She’d been fighting to get back for three weeks. She could only imagine how worried they all were. Joyous tears streamed down her cheeks and she couldn’t stop laughing. She squeezed him. “It takes more than a kidnapping and a dozen beatings to stop me.”
Arrago stepped back and stared at her. “Beatings? Are you okay?”
“Yes,” she said, forcing a smile. “They weren’t my first, but…I’m not keen on talking about what they did to me. Not yet.” 
Arrago’s expression darkened. “Did they…?”
She knew what he wanted to ask, but couldn’t say the word. “They didn’t do that to me, nor any of my crew. They threatened. They were too busy using their fists and boots to do anything else.” She snorted, even if her words turned dark. “They thought I was a scared little girl. They were wrong.”
He stroked her face, where her scar still remained. “I’m sorry they hurt you all the same.”
“I’m a big girl,” she said with a smile. “I can defend myself.”
“Speaking of defending yourself,” Arrago said. “I have something for you. A little gift from Allric.”
“Allric?”
Arrago crossed the tent and crouched down next to a trunk. He flipped the latch and pulled out a bundle of fabric. He walked back to her. He smiled and put the parcel on the small table where she’d been washing. “For you.”
Bethany gave him a side-glance, untied the leather bow and unwrapped the fabric. Inside were her Blessed Blades. There was no mistaking them; each pommel had a B engraved in it. The blades were in the same condition as she last saw them: filthy with blood and mud. And they were hers. “Where did you find them?”
“Erem found them when he was looking for you. Allric gave them to me, just in case you were here. He thought you might need them.”
Bethany held them out in front of her and beamed. She flipped them back to rest on her shoulders. “I’m just missing my harness now. They cut the fucker off me.”
“Keep looking,” he said, grinning. 
Bethany put the swords on the table and opened the fabric further. Her scabbard! Her worn, beaten, dirty scabbard, with a shiny new strap of leather. 
“Allric had it repaired. Just in case.”
She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. “I’m whole again.”
His voice dropped to a rich sound when he replied, “I’m sorry we fought, before you left.”
She put the scabbard down. “As I am. We’re very good at dancing around what we actually want to say.”
“It gets tedious.” 
“It does.”
He reached out and touched her face. “I can’t believe you’ve alive, standing here in front of me.”
“I am sorry if I worried you.”
Arrago made a dismissive sound. “I wasn’t worried.”
“I wish I believed you.” She glanced at the dirty floor before looking back up at him. “I am so sorry for the way I treated you before I left. I hadn’t even adjusted to you and Celeste, and then…she was just gone. I don’t adapt quickly, Arrago. Elves rarely do. It’s not an excuse, I know. I need to take my time. I hope you understand that.”
He smiled and took his hand away from her face. He reached down and found her hands. “I have always understood. I can only apologize for pushing you, when I know better.” He brought her hands to his lips and kissed the nicks and cuts on them. “Forgive me?”
“Always,” she whispered. She leaned her forehead against his. “Always.”
“Want some help with your armour?”
“Arrago, I don’t want to…I mean, I have to focus on…”
Arrago chuckled. “My beautiful, lovely, violent Bethany, I would never ask nor expect you to have sex with me while we’re invading a country.”


CHAPTER 21
 
Sarissa sat in the Abbey’s chapel and waited. She knew the building was surrounded. Cavalry was not quiet, even when it wasn’t charging forth into battle. Sarissa didn’t bother to look out of the window; it would only confirm what she already knew. The battle had been lost, and soon the war. If she were dead, would that automatically mean the war was over? Who would take over from her when Bethany came to kill her? Robert was dead. Quentin was dead. All of her inner circle were dead or at Castle Brook.
Perhaps someone at Castle Brook would take command. They would step into the light and be a beacon for the oppressed. 
The evil must be purged. The end is here. Do not waver from your purpose.
Sarissa squeezed her eyes shut and fought against the imaginary voices. She longed to purge herself of the Power that warred with the Magic in her veins. She knew she could rid herself of it, if only she could stay focused long enough. However, the Power refused to let her. Every attempt at a spell brought Bethany’s consciousness rearing to the forefront of Sarissa’s thoughts. 
She’d even tried rituals, where there was more repetition than focus. But those too failed. Bethany’s essence was possessing her and doing what Bethany did best: protecting Sarissa from herself.
Here, at the end, Sarissa found herself in a surprising mood. She no longer feared the oblivion that would come to her. Apexia would never take her on the Wind now, not after everything she’d done. Sarissa’s spirit would remain trapped here until it forgot who and what it was, and then fade away, forgotten, unmourned, unloved. 
The evil must end. I must protect the world, no matter the cost.
A timid knock at the door interrupted her. A beat later, an equally timid voice said, “My lady? They’re here.”
Sarissa drew in a deep breath. Yes, this was indeed the end. She’d failed in every possible way. She had not protected Bethany, her most beloved sister and friend. They’d become strangers and enemies. Only two people who loved each other that much could hate with such passion. The betrayal ran so deep for Bethany. Sarissa felt the guilt of that knowledge and, while she could no longer cry, she would have wept if she could.
She’d failed at everything. She’d failed at exposing Apexia’s deceptions, and failed to topple a false divine being. Sarissa should have remained focused on just Apexia, but the untethering of her mind had made it impossible. Looking back, Sarissa wondered if it had been Apexia all along leading her down this path. Why hadn’t Apexia done more to stop her? Why hadn’t Apexia tried to stop her? Why had her own mother turned her back on Sarissa so quickly?
Of course. Sarissa had been too drunk with Power to realize. Every action or inaction of Apexia had been to alienate her, to drive her to Magic and not from it. She’d lost everything decades ago. There’d been no point to trying to do anything else.
She wanted to be bitter, but there wasn’t even room for that anymore. She simply wanted to cease being.
“What should I do, Lady Sarissa? There’s just us here.”
Sarissa lifted her chin and drew in a deep breath. “Tell them I surrender unconditionally. They can come get me.”
There was no more hiding now. Sarissa drew in a deep breath, oddly happy. For the first time in a long time, Sarissa was truly happy. The weight on her shoulders was about to be lifted. She stood from the chair and pushed it back into its place at the table. She would be standing when they came for her. 
A soldier should die with her head held high.
Sarissa smiled. For once, she agreed with her sister.
****
Bethany stared at the Abbey’s front doors and asked no one in particular, “Should we knock?”
“Are you certain this is where Sarissa is?” Jovan asked.
Bethany shrugged. “Myra said so. And everything I’ve heard said Sarissa was still here, while most of the Magi moved south to Castle brook.”
“This place looks abandoned,” said Arrago. 
“It isn’t,” Bethany said quietly. She could feel the dark energy of Magic stirring in the area. It was faint, but it was still there. A lot of people and things had died here in the name of procuring power in many forms. Bethany’s head ached and she winced against the pain. The healers had done a decent job of fixing up her lungs, and two nights’ rest and food had done wonders for her exhaustion, so she knew this was from the Magic she sensed around her.
“I didn’t miss that,” Bethany muttered.
“Hmm?” Jovan leaned around Arrago and stared at her. “What’s wrong?”
“Headache. The ground practically hums with Magic.”
Jovan and Arrago drew their swords in one smooth gesture. Behind them, Erem, Kiner, and Myra did the same, though the clumsy sound after they’d all drawn betrayed the unpracticed hand of Myra. Bethany had asked Myra to remain close to them because she knew the Island’s defences in this region better than anyone right now, having spent several weeks now hidden and spying behind the barrier.
Bethany looked over her shoulder at Myra. The poor girl was pale-faced and held her sword awkwardly in a white-knuckled grip. “All right. Myra? When we get out of this, I’m going to teach you how to hold a sword. You’re supposed to scare the person you’re pointing it at, not yourself.”
“Sorry Lady Bethany. I’ve only had basic weapons training and they never let me use real swords.” 
“Of course,” Kiner mumbled. “Idiots.”
“You’re sure she’s here?” Bethany asked. “Couldn’t she have moved on?”
Myra shrugged. “I suppose, but this is where she’s been for months now. People are saying she’s unstable and quite ill. The last weeks I’d heard that people were disappearing or dying—important people in her inner circle. I guess it’s possible she’s moved on, but from the sounds of it, Sarissa is in no state to go anywhere.”
“Look,” Arrago said sharply.
Bethany turned and saw the front wooden gate slowly open. An arm poked out from the protection of the gates and waved a white sheet. A young human girl, brown skin and black hair, poked her head out to look at them.
Jovan jumped down off his horse and Bethany followed his lead. Jovan turned and said, “Wait, Majesty. Stay back in case it’s a trap.”
Arrago grumbled, but stayed back. Bethany walked to the gate, hand on the Blessed Blade she’d drawn. The other Blade rested comfortably on her back still, but she could draw it in the blink of an eye if necessary. For now, one was enough. Jovan likewise had his own Blade in his hand. They approached the gate, keeping a safe distance. 
“Who are you?” Jovan shouted out.
“Wendy, Lady Sarissa’s maid,” the girl replied. “Lady Sarissa said she surrenders and you can come get her.”
“How many people are inside the Abbey?” Bethany asked.
“Just me and her ladyship. Everyone else left days ago, when the barrier exploded.”
“Where are they?” Jovan asked.
“Um, some went to Castle Brook, I believe. I don’t know exactly, though.” 
“So you’re saying there is no one inside but you and Sarissa?”
She nodded. “Her ladyship was too ill to move. It was best that she stay here.”
“Where’s her husband?” Bethany called.
“Dead. Sarissa killed him.” The maid looked nervously around and lowered her voice so it was difficult for Bethany to hear her. “Lady Sarissa is unwell. Please. Come in and do what you need to do. She’s waiting for you.”
Bethany turned to Jovan. “Trap?”
“I almost hope so,” he said. “This is too easy.”
“Something’s very wrong here.” She called out to the maid: “How many people can I bring inside with me?”
“Her ladyship didn’t actually say. She just said when I see her twin sister—and I’m assuming that’s you—to let you in for her to surrender to you.”
“You said she’s sick. What do you mean?”
The maid glanced around and stepped out from the gate. Bethany grabbed her other sword from her back and the girl held up her hands. “Please. I don’t want her to hear.”
Jovan motioned for her to come closer. She took several more steps before he said, “Far enough.”
“Lady Sarissa hears voices. She sometimes thinks she’s her sister Bethany. Is that you?”
Bethany nodded. “It is.”
“Lady Sarissa has been unstable for months now. She talks to herself and sometimes isn’t herself. Lord Robert, her husband, tried to run things as best as he could, but then…” The maid gulped. “I believe Lady Sarissa killed him. Please. She’s waiting in the chapel.”
“What is she planning to do when we get there?” Bethany asked.
“Die,” the maid said simply. “She’s planning to die.”
****
Bethany followed the servant through the abandoned corridors, Jovan at her side. Behind her walked Erem, Arrago, and Kiner. She craned her neck several times, prepared for the barrage of arrows or pure Magic to descend upon their heads, but nothing came. 
“It’s kinda spooky here,” Jovan whispered. 
Bethany nodded, but continued to follow the maid across the courtyard and into more winding corridors. There was no one here, not even servants. How was Sarissa even managing, if there was just this one girl looking after her? Had she really killed them all?
“What happened here?” Bethany asked. “Is everyone truly gone?”
The maid turned. “Everyone is gone to Castle Brook.”
“But why?”
The maid bit her lip. “You’ll understand better when you see her ladyship. Come.”
Bethany shrugged at Jovan and they kept walking. Her Blessed Blades were sheathed, but the hum of Power was strong in her veins. It was borrowed, true, but it was there. If Sarissa attacked, Bethany could defend herself and her friends.
The maid knocked and a voice Bethany would recognize anywhere answered. 
“Come in, Bethany.”
Bethany pushed the door open with the palm of her hand, the other on the hilt of her Blessed Blade. 
She stared at her sister.
Sarissa was gaunt and sallow-skinned. Her hair had more grey in the auburn than it had the last time they’d seen each other in the flesh, over a year ago. Sarissa wore a white dress, and though it was dull with age and dust, it was unstained. She stood behind a small table, with her hands outstretched at her sides.
“I surrender,” Sarissa said in a steady voice.
Bethany stepped inside the room, perusing it for traps and tricks, her hand still firmly on the hilt.
“No tricks, Bethany. I surrender unconditionally.” Sarissa smiled. “Hello, Jovan.”
“Sarissa,” he said flatly.
“And hello, Kiner,” she said.
Kiner didn’t answer. 
“Who are the others?”
“Why are you surrendering?” Bethany asked.
Sarissa lowered her arms and sighed. “I can’t do this anymore.”
“You’ve grown tired of killing people, have you?” She didn’t bother to hide the sarcasm.
Sarissa leaned forward and whispered, “We must stop Magic. It is evil and must be stopped. I vowed to give my life to stop it, and I will die to uphold that vow.”
Bethany blinked. “What?”
Sarissa continued to whisper, unable to maintain Bethany’s gaze. Her gaze flicked over the room. “Magic destroys. It possesses. The job of Lady Champion is to stop it. Stop it at all costs. I do not care if she is my sister. I will stop her. She will be stopped. I will not hesitate again.”
Bethany took a step forward and pointed at Sarissa, “What are you doing?”
Sarissa leaned forward and gripped the chair in front of her. She shook her head several times and said in a clearer voice, “Please kill me.”
Bethany looked back at Jovan’s concerned expression. They’d talked about this long ago. If Bethany couldn’t do it, Jovan would. He felt he should be the one to kill Sarissa, and not Bethany—no one should have to kill their own sister. But Bethany wasn’t a coward. She wasn’t going to hide from her responsibilities. 
She looked in her sister’s eyes and her throat thickened. “Why?”
“I can’t control any of it,” she whispered. “I stole your Power and it…takes…over. I must be the best Lady Champion. No one must see the fear in my eyes. I am so afraid. What if I’m not good enough? What if I don’t measure up? How will I live if I can’t carry on?”
Bethany closed her eyes as Sarissa mumbled away the quiet truths she’d stolen. 
“Doesn’t matter she tried to help. Doesn’t matter. She is evil and she must be stomped out.” Sarissa screamed and Bethany grabbed both of her Blessed Blades in anticipation for the trap. Instead, Sarissa collapsed to the ground and began banging her head against the floor. “Get out! Get out of my head!”
“Sarissa,” Bethany said, unsure what to do. “Sarissa, stop.”
“Get out! Get out! Get out! You are ruining everything!” Sarissa snarled. She looked at Bethany and her eyes were feral and full of rage. “You! Why are you here? How did you get in?”
Bethany took a step back, swords still in hand. Sarissa went back to bashing her head against the floor until her face was a mass of blood. She collapsed into quiet mutterings and moans.
“Sweet Apexia,” Jovan murmured.
Chills spread through Bethany’s body. It would’ve been easier if Sarissa had tried to kill her. So much easier. She’d come here expecting a duel to the death. She’d not expected three distinct personalities warring for dominance. 
“Is there anything…” Arrago said, but stopped. “I mean, can anyone help her?”
“I don’t know,” Kiner replied. “Merciful Apexia, what’s happened to her?”
“Magic,” Bethany whispered. 
“Bethany,” Sarissa cried out.
The sound broke Bethany’s heart. This was her sister. She’d done so much and she’d suffered so much. 
“Please,” Sarissa begged.
Bethany’s hand shook. “Sarissa, I…”
“Please,” she begged again. “Make it stop.”
A strong hand grabbed Bethany’s shoulder. “I’ll do it,” Jovan said, 
Bethany looked down at her suffering sister and shook her head. She closed her eyes and tears spilled down her cheeks. “No, Jovan. I will.”
“Bethany, let him do it,” Arrago said. “I’ll do it, even. You shouldn’t do this.”
“I didn’t know her,” Erem whispered. “I can do it.”
Bethany’s vision blurred, but she said, very sternly, “Stay out of this.”
“Do it,” Sarissa said. 
Bethany walked to her sister and knelt down next to her. She kept her distance all the while, in case Sarissa held a stiletto or small blade somewhere in her hand. Bethany reached out a gloved hand and touched her twin sister’s blood-stained cheek. 
“I love you, Sarissa,” Bethany whispered. 
“I know,” Sarissa whispered. “I love you, too. Do it, Bethany. Do it now.”
Lady Champion Bethany stood and wiped the tears from her eyes, but more came to take their place. She sheathed her Blessed Blades and produced one of the many daggers she carried. Bethany stepped behind her sister. Openly weeping now, Bethany wrapped her left hand around to hold Sarissa’s chin still.
“Do it while I’m still me,” Sarissa urged. 
“I love you,” Bethany repeated, her voice cracking. “I love you. I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.”
“Always.”
Lady Champion Bethany executed Sarissa, daughter of Apexia.


