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GRIEF



PROLOGUE

 

Four days after the attack on the Temple of Tranquil Mercies.

 

Hot pain stirred Sarissa from the brink of darkness. Her body did not move, but the world around her bobbed up and down, side to side. Pain immobilized her. She opened her eyes, heavy and sore. The darkness did not lessen. Too exhausted to care, she closed them once more. A shiver shook her, a new agony. She was so cold. Why?

“Robert?” A whisper was all she could manage. Her dry lips cracked and split down the center. She didn’t have the strength to lick them. “Robert?”

Where was that lout?

“I’m here,” replied his gruff, masculine voice in the distance. So far away. Why wasn’t he next to her? “I’m right here.” A cold hand, calloused from hard labor, slid over hers and squeezed. She could not return the gesture. Too much energy. Too much pain.

“I can’t see you.”

“I know. It’ll be all right. Here, drink.”

One patient drop at a time, water moistened her lips. It seeped between the cracked and angry skin. Icy water hit her teeth, sending another agonizing chill through her bones. She ignored it. She was so thirsty. Greedily, she licked her teeth with her swollen tongue. Then, a moist fabric brushed against her lips and she suckled at the nourishing water.

Frigid mist sprayed her face. She winced. “What was that?”

“Just a little sea water.” Warm, dry wool patted her face, scratching her skin. Everything hurt, even the pores on her cheeks. “Malcolm opened the ceiling trap and it let water in. Don’t worry. We have enough fresh water to last us. Don’t you worry about anything. Everything will be fine. I’m here. I’ll look after you, Sarissa.”

Sea water. Yes, she remembered now. “We sailed away on a ship.”

“That’s right. As soon as we hit Taftlin, I’ll find a healer for you. I can’t risk landing until we’re well outside of Elven land. But I promise, Sarissa. I promise. Soon.”

“Healer?” Why did she need a healer? Disjointed memories swam in her mind. What was happening? Where was she?

“Rest. It’s my turn to steer the ship. Just call out if you need anything. There’s four others next to you who can help. It’s all going to work out. Just you wait.”

She never liked it when Robert was calm. It always meant things were bad.

Robert’s hand squeezed tighter and tears stung her eyes. “Mark my words, I will make that bitch pay for what she did to you.” His voice turned to a growl. “She just left you there, bleeding. Stepped over your bloody body like you were garage. Fucking whore. I will kill her for that, don’t you worry.”

Consciousness began to slip. She had been stabbed and burned with Power. Yes, she remembered now. Robert was able to pull her away when Bethany unleashed her Power. He’d poured healing oil into her wounds; a special Magic rendered from the sacrifice of others. That’s why she was still alive.

Bethany had tried to kill her. Her sister had tried to kill her.

Bitch.

Existence slipped away.


CHAPTER 1

 

The love of the Creator Gods who made the heavens and saw the end before the beginning will be with Her. Our trust is in Her. She will bring the Viper to its knees. She will give her life to overcome. She will not waiver. She will not falter. Our faith is in Her.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet

 

Bethany stared up at the predawn sky and wondered if she possessed enough Power to make it fall and crush her to death. After saluting the etching of male genitals that graced the outhouse’s walls, she tipped back her bottle of best brandy—her last bottle, at that—and filled her mouth with the gut-warming liquid. It stung going down and her empty stomach protested, but liquor should always hurt before dawn.

The sun had yet to break the horizon, but Bethany could hear the low voices and footsteps of the early risers beyond the outhouse walls. Normally, four ratty planks, a ditch, and a splinter-laden seat did not classify as an outhouse. Considering the complete ruin of the temple’s courtyard around her, it was as good as it got these days.

“I think she’s in that one,” a feminine voice said in a hushed tone. Boots scuffed against the pebbled ground just beyond Bethany’s haven.

Bethany gulped down another swig. She grimaced, but at least the brandy fought off the early autumn chill.

They were looking for her. Again. She longed for her old room, atop the massive temple. The spacious airiness of it, the balcony, the bolts on the door… Her room now sat at the bottom of the ocean, along with a good portion of the once magnificent Temple of Tranquil Mercies. War had been declared and it had not been kind to the elves.

Nor to the humans under their protection.

Under her protection.

She turned her focus back to her brandy, inhaling the fumes in hopes of chasing away the stench of the toilet ditch beneath her. Between the reek of feces, sweat, and illness, Bethany wondered how she managed to keep the alcohol down. She was only Elorian. Half-blood. Half-breed. She could not imagine how the elves were holding up in this cesspit. Magic had turned her home, the home of thousands, into a festering sewer.

Magic.

Just the thought of it made her temper flair and her skin crawl. She took another swig and her throat burned.

Excited whispers came from directly outside of the walls now. Fabric rustled. More footsteps approached.

Bethany could imagine someone pointing at the outhouse door, trembling in fear to knock. A moment later, the expected timid knock came. “Lady Bethany?” a young, feminine voice asked hesitantly, “Is that you?”

Bethany had no intention of responding. Her thoughts were bleaker than usual and she needed the quiet privacy the outhouse offered, even if the stench churned her guts. With the destruction of both her home and her life, she didn’t have anything left inside to give to others, not even the dignity of responding to their questions.

“Lady Bethany?” The knock came again, stronger this time. A moment later, the voice attempted to whisper, “Are you sure she’s in there?”

Bethany couldn’t hear the answer, but the knocker’s voice came back clear and alarmed. “She’d eat me alive.”

Bethany snorted. At least someone still feared the Lady Champion’s wrath. She who’d blooded the noses of would-be princes. She who’d stood against attackers and foes her entire adult life. She who’d stood against a tide of Magi and turned them to cinders.

She cringed. These people all feared her now, more than ever. They feared her in a primal way that shook their bones and gave them nightmares. That’s why she hid in the senior Knights’ outhouse. While it had been her sister, Sarissa, who’d brought the Temple of Tranquil Mercies to its knees, it had been Bethany alone who had brought the army of Magi to its end. It was her who made the choice. It was all her.

Bethany’s hands shook, the alcohol splashing inside its glass walls. She glanced down at her trembling hands, unable to shake the memories of the past. Though now completely healed, all she could see were hands of ragged meat from plunging two swords into the very heart of her sister. And though she’d drawn Power, pure from the Goddess herself, from the very earth to heal herself, by saving the lives of those she was sworn to protect, she had destroyed her own.

And still worse, she’d not done it soon enough. Thousands were dead. Because of her. Because she failed to be the Champion. Because she had been a coward.

Another tremble shook her and it was not from the lack of warm clothing or the crisp morning air. Six months of replaying it in her mind left her with one unwavering truth. She had murdered her sister and she would have done it again and again, and done it gladly, and done it twice as fast if given another chance.

“Pull it together, Bethany,” she snarled.

She regretted speaking aloud immediately. There was another set of whispers before the voice came again, still hesitant. “Lady Bethany? Um, I’m sorry to bother you, but you have visitors. Also, Lord Allric requires your presence.”

Bethany sucked in a deep breath as the light rapping on the door continued. She stifled a choke. The air stank. She didn’t recognize the girl’s voice but supposed it belonged to one of the Honored Sisters that followed her around like a herd of lost puppies. No, that was too cute and sweet of a description for them. Puppies she liked.

She took another drink, her stomach souring in protest. “Can’t a knight take a piss in peace?”

“No,” replied a different woman. Bethany recognized the stern voice, one husky and rough from centuries of use. She pinched the bridge of her nose. As if the day wasn’t bad enough.

“As well, please refrain from being vulgar.”

“Sorry, Aneese,” Bethany replied automatically. Decades of dealing with the High Priestess did that to a person. To Aneese, it was life as normal with no special allowances to be made, not even for the Silver Knights’ third in command, who, really, just wanted to get piss drunk and never sober up again.

Bethany looked back up at the dark sky. It had stopped raining a few hours before and, while everyone and everything were still soaked to the core, at least they’d have a chance to dry out. She’d ask someone to re-roof the outhouses, but it would only get stripped off again for firewood. Some of the main floor of the temple would be safe enough for occupation by the spring. She could wait for indoor plumping and roofs until then.

“Remove yourself from the outhouse,” Aneese said in her usual brisk tone. “Please.” 

“Go away,” Bethany choked out, tears stinging her sleep-deprived eyes. Aching grief and unrelenting failure smothered her.

They were all gone. Dead, because of her. Because she failed to protect them.

Her hands trembled again and she clamped her eyes shut to stop the vision of bloody mud seeping underneath the outhouse’s door.

“Lady Champion Bethany, if you do not come out here, I will set this structure on fire.” Aneese pounded on the door, solid and confident pounding, unlike the timid girl’s rapping. The structure shook and groaned in protest.

A bitter laugh escaped her. “You would never kill the eldest daughter of the Gentle Goddess, Apexia, mother of all, and all that shit.” Bethany drunkenly waved, though no one could see her.

“Mandy, bring me a tinder box.”

Bethany made no effort to move. A bundle of tinder appeared under the door. She eyed it. Aneese wouldn’t really set the outhouse on fire, would she?

“Aneese?”

Flint struck against stone.

“Apexia’s tits! You’ve made your point.” Bethany took a deep breath, a long swig, and then another of both. Today wasn’t the best day to collapse the sky. She did have a war to plan, not that they were doing anything beyond sitting on their collective elven asses. “I’d have more privacy on a battlefield than here.”

Bethany stood a little too fast. The world spun and she swallowed hard against the rising bile. She unlatched the door and pushed it open, the structure wobbling. Or perhaps it was her that wobbled. Or, more likely, both.

She stared at the medium-height elf, plump and grey in her old age, a small lantern dangling from a hook on her cane. A human boy, perhaps thirteen, and wrapped in a blanket, stood just behind Aneese, also carrying a lantern and poised to catch the crippled elf if she stumbled.

Bethany glared at her. “What do you want?”

Aneese raised her chin and sniffed the air dramatically. She scowled. “I want the smell of liquor to be undetectable on your breath, but I suppose that will be unlikely any time soon. You have visitors and Lord Allric requests our immediate presence.”

“Hi, Bethany!”

Every muscle in Bethany’s body clenched. She turned, slowly, toward the exuberant voice near the side of the outhouse. Standing in the midst of the destruction and death was her youngest sister, Lendra. The warm glow of the young woman’s face, her wide grin and emphatic waving made Bethany feel her own grief all the more.

Guilt crushed Bethany’s soul. How could she tell her little sister that their family was one less? How could the little one trust her again?

If having Lendra arrive wasn’t torture enough, standing next to her was Drea. Bethany’s middle sister looked frail and sickly. Drea’s skin was more sallow than just plain pale, but she had looked that way for years now. Another one of Bethany’s failures, alive and on display for the world to witness.

She gulped hard to prevent herself from spewing the churning alcohol on the ground. She regretted the amount of brandy she drank. This would require a clear, calm head: something she didn’t possess even while sober.

“Well? Aren’t you going to say something?” Lendra demanded, though her voice bubbled with mirth.

Bethany just stared at the girls. No, not girls anymore; they had grown into women since she’d seen them last, nine years ago. It had been at least three years since Bethany had written her last letter to them. If she didn’t know what to say in letters, she certainly didn’t know what to say in person.

“What are you doing here? Who let you come?” She raised a hand. “Never mind, I don’t care. Aneese, have one of your servants get them back on whatever ship they arrived on. I want them gone, now.”

Lendra frowned and reached into the purse that hung her from her wrist. She pulled out two coins and handed them to Drea. Both girls turned their big, round eyes to her.

The world spun a little. Definitely too much brandy.

Bethany folded her arms and asked, “Aren’t you a little young to be gambling, Lendra?” She returned their stares before letting out a sigh. “Oh, what’s the point?”

Lendra grinned and ran to Bethany, embracing her tightly. “I’m so happy to see you! Don’t you just love surprises!”

She had to lean back to avoid a mouthful of Lendra’s straw-colored, bouncy curls. Lendra clamped on to Bethany like an overboard sailor grasping driftwood. With one hand, Bethany gingerly tapped her sister’s back and struggled to keep upright.

“All right, all right, that’s enough.”

Lendra pulled back and gave Bethany a toothy grin. A fierce jolt of primal protectiveness surged through her. This was the only sister left she had not failed. Lendra had to go back home. It was the only way Bethany could not hurt her.

Drea and Bethany exchanged muted inclines of their heads, the most affection they’d shown since Bethany had dragged Drea’s naked, bleeding body from a prison too long ago.

“What have you done to your hair?” Lendra exclaimed, reaching out to Bethany’s near-shorn head. “It’s missing!”

Bethany ran her hand self-consciously over the prickly bristles that jutted from her scalp. Her heart pounded, thinking of standing in the courtyard, cutting out her own hair. Grieving her sister, grieving the temple…grieving the loss of her lover.

Oh Apexia, sober me up.

The wind let out a groan.

Bethany scowled. Typical, mother. Just typical.

“She always cuts her hair like that in battle,” Drea said flatly.

“That’s right. I’m a soldier. Long hair gets in the way.” Bethany jutted out her chin. She did give Lendra a small smile, though. “They don’t make helmets big enough to have a woman’s hair all curled and sculpted.”

Lendra’s honest, lively giggle stabbed at Bethany. She had not heard true laughter in months. Drea, however, scowled. “Sarissa used to say it was because the human soldiers treated you differently when you looked like a woman.”

Red hot rage boiled inside Bethany. Her heart thudded in her chest, but she managed to growl, “Leave her out of it.”

“Um,” Lendra said, looking between her sisters. She turned to Drea and, in a low voice, said, “Kiner’s letter said we’re not supposed to talk about Sarissa.”

“Who is Kiner to me?” Drea snapped, not bothering to reduce her volume like Lendra.

“The man who risked his life to save yours!” Bethany roared. “If it wasn’t for him, you’d still be nothing but a dungeon whore!”

She stepped forward, hand outstretched to grab Drea by the front of her cloak. Bethany froze. This was still her sister. She could not hurt her own sister.

Except, if you’re angry. Except, if you need to.

Bethany twitched and struggled to trample her mind’s voice into the dust. She took a steadying deep breath, blew it out, and started again. This time, her voice was lowered, if not less hard. “Don’t speak of her. Not when you look around and see what she’s done.”

“I can say what I want,” Drea said, crossing her arms. “You are not my Lady Champion.”

“Cassandrea, you will hold your tongue!” Aneese ordered.

Drea glared at the old elf, but obeyed.

Bethany turned and was surprised to see Aneese still behind her. She’d forgotten all about the old priestess. “You said Allric wanted to see me.” Then she turned back to Drea long enough to say, “No, I’m not your Lady Champion. I’m just the person who risks her life to save ungrateful children.”

 

***

 

In the pre-war days, Bethany would have charged into Allric’s study, slammed the door hard enough to make the hinges weep, and shouted until she got her own way.

Unfortunately, he didn’t have a door these days. Or a study. He didn’t even have four real walls. Instead, tattered horse blankets hung from the stable rafters, providing the illusion of privacy. One wall consisted of stacked wooden boxes, taller than an elf stood.

Lord Defender Allric, the highest ranking Knight in the Elven Service, controlled the world’s most powerful military from a stable.

Bethany blew out a breath, a calming tick she’d picked up in her childhood after Jovan said it annoyed him. It was the little things in life that kept her sane.

Allric looked up from his desk, piles of paperwork neatly stacked. “Morning, Bethany.”

He didn’t smile at her the way he normally did. He did, however, glance at the elven stranger sitting across from his desk. At least she’d looked before yelling. She’d had enough embarrassment for the day. Being chased out of an outhouse by an aged elf hadn’t exactly started the day off on the right note.

Allric looked at his visitor, who made no attempt to move. Instead, the Lord Defender sighed and stood, motioning for Bethany to take his own seat. Normally, he wouldn’t have offered and she wouldn’t have accepted, but the sloshing liquor was playing tricks with the lantern lighting. She needed to sit before she face-planted on the dirt floor.

Allric was huge, even by elven standards. The man was built like an oak tree, the massive old ones used for shipbuilding. Bethany was tall, and Allric loomed a full hand’s length taller yet, and was twice as broad as her lean figure. He’d been on duty the night the attack happened; he was one of the very few who still possessed his original Silver Knight armor. Though most of it hung from its cross-stand behind his desk, he was still imposing. His single Blessed Blade, nearly twice as long as her own pair that sat on her back, rested across his desk in its scabbard within easy reach, however. None of them were more than a step away from their weapons.

Bethany thanked him and sank onto the hard chair. To focus on something besides her stomach, she glanced up at Allric, taking in his shadowed eyes and hollow cheeks. He’d also been growing out his beard.

“You really need to scrape off that chin moss,” she said, forcing a smile as she sat. “You look like an old tree.”

The elven stranger cleared his throat and gave Allric a reproachful look. Bethany ignored him. She was third in the command of the Elven Service; whoever he was, he was beneath her.

“Aneese said there’s a meeting going on in here.”

Just as she spoke, Aneese entered the room with Torius, the High Priest of the faith. He was around Aneese’s age, give or take five decades.

Bethany jumped to her feet too quickly and the rafters above her tipped and weaved. She swallowed down the rising bile. “Torius, have my seat.”

“Thank you, child,” he said and gave her a weary, but wide smile.

Bethany stared at the stranger, who busied himself picking dirt from under his fingernails. He looked average for an elf; lean, tall, pointy-eared with lobes attached to his jawline, as opposed to dangling. The usual. He was tanned and his armor gleamed as though he took a brush to each of the rings of mail. Even his white tabard shone.

Then she noticed the Blessed Blade across his lap, the lilac emblem engraved into the hilt by Apexia herself.

“You, Knight! Up. Have respect for the right-hand of the Apexian Faith.”

He scowled. “Lady Bethany, kindly control your tone while speaking to me.”

This time, it was Allric who cleared his throat. “Jud, Mother Aneese was injured in the attack and the healers cannot fix all of the damage. Please,” he said, motioning for him to rise.

Jud stood and offered his seat to Aneese, who frowned at him.

“It is a sad state of affairs when Lady Bethany is more mannerly than those around her,” Aneese said after collapsing into the wicker chair. It creaked under her weight.

“Jud,” Bethany said, her arms crossed. “Captain of the Wyllow guard, correct?”

He inclined his head.

Bethany grunted and leaned against the stack of wooden crates pretending to be a wall. Most were labelled “Allric” or “Knights”. The crate nearest her head was labelled with the name of a dead Knight.

“Can anyone tell me why I’m awake before dawn?”

A wide grin formed on Bethany’s face and she turned to the blanket-door to see Jovan enter. He returned her smile and said, “Apexia’s whoring ass, it’s early.”

Jud bristled. Bethany disguised her laughter as a cough, which turned into a real cough, followed by gagging on the bile that rose in her throat.

I solemnly promise to give up the bottle.

Jovan sauntered into the room and leaned against a wooden post. He sported loose, worn leather trousers and a mail tunic covered by a leather vest. The one thing Bethany was thankful for was that Jovan’s beaded, garish outfits were under half a mountain’s worth of rubble. He had to dress like a normal person now.

“Jud,” Jovan said, his tone turning cold.

“Lord Jovan, it is a pleasure to see you again.”

“Not really,” Jovan replied and turned to Allric. “Why am I out of bed?”

Allric opened his mouth but Jud cut him off. “I’m here to relieve Lord Allric of his command.”


CHAPTER 2

 

The loving embrace of peace will be forgotten. There will be neither peace nor comfort. The world will know only war.

-Aleu’s “The Agony of the Diamond”

 

Arrago stared at the opened financial ledger taking up a substantial amount of his wooden desk. What in Apexia’s sacred name had his patron been thinking? How in Her kind and holy name would Beachcomber Manor recover financially from the latest royal visit? If any more members of Taftlin’s royalty descended upon them for tea and a week of lodgings, his patron’s family would be eating bread soup for the next decade.

8 swine, including butchering costs - 2 gold, 60 silver, 4 copper

Arrago ran his left hand through his hair, while marking an X next to the swine costs, noting that they were correct.

25 pigeons - 3 silver, 1 copper

1 barrel (small) elven black walnuts - 14 gold, 45 copper

Another X confirmed the costs. Arrago ran through mental calculations to reduce household expenditures to buffer the cost of hosting Her Grace Celeste Clover, favorite niece of the late King Richard himself. For such a thin woman, she certainly demanded an excessive amount of food—none of which she ate and all of which was out of season. Perhaps that was how she stayed so thin: insisting upon being server food she hated.

3 standard barrels (oak) Spring Wine - 15 gold, 3 silver

Why would anyone expect Spring Wine to be available in the early autumn? Just because the snow and cold was late arriving didn’t mean it wasn’t going to come. Spring Wine is only ever made in the spring. Stupid woman. He’d managed to find the wine at a southern monastery and paid a pretty premium for it, too.

Idiot duchess.

On the list went. Three pages as long as his arm detailed the expenses of the six day visit of Her Grace and her thirty-member entourage. The total damage done to Sir Eli’s coffers? One hundred forty-seven gold, two silver, and ninety-six copper.

Arrago put the quill in its place and leaned back in his chair. As assistant steward to his good friend’s father, Arrago had a responsibility to control spending to ensure that Sir Eli Greyfeather departed the world richer than he’d entered it. Arrago had only been in the position for two months and already he feared dismissal due to poor service.

If only he still had all of his gambling winnings. He could have bought himself a farm, and lived in obscurity. Less stress. Of course, most of his money was buried under a crumbled temple, covered in rubble and the bodies…Arrago shook his head. He needed to get a handle of those memories. He had to live in the present. Reliving the past would not make those images disappear from his mind.

A woman, comfortably plump in her old age, entered the study. Her oversized skirts swept across the floor when she curtsied, creating a puddle of grey fabric. “Sorry to disturb, but Sir Eli has been looking for you. May I tell him you are in the study?”

“Of course, Miss…” Arrago’s voice trailed off, trying to remember the servant’s name. Beachcomber Manor had over seventy permanent servants for the house alone. “I’m sorry, but I’ve forgotten your name.”

“Hannah Storm, Sir,” she said with another curtsey.

“Right,” he said, “Miss Hannah. Please let him know I’m working on the accounts.”

After another genteel curtsey, she disappeared back through the opened door, her skirts swishing as she walked. Arrago wondered how anyone could work in that get-up.

Bethany’s grey outfits were far more sensible.

Arrago cursed. The sooner he forgot about her, the better. Work. He needed to work.

He turned back to the ledger, confirming and double checking costs. If Her Grace had thought to provide even a week’s notice, he could have reduced the impact by at least fifteen gold - his annual income!

Arrago gritted his teeth. He retrieved a sheet of writing paper from the top drawer of his desk and began scribbling down means of economy. Sir Eli, of course, would never directly agree to any such ideas of reduction; a man of his stature did not stress himself with such worries. Neither did a full steward. However, an assistant steward did worry about those things. Perhaps if Arrago could introduce some modest changes, Sir Eli would be pleased enough to keep Arrago employed.

Arrago scratched out a number of minor adjustments to their daily menus, adding more pheasant and smoked fish to their diet. He’d speak to Cook about it later. That tip alone would save several silver pieces over the course of a week.

Bethany would have laughed at his fretting and frugality.

He closed his eyes. Not a day in six months had passed without her name dancing across his thoughts. Absence had not dulled his love for the most unattainable woman in creation. Instead, time took his affection and massaged it, making it linger, grow, morph. He couldn’t even close his eyes without seeing her red hair, wicked smile, long legs draped over his body…

“Apexia’s tits, Arrago! You’re dripping ink all over my ledger!”

The deep voice snapped him awake. Arrago grabbed the pounce shaker to soak up the excess ink. A short, stout man darkened his doorway.

“I apologize, Sir Eli. I was lost in thought.”

His patron smiled, then let out a hearty, jolly laugh. “You’ve been lost in thought ever since you arrived. I’d have wagered traveling with my scoundrel of a son would have cured anyone of thinking.”

Arrago forced out a small chuckle. No one had mentioned Bethany since he’d arrived back home in Taftlin. Even Sir Eli’s youngest son, Edmund, who had become his close friend during training at the temple, never brought up her name. Arrago assumed it was because no one knew what to say. They’d be right. The woman he loved had turned out to be the daughter of Apexia herself. He’d defiled a sacred gift of the Gentle Goddess with his base needs.

In the face of that, what was left to say? He deserved eternal separation from Her loving embrace. One day, perhaps, he could atone for his transgressions.

“What’s this, boy?” Sir Eli snatched the sheet of paper. “No beef except on Tuesdays? Reduce the amount of white flour used in the kitchen by a quarter!” Sir Eli gasped. “Only purchase local beer and not Butcher Pass brandy?”

Arrago flushed. “We need to economize after Her Grace’s visit.”

“How bad is it?” Sir Eli asked, his voice hushed.

Arrago gulped. “The visit cost you over one hundred and thirty-seven gold, Sir,” he scrambled to add, “but I will economize.”

Sir Eli’s eyes widened. “That’s it?”

“Huh?”

“Apexia’s farting ass, well done!” Sir Eli slammed his fist triumphantly on the desk’s corner edge. Arrago flinched, both at the bang and the oath. “Her Grace’s last visit cost me nearly three hundred gold and she was only here for two days. How much am I paying you again?”

“Fifteen gold annually, Sir,” Arrago stammered, perplexed by his patron’s exuberance. Also, what kind of idiot assistant steward would spend three hundred gold for a two-day visit? “Lodgings kindly included.”

“Double it! Mark it in the ledger and give yourself an advance. There is hope for you yet, my boy.”

Arrago stared at his patron. “Sir?”

Sir Eli slowed his words, as one would speak to a toddler. “You saved me a fortune, boy. I’m rewarding you. Now, you can do your economizing if you insist, but no one is touching my brandy and I insist on beef twice a week.” He sighed. “I’ll consent to salt beef in the off-season,” he added in a painful tone, as though Arrago had asked him to donate his entire fortune to the Sisters of Apexia. “Not when we have company, though.”

The sinking feeling lifted from Arrago and relief made him light-headed. He’d done things right after all. “Yes, Sir.”

A timid knock on the door drew their attention. A middle-aged woman, her tanned face etched in worry stood wringing her hands. “Sir Eli, the king’s men are outside. They request an audience with Mr. Arrago.”

The eggs from breakfast churned in Arrago’s stomach. He knew why they were here and his only surprise was it had taken so long. He shot Sir Eli a worried glance.

The servant cleared her throat and looked at Arrago, her face drained of colour. “They are armed, Sir.”

 

***

 

Arrago excused himself from Sir Eli and followed the servant out of the room and into the corridor. His mind raced through a dozen harmless reasons why the local militia would be keen on speaking to him. A misunderstanding or mistaken identity. Maybe King Daniel was sending Sir Eli a message concerning court business and they were delivering it to him, a servant and assistant steward. Perhaps they wanted to ensure Arrago wasn’t a spy for the elves and came to issue him a warning.

They were here because of the war.

Arrago’s limbs turned to pudding, but he kept his head high and forced his legs to march toward the front door.

“Arrago, wait,” Sir Eli called out behind him. Boots clumped against the wooden floor. Arrago paused to let his patron catch up. “Son, you have the longest stride of any man I’ve met. You’re not part elf, now, are you?”

Arrago resumed walking in slower steps, even if he wanted to run as part away as his legs could take him. “I only carry their name.” He failed to smile. He was never any good at making jokes in the fray. Jovan could. Kiner could.

Bethany could.

In silence, patron and servant made their way through the winding corridors, dark and bleak in this part of the house. Arrago eyed the rich tapestries and foul tallow candles burning in their wall sconces as they approached the front entrance. They reminded him of his time at the temple. A sinking feeling in his gut hinted that the Temple of Tranquil Mercies and that world he’d left behind was the reason the soldiers were here.

“I’m sure it will be fine,” Arrago said, more for his own comfort than for Sir Eli’s.

Sir Eli, however, grunted disapprovingly. “Whenever the king’s men show up at a noble’s house, things will not be fine.” He stopped to speak with one of the ink servants, whose job was to stand in hallways with a platter of ink, quill, pounce, and paper—just in case someone needed to make a note and couldn’t rely on their memory to make it back to a study. Opulence.

Arrago kept walking, but moments later, his patron jogged to catch up, followed by the clatter of silver and footsteps. Arrago looked over his shoulder. The corridor servants deposited their writing platters on chairs, tables, and even the floor and were rushing to join him. He stared at them in confusion, then back at Sir Eli. “Sir, I —”

“Don’t give me any lip, boy! I don’t know everything that happened in elf territory, but I know enough.” He turned and faced Arrago, his face red with anger, though the anger wasn’t directed at him. “I’ve known this little weasel of a king his whole life. He’s no good, do you understand me? Taftlin politics isn’t like living with elves.”

“But—”

“No! Do as I say.”

Arrago frowned, but inclined his head in obedience. “I miss being poor,” he muttered under his breath.

Sir Eli apparently did not hear him. “Wait here. Give the servants a chance to get into position. I’ll hold them off.” He jerked his head at the door.

“Sir Eli Greyfeather!” A masculine voice boomed outside, muffled by glass and walls. “By the King’s order, we demand to speak with Arrago Cedar.”

Arrago’s throat tightened. “Sir, if you’ll permit me to just speak with them —”

Sir Eli grabbed Arrago’s tunic and pulled him down to his eye level. “Have you been listening to a word I’ve said? You aren’t living with a dirt farmer. Any time a king’s soldiers set foot on my doorstep, they’re testing my strength.” He released Arrago and straightened himself. “Now, stay put.”

Arrago did as his patron requested, though he didn’t like it. All he needed was to go outside, hear what the soldiers wanted, and talk his way out of the situation. He’d always excelled at diplomacy in one form or another. He’d even made his way into the Lady Champion’s bed…Arrago mentally kicked himself. It was not the time for that.

Female servants dropped their buckets and trays to hurry off to the cellars, dragging with them all of the younger members of the household. Sir Eli’s three daughters also lived in Beachcomber Manor. They promptly made their way downstairs, their young heads held high and their silk trains gliding behind them, off to hide in the larders underground.

Male servants, along with male relatives and the hangers-on that stayed at the manor, rushed through the corridors with swords, bows, and crossbows in their hands. Helmets, gloves, and leather tunics were quickly distributed by others.

“Sir,” said a man servant, handing Arrago a sword.

He declined. “I don’t need a sword to talk.”

“Arrago, there you are!”

Relief filled Arrago. Edmund, short like his father, raced down the corridor. Beads of sweat dripped down his red face. “I just heard there’s some trouble.”

“Good morning, Edmund,” Arrago said flatly. “We get to argue with Daniel’s thugs today.”

“Just like ol’ times,” Edmund said with a wide grin. He shifted his shoulders and tugged on his hip-length doublet, then fiddled with the row of gold buttons at his neck.

Sir Eli rejoined them a moment later and scowled at his son. “All your training already gone? I spent more gold than you’re worth to send you to that temple and you can’t even run through the hallways. No true son of mine would be as useless as you. I’m convinced your mother whored around and stuck me with you.”