CHAPTER 22
 
Bethany stood over the unmoving form of her twin sister and stared at the prize she had wrought. Blood seeped all over the floor. No one spoke. She wasn’t sure if anyone was breathing. She wasn’t sure if she was breathing. 
Bethany closed her eyes, hoping to squeeze out the memory of executing her own sister. But it was impossible. She forced herself to look. This was her doing. All this time, she’d believed the lie that Sarissa was the cause of all their troubles. Now, when it was all fucking too late, she knew the truth. 
She was so sure she knew what was right and what was wrong. Now, as Sarissa’s blood pooled around Bethany’s boots, she understood for the first time in her life how ignorant she truly was. 
“Beth?” Jovan’s voice was very quiet.
She didn’t answer. She had executed her sister. Again. Only this time there would be no tricks. No sacrifices. Sarissa was dead and she was not coming back.
She felt Jovan’s presence next to her, but he didn’t touch her. “Bethany, are you okay?”
“Eventually.” 
It surprised Bethany how calm her emotions seemed. She’d often wondered how she’d feel at this moment. She knew she would hesitate, no matter how much she vainly promised she wouldn’t. Sarissa had been her twin sister. They came into the world together. They should have left it together.
Bethany clenched her jaw against that thought. Uncertain if she could trust herself, she threw the dagger on the table. She tossed her Blessed Blades to the floor, metal clattering against stone. In a few moments, everything would either swirl back in a storm or they would step aside for later.
“What’s she doing?” Arrago asked.
Kiner shushed him. He knelt beside the swords and said, “I’m going to pick them up and put them on the table for you. You’re going to be okay.”
“Um, Bethany,” Jovan said, again, in that quiet, calm voice. “Your nose is bleeding.”
She touched her fingers to her upper lip and was surprised to discover they came back slick with blood. She stared at her fingers. They didn’t feel like hers. Why was she bleeding? It hadn’t occurred to Bethany until now that her entire being was humming inside. Her vision was crisp and clear. Colours were too bright. The edges way too sharp. The hum of Power vibrated inside Bethany and her vision blackened. The panic swelled, but Bethany pushed it down. Her hands shook. 
“Bethany, can I touch you?” Jovan asked.
She shook her head, unable to speak. She pushed against the Power that swirled inside her. She recognized it; it was hers. Sarissa really was dead. A sob escaped Bethany. There was no bringing her back. It was done. 
Emotions rushed back and punched her in the chest. The Power Sarissa had stolen had returned home. All was restored as it should be. Magic was dead now. The prophecies fulfilled. She looked at Arrago. Elf King indeed. He was sent to be a fucking distraction. If she hadn’t been rutting with him and focused on him, she might have noticed what was going on around her. Apexia had purposely done all this to destroy Magic by killing her own child.
She exhaled a deep breath and screamed, “Are you happy now?”
“No,” came the somber, feminine voice behind her. 
Bethany yanked one of the swords off the table and whirled on her mother. She pointed the sword at Apexia. “How dare you use us as pawns in your game? Who do you think you are?”
“The Gentle Goddess,” Apexia answered, with no small amount of irony in her voice.
A bitter sound escaped Bethany. “Gentle indeed. I know what you’ve done, murderer.”
“And how many people have you killed, dear daughter?” Apexia took three steps and stood a hair’s breath away from the tip of the sword. “Will you add one more to the tally?”
The words stung Bethany, but she didn’t let it show on her face. “I am a soldier. I kill to protect.”
“That is what I’ve done!” Apexia snarled. “Everything I’ve done has been to protect the innocent!”
Bethany moved her sword to point at Sarissa. “She is dead because of you. Drea is dead. Torius is dead. Who knows how many of my friends are dead out there?” Bethany growled under her breath. “You have the gall to call yourself gentle.”
“I’m sorry.” Apexia didn’t break eye contact with Bethany. She held the gaze, and sadness filled her eyes. Gone was the haughtiness that defined the Apexia of old. Now it was just a tired, sad woman who stood in her place. 
“That’s it? That’s all you have to say for yourself? I’m sorry, Bethany. I’m so very sorry that I lied to you your entire life. I’m so very sorry that I’ve ruined your life, and that of your sisters.” Bethany spat at Apexia’s feet. She pointed the blade at Apexia’s throat. “I should run you through and do the world a favour.”
“Bethany, stop!” Arrago ordered. 
“Why should I?” Bethany didn’t take her eyes off her mother. 
“Don’t do it,” Arrago said, his voice quieter. 
“She is why Magic still exists in the world. She is the fucking anchor that holds it in place. Her entire existence is due to Magic. She used us to cover that up. If I get rid of her, I get rid of Magic.”
“She’s your mother,” Arrago said very quietly. “You’ve lost enough today.”
“Mothers are supposed to care and sacrifice themselves, are they not? Apexia was never very good at being my mother.”
“Bethany,” Arrago said again, very quietly, “She is still your mother.”
Bethany clenched her jaw, both to avoid speaking and to fight against the hurt that raged inside her. 
“I’m not going to try to justify myself,” Apexia said, lowering her head. “There is no justification for what I’ve done. You are absolutely right. Everything I’ve done has been to cover up my own failings.”
Bethany’s sword wavered, but she didn’t lower it.
“I am truly what is wrong with the world,” Apexia whispered. “I tried so hard to fix my mistakes and atone for what I’d done. I can’t control what happens. I can only predict. And I am not wise enough nor intelligent enough to predict all of the impacts my interference would create. I kept trying to fix it, and I kept making it worse. The lives of my daughters, my lover, my people, my friends…all of them, are on my hands.”
“They are,” Bethany said.
Apexia openly wept, her voice cracking as she spoke. “Don’t you think I don’t understand the ramifications of my own actions? Don’t you dare accuse me of not caring. Everything I’ve done is because I care and tried to make it right.”
“How is any of this right?” Bethany screamed. “How many people died in this war? How many more will die?”
Tears trickled down Apexia’s cheeks. “One more.”
Apexia grabbed Bethany’s Blessed Blade and thrust the sword through her own throat. Arterial blood sprayed the room and filled Bethany’s jaw-dropped mouth. Her vision blurred, from both the blood and the shock. Apexia gurgled and collapsed. Bethany tried to catch her mother’s dying, dying, dying…
Dear all things that were holy and just…her mother was dying in her arms. 
Oh Apexia what have you done?
Losing, losing…can’t…No.
Mama, no. Please, no.
Bethany tumbled to the ground, Apexia’s body in her arms. Hands slick from blood, Bethany wiped the ichor from her eyes and gasped. She shook Apexia and screamed in rage. Apexia didn’t respond, beyond a few twitches of her body.
Bethany gripped Apexia’s arms and pushed every last ounce of Power into the gesture. Bethany blacked out for a second, but regained control and kept channeling more and more and fucking more Power into the connection to haul Apexia back from the brink. She was not going to lose anyone else. She’d lost too much. She was not going to let this happen.
The blood-stained chapel faded, but not completely. Bethany was between both words and unable to pull Apexia back across. 
“Bethany, stop this,” her mother ordered.
“How dare you do that to me?” Bethany wailed like a child. She didn’t even care. “How could you?”
“I had to!” Apexia shouted. Her countenance changed, and her voice was full of love. “You know that. In your heart, you know Magic has to die. So have I.” Apexia’s voice cracked. “I knew my precious, darling Bethany would not have done it. So, for once in your life, I was strong for both of us.”
“Please, don’t die. I can’t…I can’t…” Words failed her and hiccupping sobs replaced whatever she’d meant to say. 
“My sweet Bethany,” Apexia said, her voice fading. “Everyone dies. Even goddesses.”
“I don’t want you to.”
“I know. Look after Lendra.”
Bethany simply couldn’t answer.
Apexia drifted from view, but her voice lingered very softly and too far away. “Have a good life, and try to forgive me.”