Arrago offered his friend a sympathetic glance, but Edmund only scowled. Arrago turned back to Sir Eli. “Are we ready?”

“All right, boy. We’ll do it your way. I’m right behind you, though.”

“So am I,” Edmund said, still red-faced and panting. He accepted a sword from a servant, testing its weight.

Arrago nodded at the butler, a grey-haired, hunched man who swung open the door. Outside, at the bottom of the short stairway sat four well-polished soldiers on horses. The king’s symbol—two eagles flanking a mountain peak—decorated their tabards, as well as a banner that snapped in the wind. The banner was attached to a pike and Arrago tried very, very hard not to imagine his head mounted atop it.

Movement caught his eye and he counted six more soldiers across the cobblestone walk, standing next to the hedgerow. To Arrago’s left, the sun reflected off steel. He broke out in a sweat. He did not want to die today.

“The ones by the far trees have bows pointed in our direction,” Edmund said, his voice low.

Arrago remained focused on the soldiers standing at the bottom of the steps. He stood silent, staring at the men. A hand’s depth had fallen overnight and covered the cleared front park. Around them, snow was piled knee-height. In the distance, Arrago could hear the howls of sled dogs. He shivered in the frigid air, and his breath joined the fog of cloud created by man and beast alike.

The middle soldier on horseback asked, “Are you Arrago Cedar?” His breath came out in puffs of steam in the chilled morning air. Reins in hand, he folded his gloved hands over the hilt of the sword that jutted across the horse’s back.

“I am,” Arrago said, his voice steady, though his heart galloped. He focused on maintaining eye contact and not allowing his gaze to fall to the sword. Behind him, footsteps sounded and Sir Eli stepped beside him. Arrago took Sir Eli’s silent lead and waited.

“King Daniel—” Arrago flinched at the name— “is pleased to request that you join His Majesty’s most honored royal guard and accompany the army west to conquer the Rygent Islands.”

The hairs stood on Arrago’s neck and were only partially due to being outside without proper clothing. Arrago and Daniel barely knew each other, except for a few days during training back in Orchard Park. Daniel had called him a peasant, Arrago called him inbred. It quickly devolved from there, ending with Daniel calling Bethany a whore and her breaking his nose.

Arrago and Daniel were many things. Friends they were not.

A young soldier, little more than a boy, jumped down. He’d been sitting behind the large man holding the pike. The boy walked up the half dozen steps to hand Arrago a scroll. Without taking his eyes off the soldiers in the distance, Arrago snapped the wax seal. Giving the soldiers in front of him another glance, he turned to the letter.

 

Arrago Cedar,

I command you to join the army and prove your loyalty to me by invading elven-allied land. I heard you finally gave up that red-headed whore’s bed, so I’m certain you would not deny a personal request from your king.

His most Royal and Majestic sovereign,

D

 

Arrago gritted his teeth. He’d sooner kill himself than ally with Magic. It would mean separation from Apexia in the next life. He still had to atone for defiling Her holy child. There would be no redemption if he took this step. No, he would not abandon his morals nor Apexia’s grace. His hands shook, both from the bitter cold and fear, but Arrago raised his chin high all the same, prepared to face his death.

He would not yield.

Sir Eli snatched the letter from Arrago’s trembling hands. Following a moment of silence, he crumpled the letter and threw it on the ground. Arrago stood in shocked silence; Sir Eli had figuratively spat in the face of King Daniel.

“Now see here. I am the magistrate of this county and you cannot force anyone into the militia without my consent. The King knows this. If His Majesty needs compensation for his trouble, I’m more than happy to provide it.” Sir Eli’s voice turned hard and low. “Otherwise, leave before I forget who sent you.”

The first soldier who had spoken patted his blade. “It would be unwise to threaten us, Sir Eli. King Daniel’s orders are clear. Arrago Cedar comes with us.”

Arrago squared his shoulders. Nothing could willingly cause him to betray his beliefs and especially not risk eternal separation from the Gentle Goddess. He certainly wouldn’t harm innocents simply because a son of a whore king turned his back on everything his father stood for. Daniel was the idiot who opened Taftlin’s gates to Magi, for Apexia’s sake! There was no possible way Arrago would stand by any leader who would do something that stupid.

Arrago steadied his thoughts. No. He would not surrender. He’d choose to die on Sir Eli’s steps. After his life’s blood drained away, he would meet Apexia on the wind and offer any atonement for defiling her most holy daughter. He could hold his head high and die knowing that he’d stood against evil and did as Apexia commanded.

Tears welled up in Arrago’s eyes and his breakfast churned in his guts. He did not want to die. He stood as still as he could muster, muscles twitching from the cold. He really did not want to die, but he would rather death over cowardly collaboration.

“What if I refuse?” Arrago forced out.

“I’ve been instructed to bring you to King Daniel by supper meal. He didn’t say if you needed to be breathing.”

The cold autumn wind cut through Arrago’s clothes and he shivered. He could go with them and try to escape later, but he doubted he’d have the opportunity. Knowing Daniel, and the militia for that matter, he wouldn’t make a privy trip without a guard holding the door for him. Escape after accepting service meant treason, which meant death. Likewise, resisting now meant death.

No, he would meet his death here, now. He would not be a coward.

“Now see here,” Sir Eli said, stepping forward and shaking his finger, “this man is under the protection of my house.”

“If you stand in our way, I have the authority to seize your house, your daughters—”

Sir Eli screamed, “You will never touch my daughters!”

War exploded at Beachcomber Manor.


CHAPTER 3

 

The Diamond must cut down her enemies, like thieves in the night. Only then shall she triumph over the Viper and its eternal darkness. Only then shall she find safety in the shadow of the Elf King.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, Second Tablet

 

“Replace Allric?” Bethany struggled to keep her tone even. “Why does he need replacing?”

Jud opened his mouth to answer, but Allric spoke over him. “My application to postpone my union has been denied.”

“You’re getting married?” Bethany exclaimed. A flicker of memory concerning her own arranged marriage assaulted her. Sarissa had butchered her intended to circumvent prophecy. It turned out that poor Garran was never the pawn of gods like the clerics supposed he was. A king, and more importantly a good man, died for nothing other than a pointless, obscure prophecy chiselled into some stone and scribbled on some stupid bundle of parchment.

A prophecy she never believed.

A wry smile formed on Allric’s face. “I did turn four hundred three months ago.”

Jovan whistled. “Married by four or out the door.”

Bethany glared at Jovan, who fiddled with the gold loop dangling from an ear tip. He looked like a human pirate. “There’s a war on. Can’t they wait?”

Jud cleared his throat and said, “Lord Allric has delayed marriage for two centuries. It is imperative that he return to Wyllow to marry his assigned bride, who, I will remind everyone, is patiently awaiting his return.”

“The elves are at war. We’re in the middle of it,” Torius said, motioning to their surroundings. “His bride can wait.”

Allric shrugged. “The marriage council refuses to budge.”

“As well they should, Lord Allric. The bloodlines must remain pure,” Jud interjected. “I am here to assume the role of Lord Defender as determined by the War Council.”

“Point of fact, Lord Jud,” Aneese said, her voice raspy from the cold morning air, “but should not Jovan be Allric’s replacement?”

Jovan groaned. “Apexia’s tight ass, I hope not.”

The brandy in Bethany’s belly turned sour. Refusing to marry once a match had been arranged would bar Allric from any position in the Elven Service. The Elven Council feared their pure bloodline would become so tainted with human blood that the entire line of elves would die off. Utter nonsense, of course, but that was the thinking of elves.

The way I used to think, too…before Arrago…before he opened my eyes.

“Lord Jovan will remain in his current role as second in command of the Silver Knight.” He shot a glance at Jovan. “His loyalties are questionable and the council…”

“Pick up your blade and say that, coward,” Jovan interrupted. He stood straight and rested his hand on the hilt of his sword. “Or better yet, why not use your other sword on your wife? Apexia knows she enjoyed mine at one time.”

“Jovan!” Both Torius and Aneese snapped at once.

Bethany, however, grinned. Occasionally, Jovan’s whoring had its uses.

Jovan slipped his hand away from his weapon and muttered, “First Drea, now Jud. What the fuck did I do to deserve this?”

Jud visibly twitched. “Lord Jovan, as you are remaining in your capacity as Lord Protector, I order you to refrain from vulgarity. Otherwise, I will need to discipline you, and I feel it would not be the best start to our new relationship.”

Jovan spat. “Fuck our new relationship.” He looked at Torius. “You can’t be serious, letting this idiot kick Allric out? Can’t you do something?”

“His Holiness is far too busy to concern himself with matters of state,” Jud stated matter-of-factly.

“His Holiness would be happy to write the Council for you, Allric,” Torius said, his tone flat.

The following silence was appropriate to the magnitude of the priest’s words. He had once been Allric’s mentor, a lifetime ago. Now, a rift sat between them, one that even Bethany thought could not heal. Yet, here was Torius offering to use his influence to help his former pupil.

Forgiveness. A skill she’d never learned. Torius’s act humbled her.

“Thank you, Torius,” Allric whispered, his face filled with relief.

They did not need the grandstanding of an apology. When Allric reinstated Eve back into the Knights, it was his way of apologizing. This was Torius’s acceptance of that apology. Words were unnecessary when the actions spoke so clearly.

Jud locked his hands behind his back and paced around the stable-study. “I am keenly aware this change in leadership will be fraught with difficulties as you all adjust to working with me. However, we are Knights and we shall behave as such.”

Bethany took a deep breath and tried really, really hard not to fall asleep as the liquor’s effects tugged on her. She looked at Jovan, who smacked his lips and yawned.

“Lord Jovan, I recognize that this change must be most keenly felt by yourself, since you did outrank me until today.”

“I still outrank you,” Jovan said. He casually stretched out on the hay bale, leaning against the wooden crates marked ALLRIC in black paint. “I never wanted Allric’s job, in any case. It requires too large of a quill to be shoved up my ass, for my tastes.”

Bethany snorted and then faked another coughing fit. “Sorry. I think I’m catching the coughing sickness.”

Torius shot her a reproachful look and she winked at him. “Please take care of yourself, Bethany. We wouldn’t want our Lady Champion falling ill.”

“Yes, indeed not,” Jud said. “Which brings me to the next point of business. I had hoped to address this tomorrow, but Father Torius’s comment hits home the importance of my new orders.”

Bethany cocked on eyebrow at Torius, who gave her a little shake of his head. Though, the corners of his mouth curled upwards. Torius hated pompous fools as much as she did.

Jud stopped pacing to look at Bethany. “Lord Allric’s decision to allow you into a full combat role has been a source of significant conflict between the Council and the Silver Knights.”

Bethany blinked at that. She knew her appointment to the Silver Knights’ elite had been difficult for Allric to justify, as she was the first woman to achieve the rank of Lady Champion, or “Lord Champion” as it was historically known. “I didn’t know they were still giving you trouble.”

Allric shrugged and Jud answered for him. “Most of the council was unaware of your unique status as our sacred Goddess’s eldest daughter, of course. However, once your true identity was revealed, every member of the Council agreed that you cannot remain in your current position. It was wrong of Lord Allric to indulge you, more so since he knew of your parentage from the beginning.”

They’d punished Allric, because of her. She narrowed her eyes, seething in anger at the cowardice of the Council.

“Therefore, I am promoting Lord Kiner to the position of Lord Champion. You will, of course, retain the title of Lady Champion, but will be moved to a ceremonial role. You will be transferred to Wyllow, where you will be able to live your life in safety.”

Bethany’s heart pounded. The fog of liquor cleared, replaced by a storm of emotions. Being a Silver Knight was the only thing in her life that was still good and pure. They wanted to take it from her. Her jaw clenched.

Never.

Allric took one look at her and stepped in front of Jud. “We should discuss this first.” He flashed a warning glance at Bethany.

“I do not require your council, Lord Allric.”

“You want to remove me?” Bethany said, slowly, as though the words were a foreign tongue. She rose and stepped around Allric, so that she could glare Jud in the eyes. “You want me to stop being a Knight so that I can be safe and cozy?”

Jud spread his hands. “You must admit that you are wholly unsuitable for the role. It was quaint to have you elevated to a rank that no female has ever held before. Your identity has been exposed now. You have a duty to your mother and to all true believers of Apexia to act appropriate to your station. The daughter of the Gentle Goddess cannot be killing people and cavorting with human servants—”

Bethany spat in Jud’s face.

“Bethany, stop,” Allric said, though he reserved his harshest tone for Jud. “That’s enough. No one is replacing Bethany without my consent. I am still in charge here.”

No one was taking away her Knighthood, everything she’d worked for. No one.

She pulled her Blessed Blades a hand’s length from her back scabbards. She glared at Jud, who wiped the spittle from his face, his cheeks flushed. “You will have to kill me first.”

“Calm,” Aneese said as she struggled to her feet. “Everyone, please be calm.”

Without the Knights, she would be worse than dead. She would mold and rot in the elven sun. She would have nothing that was hers.

“No, Aneese. I will not be. I am Lady Champion. I am a field commander, champion of women, children, and men who cannot speak for themselves. I will not allow anyone to take that away from me.” She narrowed her eyes. “Not without a fight.”

Jud stepped towards her. He was somewhat shorter and had to look up to meet her gaze. “Obey my order at once or you will regret opposing me.”

Bethany slid the weapons another finger’s length and growled, “Do not threaten me.”

Jovan circled around to stand next to Jud’s flank. The new commander flinched when Jovan spoke. “Run him through, Beth.” Jovan chewed on a fingernail, though Bethany heard the snap of his dagger holster open. “I’ll write to the Council and tell them it was a training accident. I’ll express our sorrows to his widow and offer to bring her here under my…protection.”

Jud’s fists clenched as fury filled his face. His skin reddened and a dark, angry tone entered the pompous idiot’s voice. “Do as I ordered and submit.”

She stepped up and leaned forward his until her nose nearly touched his. “No.”

Jud stared at her, contempt and fury in his eyes, and Bethany braced for the explosion of violence. It did not come. Instead, Jud took a long, deep breath and stepped back from her. “I’ve read all about your temper in the reports. I won’t take this personally. Now, what’s important is that we all—”

“You will have to kill me,” Bethany repeated. She pulled out one of her Blessed Blades and threw it on the ground. Dust kicked up around it. “Feel free to use my own sword. Others have tried to kill me with it.” She motioned at her scarred face, the jagged flesh that snaked from ear to mouth. “They failed.”

Jud cocked his head at her and then looked down at the sword. “Really, Lady Bethany, dramatics are not what we need at this moment.”

Torius stood. “No, what we need is someone who knows what they are doing. You are not that person. As High Priest, I will remind you the Silver Knights are stationed at the Temple of Tranquil Mercies by my blessing, and not the other way around.”

“Surely you would not interfere with this lawful transition of power.”

Aneese lifted her chin. “I will depart this meeting immediately to write the Elven Council and inform them, as the High Priestess and second of the Faith, the Silver Knights are no longer welcome at the Temple as long as you are in charge of them. I have been given the authority to do just that and, as you have said, Father Torius is far too busy to be dealing with such matters.”

Jud looked back at Allric, confusion on his face. Allric just shrugged. “I warned you.”

“Guards!” Jud shouted.

No one came.

Jud cleared his throat. “Lord Jovan, kindly fetch me guards to arrest Lady Bethany.”

Jovan stopped chewing on his fingernails long enough to shout, “Kiner! Erem! Get your lazy asses in here.”

Kiner and Erem both ducked inside immediately. Bethany eyed them; they’d been listening in. Erem was red and flushed. Kiner’s dark eyes looked murderous. She didn’t care. She would not allow anyone to take away her command. If they arrested her, she’d fight. Bethany took a deep breath. Against both Kiner and Erem, she’d probably lose, but she’d fight all the same.

Kiner planted his gaze on Jud. His fingers curled around the hilt of his Blessed Blade, which hung from a hip scabbard. “Is there a problem?”

“Please arrest Lady Bethany for refusing to relinquish her command, refusing a direct order, and for assaulting a superior.”

Kiner cocked his head. “Bethany outranks every Knight in existence, with the exception of Allric and Jovan.” He turned to Allric. “Did Bethany refuse your order?”

Jud grabbed Kiner’s arm and shouted, “Obey me now!”

Erem produced a dagger in a moment’s blink and pushed it against Jud’s throat, and his eyes grew wide. “Lord Erem?”

“A hint,” Kiner said as he tugged his arm free from Jud’s grasp. “Never threaten her around me.”

“Enough!” Allric bellowed. Everyone froze. “Erem, Kiner, out.”

Erem hesitated for a moment before inclining his head and lowering the dagger. Kiner gave Allric a questioning look.

“I can handle it from here,” Allric said, motioning for Kiner and Erem to depart. Both gave final, weary looks before ducking outside once more. “I suggest we begin again.”

Jud gave Bethany an uncomfortable look. Her grip on the hilt did not lessen. “Normally, I demand full cooperation and respect from the troops under my command,” he said, fidgeting as he spoke, “but, under the circumstances, perhaps there is merit to your advice, Lord Allric.” He bent down and picked up Bethany’s Blessed Sword. He handed it to her. “I meant no disrespect, Lady Bethany. I am merely carrying out the Council’s orders.”

Bethany glared at him before taking the sword, returning it to its sheath on her back. “I am the Lady Champion, third in command of the Silver Knights. If the Council is unhappy with my performance, evaluate me and dismiss me. Otherwise, the only way that I am removed from this post is through promotion, retirement,” she stepped forward, glaring in his eyes. He leaned back. “Or death.”

He cleared his throat, his pale skin flushing. “I smell liquor on your breath.”

“That’s because I was drinking before Aneese tried to set the outhouse on fire.”

Jud narrowed his eyes. “Drinking on duty is punishable by fifty lashes.”

“I don’t drink while on duty.” No one would dare lash her, so his threat was empty. She laughed. “I’m not on duty until tonight.”

“We do not lash soldiers here,” Allric growled.

“Least of all the daughter of Apexia!” Torius shouted. All eyes turned to the old priest. He shook a pudgy finger. “You listen here, Juddle Bug.” Jud bristled at the childhood name Torius bellowed. “I remember when you were nothing more than blight in your mother’s womb. You will not tell me how to run my temple. Have you forgotten there is a war on? Lady Bethany prevented the deaths of thousands and you want to kick her out because of the Council? I will not allow this.” The last sentence was punctuated by jabs of Torius’s finger into Jud’s bicep.

Bethany smirked at that.

“As I recall, the death toll is over ten thousand,” Jud said. “Clearly, she did not save enough lives.”

Bethany took a stride towards her new commander apparent, fist rising. Anger bubbled inside her and she struggled to hold back the rising bile of her Power that wanted to burn Jud into ashes. She pushed it down. She did not want Power to hurt him; her fists would do nicely.

Jovan grabbed her striking arm and, at the same moment, Torius grabbed one of Aneese’s canes and struck Jud in the face. The priest was too old to actually hurt Jud, but the lash was adequate to make him lift his hands in defence and let out a startled shriek.

Bethany paused. Seeing an elder elf beat on a Knight was not something she’d ever witnessed before. As angry as she was, hers could not match Torius’s. A warmth spread over her, and for the first time in a long number of months, she did not feel alone. He’d been angry on her account.

“How dare you say such a thing?” Torius shouted the accusation, his face red.

“She is a Silver Knight. She should be accustomed to discipline if Allric had been doing his job!”

Torius swung the cane again, this time cracking it across Jud’s knuckles. “I will have Allric back in charge.”

Bethany stared at them. Erem and Kiner ready to kill to defend her position. Jovan refusing to accept the new leader. Torius and Aneese ready to take on the entire wrath of the Elven Council just to defend her. Allric, trying to be the voice of calm even as his entire life was being ripped from under him.

“Thank you,” she whispered, her voice cracking.

Torius, cane raised, looked at her. “What did you say?”

A smile curled her lips and she said, “Thank you.” She’d forgotten who her true family was. For the first time in months, she did not feel alone. She straightened her back and turned her gaze to Jud. “I will be at the shore if you wish to relieve me of duty. I recommend you bring a sharp sword.”

Bethany turned to walk away, but stopped as she pulled back the fabric door. “I don’t need you to remind me of the blood on my hands. I haven’t been able to wash it off.”

 

***

 

Something fast and pointy whooshed by Arrago’s face. He lost his balance and fell, crashing against the frozen stone stairs. His ribs cried out in protest. Crossbow bolts whizzed above him. Hans, the butler, grabbed Arrago by the arm and dragged him back up toward the doors as soldiers jumped from their horses.

Hans let out a shriek of pain and tumbled down the steps, an arrow sticking out of his collarbone. One of the soldiers kicked the old man in the head before charging up the steps, sword in hand.

“Mr. Cedar, weapon!” One of the ink servants tossed him an axe. Arrago caught it and still stepped backwards. Servants charged the soldiers and overwhelmed them, knocking them down and forming a line between Arrago and Sir Eli and the King’s men. Arrago flinched.

Arrows flew from the hedgerow, splattering against the stone walls. Sir Eli collapsed next to Arrago, knocking him back down. Arrago winced when he saw the arrow sticking out of his patron’s bicep. Sir Eli cursed and stood back up. Arrago fumbled to his feet.

He looked at the open door behind him and the fight in front of him. He didn’t know much about fighting with an axe, only having fought with it a few times, but it looked sufficiently sharp and scary. That was enough. He squared his shoulders. These men came for him. He would not let others fight his battles. He would stand.

Arrago joined the servant line and swung the axe at the approaching boy. He didn’t want to kill him, just knock him down and out of the fighting. When the boy ducked, Arrago kicked him in the chest, knocking the kid down two stairs. The boy’s head smacked against the steps. Arrago heard a wet snap and blood rushed from the boy’s mouth and nose.

Arrago blocked out the horror and bile rising in him. Fight now, mourn later. The motto of the Silver Knights. He’d never been able to be one, but he knew them. He’d learned from them. He’d bled with them. He would not back down.

An arrow cut into Arrago’s thigh, in nearly the same place he’d been sliced open at the temple’s battle. He cursed in surprise and lost his footing, falling backward. As a soldier swung again, Arrago used his good leg to kick the man in the crotch. Three bolts hit the man square in the gut. He dropped the sword before falling backwards. Horses bucked and ran.

With servants in tow, Edmund rushed past Arrago and easily mounted one of the horses, a ceremonial long sword in hand. “Just like ol’ times, hey?” he shouted before turning the frightened horse to charge the archers, one hand holding a shield in front of his body.

Three riders came from around the house. Arrago was not a strong rider, or barely able to be considered a rider, so he let Edmund and the servants deal with them. He backed up towards the house.

“Arrago, get in!” Sir Eli called out. “You’re hurt.”

A hot, burning sensation erupted on Arrago’s thigh. He looked down to see blood pooling on the inside of his leg. Now that he could see the blood, his thigh throbbed angrily. He looked back at the double oak doors, and the melee in the gravel courtyard in front of him. He couldn’t do anything, but he couldn’t run, either.

He ducked another arrow that came dangerously close to his throat. All he could see was the bleeding, motionless boy at the base of the stairs. Apexia forgive him.

“Apexia’s sake, boy. Get up here!”

Two arrows narrowly missed Arrago’s arm. He stumbled to avoid them, but stayed upright. Clenching his axe, he hobbled up the stairs, taking shelter behind the servants with their bows.

“I didn’t mean for anyone to die,” Arrago stammered.

“Too late for that. Get inside,” Sir Eli said, holding a shield in front of him.

“No.”

The least he could do was stand with the men fighting to protect him. Fear gripped him. Sweat pooled along the base of his trousers. He would hang for this. A sick, green feeling came over him and Arrago swallowed hard. He’d killed people before, during the Magi invasion. He’d fought beside the Knights, shoulder to shoulder. This was so different. The temple was all instinct. This was because of him and his choices.

The arrows soon ceased. Edmund and two servants returned a moment later, their swords dripping in blood. Others had killed in his name. Arrago vomited, his breakfast splattering the bloodied stairs.

“What have I done?” Arrago choked out as he crouched down to relieve his stomach of its contents.

Sir Eli put a strong hand on Arrago’s back. “Andrew! Feb!” Two male servants stepped forward. “Pack as many provisions as two dog teams can handle.” The two men hurried off, into the house. He pulled Arrago to his feet. “Listen to me. The king’s men are dead. He will send more. Get out of Taftlin.”

Arrago wiped at his mouth. Blood was everywhere. So much blood, all over his hands.

“Are you listening to me?” Sir Eli shook him. “Ride southeast, toward the Allied lands. Take Edmund. They’ll never believe he didn’t help. I’ll send money with you. As much as you can carry. Run, Arrago. Run.”

Arrago shook his head, tearing his eyes from the dead boy. “I have to turn myself in.”

Edmund took several strides up the stairs. “If we run, Father can pretend he doesn’t know anything. If we stay, or if you turn yourself in, you are sentencing all these people to death.”

“I will not run.”

Edmund grabbed him by the tunic and shouted, “Stay and you will be killing my family!”

Arrago gulped down more rising bile. He stared at the limp, bloody body of the boy. All he ever wanted to be was a Silver Knight back when he was that age. Now, he wanted nothing more than to be a simple farmer, illiterate, and with no connections in the world whatsoever. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The ache is in his leg grew worse.

“This isn’t the time for heroics. That’s what Bethany would say.”

Arrago narrowed his eyes at his friend, but remained silent until the flash of anger passed.

Edmund pressed on. “No one else will dare speak her name around you, so I will. If she were here, your ass would already be on a sled team halfway to the Eastern pass by now, bleeding leg or not.”

Arrago’s injured leg trembled and he sank to the cold stone, the blood already turning to slush. Edmund was right. He couldn’t condemn Sir Eli and his daughters to death just because he wanted to meet Apexia with a clear conscience.

He flicked his gaze at the vacant stare of the boy’s corpse. “What should I do?”

Sir Eli’s shoulders relaxed. “We’ll head them off as long as possible. My servants can be trusted. None will speak about this. Markus, get the servants together. Dump the bodies into the river. Cover up this blood on the ground.”

Markus, still holding a crossbow, shook his head. “How, sir?”

Sir Eli shouted, “Shit on it if you have to. Clean it up!”

“Are you certain, Sir?” Arrago asked.

Eli put a hand on his shoulder. “Son, those were the king’s men. If you stay, I’ll be hiding a traitor. They will rape my wife, my daughters, and they’ll kill me. You and Edmund will rot in a cell underground until you freeze to death. You have connections with the elven monks and the Knights. They’ll protect you. I can’t.”

Servants carrying saddle bags, blankets, buckets, and water piled out of the front doors and dispersed all around them. Arrago had to lean against the doors, his thigh burning. The arrow had only grazed the skin, but it still hurt.

His gaze flickered to the boy’s limp body being dragged off by two servants. Arrago fought the stinging tears in his eyes. Would Apexia ever forgive him? Would he ever forgive himself?

“I’ll run.”


CHAPTER 4

 

The Diamond must stand on pillars of strength to defeat the Viper. Else, the floods will drown her. Darkness will prevail. The end will touch all.

—Aleu’s “The Agony of the Diamond”

 

Amber did not need to possess the Power of a dead God’s lineage to sense that trouble brewed amongst the senior Knights. She stood off to the side, unsure what to do as the most important elves at the temple bellowed at each other. It had not been her intention to eavesdrop. She had a breakfast…meeting? Arrangement? She didn’t have a word for it but, whatever it was called, she had one with Allric this morning. Instead of eating foul leftovers with a kind elf, she found herself skulking on the side of the stables, hidden by the shadows of early light and stacks of boxes and hay.

Lady Bethany drunkenly swatted the blanket door out of her way before stumbling off, muttering to herself. Amber couldn’t read Bethany’s thoughts; she was Apexia’s daughter, after all. Besides, the Elorian’s expression said more about her feelings than anything Amber could sense from her emotions. Rarely did any thoughts stray beyond Bethany’s mental defenses. But, a half-goddess or not, anyone with half a wit could read the Lady Champion’s face this morning. The woman always wore her feelings close to the surface and her body language screamed, “Speak to me and die.”

Amber obeyed the silent edict.

Amber stepped from the shadows. Surprise flashed across Erem’s pale face, before he acknowledged her with a tight smile. Kiner’s gaze, however, followed Bethany, watching her stumble and stagger down the path to the shore. He said to no one in particular, “She’s going to kill herself if she keeps this up.”

“Perhaps she would listen to you,” Amber suggested in a sober voice.

Erem snorted, though it was more of anger than sarcasm. “I hate to say it, but I wish Arrago was still here. She’d listened to him.”

Kiner’s expression soured. “He’s part of the problem.”

Apexia, I wish I could help her. Please, help her. I beg you, Goddess.

Amber winced as Kiner’s thoughts pushed through her mental defenses. She chastised herself for dropping her mind’s barriers, even for a moment. As a Rygent blessed with the most potent Power, the ability to hear and experience the thoughts of others, she needed to be constantly vigilant against violating their privacy. The violation of private thoughts was a serious breach of her Power. At home, it was even a crime.

But Amber was a long, long way from home.

It was difficult being here, now living on the false edge of war. Survival-mode emotions were raw and always near the surface since the attack. These elves and humans had so much rage and despair, grief and impotent frustration; they could not go after the people who destroyed their home. So they lingered and stewed, never able to control their own thoughts.

She did not blame them for making her world cluttered and noisy with the random stray bits of thoughts and emotions they projected. Most did not realize she was a mind reader, even if the white, swirling birthmark that covered one of her dark forearms announced it. They simply saw the marks identifying her as Rygent. They didn’t bother to ask what kind since they so frequently saw her with the healers. Mind readers were so rare, in any case. Or, more accurately, they so rarely identified themselves while in the presence of others.

Or, perhaps even more accurately, rarely were mind readers in the presence of others.

They’d just assumed she was a healer. She wasn’t, but she let them think it. She merely knew enough about plants and anatomy to help people live long enough to see a true healer. Maybe it was better this way. No one was afraid of her here.

“Arrago isn’t here,” Amber said. She watched Bethany wander off, kicking stones and debris out of her way. “And that isn’t about Arrago.”

Erem began to speak, but was interrupted by Jovan. Jovan stormed from Allric’s stable area, a flurry of curses and something about venereal disease and anal itching. He stopped and looked in her direction. Amber froze and felt her cheeks flush.

“Amber,” Jovan said through clenched teeth, “this isn’t a good time.”

“Allric asked to see me,” she answered. “Is everything all right?”

Kiner shot her a warning glance, shaking his head.

“Goddess forsaken morons. All of them.” Erem mumbled to himself.

“No,” Jovan replied, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Everything is not all right. Wait until the ass leaves at least. No sense you getting dragged into this.” With that, the Lord Protector of the Silver Knights trudged off, cursing in both trader common and elvish, his sword scabbard slapping the side of his leg as he walked.