CHAPTER 23
 
Bethany was ripped back into the world. A bright light slammed against her eyes, blinding her for a moment. When her senses came back, she was flat on her back, staring up at the stonework ceiling. Her head screamed with agony and her face was wet. Her body hummed with so much Power it was difficult to control it. Her muscles twitched. 
“What the fuck just happened?” Jovan slurred. 
“What was that light?” Erem asked, also slurring.
“I can’t see,” Kiner said. “I can’t bloody see.”
“Give it a minute, Kiner,” Arrago said, “I couldn’t when I first woke up, either.”
“I can’t see,” Kiner said, panicking. “I can’t see.”
Bethany continued to lie on the cold floor, unable to move her limbs. She listened to Arrago calm Kiner, and then Kiner’s sigh of relief when his eyesight came back.
“Bethany? Are you okay?” Jovan asked.
She couldn’t speak. She could only stare up at the smooth ceiling. How did they get the stonework so smooth? It seemed impossible, really. Did they sand it? They must have. That would have taken weeks.
“Bethany?” Arrago asked, concern creeping into his voice.
“I’m here,” she said, even if her voice sounded far away.
“Who else saw the light?” Arrago said. He groaned. “My head is killing me.”
“I saw it,” Jovan said. 
“I thought I’d died,” Erem mumbled.
A very faint echo, from very far away, whispered in Bethany’s ears. Good bye, my daughter. Now you won’t be alone.

Chills spread through Bethany’s body. “Oh, no. Oh, no, no, no. No.” 
Bethany curled in on herself, tucking her knees to her chest. She knew what Apexia had just done. “Oh, no.”
“Bethany, what’s wrong?” Jovan asked. He moved across the room, crawling on his hands and knees. He looked down at her. His face was a mass of blood. “What’s wrong?”
Bethany touched her fingers to her face and they came back coated in blood. Hers. Her mother’s. Her sister’s. “I know what she just did.”
“What?” Jovan demanded. “What just happened?”
“Oh, no,” Bethany whispered.
****
Arrago helped Kiner sit up, as Jovan helped Bethany. He looked over at Erem, who held up a hand to show he didn’t need assistance. 
Arrago gazed down at the body of Apexia. His brain stuttered as it failed to process what had happened. Apexia had killed herself out of…guilt? Duty? What had she and Bethany been speaking about? He knelt beside her body and touched her face, Bethany's sword was still sunk deep in her throat. He tried to pull it out, but it was right through her and he had to pull harder. Arrago closed his eyes, horrified that he'd done any indignity to his goddess's body. He touched Apexia's face. He could see all of her daughters in her, but perhaps Sarissa and Bethany the most. They all had the same chin, the same jawline, and the same eyes. He brushed his fingers across her eyes, closing them. Then he buried his face in his hand.
“She’s dead, Jovan,” Bethany said. “Think about what that means.”
“Oh, fucking shit,” Jovan exclaimed. “Cock, shit, balls, fuck. Fuck.”
Arrago ignored Jovan's swearing. He knelt beside Apexia's body. His goddess was gone. What did that mean? Did she
still exist on the wind, or was she gone forever? Could she still hear the prayers of the needy, or were they all cut off from her now? Would her hand still guide the faithful?
What did it all mean?
“Oh, no,” Kiner whispered. “Blessed Apexia, no.”
“What’s going on?” Arrago asked. “What is that humming sound? Does anyone else hear it?”
“Fuck,” Erem said quietly.
Arargo looked around. “Someone tell me what’s going on!”
Bethany was curled up in a ball on the floor, rocking herself back and forth. Jovan was wide-eyed and pale. Erem had a greyish hue to him and was dry heaving. Kiner just looked…weary.
“What happened?”
“Do you know how the Rygents got their Power and abilities?” Kiner asked.
“Everyone does,” Arrago snapped. “Rygous killed himself…” His voice died. He looked at Bethany. “What…what are you saying?”
Kiner put his hand on Arrago’s shoulder. “Specifically, Rygous appeared at a gathering of the faithful. Thousands of them. And killed himself. His Power was diluted throughout all of those people, and generations of them.” Kiner licked his lips. “There’s just us in this room.”
“There’s an army outside,” Arrago protested. “There’s thousands of men out there and even in the hallways.”
“I think…” Kiner addressed Bethany. “Did she say anything to you? Do you know what’s going on for sure?”
Bethany closed her eyes and tears streamed down her cheeks. “She did it so I wouldn’t be alone. I think she…I think…I think it’s just us.”
“Oh shit,” Jovan whispered.
“I think Apexia just gave us all of her Power,” Bethany whispered. “Just us.”
“Are you trying to tell me that…Did we just become…gods?” Erem demanded.
Arrago’s heart dropped when Bethany nodded slowly. “I think so.”
“Wait, but Bethany already was…” Arrago stared at her. “If you got your own Power back from Sarissa's death, and…” Arrago looked down at Apexia's body. “What does that mean for me? I'm the only human in this room. All of you were going to live centuries anyway.” His heart pounded, which drowned out some of the humming sound. “What is that humming sound?”
“You’ll get used to it,” Bethany said quietly. “Eventually it’ll fade into the background, except when you’re angry or upset.”
He stared at her. “Sweet Apexia’s mercy.”
“I’m so sorry, Arrago.” She pushed herself up on all fours and crawled over to him. “It’s going to be okay.”
“How is it going to be okay? I just saw my goddess, who I’ve worshipped my entire life, in front of me. And she killed herself on purpose. I heard all of these voices inside my head and I could hear her voice telling me to be a good kind and a good man and, sweet Apexia, what just happened to me?”
Kiner put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. 
Jovan likewise dragged himself over to Bethany and put a hand on her shoulder. She reached up to squeeze it. 
Erem smiled at Arrago and said, “We’re all in this together.”
“Everyone, it will be okay,” Bethany said. 
“No, it won’t. How can this be okay? I don’t want to be…what am I?”
“You’re still Arrago,” Bethany whispered. “Just like I’ve always been just Bethany. I promise we’ll all get through this.”
“Hey,” Jovan said, staring at Erem’s sword. “Your sword is cracked.”
Jovan pulled his own Blessed Blade from his hip scabbard and examined it. He flicked the blade with his finger and it cracked. He looked up at Bethany, who grabbed hers from the table. She tapped them against the floor and both swords broke in half.
“They were blessed by Apexia,” Arrago whispered. “She is gone, and with her, the blessing.”
“Allric,” Bethany breathed.


CHAPTER 24
 
Allric sat on his horse and watched their sappers rush alongside the ram’s protection toward Castle Brook’s portcullis. Around him, explosions shook the air and his horse protested. 
“Eve, focus the first wave of archers on the north tower. We have to soften up those Magi. They’re killing us.”
Eve nodded and pulled her horse’s reins to race to the archers to issue orders. 
Edmund pulled up next to Allric. “Sappers are going in. They’re going after the drainage holes. It’s not going to do much damage, but it should scare anyone in the lower levels.”
“Good work,” Allric said. “We need the pikes ready on the flanks in case of cavalry.”
Edmund nodded his acknowledgement and shouted out to one of the knights assisting him. “Lady Gera, check on the north flank! Lord Simmerson? South flank! We need pikes in place!”
“Understood!” Lady Gera and Lord Simmerson called in unison.
Another billowing ball of smoke and fire trailed across the sky from the north tower. Allric held steady as it headed towards his position. It landed near the front ranks, flattening part of the formation.
Allric hauled on the reins and kicked his horse. 
“Protect Lord Allric!” The guards shouted and they followed him as he charged through the ranks of archers and pikemen. 
“Eve!”
She looked over her shoulder at the sound of Allric’s voice, and brought her horse next to his. “We’re trying to take out as many Magi as possible, but there’s so many,” she said. She lifted her arm and used the small shield on it to block out the sun. “See that asshole? The one in the red tunic. The normal bows can’t seem to do anything to him.”
Another blast of flame sprayed across the field, this time hitting the far edge of the flank. 
“That’s it,” Eve snarled. She pulled out her bow, aimed, and waited. A moment later, he popped into view once more and she fired off her shot. After aiming another arrow, she sent that one, too. “Got him.”
Allric smiled. “I should have put you down in the front with the other crack shots.”
Eve grinned. “But who would babysit you?”
Allric laughed. “Very true.”
Two men stepped out of thin air and rushed Eve’s horse. Eve kicked one of the attackers in the face, while one of Allric’s guard detail bashed the other’s skull in with his mace. The men collapsed, blood seeping from their wounds. They hadn’t even had a chance to fight back.
“How many of these bastards are there?” Eve complained.
“Thousands, probably,” Allric said with a sigh. 
“More!” Eve called out and pointed to the back of the archer ranks. Allric, Eve, Edmund, and their respective guards moved in that direction. 
A dozen people stepped from the shadows, their various weapons held aloft. The explosions turned the air thick with smoke, but Allric could see the glistening, unnatural colours of enchanted weapons.
“Knights! Assist the archers!” Allric shouted. 
“Hold the line!” Eve shouted.
More Magi ran through their flanks, harassing them. Allric brought his sword down on one’s neck and then followed up with a swift kick in the jaw to another that rushed him. 
Explosions went off again, this time at the side gate. The entire front of the castle went up in a billow of black smoke as the oil burned. It would hopefully weaken the structure enough to blast through in the morning. 
Allric’s sword clashed against various attackers. His sword arm and shoulder ached, but he pushed the pain back until it was just a distant thought. His Blessed Blade cut through the poorly-armoured attackers like they were butter, deflecting axes, swords, maces… 
Then Allric’s sword’s blade snapped in half. He stared at it, confused. 
And then it was gone. He looked down at where his hand used to be. Where did his sword go? Where did his hand go?
“Allric!” Eve screamed. She jumped off her horse, just in time for him to fall off his horse and collapse at her feet. “I’ve got you. I’ve got you. Hold on. Edmund! Get one of the healers! Now!”
“Ro! Lord Allric needs a healer! Now!” Edmund shouted. “Knights! Hold the line! Help the archers! Archers! Take out the Magi in the north tower! What the fuck is happening?”
“I don’t know, sir!” One of the guards shouted back. “Look!”
“Hold on, Allric,” Eve snarled and warmth spread through his body, as her healing touch slowed the blood. A tight pressure called him to open his eyes; Eve was tightening her sword belt around his forearm.
“Where did my hand go?” Allric asked. “I just had it.”
“You’re in shock,” Eve said. “Come on, stay with me. Edmund, what in Apexia’s name is going on?”
“I don’t know!” Edmund called back.
“Did we win?” Allric asked.
“Stop talking Allric,” Eve ordered. 
Allric closed his eyes and pictured Amber’s smiling face as she held a sleeping Opal. He kept the image in his mind, as the warmth warred with the cold that spread through him. Eve’s voice grew distant and he felt himself slipping. 
Amber’s smile was the last thought he had.
****
Eve looked down at Allric in horror. Then she pushed herself up to her feet and said, “Edmund!” Around her, knights were staring at their destroyed weapons and Magi were collapsing on the ground. 
“Is he dead?” Edmund asked.
“Yes,” she snarled. She grabbed her bow from her back and it snapped in half. She held the pieces in her hands and looked at Edmund. “A spell?”
“The Magi are dead,” Edmund looked around. “Most of the knights are disarmed.”
“The archers!” Eve shouted to Lady Gera who’d joined her. “All non-knight archers to the front!”
Gera stared at Eve. “My sword…”
“Gera! Focus!”
An arrow took Gera in the chest. She didn’t scream. She just fell off her horse with a whomp.
“Archers!” Edmund called out. “Archers to the front!”
“Unarmed knights, back! Back!” Eve shouted as she pulled herself onto her horse. She continued to issue commands to the soldiers around her. Allric was gone; if she didn’t act swiftly, they’d all be dead. 
“Up there!” She pointed to the battlements. “They are still…”
Eve couldn’t speak. She couldn’t swallow. 
Eve fell from her horse. She couldn’t breathe. 
She hit the ground. They had to take out the human archers. They had to get the ladders…
Blackness. 
****
Edmund stared at the unmoving body of Eve. Around him, the retinue with their flags and silver eagles glistened in the afternoon sun. They were looking at him. Because he was in charge now.
Edmund closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and called, “Protect the archers! Get the shield cover in place for them! Move!”
“Get the sappers to the gates! Protect the rams! Archers! Take out those fucking assholes on the ramparts. Move! Let's move!”
Edmund caught a spray of arrows in the shield once more. Several struck his horse's armour, making the creature buck and protest, but Edmund used the momentum to rush forward.
“With the Commander!” One of the flag-bearing knights shouted and the retinue charged with him. “Protect Sir Edmund!”
“All unarmed knights, retreat! Out of the way!” Edmund shouted, tugging his horse's reins and leaving behind the bodies of Allric and Eve. If he didn't bring this battle under control, and fast, he'd be soon on the ground to join them. “Knights with shields! Shield wall! Protect the archers!”
“Shields!” One of his guards, Knight Mercy, shouted. “Knights, use your shields!”
This stirred many of the shocked knights into action. Some grabbed weapons from corpses, while others formed around the archers at the front, who sent volley after volley upon the castle towers.
“What happened to the Magi?” Edmund asked.
“No idea!” Mercy shouted back. “Same with the Blessed Blades! Just gone!”
Edmund lifted his shield over his face as several more arrows rained down on his position. “I need sharpshooters to take out those archers up on the hill. Lord William! Shoot! Shoot the motherless bastards!”
“If you don’t have a weapon, find one! Move! Fucking move!” Edmund shouted. 
“Knights!” Lady Mercy shouted. “Arm yourselves! Protect the archers!”
Another wave of arrows were coming. The shield walls formed faster this time, and even the one around him clinked into place, his own shield rising up to join the metal shelter. Arrows impotently hammered against the side, and not through. Then the shields came back down, hundreds of archers rose up around him and fired off several shots—some of the older elves firing three arrows for the others’ one. It was a mesmerizing scene.
An explosion rocked the ground as the black powder finally caught. One of the outer walls crumbled, pushing in the still-flaming gates. 
Edmund stared at the hole and realized he was in way over his head. 
“Do we go through the breach?” Mercy asked.
“I’ve never done this before,” Edmund said and wished, very much, it had been him who died.