Both boys—Amber always saw Kiner and Jovan as boys even if they were both over a hundred and she merely nineteen—were closer than family with Bethany. Yet, in the last few months, Amber had also grown close to the Lady Champion, as well as Allric. They allowed her access to their private moments more than most. There was a bond between them. Bethany had rescued her from a recapture attempt from Sarissa. Bethany had risked her entire career to bring Amber to a midwife after…

Amber shuddered and pushed those memories back into the abyss where they belonged. She was alive. She was healthy. The present was full of life and possibility, even if things were bleak for now.

She smiled at Kiner, who gave her a questioning look. She shook her head. Men had no use for a woman’s musings.

The High Priest and Priestess left with a stranger, a moderately tall elf with short-cropped hair. His gleaming ceremonial armor announced he’d arrived from elsewhere and had not seen any fighting lately, or perhaps ever. She examined Kiner’s mishmash of leather, mail, and plate, along with Erem’s full set of mail, dull. This one was from away. Reinforcements, perhaps? That would be a welcome sight.

She waited another moment before saying, “I’ll go in now.”

“It really isn’t the best time for a visit,” Kiner said, his dark eyes bleak.

She smiled at him, her tone friendly but firm. “I promised Allric yesterday I’d come. He’s expecting me.”

“You know best,” Erem said with a shrug. “If he starts throwing things, come get us.”

Amber blinked at that. “Allric? Throw things?”

“Well,” Erem amended, “he wouldn’t actually throw things, but he might threaten to.”

“I’ll be careful,” she said with mirth in her voice. “Perhaps he needs a woman’s touch to make it all better?”

Erem snorted, but Kiner looked horrified. He shook his head and said, “Amber, be careful with what you say. Someone could overhear.”

She heard the warning in his voice. “What’s going on?”

Kiner licked his dark lips. “Trouble.” He tipped his head towards the blanket. “Go on.”

Amber slipped under the horse blanket, her nerves twisting her insides. What was going on to make Kiner give her a warning? Allric would never hurt her. The paranoia over someone listening. To what? All she said was he needed a woman’s touch. Whatever the issue, she’d never need to be careful around him.

Her eyes adjusted to the dingy light of the study and her gaze fell upon the crouching form of Allric. Her heart’s beat sped up as she watched the large elf rummage through a trunk.

“Stupid marriage,” he muttered.

Marriage! I have a war to run. Won’t let me run it. Cowards.

“Stupid council.” He spat the words.

Amber struggled but could not separate the internal and external voices of Allric. His thoughts invaded her mind’s barrier at will, bombarding her with anger, frustration, and regret. They were honest and conflicted, just like him. They made him appear stronger, more real. More of a man.

It didn’t hurt that he was also the most handsome male she’d ever met.

Amber pushed that thought from her mind.

What an idiot. What was he thinking? And Bethany? Spitting on him. He’s lucky she was so drunk or else she’d have broken his jaw.

Come on, where is that book?

Amber closed her eyes and fortified her mind until only her own thoughts remained. She struggled, but managed to block out the majority of his jumbled, raced thoughts. She needed to respect his privacy. The internal dialogue made no sense, as most thoughts didn’t. Today they seemed particularly disjointed.

She cleared her throat and said, “Good morning, Allric.”

He dropped the trunk lid on his hand and spat a word in a language she didn’t understand. Then he looked over his shoulder and a wide grin painted over his exhausted, bearded face. She averted her eyes to focus on the trunk he knelt beside.

Too many memories lay in bearded men.

Horror filled Allric’s expression as his shoulders slumped. “I asked you to join me for breakfast.” He ran his hand through his light brown hair. “I forgot.”

She gave him a sweet smile. “If you are too busy, we can share a meal later. Perhaps supper?”

Allric shook his head and stood. He motioned for her to sit in the vacant chair and he pulled his own chair from behind his desk and placed it near her. Letting out a weary sigh, Allric collapsed into the chair, the wooden joints creaking.

“I saw a stranger leave with Father Torius and Mother Aneese.”

He grunted. She waited for a reply, but none came. Allric’s lips moved, but no words uttered.

Amber narrowed her eyes at him. “What is it?”

Several moments passed without him answering. Then, he leaned his elbow on the chair’s arm and rubbed his missing ear tip.

Her heart picked up speed. What was so bad to have them all on edge?

“Allric,” she said, her voice panicked, “what has happened?”

He leaned forward and placed his large hand, palm up, on her knee. She slipped hers into it and his fingers engulfed hers. Chills gripped her. Allric had never touched her before, not like this. Her stomach quailed.

“You’re being sent north, aren’t you?” Her lip trembled, but she swallowed down the quaver in her voice. Stronger, she said, “They are to march on Taftlin in winter. You’re going to war.”

“No.” Allric laughed and it was a bitter, angry sound. She’d never heard that from him before. He squeezed her hand before releasing it. When he stood, he kicked his chair out from behind him. It hit the ground and dust puffed up around it. Allric clenched his fists and squeezed his eyes shut. Amber waited, not pushing him. She’d never seen him this angry.

She waited.

He picked the chair up, sat back down in it and said, “I apologize.”

She considered reaching out and grasping his hand, but resisted. She must not push herself on him. He wanted to protect her, so she needed to let him in his own way. “I remember kicking a chair or two in your old office, talking about…” Amber gulped the lump her in throat, “what happened with Sarissa.” She gave him a smile. “It seems only fair for you to get to do it, as well.”

His gaze met hers and she maintained it for as long as possible, until the flashes of memory of a bearded man ripping her body apart against her will flooded her vision. She stared down at her hands, waiting for it to pass. She told herself it wasn’t real and that she was safe now. Allric was not that man. Allric would never be that man.

Her mind was not done playing tricks on with her yet, but soon it would all be a distant memory. She would be free of it and would wrap her naked body around a man freely, with her full consent. She was stronger than her enemies and her memories alike.

She would conquer the bearded man’s memory.

“My request to postpone my arranged marriage has been declined.”

Amber’s heart hit the dirt floor. Bits and bits of straw scratched it and she bled inwardly.

Married.

“I have been dismissed as Lord Defender and have been recalled to Wyllow to wed and bed my wife. In the midst of a war, they are doing this.” Allric’s voice grew tighter, the rage boiling. His fists clenched the arms of the chair. “My ability to lead the elves into battle against Magic itself is apparently nothing next to my ability to fuck a woman I’ve met three times.”

Amber cringed. She’d never heard Allric swear. Ever. She’d never even heard him laugh at a crude joke.

He pressed his forehead against his palm, collected himself once more, and said, “I am so sorry, Amber. I should not be vulgar around you.”

“Hush,” she said, leaning forward to slip her tiny hand over his huge forearm. She grasped it tightly, even if her fingers could not reach around the knotted muscle. Tears welled in her eyes, but she pushed them back. This was about Allric’s pain, not her own. “Married? Oh my.”

He nodded gravely. “Married.”

They remained silent for a moment, neither looking at the other. No words of affection had ever been openly expressed between them, but Amber didn’t need mere words. She was not blind to his interest. Yet, she realized she had been blind to her own. Married. Leaving. A hole as large as Allric formed inside her and threatened to bleed eternally.

“At this stage, the only salvation would have been if I had whored around for my time here. They might have opted to overlook me, as they will Jovan, no doubt. However, I lack the constitution for that much activity.”

“I doubt that,” she blurted.

A smile cracked his stern exterior. Allric’s surprised expression caused heat to rise in her cheeks. She cleared her throat and grew serious once more. “So, you’re leaving us.”

He nodded. “That is bad enough on its own, but Lord Jud from Wyllow is here. I am relieved in a way. Jud wants to kick Bethany out of the Knights. She will kill him before he does, assuming Jovan or Kiner don’t beat her to it.” Allric lowered his voice, thoughtful. “Though, it is possible I would not stand in their way.”

“I saw Bethany and Jovan storm out of here,” she said, hoping to discover the nature of the warnings and scene earlier. “Who is this Lord Jud? What does he have against Bethany? Or you, for that matter.”

“A preening administrator who is the Council’s errand runner.”

“Oh,” Amber said. Well, that explained nothing.

He gave her a weary glance before saying, “You will find out soon enough, I suppose. Lord Jud is my replacement.” He drew in a breath, “And is under orders to relieve Bethany from the Knights and arrange for her to escort back to Wyllow to sit on her hands in safety.”

“Gracious and sacred Rygous,” Amber swore. At least that explained that. “What happened?”

Allric relayed the events of what transpired between the senior members of the temple. She listened in shock. Bethany had saved her life. Next to Allric, Bethany was exactly what a Knight should be, even if she was a little too deep into the bottle these days. She owed Bethany her life. “If this Jud takes away Bethany’s command, she’ll sink,” Amber said, then amended, “further.”

Allric withdrew his hand from hers once more. A small sting of disappointment pricked her at the loss of the intimacy. “I have known Bethany her whole life. Did you know that?”

Amber shook her head. She had not.

“I am worried about her.”

“She still does her duty,” Amber said defensively.

Allric smiled. “If Bethany was not doing her duty, I would haul her drunken self in here, berate her, and kick her into the pits to shovel for a month. Of course she does her duty. It is when she is off duty…”

“This isn’t the first time this has happened, is it?”

Allric gave her a sidelong glance before shaking his head. “I have seen her sink three times. First, it was when she was ten. Jovan’s parents had been raising her. They were diplomats and Torius thought living with them would do her good, travelling and growing up with Jovan.”

“Bethany told me she grew up here.”

“Oh, she did in the end. I was here when they dropped her off. They showed up here one day with a team of Rygent healers and several dozen fully vowed Knights. She had scabs and burns all over her. I was Lord Champion at that time and I stayed with Bethany in her room for the first night. All she did was stare straight ahead. She wouldn’t even speak to me, but I was the only one who did not make her scream and throw things. Torius showed up. He just walked in and picked her up…” A small smile tugged at one edge of his mouth.

“What happened then?”

“Torius told me later that she was…” He hesitated, and Amber sensed the lie in his voice when he continued. “Well, he said who she was. I had suspected there was something different about her, but had not known until that night. I never did find out what happened to her, but it was at least a decade before she would even stay in a room alone with a human male without running away or, later, attacking him.” He snorted. “To think, little Bethany grew up to fall in love with a human man.”

“Ten is rather young to sink into despair, Elorian or otherwise,” Amber said quietly, ignoring the last quip by Allric. There were few things that could cause a child to react the way Bethany had, and none of them were good things. “Didn’t you ever ask her?”

“Apexia’s grace, no. Have you met her?” He scoffed. “She would flay me alive.” Allric grew serious again. “It was worse when she and the Knights went to Taftlin and rescued Drea.” He gave her an apologetic smile. “I cannot tell you all of the details, of course, but none of them came back the same after that. I regret I did not go. I would have understood better what they all endured.”

Amber gave him what she hoped was a supportive smile. “They needed someone here to be strong for them.”

“Perhaps.”

“It’s worse this time, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know if she will ever recover.”

“She will. She’s strong.”

Allric gave her a half-smile. “She blames herself, and no telling her otherwise will help. If you have an idea, please share.”

Amber knew exactly what to say and had been waiting for this, the perfect moment, to tell Allric what had been on her mind for months.

“Say it,” he urged, his voice softer and gentler than any man his size should be able to manage.

She took a deep breath and rallied her courage. The words had to be said. “Apologize to Bethany.”

Confusion crossed Allric’s face. He cocked his head. “For what?”

Amber raised her chin. “You know what.”

Crimson spread across Allric’s light, but weather-beaten skin. He looked away. “For when she took you to the midwife.”

“Bethany thinks the world of you. Apologize to her. Mend one of her wounds.”

Allric snorted and shook his head. “Bethany thinks nothing of the world, or me.”

Amber crossed her arms and glared at him. “You know that isn’t true. Her heart is broken and not just because of Arrago. She promised to defend us and she failed.”

“It was not her job to single-handedly defend the temple or Orchard Park any more than mine or Jovan’s. She did not know the Magi were going to attack us that night. None of us did. If it was not for the guards and patrols, many more would have died.” He lowered his gaze. “Not to mention what she did, at the end.” Pride filled his voice. “The selfless act of a true Knight.”

“While Bethany was in bed with Arrago, her sister murdered thousands.”

“That is foolishness. I did not approve of her and Arrago, but…but their affair had nothing to do with it. It would have still happened. Nothing would have changed.”

“That is where you are wrong, Allric. She killed her twin sister to save us all. If that wasn’t enough, we get to draw breath in the glory of her sacrifice, while she withers alone, rejected, grieving. Then she lost the man she loved because of who she is. Arrago changed how she saw the world.”

“She always wanted people to worship her,” Allric said quietly.

Amber shot him a stern look until he turned away, shamefaced. “No, Allric. She wanted people to worship the Lady Champion, the first woman to break the elite circle of leadership. The war leader. Fire Tits, isn’t that what they used to call her? Well, no recruit will ever call her that again behind her back. They will whisper that she is the daughter of the Divine. She never wanted anyone to know she who she was, let alone let anyone see her unleash her Power. Yet, she did it, to save us.”

“You are making it far too simple. Bethany and I have not been close —”

“Since you scolded her for doing her duty. Don’t act like I don’t know these things, Allric,” Amber said, heat in her voice. “It’s a small temple and Jovan gossips worse than a woman. You punished her for taking my side. It is time to step beyond the past. You are not just her commander. You are her friend.”

Allric took a long breath in and held it for a moment before blowing it out. Amber struggled to keep control on her own limited Power and not read his thoughts. It was difficult around Allric because she cared about him so much. Her own emotions wanted her to dig around in his mind and see what was there.

However, there was no need to mind-read him. The change in expression was enough for her. His features softened and a faint smile touched his lips. “You are a difficult woman to say no to, Amber.”

“Thank you,” she said, her muscles unclenching. She had not created a rift after all.

He scratched at his beard and she looked away. Amber released her hand from him and stepped away, the sick feeling welling up in her throat. He is not that man. He is not that man. It is just a beard. 

She blinked back the tears forming in her eyes. Allric is not that man. 

“Amber,” Allric began, his voice soft and pensive, “tell me.”

Honesty was always the best practice, or so the wise women said. She just feared how much it would hurt her to speak it aloud. Yet, if she loved him, she had to say it. So, she pushed the words out. “Your beard.”

He ran his fingers through it, concerned. “Is there something in it?”

Amber looked away as a lump formed in her throat. “The memory of the man who raped me.” She didn’t choke on the word rape this time. It meant she was healing. Perhaps soon, bearded men would cease to remind her of it. Thank you Rygous for the strength to overcome. Thank you for loosening the past’s grip so that I can live in the present. 

Allric was silent for a moment. Then, he said, “I cannot control where I am sent, or who they force me to marry.” He cupped her face in his hands. She shivered. “I will see to it that you will always be able to look me in the eyes.”

And then Allric, Lord Defender, leader of the Elven Service, gruff and huge and handsome with his notched ear tip and scarred body, kissed her mouth.

Amber’s stomach muscles fluttered and clenched, and her eyes welled with tears. Excitement warred against the anxiety and filled her with strength as she returned the kiss of the one she loved.

Allric did not linger, nor lose himself in passion. He pulled away and ran a finger across her lips. “Was I wrong to do that?”

It was Amber’s turn to reply. She cupped her hands over his and whispered, “It was the perfect gesture.”

“Good.” She smiled. Yes, he did care for her. She didn’t even need to read his mind to see that.

A coy little smile spread across his face and the worries of the day seemed to lift off his face. “My mirrors are buried under granite. It has been difficult to shave.”

She didn’t care that she blushed. For all of his gruff ways, she knew Allric was a soft, kind man inside his heart. She’d never say that to him, of course, but knowing it hid inside him was enough for her.

“I’d love to help.”


CHAPTER 5

 

Her pain will bleed into their hearts. None will escape the Diamond’s agony.

—Aleu’s “The Agony of the Diamond”

 

It took three hours, but Allric eventually made his way to join Bethany. She knew he’d come. At least the separation had given her wounded pride a chance to heal and her resolve to harden. She would not step down. She’d suffered enough for being the daughter of Apexia. No one would take away the only thing that kept her drawing breath.

No one.

Bethany ignored Allric, who perched himself on top of the massive pile of stone and marble that littered the shoreline. The great Temple of Tranquil Mercies had drowned in the sea, her bleached stone nothing more than the bones of her corpse. Bethany had always loved the Temple and how it was built into a tiny mountain island, connected by a manmade causeway of stone, marble, and dirt.

Now, three of its five glorious, hand-carved towers lay crumbled at her feet.

Like all of the temple residents and Orchard Park survivors, she combed the shoreline in her off hours, scavenging for materials. Not for herself — like most elves and many Elorians, she did not need gold — but rather for the general material needs of the temple and its residents. All the elven gold in the world could not buy what did not exist. With the chilly air and the promise of a spring invasion north, any materials found now allowed for gold to purchase other items later.

Besides, she found the scavenging comforting. With every tide, with every boulder removed, those still living could reclaim a little more of the shattered pieces of their lives.

Not her, though. Jud could not understand that because he had no concept of what she’d lost. Arrago would have understood.

Bethany sucked in a deep breath of the cold, salty air. No amount of liquor could cure her of that man’s memory…and the wrenching pain it caused her.

“It is unfortunate we cannot get the oxen down here,” Allric shouted over the rhythmic crashing of waves against the boulder field.

Bethany looked over her shoulder at him and watched him nimbly scramble over the rocks to join her, too easily for a man his size. She didn’t answer him immediately. The engineers were correct in wanting to focus on the still-standing towers first. Once those were habitable again, the remaining cleanup could happen.

“I hate the litter,” she said absently, pulling a waterlogged brown tunic from under a pile of small rocks. She held it up to inspect it. No holes. She folded it and tossed it into a pile of fabric. It landed with a splat. “I want the docks back.”

“Can’t have docks when there’s half a mountain in the way,” Allric said.

A glint of metal caught her eye and she saw a glimpse of a sword underneath a large boulder. She pushed the rock, but it wouldn’t budge. She tried wiggling the sword, but it didn’t move either. No way would she ask Allric for help, not now, not with him here to convince her to give up her position. So, she planted her back firmly against the boulder and started pushing with her legs, using her hands to support both the rock and herself, in case she started to slide.

Allric scrambled down the rocks and joined her and, with a grunt of effort, he pushed against the boulder. It protested but eventually moved enough that Bethany could retrieve the sword underneath.

Allric took it from her. He waved the sword in the air, seaweed still twisted around it. It was a little tarnished and chipped, but still worth keeping. Slime shimmered in the light. “Just needs a good buff,” he said, tossing it into a pile of similar swords a few steps away.

She brushed the gritty mud from her hands. “I won’t step down.” The wind ripped at her, tugging at her trousers and threatening to snap her like a twig. It was in the wind that she always noticed her thinning frame; the wind seemed to howl through her these days.

He met her gaze. “I am not here to ask you to.”

Tension released from her and she let out a breath.

“You must not blame Jud. He is their favorite. He has been a soldier for over three centuries and has never fought in any conflict. Why they would send someone like him to replace me…” Allric pursed his lips. “Well, I know why, but that is beside the point.”

Bethany crossed her arms. “Then what is the point?”

“Torius and Aneese talked Jud into letting you remain.”

She exhaled, as though she’d been holding her breath. Then, she gave him a half-hearted grin. “I’m disappointed. I wanted to stab him a few times.”

Allric looked down at his hands. “I am sorry for all of this.”

Bethany looked away and stared at the piles of debris she’d separated. So much had been destroyed. She glanced at Allric, her life-long friend. Mentor. Hero. Eventually, they’d recover. They would carry on. So would she.

“You don’t need to apologize,” she said finally, looking back at him. “It wasn’t your fault. I’m going to miss you.” Her voice cracked and she coughed, clearing her throat. “Chances are poor Jud won’t make it a month with that mouth on him. I’ll start a betting pool. There hasn’t been one since…Sarissa, you know. It’s time we start gambling again.”

Allric laughed, a deep belly laugh. “Promise me you will go easy on him. He is an idiot but, with some exposure, he might come to some use. Let him make a few harmless mistakes.” The smile faded from his face. “Do not let him put anyone’s life in danger.”

Bethany nodded. “I won’t. I don’t fear the Elven Council. If there is one benefit to all this, it’s that.”

“They will try to stop you.”

“They’ll fail,” she said with a shrug. “It isn’t like they’ll send me to the gold mines.”

“I suppose not.” He motioned. “Come. Jud wants to apologize. After which, you will apologize for threatening to kill him.”

Bethany scowled at him.

“That was an order, Lady Bethany.” Though the words were firm, leaving no room for negotiation, his mouth curled into a faint smile.

She rolled her eyes. “The tide’s coming in any case. Best I get out before I’m swimming.” She motioned at his bare face. “I see you took my advice and shaved.”

Allric reddened. Why would he blush over a stupid beard? It was probably just the wind.

She stepped up to scramble over the rocks when Allric turned to her, silent but looking as though there was more to say. He stared at her for a moment, rubbing the missing tip of his ear.

“I…I did not handle the Amber situation well.”

Of all the things she expected to hear from Allric at that moment, or ever, that was at the bottom of the list. She cocked an eyebrow to give the illusion of calm, though her heart pounded in her chest. Things had not been the same between them since Allric called her a murderer of children. She’d just returned from having found an orphanage massacred, only to have Allric accuse her of killing Amber’s unborn child.

He licked his lips. “I understand why you took Amber to the midwife that night.”

“I took her because she asked.”

“I know. Sarissa had Amber raped for some Magic rite. You were only doing your duty. I see that now.”

“Amber made you say this, didn’t she?”

“Yes.” A faint chuckle laced his answer. “I never realized a woman would choose to end the life of her own child. I thought you and Eve bullied her into it. I know better now. Amber says she has never regretted her decision.”

She snapped her head to meet his gaze, her words hard. “I do not regret mine for helping her.” Then, Bethany caught hold of her anger and said, her tone growing softer, “I regret what it did to us.”

He held out his hand. “I am sorry, Bethany.”

She took it, and they shared a smile. Then he turned and began scrambling over the rocks and boulders of marble.

Bethany stood, paralyzed. In three months, this was the first time anyone had talked to her like how it used to be. Tears welled up in her eyes and cleared her throat, forcing the emotions down as deep as she could.

“Time to break in a new commander,” Bethany said, frowning. Yet, inside, hope grew and made her smile.


CHAPTER 6

 

We the Creator Gods, We who dreamed life into the world, We who exist outside of time and breath, rejoice in the Diamond. It is through her strength that the Viper will be crushed by the might of her Power.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet

 

As ordered, Bethany apologized for overreacting. She did not apologize for spitting on Jud, nor did she withdraw death as a requirement for leaving her command position. Jud, no doubt ordered by Torius, apologized for attempting to arrest her. He did not apologize for saying she’d caused the deaths of thousands.

All in all, Bethany felt it was one of her best apologies. She wasn’t even passive aggressive. She’d impressed herself.

“Now what?” Bethany asked. She leaned her back against the temple, on the secluded north side, with Kiner and Jovan flanking her. Cold seeped through both the stone boulders underneath her and the walls she leaned against. She pulled her grey cloak tighter around her.

Kiner took a long drink of the steamy broth in his wooden mug. He grimaced. “I would guess Allric will stay on until the Council tells Father Torius to send him back to Wyllow.”

“The windbags won’t let Allric stay. They probably used Allric’s marriage as a way to get Jud away from them,” Jovan said. He sipped his broth and growled, “Apexia’s whoring ass, this is disgusting.”

Bethany finished her own cup of foul broth. Black, chewy bits floated in it. Neither of the Tranquility Trio knew what it was, nor did any of the three old friends ask. She listened to Jovan chatter, and Kiner’s grunts of acceptance and refusal. The brandy had more or less left her system, leaving her with an upset stomach and a pounding headache.

At least it was cloudy. The sun didn’t hurt her eyes as much.

“Well, well, well,” said a familiar, sultry voice. Bethany snapped her head to find Eve leaning against the temple, her arms folded. White swirls showed on her forearm, poking out from underneath her ill-fitting jacket. A wide grin spread across the dark woman’s face. “I go away for a month and I find the three of you sitting around while the rest of us work.”

Eve hadn’t finished speaking before Jovan was on his feet, rushing to her. Her voice, full of mirth and warmth, laughed as Jovan swept her up in his arms, kissing her mouth firmly, holding her head with his hands.

“All right, all right,” Bethany said, coming to her feet. “No one wants to see that.” The memory of Arrago’s lips against hers seeped through her barriers, but she pushed it back. The relief of seeing Eve made it easy enough. “We were getting worried about you.”

Kiner nodded. “You’re three days overdue.”

Eve’s smile faded and she dropped her arms from around Jovan’s waist. Jovan did not release her. Instead, he pulled her closer. He kissed her tangled, dark hair. “What happened?”

“My scouting group got word that eighteen Magi came through Little Bheakom. Took us nearly a week to catch them and another week to run from them. We got them, though.” She licked her lips. “We lost four Knights, fifteen regulars, and about twenty conscripts.”

Bethany swore. Knights were not in unlimited supply. “It’s good to see you made it back, Eve.”

“So…” Eve’s smile returned and she gave the trio a piercing glance. “An interesting thing happened on the way to the temple. A stuffy elf called Jud said he was my commander and gave me new orders before I could even clean up.”

Jovan growled. “Elven political shit.”

“Ah,” Eve said. “That explains why the three of you are hiding.”

“We’re not hiding,” Kiner corrected.

Bethany shrugged and said, “I’m not due on patrol until this evening.”

“I’m about to leave on an extended holiday,” Jovan drawled.

“The only place I want to go is north,” Kiner said. He and Bethany clinked mugs, the wood producing more of a clump than a clink.

Jovan looked over his shoulder and whispered, loud enough for everyone to hear, “For Apexia’s sake, Drea is walking this way. Bethany, can’t you send her away?”

Bethany opened her mouth to speak, but Eve cut her off. “About that…”

“I don’t know why they are still here,” Jovan continued. “I moved to the temple to avoid ever seeing her again. She is why my parents moved to Ellentop because I wouldn’t visit them in Wyllow.”

Bethany gave Jovan a pointed stare and whispered, “Shut up.”

Drea and Lendra approached them. Lendra began her usual enthusiastic waving as soon as they made eye contact with her. Drea, of course, remained stoic and statuesque.

“There you are,” Drea stated, her voice flat. “Lady Eve, it is your assignment to stay with us and protect us. You are not to wander off.”

Eve closed her eyes for a moment and recollected herself.

“What are you talking about?” Jovan asked.

“Lady Eve is our nanny,” Lendra said and gave Kiner a coy smile. He gave her a sharp glare before looking away. Lendra’s expression became crestfallen.

Save me from youthful stupidity.

Bethany made a mental reminder to speak to Lendra about Kiner and how she needed to turn her eyes elsewhere. Perhaps needlework.

“Nanny?” Jovan asked, staring at Eve and back at Lendra. “Says who?”

“Lord Jud,” Drea said, her tone impatient, “assigned your whore to our personal protection.”

“Drea!” Bethany shouted as Jovan shouted for her to shut up, as Lendra jabbed her elbow into Drea’s ribs to silence her.

Drea shrugged her shoulder, an unenthusiastic gesture. “Lady Eve ran a brothel. She warms Jovan’s bed outside of a sanctioned union. I believe whore the appropriate term.”

Eve lifted her chin and, though her dark eyes raged, her voice only had the edge of anger. “I wanted to speak to my friends, Miss Drea. I just spent a month chasing Magi. I apologize for making you feel abandoned and unprotected.”

Drea looked away, as if failing to hear Eve.

“Bethany,” Lendra said in a strained voice, “Lord Jud said we can all go to Orchard Park. That’s why we came to get Lady Eve. She was supposed to tell you.”

Eve sighed. “I was about to tell them, Miss Lendra.”

“Oh, I know. I didn’t want you to get into trouble, that’s all,” Lendra clarified cheerfully. She looked at Bethany and said, “Lord Jud says we are supposed to go right away.”

Bethany opened her mouth but no words came. What was Jud thinking? Orchard Park was little more than a tinder box still. They still found vagrants and wanted criminals, and even the occasional Magi hiding in the city’s ruins. It wasn’t safe for the daughters of Apexia. The untrained ones, at least. She didn’t count.

“There is no way I’m letting Jud take either of you to the city,” Bethany said firmly.

“How long has it been since the last attack?” Jovan asked.

Kiner shrugged. “A week, maybe?”

“But I want to go,” Lendra protested.

“No,” Bethany said. “I’ll go speak to Jud. I’m not putting my sisters in danger.”

****

Bethany sat on her horse and fumed. Drea insisted on going to Orchard Park with Jud, under the pretense that she required first-hand knowledge of the devastation to properly care for the sick and injured. Bethany knew better. She was doing it to be stubborn and wilful.

A family trait.

And, wherever Drea went, so too went Lendra, who tried her best to keep her older sister happy. Drea would never be happy again, but Lendra pressed on nonetheless in her relentless, futile objective.

Since Drea and Lendra were going, Torius decided to join them. He’d not seen the reconstruction for nearly a month and wanted to offer blessings to those working and on the new houses.

And, since the three remaining daughters of Apexia, plus the head of the Faith, were all travelling together, and as reconstruction of the city fell under her responsibility, Bethany went and brought forty fully-vowed Knights to escort them. Eve and Kiner came with them, leaving Jovan and Allric back at the temple.

Even Amber asked to come with them. She had been working with the civilian laborers whenever the sick room didn’t need her. Why not? Half of the temple was coming on this little trip of Jud and Drea’s already. At this rate, the temple would be less safe than Orchard Park.

Bethany sat atop her horse and led the way to Orchard Park, Jud’s horse trotting close to her side. Her assignment to the rehabilitation of the city at her rank mostly meant waving at workers and high-level administration…also known as paperwork, the bane of her existence. It wasn’t that she was afraid of hard labor; on the contrary, she longed to take an axe to one of the partially-burned buildings and beat her frustrations out on it. But, the others seemed upset that she was working beside them. She let them be and organized everything from the side. Allric used to say sitting back was the hardest part of command. How true that was.

There was also the practical issue of keeping her eye out for looters and Magi. Some did not head north to Taftlin to heed King Daniel’s call for them. Some decided to stay and wreak havoc. While none had caused any real damage, it was good to have well-armed troops in the city.

Bethany assigned seven hundred soldiers to guard different areas of the city, plus the outskirts. Several thousand more soldiers guarded the outlying villages and towns within a two day ride of the temple, to serve as a buffer against Magi attacks. More were dispatched to farming villages as well as seventeen fishing villages along the coast. Food supplies were critical and all land-based trade routes from those villages were now guarded by the Elven Service.

Entourage or not, Bethany insisted they begin the tour of the city the way she always did, by starting at the burned sections near the oceanfront. They were hardest hit. The first business had been to knock down and clear away the rubble, ash, and partially-burned tinder. Those were chopped up and used as firewood. Unburned lumber was either reused if large enough; smaller pieces were set aside for charcoal creation, for the ironmongers, or for the kilns for all manner of pottery.