CHAPTER 25
 
They were still cleaning up the massacre when Bethany arrived at Castle Brook. Her heart sank as she walked past the bodies. Most weren’t even wrapped. Thousands upon thousands of human, Elorian, Rygent, and elven bodies were lying on the field. Large ditches were being dug to bury the humans. Pyres were already burning the elves. 
“Merciful Apexia,” Arrago breathed as their horses navigated their way across what was the bloodiest battle of the entire war—and they’d conveniently missed it. Bitterness settled into Bethany’s heart as she realized that this might have been yet another of Apexia’s interferences. Then again, perhaps it was just how things had unfolded. 
More likely, it was both.
“It’s hard to tell who won,” Arrago said.
“I don’t think anyone did,” Bethany whispered. 
“Look at those poor bastards swinging.” Arrago said. 
Bethany looked in the direction he pointed and sucked in a breath. “Standard practice post-siege, when there are heavy losses. The undisciplined and the traumatized turn to rape and violence against the innocent, to retaliate against their rage and grief. Commanders have twelve hours to bring it under control, and then they start flogging and hanging.”
“Brutal,” Arrago said.
“Necessary,” Jovan countered. 
“I didn’t say it wasn’t,” Arrago said.
Bethany spurred her horse. “Let’s find Allric.” 
A ragged-looking elf approached them. She leaned heavily on a crutch and was still wearing battle clothes, from the blood and gore dried on them. 
“Is Lord Allric inside?” Bethany asked.
“Is that you?” She whispered. “Lady Bethany?”
Bethany nodded. 
The elf began to weep. “You’re alive. Lord Jovan! Majesty! You’re alive.” She looked up and said, “Erem!”
“Mercy! Is that you?”
She nodded. “It’s so good to see you. Come, Sir Edmund will want to see you.”
“Where’s Allric?” Jovan demanded. “And where’s Eve?”
Mercy licked her lips. “A lot has happened.”
There were too few people. That was Bethany’s main impression as they were whisked inside the castle. The gates were twisted and bent, and part of the stonework near the entrance was crushed. They’d blown a hole straight through in two places to take this thing. There were still ladders and ropes all over the walls. Just how many had died?
As Bethany walked up the steps to Edmund’s office, she knew Allric hadn’t made it. The worry settled into her shoulders and she slumped. She tried to keep it off her face, but it became an impossible task. Several soldiers cheered when they saw her, but it wasn’t the same exuberant delight as when Jovan’s troops had seen her. This was a desperate desire to have any good news.
Edmund looked horrible. Most of his face was wrapped in gauze and the rest was a bruised mess. One of his hands…sweet grace of the divine, Edmund was missing one of his hands.
He sat at the desk, with what clearly a healer sitting next to him was massaging the arm that was handless. 
“Edmund,” Arrago whispered. “What happened to you?”
“I’m alive,” Edmund said flatly. He looked at the healer and said, “Leave us.”
The healer nodded. “I will be back later this afternoon. You don’t want an infection to settle in.”
Edmund heaved a sigh. “The important people are here. I have time for infection now. Everyone, sit down.”
The healer left the room and closed the door behind him. 
Edmund turned back to them and said, “First, Lord Jovan, I must…” Tears welled in his eyes. “Lady Eve is dead.”
Jovan inhaled. Bethany put her hand on his forearm and squeezed, but Jovan pulled it away. “What happened?”
Edmund explained how Eve had taken an arrow in the neck and died before they could get her a healer. Edmund’s words were slurred from pain and, from Bethany’s guess, a sizable amount of alcohol laced with potent drugs. She tried not to stare at the bandage on his face, nor the stump on the end of his arm.
“Where is Allric?” Bethany asked.
Edmund lowered his eyes. 
“Edmund, where is Allric?” 
“He died. I took command of the battle and we fought. But…” He closed his eye. “We won. We won.”