They trotted along, looking at burned buildings, ash, and refuse. Those who had been cleaning up had a mountainous task but had made great progress. They still found the occasional charred body in the rubble. At least it wasn’t like the first few days, where they had to roll the bodies to the sides of the roads to get the carts through. The nightmares would haunt her for a long time, being covered in the ash of the dead.

“Good morning, Lady Bethany,” a soot-faced elf waved at her, a pensive expression on his face as he stared at the group.

She smiled even before she recognized him. “I didn’t notice you, Erem. Working isn’t something I’m used to seeing you do.”

“Someone’s gotta work these days. Not like you’re able to keep up.” He surveyed the group. “An afternoon jaunt?”

She dismounted her horse, ignoring the scowl on Jud’s face. She shook Erem’s soot-stained hand. In times of war, she always made a point to greet her friends. Apexia only knew if they’d ever meet again. “Aren’t you supposed to be protecting the fields near Little Bheakom tomorrow?”

He shook his head. “After…” he gave Jud a pointed look, “Jovan wanted me closer to home. I’m in charge of the docks for the next month. Since I was down here, thought I’d give folks a hand.” He motioned to the pit behind him. “All of the root cellars in this lane survived the fire. We’ve been getting the supplies out of them.”

“Any food?” she said hopefully.

He shook his head. “No. The heat destroyed it all. But we’ve found a fair bit of iron, cookware and the like.”

Bethany nodded automatically. “Suppose the chances of finding any food was false hope.”

“The workers got another oven working last night, so we’ll have a bit more bread now.”

“That is good news,” she said. Many of the city’s bakeries were towards the market district and worst hit. But some of the largest houses towards the outskirts had ovens, plus a girls’ school and a boys’ school both survived, along with their ovens. The temple’s entire kitchen was buried under rubble and granite. It would take years to dig it all out, decades to rebuild it.

Her home was dead.

She twitched, and focused on Erem’s report.

“It’ll be better once this area is cleaned. We can get started on rebuilding the houses and moving people back in.”

What was not spoken was that there wasn’t need for many houses now, with only a couple thousand alive from the city’s glorious five digit census count two years before.

“Lady Bethany, I would like to say a blessing over this area,” Torius said. He motioned to Jovan. “Give an old elf a hand.”

Jovan dismounted from his horse to help Torius down from his. Bethany motioned for her sisters to do the same and, soon, they all stood next to their horses. Blessings and prayers were what priests did, after all, and if the people heard that Torius had done this, it would instill some kind of false hope in them that Apexia actually gave a care about them.

Bethany gasped when she saw Apexia’s faded figure standing next to them.

Must you scare me when I’m criticizing you?

Apexia stood in a traditional human gown from old paintings, flowing skirts, ribbons in her hair. She was barefoot, though, not that her feet actually touched the ground. Apexia, the Gentle Goddess who lived on the wind, did not need to worry about cold feet.

Bethany stopped listening to Torius’ prayer and instead watched her mother’s long, sorrowful expression. Mama? 

Apexia turned away from staring at Torius and met her daughter’s gaze. Gone were the usual witty quips. Instead, silence and tearful eyes.

What’s wrong?

Apexia gave her a cold glare and the words came to Bethany. Sacrifice. Learn the lesson, my daughter, and learn it well.

Something whistled in the air and, a breath later, Erem yelped. Bethany stumbled backwards at the sight of an arrow sticking out of Erem’s groin. She dropped to the ground in a crouch. Erem collapsed next to her, screaming in agony, his bloody hands clasped tight around his nether regions.

Three arrows whizzed past her face. Lendra screamed and Bethany grabbed Lendra’s dress hem, yanking her to the ground. Erem’s screams of shameless, unabashed agony drowned out even Lendra’s high-pitched shrieks.

Blood sprayed Bethany’s face.


CHAPTER 7

 

The Viper will not waiver from its task.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, Second Tablet

 

With Sarissa’s arms outstretched to steady herself, Robert’s strong arms wrapped around her knees and lifted her off the rocking boat. He jostled her and tossed her, before she fell limp, bringing her down to carry her body over his shoulder like a butchered pig. Ocean sprayed against her arms, face, and calves and she shook violently from the surprise of cold against exposed fleshed.

Useless bastard didn’t even tug my skirts down, the idiot.

As Robert carried Sarissa through the crashing waves, she could make out the faint outlines of green, perhaps of evergreen shrubs, what were in fact ancient trees that could not grow higher than her knees against the pervasive winds.

Or perhaps it’s a green tarp, she thought bitterly. With her blurry vision, it was impossible to tell.

When Robert exited the water, he crouched down and helped her back to her feet. She could see the blurred images of her companions moving around her.

“How does it look?” Sarissa asked.

Robert grunted and it was a moment before he answered. She could hear him rubbing his hands together. “Not bad. There’s a small woodland further in the distance. We can build shelters there.” He grew silent again. “We’ll need to rebuild the wharf.”

“There is a wharf?” She looked around, but couldn’t make out anything other than blurring color. She wrapped her arms around her body.

“Too far gone. We can repair it, though. Snow’s going to be here, soon. Best we start sooner.”

She nodded, envisioning what her new island home in the middle of the ocean might look like. Oh, to have her eyes again!

“Send word to the mainland. The trainees can begin crossing.”

Robert grunted again. “I’ll need bodies.”

A smile spread across Sarissa’s face. “So will I.”

She could imagine his slumped shoulders and scowling expression. “I didn’t mean literal bodies. I need mine breathing, you wench.”

She smiled, her spirit recharging as the salty, chilled air blew on her face. Though colder than her half-blooded body preferred, the salt air reminded her of home.

Home.

She scowled. The memories of Wyllow curdled like spoiled cream in the hot, elven sun. She could not see her paradise because of Bethany. After decades of starving and frozen exile, Sarissa had finally won the cutting blow. This was her celebration territory.

“Shit woman, loosen your grip,” Robert growled, shaking her from her thoughts.

Sarissa looked up at him. His blurry, ugly face stared back. She smiled at him, pushing aside the self-pity. It was unbecoming of her new station: King Daniel’s Magi trainer.

He leaned close enough that she could see a hazy smile stretch across his face. “You’re brooding. Stop it. We’re here. You got your island to train new Magi.” His tone turned wistful. “All you had to do was bribe a king. You got bigger balls than I got.” He snorted.

He led her a few more steps, taking it slow and easy. She stumbled on the jagged rocks, feeling the harsh edges dig into her cheaply-soled boots. Daniel had given her funds for supplies, but she needed footwear more than houses.

“Looking at the place, we should keep most of the outer trees up and cut down some of the center. It would make it easier to defend and we wouldn’t need to haul as much lumber from the mainland.” Moments later, he added, “There’s a lot of driftwood, too. We can use that for building.”

Sarissa remained silent, enjoying this side of her husband. Though dumber than a stick in winter when compared against her, he did possess common sense for staying alive.

Another cool breeze twisted itself under her cloak. Boots and warm clothes. I need warm clothes. She let the lapping tide drown out the ache in her soul. She had been out of sorts since the attack on Orchard Park. She had originally blamed it on being nearly killed. That would take the sunshine and butterflies out of anyone’s sails.

Deep down the voice said that wasn’t the problem. Not even her lack of sight, which improved daily at a slow, steady pace.

“You’re thinking about her again, aren’t you?” Sarissa did not need her vision to tell Robert disapproved. He growled the word “her.”

Sarissa grunted and stared off into the hazy green world ahead of her. She wondered if she’d ever get to see a real tree again. All Bethany’s fault. And it was.

“I can’t believe that bitch stabbed you.”

A swelling pride rose in Sarissa, growing and pressing against the anger. Bethany had warned her: she’d do anything to stop Magic. She did everything she could to stop Sarissa. The bitch had stabbed her in the chest. Twice. With Sarissa’s own Apexia-whoring swords!

And yet, that still wasn’t what dug at her. Somewhere, in those last moments when death tugged at Sarissa’s spirit, when Bethany spoke to her, Sarissa’s words of love had done more damage to her than to their intended target. The words were meant to cut Bethany, haunt her. They were meant to be her lasing revenge.

Yet, it was those words, those simple words of sisterly “I love you” that refused to leave Sarissa’s heart. She had not meant them when she whispered them on the battlefield.

“Sarissa, are you listening?”

No, she wasn’t listening. There were more important things than listening to fortification plans. Let the grunts deal with the minutia.

Sarissa did not answer, instead turning to face the sea, assuming it did not surround her. The wind blew off the water, cutting through her clothes and sending chills through her body. In the end, Bethany was never the real enemy. Bethany was merely the pawn of the elves who banished Sarissa and of a mother who’d forsaken them all for power.

Apexia was always the true enemy.

Apexia was nothing more than a false god, a receiver of Power she’d never been born into. Apexia had not allowed her darling Bethany and precious elves to come north because it was in the North that laid the truth. Apexia was a false goddess. She had not been anointed by the Creator Gods. She, and she alone, had made herself into Power.

And even if Apexia would allow Bethany to drag the Knights to war, the elves would never allow it. Bethany would have been here with her armies to destroy Daniel otherwise.

Without Bethany and the avenging armies of the angry, oppressed elves, Sarissa could achieve her own ascension.

Goddess Sarissa. It had a ring to it.

“The plan,” she said finally, “has not changed.”

Sarissa’s lips curled. She needed to focus on that. The elves had not come north. If they were not here by now, they were not going to arrive.

She hoped not. Killing her sister might not be as easy as she thought it would be.



CHAPTER 8

 

The Viper will bathe in the blood of innocents.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet

 

Lendra screamed and fought against Bethany’s pinning arm.

“Stay down!” Bethany shouted over the commotion. She wiped the blood from her eyes and stared. No wonder Lendra screamed.

Torius was sprawled on the ground, face up, an arrow sticking out of his throat. Two more were embedded in his chest. Blood bubbled and spurted. Knights scrambled to ready bows and crossbows. Swords scraped against sheaths. Kiner and a regular soldier grabbed the priest’s boots to pull him back.

Jud still sat on top of his horse, pale and wide-eyed. Bethany shouted at him, “Jud! Get down! Down!”

A bolt skimmed Jud’s chest and he startled so much that his horse bucked and threw him. Jud tumbled to the ground. Bethany looked at the dazed man. New commander or not, he was useless to them all.

She pointed at a female Knight. “Protect the priest!”

The Knight lifted her shield and jumped in front of Kiner and the other man to protect them as they dragged Torius’s gasping, draining body back to be in the fold. Several regulars raised their shields against the incoming arrows, protecting themselves and the laborers around them.

Fight now. Grieve later.

Eve aimed her bow and shot at an archer in the distance. Three other Knights joined her and volleys came from both sides. As a ring of Knights formed a semi-circle shield wall around Torius, Bethany grabbed her sister by the thighs and dragged her inside the protective wall. Lendra whimpered as her dress was pulled over her body and her bare torso skid on the gravel. Pieces of her silk dress littered the ground.

Bethany tossed Lendra’s cloak in there and her sister bundled it up and pressed it against Torius’s throat and chest, her tears running as fast as the blood. She used her spare hand to tug her dress down over her knees.

Dread filled her as Bethany screamed, “Drea!”

Horses bucked and danced and died. Eventually they scattered, leaving the soldiers alone with no fast means of attack. The attackers had waited until they’d dismounted for prayers.

Bloody Torius and his prayers!

“Drea!” Bethany shouted again, still crouched behind a regular’s shield. Arrows continued to rain on them. At least six archers, more likely a dozen. All in different positions, pinning them down. They were too exposed. “Drea! Drea!”

Bethany caught sight of a shield on the ground, with four legs dangling from underneath it, along with a puddle of blue silk. “Cover me!” she ordered and three regulars surrounded her, their shields forming an arc. Together, they moved swiftly to the limbs.

She didn’t need to speak because the others had seen the girls, too. More Knights rushed forward to protect two of Apexia’s daughters, while the remainder stayed back to protect the remaining daughter of Apexia and the dying leader of the faith…Apexia’s Mercy, they’d killed Torius.

Torius.

Kill them now. Cry later.

Bethany yanked the shield up and let out a breath of relief. Amber lay on top of Drea, using her own frail body as a protective shield. She’d risked her life to protect Drea. Pride filled Bethany.

But there was no time for kind words. “Get behind us!” Bethany shouted.

Amber stumbled over the body of a bleeding civilian. Bethany grabbed her thin arm and pushed her forward. An arrow skidded along the ground and she jumped instinctively to miss being hit. Once the girls were behind the shield wall, she added, “Stay down! Follow Kiner’s orders.”

Bethany pulled a Blessed Blade from her back scabbard and used the other hand to balance the discarded shield.

“Got ‘em!” A feminine voice shouted over the noise.

“Another bastard! Up there!” Eve shouted back. Bethany kept her head ducked and her shield up. Two arrows sunk into the wood, vibrations shaking Bethany’s arm and teeth.

“Amber, Drea! Move! Get behind the line Kiner is forming,” Bethany snapped.

Bethany looked behind her and saw Apexia walking circles around Torius. She had not claimed his spirit yet. That meant…

“Drea!”

She poked her head out between Kiner and a regular soldier named Jackson, the new head of Bethany’s personal guard. Drea was pale, wide-eyed.

“Torius is still alive. Make him stay that way.”

Drea, though visibly shaking, managed to maintain her haughty composure and ignored Bethany, disappearing once again behind the formation.

Bethany turned to speak to Kiner when a hot burning sensation shot up her leg. She lost her balance, the sharp pain buckling her muscles.

“Knight down!”

“Bethany!” Lendra shrieked.

“Fucking arrows!” Bethany spat the words. Strong hands slipped under her arms and dragged her back. She looked down to see a broken shaft sticking out of her thigh, just above her knee, where the padding was the thinnest.

“He’s down!” A masculine voice shouted.

Bethany laid on the ground, still holding her shield above her, and took several deep breaths. The shard was embedded enough that there was no way to pull it out until after the fight. She stumbled to her feet, wincing at the pain.

“You all right?” Kiner asked.

She nodded.

Bethany looked over her shoulder. Jud sat next to Lendra, his shield over their heads, cowering. Bethany surveyed the area, looking for where the shot came from. She saw an archer on a rooftop, balancing precariously on the blackened stones of what used to be an ironmonger’s shop.

“Get him!” Eve shouted back, quickly releasing arrows as fast as she could draw them, along with every other archer.

Bethany turned to take a last look at Erem, who was now face down, lying on his hands. Torius, Drea, and Lendra were surrounded by a dome of shields and out of view. “Erem, you still alive?”

He vomited in reply.

“Stay that way,” Bethany ordered. She turned to Kiner. “Keep my sisters alive.”

He nodded, his dark eyes focused.

Bethany pointed at two of the youngest girls there, both civilians. Probably scavengers or orphans. “Girls, get help. There are soldiers at the old fish dock. Tell them Father Torius is injured.” Bethany glanced at the dome where her sisters hid. “And tell them my sisters are under attack.”

“Yes, Lady Bethany,” the taller of the girls said.

“Run as fast as you can,” Bethany said.

The girls nodded and rushed from the shield wall, sprinting as fast as their youthful legs could take them. Arrows pelted the girls but they dove down over the edge. Bethany could hear them screaming as they fell, and then the shouts that they were uninjured.

The arrows had mostly subsided. Two, maybe three archers left. A full minute, perhaps even two, wasted.

“Bowmen, stay back with Kiner and take aim. Swords, with me,” she shouted over her shoulder as she pushed forward. The soldiers changed positions slightly but most already knew what to do. She just wished she wasn’t so queasy from the early morning brandy.

It didn’t help with the fog in her mind, either. She should have foreseen another attack. It had been nine days since the last one. They were due.