CHAPTER 26
 
Bethany sat down for the first time in weeks at her own desk and let out a long, steady exhalation. She stared at the two letters on her desk. Most of her work had been removed; they really had thought she was dead. It was an odd feeling to see that some of her things were packed up, her bed made, and no ashes in her fireplace. 
If she had died, the world would have carried on without her. She knew that—even she wasn't so arrogant as to think the world would cease being—but it was a humbling feeling to see how the petty nothings of her life would simply move on to someone else. Paperwork would have to get done. Fuel to be consumed. Lives to live. And, eventually they’d move on without her.
On her desk, however, was the letter from Aneese. She’d planned to read it when she got back from her little jaunt in the fields. She needed to read it now. She'd forgotten about the old woman's death a few times over the past weeks—considering she was fighting for her own life most of that time, it wasn't any great shock. Nevertheless, a tinge of guilt was there. She'd had enough space from her grief, and she owed it to Aneese to read the letter.
Next to it, though, was one from Arrago. She'd recognize his flowing handwriting anywhere. She touched it, terrified to open it. He would have written that while he thought she was dead, at least missing. Did she even want to know what he'd gone through? Probably not. 
“This room was empty without you in it.”
Bethany looked up to see Arrago leaning against the doorframe. His hands were shoved in his pockets. He was wearing a heavy fur cloak, but underneath he was back in his customary brown trousers and brown tunic. 
“That cloak’s too big for you,” she said.
He smiled and looked about the room. “Why isn’t your fire lit?”
“I don’t think the maids realize I’m alive yet,” Bethany said, with a little snort. She looked over her shoulder at the bare fireplace. “I’d light it myself, but I don’t have anything to use.”
Arrago used his shoulder to push himself from the doorframe and closed the door behind him. “I’ll send up one of the maids.”
“Thanks, Majesty.”
“You’re very welcome, Lady Bethany.” He looked at the letters on her desk. “You haven't opened it?”
“Not yet. This is the first time I’ve been in here since we got back. I spent all today and yesterday in…Allric’s office, with Jovan.” She exhaled. “What a mess.”
“How’s he doing?”
“Not well. He’s staying with Kiner for now, since I’m staying with Lendra.”
“I know what he’s going through,” Arrago said quietly. “But Apexia was kind and gave you back to me.”
Bethany stood up from her desk and walked over to him. She wrapped her arms around him and they held each other. “I’m sorry I worried you.”
“It’s your job,” Arrago said. He motioned at her desk. “May I have that back?”
Bethany glanced at it. “Why?”
“It's embarrassing. I'd tell you what's in it, but…” He reddened. “I thought you were dead.”
“I know. But…you wanted me to read it. I should.”
He touched her face. “I wanted you to be alive to read it.”
“And you got your wish.”
“It didn't turn out exactly how I'd hoped.”
Bethany smiled. “That's an understatement. I have no idea what's going to happen now.” She grew somber. “We should…talk about what happened.”
“I don't know if I'm ready,” Arrago said. “I can't wrap my head around it.”
“I do understand.” 
“Yes, I suppose you do. For what's it worth, I'm so sorry that you had to do what you did.”
“I wanted so badly to save Sarissa,” Bethany said, her voice cracking. “But she was beyond saving, wasn't she?”
“Yeah, she was. I think you did what she wanted but couldn't do herself. What you did was mercy.”
Bethany lowered her head.
“And…” he said, putting a finger under her chin and tipping her head up, “I don't hold you accountable for…Apexia. She chose that path. She used you, nothing more.”
“I'm sorry if you've lost your faith.”
“My faith has been shaken. The person I dedicated my life to was someone who didn't actually exist. I idealized her, though really she was just another flawed human trying to make amends for their past.” Arrago gulped. “In an odd sense, I can respect Apexia more for that. It's made her more real, if that makes any sense. She's no longer this mysterious, untouchable creature.”
“No?” 
“No. Instead, she's someone who did great wrong and who kept doing great wrong to fix her mistakes. I don't know. I might never figure this out. But I know one thing. I live this way because it's how I wish to live. My shaken faith will not change who I am. I am this way because it’s who I want to be. No death of Apexia, no transfer of Power or whatever happened is going to change me.”
Bethany quirked a smile. “Oh, I think it already has.” She leaned her head against his. “And I think I love you more for it.”
Arrago ran the back of his fingers along her scarred face. “You still love me?”
“Of course I do. I need some time to…think and work all this out. So much has happened and I’m confused. I need to help Jovan, and Kiner shouldn’t work anymore. Erem’s not experienced enough, but he has the most training. Most of the experienced knights here are dead or too injured to help.” She gulped. “And I…I need to consider what comes next. Things have changed.”
“Yes, they have.” Arrago said. “I’m a widower now. And possibly sorta kinda immortal.” He made a face. “I’m very confused by that last one.”
“As am I.” Bethany laughed. “The Tranquility…well, we’re not a trio anymore. If we count Lendra, we’re the Tranquility six. When I think about it, I have a strong urge to vomit.”
“Let’s take a few days. I have a country that’s in tatters. How about we take a week or two to straighten out our own shit, and then…straighten out this personal shit.”
“You swore twice in the same sentence.”
“Yeah, well, when you hang around with whoring elves all day long, you pick up their bad habits.” He kissed her cheek. “Let me know if you need anything.” He glanced at the letter. “And come talk to me when you’ve read that.”
Bethany sat down at her desk and picked up the letter. “Tell me. Has what happened changed whatever sentiment’s in here?”
Arrago considered the question for a moment. “Honestly, I think it’s made the sentiment even stronger.”
She smiled. Of course he loved her, as she still loved him. 
“A few days then.”
“A few days,” Arrago said. He stood behind her chair, and she expected him to kiss her head. Instead, a heavy, warm weight fell over her shoulders. “I’ll send a maid to light your fire.”
He walked out and Bethany pulled the fur cloak around her. She wanted nothing more than for the rest of their existence to be just like this moment of quiet, supportive, coupledom. 
****
That night, Bethany knew it was time to deal with the past. She pulled her sofa over to the fireplace for both light and warmth. She pulled a patchwork blanket over her, one made with scraps of fabric in geometric patterns. It was sewn lovingly by the elderly hands of old servants that Arrago had refused to toss out into the fields like his predecessors. 
She smiled at that. If he wasn't robbed blind or toppled by a rival, Arrago was going to change the face of Taftlin forever. He might even go down as the most beloved royal in the country's history. And not for his military victories or his extravagance, but for the quiet strength that she knew would hold his country up.
She examined both the letters in her hands. She imagined Aneese’s would have many chastisements concerning her behaviour, deportment, and conduct. She'd put off reading it because she missed that berating commentary. It had kept her temper hot on many occasion and pushed her to keep going in the face of adversity.
Bethany hadn’t wanted to mourn Aneese when the letter first arrived. She’d still not completely recovered from the loss of Drea and Torius. 
Father.
It was still so difficult to think of Torius as her father, but there it was. But even if he wasn't her blood relation, that mattered little. He had always been there for her. He'd helped raise her. He'd kissed away the hurts and yelled at the fools in her way. She'd always thought she never had a father. How wrong she'd been. If only she'd realized that before Torius's death.
And to think that he knew, at some point, who and what Apexia was, and forgave her. If he was any other man, she’d call him a fool. But he wasn’t. He had far more compassion, understanding, and forgiveness than she could ever understand. And he was her father.
Bethany snapped the seal on the letter and rested her head against her pillow. It was time.
Bethany,
I've left writing your letter until last, since this will be the one that most likely kills me. No doubt you are expecting scolding paragraphs concerning your conduct, a few snide remarks on your vulgarities, and how I firmly believe you need looser-fitting trousers. However, none of that—though, my child, I would be remiss if I didn’t beg you to consider your wardrobe choices. 
Instead, this letter is my final opportunity to tell you all the things I am too much of a coward to say to your face. 
I am so proud of you, Bethany. I have always been proud of you. I have never had a daughter, but if I did, I would want her to grow up and be like you. You are strong, and I do not mean your sword arm. You are strong of mind and will and temperament. You will not let someone stand in your way. You will complete your task and defend those who need defending. You will protect anyone you feel is weak, hurt, suffering, or oppressed. You embody all of the virtues elves pretend to exude and never accomplish.
Assuming you have not perished with shock, I shall now give you my last trifle of advice. Then I can hold my tongue in peace and know I've died with a clear conscious: Stop being the Lady Champion. 
It isn't what you want anymore and you know it. You will always be a Knight. You will always be a woman of duty and honour, and you will protect the innocent and those without a voice, with or without a title. You are unhappy and have been for some time. You were not made for the politics of office. You do not have the patience nor disposition to deal with the insanity of laws and balance. You are a sword and a fist. You need to accept that and be those things.
There are so many opportunities that would make you happy. I have recommended to the Elven Council that Lendra be instated as a full diplomat and ambassador to King Arrago's court. From her letters, I know she is working very hard and taking her job quite seriously. I'm as stunned as anyone that a child could step into a role in which countless experienced elves have failed. Granted, King Arrago seems significantly easier to work with than previous Kings of Taftlin. Nevertheless, I'm so pleased with her and the future that lies ahead for her.
Lendra will need a bodyguard. I think you should take on that role. I think you should leave behind the Temple of Tranquil Mercies and your life here. I think you should live in the North. Even if Arrago is married—I know all about his marriage and can infer the rest—he still needs you. What's more, you need him. Love and romance fade. Friendship, Bethany, lasts a lifetime. Be a friend to Taftlin. Teach them how to be good soldiers. Teach them how to be kind and ruthless. Show them how to form a shield wall around their own people. Give them a reason to be proud. Go live your life. Leave our putterings behind.
Freedom is a wonderful world. Go live in it.
I love you as if you were my own flesh and blood. 
Aneese
Oh, and be a good girl. And, please, looser trousers. You look like Jovan some days.
Bethany smiled at the letter, even as tears ran down her cheeks. The old woman’s words were a balm on the stinging scabs that covered her heart. Aneese understood. Bethany wasn’t crazy; she had been pushed into the situation. Aneese took too much of the blame. The blame rested on Apexia’s shoulders, but perhaps Aneese had been another stone in the path. She was apologizing for it. 
“Oh, Aneese,” Bethany whispered. 
She would treasure this letter. If she ever doubted her choices from this point forward, she would remember this. She was free. For the first time in her life, Bethany was truly free. 
Though her vision was blurry, Bethany opened the second letter. Part of her feared what was included. Part of her was hopeful that it contained the sentiments she never stopped feeling.
My dearest love,
I feel almost silly writing this. Everyone thinks you are dead. Even though I hope you will walk into my room at any moment, my head says you are gone. I have no idea how to live without you. I have tried so hard, and I just keep failing.
Why did Apexia allow this to happen to us? I suppose it was my vanity in the end that caused all this. I left you because I wasn’t man enough to accept who and what you are. You forgave me and gave me another chance. I rewarded that chance by marrying another woman. I should have just given the throne to Celeste, or even Edmund. I fooled myself into thinking it was Apexia’s will. But now, I wonder if I’d just been hit on the head and was seeing things I wanted to see.
This might be our only chance. Oh, I wish you were coming with us. I could use your sword at my side. I love you so much.
Celeste made me promise to do this, but you’re gone now so I can’t keep that promise. Apexia hang it all, I will do it anyway. 
Bethany, daughter of Apexia, Lady Champion, my beloved, will you be my wife? I know I don’t have a long life and I know it would be difficult, but I love you. How I feel for you is permanent and unyielding. The love I feel for you will change and grow, I know, but it will never diminish. I love you. If there is any fairness left in this world, you will come back to read this letter. And, if Apexia has a sense of humor, I will live to see you throw this letter in my face, scream vulgarities at me, and tell me to get out of your sight.
I miss you more than words can say. Why did you break my heart by dying?
Arrago
Tears welled in Bethany’s eyes. Her poor Arrago. The ink was smeared at the end, where he didn’t even bother to hold back his tears. For the Arrago who wrote this letter, their last words had been full of anger and selfish spite; two people who were hurting so much that they couldn’t even think past their own pain.
So much had changed. Arrago’s life was no longer a human’s span. She didn’t even know how long she would live, and now Arrago shared that burden. Would they fall out of love as quickly as they’d fallen into it? She couldn’t live a courtier’s life, and Henry was a long way from being able to rule. 
So many legitimate questions. So why was she smiling? 
Her smile grew wider. Whenever she thought of Arrago, it felt like coming home, where the world couldn’t hurt her. With him, she knew—not just felt, but knew—she could do anything. As long as he was with her, she could always see in the darkness.
Marrying a human would cause the Elven Council to shit cows. She snorted, and rolled over to face away from the fire. She needed to sleep on this for a few days, just to make sure. Hope was a luxury she’d not yet purchased.
****
Bethany was unable to sleep after reading her letters. She wrapped Arrago’s cloak around her shoulders and gripped an unopened bottle of whiskey she’d stolen from his cellars—that man needed to have better security in place or he was going to be robbed blind, and probably by her—and wandered the battlements of Castle Gree.
It was a clear night and the air was warm. Summer was approaching. 
Taftlin summers were beautiful, and she felt a little pang that she was going to miss this one. She’d have to leave to report back to Wyllow. What a mess this was.
She spotted Jovan on the far edge of the eastern battlement, leaning against the stonework. She took a deep breath before approaching him, but approach him she did. He was alone and probably thought that was what he wanted, but she knew him better. No one should be alone when they lose both their lover and their friend. No one.
She sidled up to him and passed her bottle to him. He took it without a word. His breath hitched at the strong drink and he coughed once, but he drank a long swig before handing it back. Bethany took her own long swig.
“I feel like I should say something,” Jovan said. 
“You don’t need to.”
“But I feel like I should, you know?” 
“I know.”
They exchanged the bottle back and forth a few more times before Jovan asked, “Why are you up?”
“Arrago,” she said, like that explained everything.
“Well, that explained everything,” he said dryly.
Bethany snorted.
“Well?” he asked.
She glanced at him. “This isn’t the time.”
“If it will take my mind off Eve for even a second…” He took another long pull from the bottle. “It’ll make this the right time.”
She exhaled and leaned against the stonework beside him. “Promise you won’t tell anyone, not even Kiner.”
“Done,” he said.
“Arrago asked me to marry him.”
Jovan sucked in a sharp breath. He closed his eyes and an indescribable hurt flashed across his face, but it faded and he gave her a sad smile. “What did you say?”
“Nothing yet.” She shrugged. “I was thinking I might. Maybe.”
“You should. Absolutely.” 
Bethany cocked an eyebrow. “Truly?”
Jovan didn’t hand the bottle back. He took a pull and then held it tightly. “Eve never wanted to marry me. She always said that she’d leave and go back to Rygent once she was old. She never wanted me to look after her. But I loved her with all my heart and soul. I loved that woman so much.” Her voice quavered. “Before she left, I almost asked her to reconsider it all the same. But I didn’t, and now…now I never will.”
“I’m so sorry, Jovan.”
Jovan shook his head and he drew in a shaky breath. His voice was cracking. “If I start, I won’t stop.”
“Then don’t,” Bethany said and wrapped an arm around his waist. 
The contact broke Jovan and he gripped her in an embrace. He wept into her hair, sobbing that his last days with Eve had been filled with them fighting. Bethany said little, as there was precious little she could say.
So much pain. They’d lost so many friends. 
Footsteps approached and Bethany turned to see Erem. He also held a bottle and, from his sluggish steps, he’d clearly drunk a goodly portion of it. He froze when his eyes met Bethany’s and he turned on his heel, his shoulders slumped.
She wiped at her face and shouted, “Erem! Wait. Join us.”
Erem walked over, swaying a little. “I didn’t mean to bother you. I was just looking for a quiet place to get drunk.”
Jovan rubbed his eyes and forced a smile. Bethany pulled her arm back and rubbed her hands together to warm them. “As were we.”
“Come join us,” Jovan said. His voice cracked. “None of us should be alone right now.”
“Besides, you’re one of us.” Bethany clapped Erem on the back. “More than ever.” 
Erem lowered his head into his hand and sobbed. 
“Oh, Erem.”
Jovan wrapped his arms around Erem and Bethany joined in, her own heart breaking. 
And the evening continued until at last it was Jovan, Bethany, Erem, Kiner, and Arrago, all sitting on the stone floor of the battlement. Their words were heavily slurred and Bethany struggled to keep her head up. 
“I’m so drunk,” Arrago slurred. 
Bethany laughed. “I can’t feel my toes.”
“That’s because your boots are too tight,” Jovan said.
“Ya know, I still remember the first time I met Allric,” Bethany said, her words thick and slow.
“I remember it, too,” Jovan said quietly. “Apexia’s tits, I wish I didn’t.”
Arrago smiled. “What happened?” 
“I’d been in Taftlin with Jovan’s parents. I was being exposed to the world, so I could be locked up later to be protected from it. They knew I was Apexia’s daughter, but…they didn’t understand what that meant. Some men grabbed me at a market, thinking I was just some random Elorian kid.”
“Beth, you sure you want to tell this?” Jovan asked. 
Bethany tipped back her bottle, discovering it empty. She threw it and it smashed against the stone wall. She’d meant to throw it in the pile of hay in the corner, but missed. “Well, shit. I’ll have to clean that up later.”
Arrago passed her his bottle. 
She grunted her thanks. “It was a long time ago. Besides, I’m too drunk to keep things to myself.” She barked out a laugh. 
“Well, what happened?” Erem asked.
“They dragged me off to some house. They were going to sell me. I didn’t understand what was going on, but looking back, they were planning to sell me and the other kids as sex slaves most likely.”
Arrago growled. “No wonder you hate Taftlin.”
“How did you escape?” Erem asked. “I’ve never heard the story.”
Bethany stared down at her hands and whispered, “I burned it.”
“You caught it on fire?” Erem asked.
“I summoned up my Power and burned it to the ground, with myself and the kids still inside.”
“Merciful Apexia,” Arrago whispered.
“I didn’t mean to,” she said, gulping. “I killed the slavers and the other children. But not me. I walked out of that fire. Covered in blisters and burns, but I walked out.”
Arrago put his arm around Bethany and pulled her close. She let him. In fact, she’d been waiting for that all night.
“Did you get into trouble?” Erem asked. “I never heard of this.”
“Jovan’s parents bundled me up with healers and the knights they came with. Plus, they paid some mercenaries to go with us until the first outpost. I mean, I walked out of a burning building where a dozen people screamed and died. And I just walked out and said I’d burned it down. They had to get me out of Taftlin fast.”
“I was at the Temple because Mother and Father wanted me to be a priest,” Jovan said, a horrified look on his face, “I was there when they brought Bethany in. Surrounded by knights, like fully vowed, battle-ready knights, healers wrapped around her, and my parents looking horrified. Bethany was screaming. Apparently, she’d screamed the entire way from Taftlin to the Temple.”
Bethany nodded. “It’s true. When I realized what I’d done and what was happening to me, I had a complete breakdown. I was so hurt and in so much pain. It had it all worse.” She smiled. “But Allric picked up me, even while I screamed the entire time. He just picked me up, wrapped his arms around me, and said he was there to protect me now. I was safe as long as…” her voice cracked, “as long he held me, I was safe.”
“Wow,” Arrago said. “Is that why you became a knight?”
Bethany nodded. She leaned against Arrago and he pulled her closer. The wine, brandy, whiskey, and whatever else they’d drunk was mixing in her stomach and making her eyes droop. Grief was exhausting.
“What an example to hold yourself up against,” Erem whispered. 
“He was the best knight who ever lived,” Jovan said. 
They raised their bottles and saluted the memory of Allric. 
“I wish…” Erem started. He frowned and said, “I wish I’d gotten to know Eve better. As friends, not as someone I worked for.”
Jovan smiled through his tears. “Eve adored you.”
“She did?” 
Jovan nodded. He leaned his head against the wall. “She used to lay in bed and tell me how you were trying to impress her.”
“She was such a hardass,” Erem said.
“That was her job,” Jovan said. “She loved being a knight.”
“She was good at it,” Bethany added. 
Jovan turned to look at Bethany. He smiled. “She was, wasn’t she?”
“She really was,” Kiner said. “I’m going to miss her.”
“As will I,” Bethany said.
“What’s going to become of us?” Arrago asked. “I mean…we’re all different now.”
They were silent. Bethany couldn’t answer his question, because she didn’t know. 
“I was born like this. This is the only life I know,” she said. Arrago kissed her cheek. She let him. What’s more, she wanted him to. She could have him forever now. What a terrifyingly wonderful thought. “It’s strange knowing my friends are going to share that future with me.” Tears formed in her eyes and she sniffed. 
“Beth,” Jovan chided. “Don’t cry or I’ll start again.”
Bethany laughed, even as tears trickled down her cheeks. Her heart ached so much. “All I know is that I’ve always feared…I’ve always been afraid. Now…” She looked around at them. “I’m not so afraid anymore.”
She leaned her head against Arrago’s and closed her eyes. Soon, the alcohol did its job and she fell into a dark, blank sleep.


CHAPTER 27
 
Bethany sipped her mug of tea in silence, fighting off the terrible hangover from the night before. Lendra rested her head in Bethany’s lap, feet tucked up under her cake-like dress. Lendra had been crying off and on the last three days, and Bethany wasn’t feeling much better herself. But they were each other’s only family now, and Bethany spent as much time with Lendra as possible.
“What did you do today?” Lendra asked.
“Letters of condolence, I wrote one to Amber, but…she’s our friend. Someone should tell her in person, but I can’t leave right now. Are you up for it?”
Lendra sat up and rubbed her nose in her lacy sleeve. “Of course. She should hear it from one of us. Do you think Arrago could arrange it?”
“Ask Lord Stanley. He seems the type to enjoy helping a young lady in distress.” 
Lendra smiled, but it faded away. 
Bethany touched her sister’s face and said, “We’ll get through this.”
“I know,” Lendra said miserably. “Bethany?”
“Hmm?” 
“We should talk.”
Bethany put her mug of tea down on the ornate table next to the sofa. She looked at her sister’s puffy eyes and said, “I’m not ready.”
“You’re never ready.”
Bethany barked out a laugh. “Probably. I don't know how I'm going to sleep ever again.”
Lendra slipped her hand over Bethany’s. Lendra’s hands were always cold, just like hers. “It wasn't your fault.”
“Which part?”
“All of it,” Lendra said. “I can’t imagine how much courage it took for you to end Sarissa’s suffering.” 
Bethany began to protest, but Lendra hushed her. “Listen to me. Whatever the reason, Sarissa made those choices. She was a murderer. She started a war that caused the deaths of tens of thousands of people. No, listen to me. What you did was a mercy and everyone knows it. You just hoped that she would fight you so you wouldn’t have to make a cold, calculated decision to put down your suffering sister.”
Bethany looked away.
“No, don’t turn away. You need to face this.”
Bethany blew out a breath. “I know, but it’s going to take me a long time. You have to be patient with me. I don’t adapt like you do.”
“You need to learn,” Lendra said. “It’s all going to move rather fast, I think.”
Bethany put her arm around her last remaining sister. “When did you get so smart?”
“My big sister had been rubbing off on me.”
Bethany chuckled. “Perhaps. I'm sorry about…mother.”
“Don't be.” Lendra sniffled and Bethany pulled her tighter. “No, really, Bethany, don't be. Mama was so unhappy. This is what she wanted. She'd done so much to correct her mistakes. And the more she tried, the more harm she did. She told me she didn't want to be tied to this world anymore. You gave her what she wanted.”
Tears flowed down Bethany’s cheeks. “I didn't want that. I wanted to yell at her and punish her for everything she'd done. I didn't want her to die. What does that even mean? I killed Apexia, the Gentle Goddess. I killed her with the sword she blessed. Oh sweet divine and shitballs, what does that mean for future knights? There won't be any more Blessed Blades and Bows and all that now. How…?”
“You could do it,” Lendra whispered.
“Oh, fuck no,” Bethany said. “The last thing I need is for people to think I took Apexia's place. Any of us.”
Lendra looked dubious. 
“I can’t wrap my head around it, okay? All I know is that you are alive,” Bethany kissed Lendra’s straw-coloured hair. “Arrago, Kiner, Jovan, Erem…we’ll get through this.”
Lendra pulled away and gave Bethany a pointed look. “You haven’t talked to Arrago yet, have you?”
“I sent him a note.”
“A note?”
Bethany glared at her sister. “Don’t give me that look.”
“A note? You sent him a fucking note?”
“Watch your mouth,” Bethany ordered.
“Don’t change the subject. A note, Bethany?”
Bethany sighed. “We talked a bit, but…I asked him to give me a few days.”
“Why?”
“I need time to think.”
Lendra crossed her arms. “Why?”
Bethany shot her a cross look. “Grown-up things.”
“You can talk to him without being intimate with him.”
Bethany made a disgusted noise. “I simply need time. The war is over. From everyone's perspective, I was dead for weeks. I need to deal with that. I didn't even get to say a proper good bye to Allric or Eve…” Bethany's voice hitched in her throat. “I wish I'd…I knew better, too. I should have said good bye to them.”
Lendra shook her head. “Don’t. Allric's last words here in the Castle were about getting you back. They were going to invade the main island, but Allric hadn't given up on you. He was worried and I think he died thinking you were dead, but he hadn't given up hope.”
A heavy weight pressed on Bethany’s chest. “I just wish he knew how much he meant to me. And Eve. She was such a good friend to me for all these years. It's such a waste. Apexia did all this just to…what? Atone for her own mistakes? To cover up what she'd done? How did you even figure it out?”
“I threatened her.”
“What?”
“Well, I was digging around in your things…”
“You were what?”
Lendra recounted the story about finding the journal and Erem's role in it. As she did, Bethany’s horror grew at the idea of her baby sister and Erem…in her bedroom…together…oh merciful Apexia!
“Stop,” Bethany said, unable to listen further. “Tell me you and Erem didn't do anything in my bedroom. Lie if you must.”
Lendra gasped. “Bethany! Gracious, no. How could you even suggest that?”
“Because I know what it's like to be young and curious.” Bethany laughed. “I'm still curious about a few things yet.”
Lendra made a face, which made Bethany laugh harder. “I knew it was that skinny bastard delivering those damned flowers.” 
“Don't be mad at him,” Lendra begged.
“Why? I mean, if he touches you, I'll threaten to murder him, but I won't actually murder him.” Bethany smiled. “Just…go slow. You both have loads of time.”
“You and Arrago didn't take things slow.”
“And look at the shit mess that turned into. Learn from my mistakes.”
“Will you stay with me a bit longer?”
“There's nowhere I'd rather be.”
****
Kiner’s head protested the impromptu wake the night before. He sat at his desk and tried very hard not to remember that this report would have been Allric’s job. Between the headache and the sadness that permeated Castle Gree, that was unlikely. Still, he tried. 
Bethany and Jovan were already overloaded with work, so Kiner was happy to do a few things to ease their stress. That didn’t take away from the difficulty of the task, as every word he wrote reminded him of conversations with Allric. What would Allric have thought of maintaining a skeletal taskforce in Taftlin? What was Allric’s position on promoting apprentice knights into vacant positions without having completed Council-approved training? 
Kiner consoled himself as best as he could that Allric died doing his duty. If Allric was able to speak across the veil between life and death, no doubt Allric would tell them he was proud he’d died as he lived: in the defense of others. He had to remember that, because it’s what Allric would have wanted.
Also, if Kiner focused on Allric, as well as Eve, he had less room to think about Sarissa and Apexia. He’d seen Bethany execute dozens of people in her career and kill hundreds on the battlefield. He’d seen her kill her sister once before, but that was so different. When the blood pumped and there was nothing to consider other than staying alive, decisions were easier to make. 
What Bethany did this time was so much harder. That cold decision to slit her sister’s throat broke something in his old friend. He saw it. It might be a while before Bethany felt it herself, but he knew she would need him and Jovan to help hold her up. And of course he would.
A chill grabbed him. That assumed, of course, that whatever Apexia had done to them hadn’t changed their essence. He knew he’d changed in that there was a perpetual hum in his ears. Bethany said it would fade to the background, and perhaps it was less pronounced than before, but it was still there. A buzzing wraith to remind him how nothing would ever be the same.
Bethany had not explained what had happened, but surely Sir James, Jackson, and some of the others were asking what had occurred inside that blood-splattered chapel. The soldiers outside saw the lightshow. They asked, but no one answered.
They’d agreed that silence was the best policy for as long as possible. They needed time to process the death of Apexia. Never mind the physical changes, many of which they had no idea about, since Bethany didn’t know either. She was helping as best she could, but Bethany had spent most of her life hiding from her identity. 
Kiner sighed. He’d spent his whole life living in pious devotion to the Gentle Goddess. All he wanted was to serve Her and Her purpose. How could he do that when she’d made Her purpose his? How could he serve someone who had been the embodiment of evil? 
He had no idea what he was going to do.
“Kiner?”
Speaking of having no idea what to do. Kiner drew in a stabilizing breath and forced the cool, detached smile onto his face. Only then did he lift up his head to meet Erem’s gaze. “Good afternoon, Erem. How is your hangover?”
“If I had to describe it in one word, I’d go with epic.”
Kiner smiled. “That’s what you get for trying to keep up with Jovan. What can I do for you?”
Erem stepped into the office and shut the door behind him. 
Kiner’s heart pounded, but he kept his breathing steady. The look on Erem’s face announced that something unpleasant was about to unfold. Kiner began building the walls around his emotions and preparing for the worst. 
“Have I done something to offend you?”
That was even worse than a confrontation. Kiner put his quill down, and considered his words carefully before speaking. Of course Erem had done nothing to offend him. Kiner was the problem, not Erem.
“Of course not. You’re an excellent knight. You lack experience in some areas, but that’s easy to remedy.”
Erem’s voice gained an edge of annoyance. “I didn’t ask your opinion of my skills. I asked if I’ve offended you.”
The conversation was pushing Kiner’s comfort zone. He picked up his quill and pretended to work on his report, even if all he was doing was scratching his name over and over on the blotter. “If you had offended me, you would know it. Is there anything else? I’m quite busy.” It stung Kiner to be rude to Erem, but it was the only way to protect himself. It was vital that he shielded himself from Erem, now more than ever. Eventually, this would fade and he could attempt to rekindle the friendship later. Later, when Kiner’s feelings had faded, he could look at Erem and smile. But not now. Not when Kiner knew his eyes betrayed his feelings. If one person could notice then anyone could, and Kiner could not take that risk.
“Are you in love with Lendra?”
“What? No,” Kiner exclaimed before his brain registered he was speaking. He regained control of himself and said, “Of course not. Lendra is a sweet girl, but she’s absolutely nothing more than my friend’s sister.”
Erem was quiet for a moment. He licked his lips and asked, “Then, is it me you’re in love with?”
Kiner’s pen stopped moving and he knew he’d given himself away with that. He exhaled and put his quill down. He stood from his desk and walked around to lean against it, removing the barrier between them. A man should be standing, without a safety blanket, when facing the cold hard truth. The friendship was about to end, perhaps for eternity, and Kiner should be standing when that happened.
“Would you believe me at this stage if I said no?”
“Probably not.” Erem shoved his hands into his pockets. “So, it’s true?”
“Who told you?”
“Honestly, I guessed. It had to be one or the other. I was rather hoping it was Lendra.” Erem wasn’t smiling.
Kiner tried to quash the panic building in him. Erem was a full-blooded elf. Kiner was an aberration and an insult against elven blood lines. Erem would be disgusted and offended, and whatever possible future friendship he could ever salvage would be lost. 
Men did not desire men. Full stop. He’d been taught that since he was a child. The elves had never approved of liaisons between men, or between two women. They barely tolerated elves sleeping with non-elves. Erem was raised in Wyllow and Ellentop. He’d had a typically standard elven education. And a part of that was dedicated to not being like Kiner.
Kiner didn’t know what to say. Both Jovan and Bethany had told him to tell Erem ages ago, but he knew this would happen. He knew it in his bones, because he believed it himself. He was unclean and disgusting. He knew it. He felt it. If he could wash away this stain, he would. He tried so hard to worship Apexia and to show her that he was worthy of her grace and forgiveness, despite this horror upon his soul. 
Had she forgiven him? By giving of her Power, did that mean he was worthy in her eyes after all? Could he finally look in the mirror? Could he even learn to like himself?
“I don’t know what to say,” Erem said finally. 
A sound too bitter to be a laugh cracked in Kiner’s throat. “Let me help you with that. Start with the part where I disgust you, then quickly move to where you never want me near you again, and finish with hitting me, because you know I won’t hit you back. Then let me get on with my day.”
Erem’s expression remained unreadable. 
“Well?” Kiner demanded. “Get it over with.”
“Kiner, none of that occurred to me.”
“Sure it hadn’t.” Kiner gripped the table tighter as he leaned against it. He kept his gaze fixed on the floor, just off to the side. “Just leave.”
“No. I’m not leaving until you tell me why you’re acting like a jackass!”
“Because I’m in love with you and it is killing me,” Kiner snarled.
Erem stared at him.
“I said it. Are you happy now? I love men, and not women. Being up here with you for all these months, working alongside you…” Kiner kicked his desk. “You’re a fucking elf. I know better, but I can’t control it. I wish I could. And when that stupid little girl nearly told you that evening in Jovan’s room…” Kiner squeezed his eyes shut. “I knew I had to protect myself.”
“Ah. Now I understand. It all started that night when we were playing cards.”
Kiner hated that night because it changed everything for him. Myra was on her first assignment and she’d gotten cocky. She’d figured out Kiner’s dirty little secret and nearly spilled it in front of Erem. She recovered and said he was using lavender water, but he’d never smelled like lavender in his life. 
“Myra told me later that my eyes gave me away.” Kiner said quietly. “I didn’t want you to know.”
“So all those rumors about you and Bethany were…what? Just rumors?”
“Bethany’s idea,” Kiner said. “It was her way to help deflect any questions. There was no one at the Temple for me, which helped. I was born an orphan nobody, so there’s no risk of the Elven Council trying to marry me off to some woman who deserves better. It was enough for years, but…” He sighed. There was no point in keeping it all in now, and it was a relief to say the words out loud, no matter the consequences. “Then you and Lendra…well, I had my answer.”
Erem blew out a breath. “Kiner. I owe you an apology.”
“Whatever for?”
“I used to ask your advice about Lendra.” Erem rubbed his forehead. “I didn’t see it, and it was right in front of me. Bethany’s right. I am an idiot.”
Kiner stared at him. “I don’t understand.”
“Well, you know? Here I was asking you what I should do about my feelings for Lendra, and you….had…well.” Erem cleared his throat. “If I’d known you cared, I wouldn’t have burdened you like that.”
Kiner continued to start at Erem, confused by his reaction. “You aren’t angry?”
“Why would I be? Ah, I see. You think because both my parents’ ears point in the right direction that I should be just another mindless idiot who can’t think for himself. I thought you knew me better than that.”
“We were taught this was wrong,” Kiner whispered. “It’s wrong in the eyes of Apexia.”
“Apexia killed herself and gave you a share of her Power. Seems to me you’ve done nothing wrong in her eyes.”
Kiner lowered his head.
“Kiner, over the last year, have I given you any indication whatsoever that I’d treat you poorly or differently?”
“No.”
“There you go,” Erem said, spreading out his hands. “I wish I could say that my feelings were mutual, but…”
“That’s not necessary,” Kiner interjected.
“I think it is. I don’t…I like women only.”
Kiner chuckled. “I know.”
“Why didn’t you stop me from talking about Lendra?”
“Erem, I’m your friend. I want you to be happy.”
Erem considered that and nodded. He reached out his hand and Kiner shook it. “I’m starving. Shall we go see what atrocities they’re serving in the dining hall?”
Kiner smiled. “Sure.”


CHAPTER 28
 
“My darling, Miss Amber, you must calm yourself,” the Dowager Duchess of Arsenia plead. 
Amber held Opal in her arms and stared out of the second-floor window of the great mansion. Down beyond, a court and four travelled at a fast pace toward the main stairs. She’d not heard anything about the war, not since her last letter from Allric. He’d written it in haste, just a few lines telling her he loved her with all of his heart. Her insides knotted and she clutched Opal tighter. 
Blond curls and a voluminous dress caught Amber’s eye as the carriage pulled up to the house. “I think that’s Lendra.”
The Dowager rushed over to the window, standing on her tip-toe to get a better view. “She is very young.”
Amber was certain it was Lendra now. What if Allric had died? What if they’d lost the war? What if Arrago was dead, too? 
“My dear, you are going to crush your baby.” The Dowager took Opal from Amber’s arms and passed her to the nurse who waited in the wings. “Take the children to the nursery. Do not return until called for.”
“Yes, Your Grace.”
“Miss Amber, you must be calm,” Cassandra, the current Duchess of Arsenia, said. 
“Indeed,” the older woman said. “We will know it all soon enough.”
Amber couldn’t wait any longer and rushed to the stairs. She ran down the spiral staircase and across the long corridor to the entrance. Just then, Lendra walked in the door.
“Ambassador Lendra of Wyllow, daughter of Apexia,” the butler announced.
Behind her, Amber heard the two duchesses stopped their pursuit to bow low. Fabric rustled. Amber didn’t care.
“Lendra, do you have news?” Amber whispered. Lendra lifted her eyes and Amber’s world fell apart. “Oh, no. Allric?”
Lendra nodded and said through her tears. “Allric died at the siege of Castle Brook. I’m so sorry, Amber.”
“Oh, sweet child,” The dowager whispered behind her.
“Are you sure?” Amber asked. “Are you absolutely sure?”
Lendra nodded. She held out two letters in her hand. “Bethany asked me to give these to you.”
Amber looked up sharply. “Bethany is alive?”
A brief smile twitched on Lendra’s face. “Yes. One of the letters is from her. The other…the other she found on Allric’s desk. There were instructions to deliver it to you in case…” Her voice broke. “In case.”
Amber’s legs would not move. Once she took those letters, Allric would absolutely be gone. The love of her life would truly be gone. She had to hold on for a little bit longer. He couldn’t be gone. He promised he’d come back. She loved him with all of her heart. 
“How could he leave me here alone?”
Amber’s legs gave out from underneath her and she collapsed weeping to the floor. Three sets of very strong, feminine arms wrapped around her as Amber wept for the love of her life.
****
It was five days before Bethany made the long trek across Castle Gree to Arrago’s royal suite. He’d not pushed her, leaving her to work and think through her new reality. For that, she was grateful. She knew this would be a long talk, regardless of what happened, and she needed to have both the time and the mental capacity to have that conversation.
There was so much grief to work through that Bethany was numb more often than not. Soon, she’d collapse for a few weeks and cry until her tears dried out. For now, though, it was too much to grasp. Instead, Bethany focused on the task of organizing their eventual withdrawal back to Wyllow, Ellentop, Orchard Park, and all the small cities and regions they came from. 
She nodded at the various guards posted through the castle’s corridors. Eventually they’d be replaced with trained royal guards. She and Erem—who was still technically Lord Champion—signed off on twenty knights to stay behind to protect Arrago and train his personal guard. Another dozen would stay with Prince Henry for as long as Arrago wished it. She’d have loved to train these northerners to protect Arrago and little Prince Henry. How much fun she’d have.
Bethany opened the ornate double doors to the royal suites with a little pang of sadness. These had been Celeste’s rooms just a couple of months before. Bethany regretted the distance she’d kept from Celeste at the end, even if it was necessary for her own well-being. 
She called out Arrago’s name as she stepped into the drawing room. “Are you here?”
“Out on the balcony,” he replied.
Bethany walked across the drawing room and out onto the private balcony. Arrago was a handsome man. His hair had grown out long, and the brown locks were tied into a braid. He wore simple clothes, but they were clean and well-made. He smiled at her when she approached. “I was wondering when you’d come.”
Bethany smiled. “I needed some time to…I needed some time.”
Arrago went back to looking out at the dark sky. “I know exactly what you mean.” 
Bethany soaked in the salt air. She loved the smell of the sea. Even with the cool air, she felt more at home at Castle Gree than she ever did at the temple. There was something enchanting about the place with its silence and isolation. She loved it. 
This house could be mine.
It was a thought she’d not considered in all of her deliberations. Material possessions weren’t something she considered in her equations. Bethany led with her heart, jumping wherever her instincts and inclinations took her, no matter how wrong she was. She’d always said it was better to make a wrong decision than none at all.
But as Bethany leaned her forearms against the balcony’s parapet and folded her hands, she was struck at how some decisions weren’t about rushing into battles, but avoiding them. In a different lifetime, she could have been Arrago’s wife by now. She could have lived a quiet, happy life. 
Happy. She couldn’t imagine ever being truly happy again, though standing here, with the light breeze on her face, she thought, just perhaps, maybe, she could be happy. Maybe.
Perhaps it was just too much war and fighting. There had been so much of it in the last year. She’d buried too many people to count. She’d killed too many to remember outside of her nightmares. She’d killed her sister and watched her own mother die. 
There was so much fury inside her that stirred whenever she thought about those deaths.
No matter how the next few years played out, Bethany knew the secrets would come out. She’d tried to live a lie and it had failed. She would not make that choice for the rest, but she knew it would eventually spill out. Oh, and what a mess it would make.
Arrago glanced at her. “You’re not wearing a coat. It’s a bit cold out here for your tastes, isn’t it?”
“I’ve acclimatized to the weather,” Bethany said with a small smile.
“I’m glad.”
Even now, as Bethany mustered her courage, he did not push. He simply joined her, mirroring her stance. He was only a hair shorter than her, so he could maintain the pose and still look her in the eye. 
Arrago was special. Anyone else would just leave, or yell at her, or make demands. Not Arrago. He was patient. He could take her jabs and blows in his stride, giving back as much as she gave. He also knew when to be quiet and supportive. 
“I never thought I’d say this, but I’m going to miss it here.”
Arrago looked at her. “You don’t have to leave.”
“I do.”
“But you could come back.”
“I could, couldn’t I?”
He reached up and touched her face. “Will you?”
Bethany drew in a deep breath. Arrago was now touched by Power, just like she was. Even if he developed no Power of his own, his lifespan was extended by decades, if not centuries. She had no idea how long she’d live; Apexia hadn’t even known. Everything had changed for him. 
“I know what you’re thinking,” he said, not removing his hand. “You’re thinking that my lifespan has been extended and would I want to be with you for a century or more. You’re wondering if the people will accept an Elorian as Queen. You’re worrying that you’ll have to start wearing dresses and corsets and give up being a soldier.”
Bethany smiled in spite of herself. “I must think very loud.”
His hands slipped to her shoulders. “I’ve done a great deal of thinking and I’ve talked to Edmund, and Lord Stanley, who doesn’t know the particulars. I will do everything I can to put Taftlin on the right path. When Henry is my age now, I’ll step aside for him to rule. As for the other stuff, well. That’s all up to you.”
“So much has changed.”
“No, it hasn’t. I still love you. I still want to fight for this. I can wait. Bethany; my love is here to stay. I’ve done everything possible and I can’t stop loving you. I don’t even want to. I want a future with you, on whatever terms you need.”
“The future is a lot longer for you now.”
He smiled. “So I have longer to love you.” His hands slid down to hers and their fingers intertwined. “Instead of Queen, I believe I’d make you Lady Bethany, Consort to the King, and Commander of the Royal Guard. That way, no one would expect you to wear a dress, not even to a ball.”
“You’d do that for me?”
“Of course I would, silly.” He kissed her lips very gently. “And you can come back. You know the way.”
“I suppose I do.”
Arrago seemed to come to some kind of decision before he said, “Do you remember that last night before the battle at the temple?”
“What do you mean? A lot happened that night.”
“Do you remember when we were in bed and you asked me what I was thinking about.”
“And you said you’d tell me in the morning. Yeah, I remember.”
****
He smiled, a rather sad expression. “I knew that us being together bothered you.”
“I wanted to be there,” Bethany insisted.
“I know, but we were both raised by elves. You always seemed like you were feeling guilty every time we were…” He trailed his fingers up her strong, muscular arm, “together.” 
A shy smile spread across Bethany’s mouth. She grabbed his hand and wrapped her lips around his thumb. Hot need and warm memories flooded his senses when she popped the digit out of her mouth. “I remember thinking the same thing about you a few times.”
Arrago smiled, remembering the first time he’d explored her entire body with his mouth. And then the little quirk of her mouth when she said she wanted to return the favour. They were embarrassed and didn’t have a clue what they were doing, but they…Arrago laughed to himself. They’d had a lot of fun that night.
“What?”
“I was remembering the night I traced my tongue along those blue veins on your breasts.”
The tension in Bethany’s face broke and a rich, melodious sound escaped her throat. Blessed Goddess, he loved this woman so much. “Funny. I was thinking about when I did that to a very specific one on you.”
He wanted to pick her up and carry her to his bed. He wanted to strip off her clothes and lay her bare for him to ravish again and again until they both fell asleep. 
“We’re getting off track. You were telling me about that last night together.” Bethany turned away from him, looking out at the evening sky. “And I’d like to do anything to avoid the conversation I came here to have with you.”
“That’s the thing. I decided that night I was going to ask you to marry me in the morning.”
 Arrago was rewarded with Bethany’s shocked expression, plus the stream of profanity that was uniquely hers. “What in fuck shit’s name were you thinking?”
He touched her face. “I was thinking that I was in love with you and that I wanted to spend the rest of my life with you.”
“Thank Apexia for us being invaded that night and the temple being blown to sand.”
Arrago grinned. “I suspect the outcome would have been similar if circumstances had allowed me to ask.”
Bethany laughed. “You must have known I would have said no.”
“I had a plan, though. Would you like to hear it?”
“This I have to hear.”
“I was going to ask you that morning in bed. You, of course, would have immediately declared it insanity and would have ranted and raged about what a mess it all was. You would have yelled at me in a profanity-laced tirade that all of the monks on your floor would have heard.”
“That’s pretty accurate.” 
“You would have grabbed your clothes and stormed out. Then I’d show up for work and you’d ignore me all day until you couldn’t handle the tension anymore.” Arrago pushed himself up from the edge to stand directly in front of her. “I would have said I had no expectations, only that I wanted you to know how much I loved you.”
“I would have said you hadn’t known me long enough to be in love with me.”
“And I would have called you a liar and said I knew my own heart.” He pressed two fingers, very gently, over where her heart rested. “And that I knew yours. You see, Bethany, you wear your heart on the outside. I would have said I would wait for as long as you needed.”
“Arrago,” Bethany said, “I couldn’t have married you. What a mess that would have been.”
He smiled at her and leaned forward to whisper, “But what fun it would have been.”
Arrago stood back and walked away, leaving her to sputter and stumble over her words. After all, why should Bethany always get the last word?
****
Bethany stared incredulously at Arrago. He was walking away from her. He’d said that, and just walked away. After he wrote that damned letter proposing marriage. After he just told her he’d planned to ask her last year. 
And he was just walking away?
“What are you doing?” Bethany demanded, jogging after him. 
He spun to face her. Bethany was a strong woman and didn’t flinch from roughhousing, but she didn’t expect Arrago to grab her. Bethany stumbled when he slammed her body up against the door frame, and she winced.
“Stop playing word games and ask me to my face,” she demanded.
“When this is all over, come back and be my wife.”
Any other woman in Taftlin would have been honoured and thrilled to have been asked to be Queen. All of those women were idiots. Bethany understood the gravity of what he was asking. She’d been weighing the options for days, and she still couldn’t get off the fence. 
“What about Celeste?”
“She was my friend and I loved her the way you can only love a friend. She was my wife in title only. Every time I looked at her, I was reminded that I chose my duty over my heart. I miss her and I mourn her. And I promised her I would tell you I loved you and wanted to share my life with you. That has not changed. That will never change.”
She stared at him, unable to form words around her thoughts. 
He took advantage of the silence and pressed his hand to her cheek. “I know you have to go back. You need to file your reports and justify your actions. When it’s all over, come back to me.”
“I will always be a soldier, Arrago.”
“I know. So be one here, with me. I love you with every fiber of my existence. Nothing can make me complete if you’re not by my side.”
She’d come to tell him yes, but the words wouldn’t come out of her mouth. Yes. It was a simple word. She wanted so badly to tell him that she would marry him, no matter the cost. She loved the idea of training a royal guard for Arrago, Celeste’s few remaining family members, and little Henry. Until this moment, she didn’t even realize this was truly what she wanted: peace. 
She wanted peace. All of this time she’d been fighting and assuming she fought for war and destruction. She was the battering ram against the gates. But she was more than that, and she’d never realized it. 
Lady Champion Bethany was a beacon of hope. Myra had said it, the first time they met. Myra had become an apprentice knight because she wanted to be like Bethany. Did Myra want to be a killer? A drunk? A husk of who she once was? No, of course not. She said, I think you are the most amazing woman.


For all of Bethany’s doubts and hurts, for all the pain she’d both inflicted and suffered, she was still someone a little girl could look up to. 
Bethany’s heart raced in her chest and she feared she would black out, as spots filled her vision. She wanted to be with Arrago more than she’d wanted anything in her life, including being a knight. Including being normal. Arrago was an obsession that she couldn’t walk away from. She’d tried walking away. Every single time she’d encountered him, she tried to walk away. How could it have been only a couple of years ago that she’d never even known his name?
Now she couldn’t imagine her life without ever seeing him again. She’d tried it. It had nearly eaten her soul. 
“I can’t make a decision now,” she insisted, even though her heart screamed that she’d already made her choice. 
“Stop listening to the voices of your elders that are spinning around in your head. Tell me what you want.”
She let out a long exhalation and whispered, “You. It’s only ever been you.”
Arrago kissed her, hard, and she returned the kiss with equal heat and pressure. He pressed his body against hers and she ignored the pain of the wooden fixtures digging into her back. 
“I’m not answering your question,” Bethany said between breaths.
“Say yes,” Arrago urged between kisses. “Say you love me.”
Bethany tugged at the clasp at his throat and his cloak fell to the balcony floor in a puddle. “Shut up, Arrago.”
“Yes, milady,” Arrago groaned. “Whatever you say, as long as I get you into my bed tonight.”
“Better,” she said. 
She pushed him away from her and grinned. He walked backwards, hands spread out. She approached him, tugging off her tunic. A satisfied sound escaped his lips when his gaze perused her body. She untied the end of her binding, and Arrago took the edge of the cloth. Strong hands ran up and down her back before he unraveled the protective cloth. 
Her own hands found employment pressed against his hardness, which elicited several hungry sounds from Arrago.
Layer upon layer of clothing peeled off in their private game of equal give-and-take. They kissed and suckled and touched every part of each other’s body, all the while stepping back further through the royal suite to Arrago’s bedroom. 
“Say yes,” he urged.
“Shut up,” she growled.
“Say yes,” he urged, now smiling.
She grabbed his cock and squeezed. “Shut up.”
Arrago laughed when he grabbed her by the fine strands of hair. “You need to grow your hair out.”
She grabbed his long tail of hair. “You need to cut yours.”
“Never.”
They were both naked by the time they collapsed into bed. Arrago left her mouth, smiling as he did, and planted a trail of kisses down the length of her body. He traced the kisses back up and smiled at her. “You are so beautiful.”
A soft smile stretched across her face. “You still look like a farmer.”
He laughed. “Maybe someday I’ll get to be that farmer you’ve always wanted me to be.”
“Nah,” Bethany said. “As long as you’re with me, there’ll always be trouble.”
“Good.”
Bethany let out a long, contented sigh and let go of everything. She dug her heels into the small of his back and guided him to her. “I never thought I’d get to do this again.”
A groan escaped him as he sunk himself deep into her. “I know how you feel.”
“I love you,” Bethany whispered.
Arrago pushed her arms above her head. “If you’re not going to give an answer, you don’t get to speak.”
“Shut up, Arrago.”
“Yes, milady,” Arrago said as he picked up the pace. “Whatever you want.”
“I want you to go faster.”
He slowed down until Bethany laughed. All of her worries and grief were pushed aside. She was alive, and she wanted to celebrate that simple, joyous fact with the man she wanted to spend her very long life with.
Even if she wasn’t ready to let the words slip from her mouth.



  CHAPTER 29


   


  Bethany stood on the docks near Castle Gree for the last time. It had taken three weeks, but she was ready to return Lendra to Wyllow and file her reports. Arrago was also sending with her about a million requests and letters, including a repeat of his formal request to have Lendra permanently assigned to Taftlin as the Elven Council’s official ambassador and emissary. He wanted to open official diplomatic relations and wanted Lendra to lead them. Little Lendra. All grown up now.


  The harbor was thick with fog, as it always was this early in the morning. All of her remaining friends were on the dock to say good bye.


  “I’m going to miss you,” Amber said as she hugged Bethany. 


  “Are you sure you don’t want to come back with me?” Bethany asked. 


  Amber shook her head. “Both Duchesses have fallen in love with Opal and won’t hear of me leaving. I’ll be fine, especially with Allric’s pension. Assuming Lord Jud lets me have it.”


  “You’ll get it,” Bethany said sternly. “One way or another, I promise you will never want for anything.”


  “I’ve written to Allric’s sister, Paverly. If she wishes to come, can you please help arrange transportation? I mean, if you aren’t too busy, of course.”


  “Anything for you,” Bethany said. The women shared another embrace. 


  “I guess it’s my turn,” Kiner said, and he hugged Bethany. “Are you sure I can stay?”


  She nodded. “Absolutely. We need some knights to stay behind to help Arrago with stability. You should stay.”


  Kiner smiled. “Thank you.”


  She shrugged. “I’ll fend off the Wyllow wolves.”


  “You’re the best.”


  “I really am.”


  “All right, all right, break this shit up,” Jovan said. “Do you have everything?”


  “Yes,” Bethany said with exaggerated annoyance.


  “It’s going to be two months before I can get to Orchard Park. We have a lot of soldiers to coordinate here.”


  “Jovan, I know,” Bethany said, laughing. “I can handle the Council.”


  “You have our story straight, right?”


  She nodded. “Jovan, I lied for over a century. I can lie for the rest of you.”


  “Okay. Okay.” He smiled and gave her a tight hug. “All right. Get out of here.”


  Edmund Greyfeather shook Bethany’s hand and said, “Good luck.”


  She smiled and said, “Look after Arrago for me.”


  Arrago glowered at her, which was made rather adorable by the giggling Henry he bounced in his arms. “Did you see that, Henry? Bethany is being a brat. Yes she is.” Henry giggled more. “Even Henry agrees with his Daddy, doesn’t he? Yes, he does!” 


  Bethany made a disgusted sound.


  “I promise,” Edmund said, rolling his eyes. “I’ll be the one running the country while Daddy Arrago over there spoils the future monarch of our country.”


  “Oh! Did you hear Uncle Edmund?” Arrago made a gasping sound that sent Henry into more giggle fits.


  “Ugh,” Bethany said. “Lord Stanley, I believe we part ways here.”


  “Lady Bethany,” Lord Stanley said, shaking her hand. “It has been a singular pleasure to meet you.”


  “I’ll take that as a compliment.”


  “Please do. The Queen always spoke highly of you. I can see why.”


  Bethany smiled. “Thank you, Lord Stanley.”


  Lord Rayner, likewise, shook her hand. “May Apexia guide you safely.”


  A stab of sadness pierced Bethany’s heart, but she smiled and bowed her head. The story was going to get out. No matter what, all the lies and obfuscations were little more than delay tactics. But the others needed time to adjust, and she was happy to provide a distraction.


  The others stepped back to give her and Arrago a moment’s privacy. He handed Henry to Edmund and stood next to her. He took her hand and she let him. They’d given up all pretense of being friends and had been sharing each other’s bed for weeks. 


  The time had been good for them, and they had grown closer. Arrago told her his plans for the Queen’s Highway, an ambitious project to connect all of Celeste’s properties across the country and thereby provide safe and faster travel for merchants, farmers, and ordinary people. She loved the idea, and it would deflect attention away from her a little, she thought.


  “I believe we’ve put off talking about what’s next for as long as possible.”


  Bethany glanced at him and smiled. “I’m proud of us.”


  “It was an excellent display of avoidance,” Arrago agreed. “So, what’s next?”


  “I have to go Wyllow and deal with the debrief. They’ll be kinder to me than to Jovan. Jovan’s going to the Temple to organize the aftermath. There are new promotions to arrange, recruitment, training, not to mention that all the knights and regulars, plus the conscripts and militia, will need a rest after this.” Bethany blew out a frustrated breath. “There’s so much to do and it’s all shit work now.”


  He rolled his eyes. “I meant, what’s next for you?”


  “I just told you.”


  “After Wyllow. It’ll take you, what? A month to get home. Another month to deal with the aftermath. What comes after?”


  “I don’t know.” Bethany turned to Arrago and touched his face with her calloused hand. She smiled at him. “Does your offer still stand?”


  “Which one?”


  “The one asking me to come back and train a new royal guard.”


  “Oh, that one,” Arrago said, exaggerating his disappointment. “Yes, that’s still available.”


  “I think I’d like to do that for a while.”


  Arrago kissed her lips, a soft gesture. He rested his head against hers. “Promise to write?”


  “As much as possible. I do have a lot to do. It might take me a year, maybe more, before I can return.” She sucked in a breath. “I’m not quite ready to answer. I hope you understand.”


  Arrago cupped her face. “I’ll wait.”


  “Then I’ll come back.” 


  Bethany kissed his cheek and motioned for the servant to pick up her gear. Together, they walked to one of the hundreds of rowboats ferrying people back and forth to the ships further out. 


  “Good bye, Majesty.”


  “Good bye, Lady Bethany.”
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