No time for regrets.

Bethany led her group quickly toward the buildings, many still standing though burnt, carefully maneuvering through the alleyways and rubble. They moved as swiftly as possible, arrows still raining down on them, but the fallen trees, buildings, and rubble hindered them.

A whomp of exhaled air escaped the regular soldier next to her, an Elorian from Ellentop, and she collapsed to the ground without a sound. Bethany turned long enough to see an arrow sticking out of her cheek. She grimaced, but kept walking.

A body slammed to the ground in front of Bethany and she nearly tripped over her own feet from fright. She let out a string of curses as blood splattered them and oozed from the corpse. One more archer down.

Only the occasional arrow came at them now. A slow shooter, not an expert, for sure. A figure rushed inside a burnt building. Bethany motioned toward the building, but they did not change their pace, waiting for any traps or archer from above. Once near the building, she motioned for several soldiers to circle it.

Bethany crouched and winced at the stabbing pain in her thigh. She really needed to get that stick out of her leg. Six soldiers settled down next to her, small crossbows, swords, and maces already in hand.

“We’re going in?” Rah, an Elorian Knight, asked.

Bethany nodded. “I’ll go first with,” she pointed at the young human from the low ranks assigned to her as part of her personal guard. “Chet, right?”

“Yes, Lady Bethany.”

She nodded. “Chet, we’ll go in first with swords. Jackson?” she asked, and spotted the regular human soldier crouched behind her. He sidled up next to her. “You’re coming, too. Crossbows stay behind in case our archer sneaks back out. Shoot anything that moves that isn’t us.”

“Can’t you just do that thing you did at the temple?” Chet asked. “With the Magi?”

“That’s enough,” Jackson snapped. “Sorry, Lady Bethany. He’s new and just a kid.”

Bethany licked her lips and, keeping her voice low, she answered, “No, I can’t just turn it on whenever I want. I have never used my Power like that. I have no idea how it works. What happened at the temple…I don’t know how.” She held up her Blessed Blade. “I know how this works, though. Any other questions?”

The others shook their heads. Bethany wanted to snap the man’s head off (not with words, but with her bare hands), but even she knew it would do no good. She couldn’t control her innate Power, the source of the divine in her veins. The only time she seemed to have any grasp on it was when she was angry beyond measure. And, in that, she could not control it. So, her choice was a Power that could kill her, and nearly had, or the comfortable strength of a sword in hand. She preferred that option best. It was what she knew.

More than that, it was what she was. A soldier in the Elven Service.

Bethany kicked open the door and flung herself back, in case a bolt waited for her. Nothing came. No noise, no motion. She peeked inside and, with no signs, motioned for Jackson to follow her. They crept into the ash-littered building. Bethany deftly stepped over crushed stone, exploded from the intense heat of the fire. Chet, still learning the ropes, kicked rocks and swore too loudly. Bethany shot him a look before Jackson threw up his hands in frustration and backslapped the kid’s head.

Training. Too many new kids picked up to replace their losses and not enough training.

“Archer, surrender yourself and I will spare your life. If you do not, I will show no mercy when I capture you,” Bethany shouted.

Silence.

“This is your final warning.”

She heard the scuffle of feet moving against rubble. Bethany crouched behind a toppled wooden bench. An emaciated man, part of his face blackened and peeling, stepped out from around the corner. He held his bow up.

Compassion for the man filled her. Perhaps he was the owner of the crumbled stone building, one of the very few to survive in this area. Perhaps the violence of that night had turned his mind.

Or, perhaps, he was a Magi.

Bethany had taken too many risks before, only to have them end in further bloodshed. She would not waver. She’d promised the dead bodies of an entire orphanage of children that very fact.

Never again would she waver in her duty.

“How many of you are in here?”

“Me.”

She glared at him, pushing aside the pity she felt for his condition. “Why shoot the priest?”

No emotion came from his face or his eyes. Cold, black eyes that sent a chill down Bethany’s spine. He tipped his head, almost reptilian in motion. His words were labored and she winced. The facial burns, no doubt, made it difficult for him to speak. When her cheek had been sliced open, the repairing skin stung and burned. She could only imagine the pain of a man half burned.

“I was aiming for your heart. I missed and hit the elf.”

Chills spread through her body, causing her hair to stand on end. She believed him, and though it wasn’t the first attempt on her life, it was a natural reaction to have one’s blood run cold at the mention of assassination.

“Why?”

“To add your soul to the collection.”

Bethany’s grip tightened on the hilts of her Blessed Blades. She had no idea what he meant. She didn’t care, either. “Surrender your weapon and do not protest. If you do this, I will not kill you. Resist or threaten my soldiers in any manner, and I will cut your throat.”

“You cannot stop the collection.”

Bethany could hear Jackson step forward, attempting to overtake her. She held out a steadying hand to stop the soldier from making any sudden moves. Clearly this man was insane. There was no point in antagonizing him further. If he was a Magi, between the insanity from Magic use and whatever he’d endured in the battle, he was no longer whole. And, if he was just a man, he’d been through enough already.

“Surrender,” Bethany said, keeping her tone even and as calm as possible.

He tipped his head in her direction and crouched down to rest his bow on the debris-filled floor. Then he stood back up, staring at her with his dead eyes. “Lady Sarissa bids you good day.”

Bethany sucked in a breath. “I’m sure she does.”

“You think you killed her.” Amusement filled his voice. He cocked his head again, a strange, foreign movement. “You did not succeed.”

Bethany steeled herself against the various emotions that slapped her. Dread, relief, confusion all battled for dominance in her mind. She’d dug the blades of Sarissa’s own swords deep into her torso. Blood poured down Bethany’s hands and arms, flooded the ground. Every single night, she saw her sister die in her arms.

“She lives.”

Bethany licked her lips and took a small step forward. “Sarissa died in the temple’s courtyard. Now, come with us.”

The man chuckled, a high-pitched laugh followed by a moan of pain. A small trickle of bloody pus seeped from the edge of his mouth, where the parched skin cracked. “I was there. You stabbed her. Two swords into the heart. Then, you unleashed unholy Power upon us all. Anyone who practiced Magic felt the crush of your might. But not all of us who attacked were true Magi. You did not freeze us into submission. We pulled Sarissa from your feet, while you brought the rains of the sky down. We rescued her.”

The hairs on the back of her neck and arms stood on end and she gulped. She did not see Sarissa’s body after she’d dropped her sister to the blood-soaked ground. The Power inside Bethany had broken through, splitting the edges of reality and time. When the last of her body’s strength was sapped, Bethany had collapsed for nearly a month, lost in a dead, torturous sleep.

No one ever found Sarissa’s body. “No one could survive that wound.” Bethany worked to keep her tone flat, despite the mounting fear inside her.

The man shook his head. “Magi can make oils that could heal. They transfer the life of one creature to another. Enough lives were poured into her to bring her back from the brink.”

She shuddered, her chest constricting. Horrified was the closest feeling she could muster. She thought killing her sister was bad. Failing at killing her sister was far, far worse. For everyone.

“She is collecting. I hoped to send you to her. Instead, I will send myself.”

He pulled a dagger from his hip and, with a flash, slit his own throat. Blood sprayed the room and he stood for a moment before collapsing forward, gasping and gurgling. Bethany stood there, speckled with blood across her body, a too-familiar feeling. She’d not yet wiped the blood of her sister off.

And there she stood, coated in the blood of yet another one of her sister’s victims.



CHAPTER 9

 

There will be no comfort. There will be no escape. The end will come. All will be judged. All will be found wanting.

—Aleu’s “The Agony of the Diamond”

 

Arrago pressed himself against a stone wall in the alleyway and hoped the clutter of barrels and drying laundry would conceal his presence.

“Is it just me or are there guards everywhere we go?” Edmund whispered.

“I was thinking the same thing,” Arrago whispered back. “How did they know to look for us so fast? It’s only been a few days.”

“We’re still two weeks from the border.” Edmund let out a sigh. “We’ll never make it if the snow keeps coming like this.”

Guards shouted and both men instinctively pressed themselves tighter against the stone wall. Arrago cringed as the ice candles pressed again his back, soaking through his jacket and tunic. He looked at the clothes hanging around them and frowned. It was nearly all children’s clothes and women’s undergarments. He had no use for lacy underthings, but he really needed dry, clean clothes.

“At least we still have money,” Arrago said.

Edmund scoffed. “What’s the point of money when there’s a thousand gold bounty on each of our heads?”

“We can’t stay here. We’re surrounded.”

Running had not gotten them any closer to the Taftlin border. In fact, Arrago wondered if they had strayed further away from it. Every temple that they had come across had been burned or abandoned, so they had not even been able to rely on the elves to help get them out. Arrago had never felt so alone.

“Father Weiler! Stand down.”

Arrago snapped his head in the direction of the booming voice that shouted in the streets. The guards seemed distracted by something, or someone, and weren’t looking into the alleyway. He dared to cock his head forward enough to see several soldiers surrounding a priest of Apexia’s Order; his dark orange and burgundy robes were unmistakable against the backdrop of muddy snow, and more snow falling.

“I know that priest,” Arrago whispered. “Father Weiler was a friend of my father’s. He moved to a different monastery years ago. I thought he went back to Ellentop. He’s Elorian.”

“If he’s a half-elf, then he would have learned how to fight, right? Before becoming a priest, I mean.”

“There’s eleven soldiers out there. He can’t take on that many. He doesn’t even have a sword. We should help him.”

Edmund kicked him in the calf.

“Ow!”

His friend looked up at him. “We can’t take on eleven men and we have swords. Let’s get out of here.”

But Arrago did not heed his friend’s warning. He wrapped his fingers around the hilt of his sword and slowly drew it from its hip scabbard.

“Ah, shit,” Edmund muttered behind him. “Not again.”

Arrago took two deep breaths. “Try not to wander far from the alleyway. The archers can’t get at us in here. We’ll grab the priest and run.”

“Just where are we going to run?”

Arrago ignored him. He would not allow any friend of his father’s to die at the hands of Daniel’s guards. He crept from the alleyway and crouched enough to slash across one of the guard’s back thighs. The guard fell to the ground, screaming. Two other guards, ones Arrago had not seen when he’d first looked out, rushed him. Edmund kicked and slashed one, grunting and swearing as he always did.

Five guards fanned out around the priest turned to charge Arrago. Bolts from at least two crossbows scattered to the ground near him, and Edmund yelped in surprise.

“Father Weiler!” Arrago shouted. “Run!”

The middle-aged priest did not run. From the pockets folds of his priestly robes, two daggers appeared and the priest grabbed the tabard of a running guard and jabbed the steel through the man’s neck, severing arteries and tendons. Arterial blood sprayed the falling snow, and sprinkled the ground in red rain.

“Now!” the priest bellowed as he dropped the still-jerking body to the ground.

A flurry of orange, burgundy, brown, and beige streamers floated across Arrago’s vision, matching the midday sunrise. Steel glinted and priests and sisters and initiates rushed from buildings, carts, and corners and en masse charged, ringing out their individual battle cries in too many languages for Arrago to follow.

A sword swung in Arrago’s direction. He snapped out of his daydream, cutting the man down. Arrago tried his best to not kill anyone outright; he only wanted to injure them enough to escape. Still, his life was in danger and he’d take theirs to keep his.

The dust settled soon enough and Arrago found himself and Edmund surrounded by ten members of The Order of Apexia…or at least people who stole the robes from a temple.

Father Weiler approached Arrago, his daggers and hands dripping blood. “Thank you for the assistance. Now, who are you?”

Arrago smiled. “I supposed you wouldn’t remember me. The last time you saw me I was covered in pig slop.”

Father Weiler remained silent for a moment before a large grin spread across his fat face. “Arrago? Arrago Cedar?” He grabbed Arrago and squeezed him in a giant bear hug before Arrago could even answer the question.

Arrago patted the priest’s back and choked, gasping for air. “It’s…good…see…you.”

The priest released him from the hug and instead shook him. “My boy, we’ve been looking for you. You hide very well.”

The townspeople began skulking out of their houses. Folks whispered until the air had a distinctive buzz to it. Above the hushed tones, Arrago could hear his name repeated over and over.

Father Weiler leaned forward. “Do you both have teams or horses?”

“Our dogs are hiding in the trees.”

“Excellent. Let’s go. We have much to discuss.”

Arrago looked back at Edmund who only shrugged.

Edmund said. “At least it was priests looking for us and not soldiers this time.”

****

Bethany slipped off her horse. Sombre looks greeted her. She looked at them and then down at the lifeless body of Torius, Holy Father of the faith of Apexia. Dead. The man who was closest to that of a father to her. Gone.

Torius was dead.

She ran her hand through the stubble of her hair. “How’s Erem?”

No one answered.

“Kiner, how is Erem?”

Kiner looked up at her, his eyes moist. Then, he stepped aside and motioned. Bethany prepared herself for the lifeless body of Erem. She was not prepared for that of her sister.

“Drea?” she whispered.

Jud cleared his throat. “Miss Drea was trying to heal Father Torius when an arrow took her in the back.”

“No,” Bethany said, staring at her sister. “No, she was fine when I left. We killed…” Her voice trailed off and she stared at the limp form of her sister.

Bethany stared at the image of her mother, who paced around the bodies, her brow furrowed. Tears streamed down her mother’s cheeks.

Are they dead? Bethany demanded.

Sacrifice is necessary.

What does that mean? Bethany asked. Just answer me. Are they dead? 

Any moment now.

Hope bubbled in Bethany’s guts. She could bring back her sister and Father Torius.

No!

Bethany snapped her head to her mother and saw the terrified look on her mother’s face.

Apexia screamed in rage.


CHAPTER 10

 

Sacrifice shall be the plight of the Diamond.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, Second Tablet

 

The ground shook and Amber clenched Lendra’s sobbing body tighter. Her ears rang and pressure mounted against her temples as…something screamed a long, agonizing shrill of agony. Amber squeezed her eyes tight and tried blocking out the sound.

When the sound faded, Amber opened her eyes and saw blood tickling from Lendra’s nose. She touched her own and felt warm liquid on her fingertips.

“What was that?” Amber whispered.

“Mother,” Lendra said softly. “She’s angry.”

Blood did not, however, slip down Bethany’s lip. Her Power wasn’t on par with her mother’s, but it was close. Amber stared at the sisters, Lendra’s eyes wide, and Bethany’s narrowed and cold.

“Bethany?” Lendra whispered.

Bethany didn’t answer. Instead, she knelt next to the lifeless body of her sister. Then she looked at Lendra and Amber and gave them a shove away from Drea. Amber fell backwards, Lendra toppling on top of her.

“What are you doing?” Kiner shouted.

Bethany grabbed both Torius and Drea by the backs of their heads. And froze.

A scream pierced the air. Amber realized that it wasn’t Bethany; it was Lendra.

“Kiner, stop her!” Lendra shrieked.

Eve, closer, clasped a hand on Bethany’s shoulder and froze in place. Amber grabbed Lendra, preventing her from touching her sister. The young Elorian kicked and screamed as Kiner and Jud dragged her back.

“Stop.”

The commotion around Amber continued.

“Stop!” Amber shouted over the noise.

Kiner held up a hand and the noise fell. “What, Amber?”

She could not hear Bethany’s thoughts, which was of course normal. She could hear Eve’s however. Or, rather feel them. Words did not form in Eve’s mind.

Crushing despair.

Darkness.

Anger, so much anger.

Bitter hate that sent chills under the skin.

And one word. One word repeated over and over until Eve’s sanity threatened to split in half: Sarissa. 

“Merciful Rygous and Apexia alike,” Amber swore. She blinked away the tears and the rot in her guts that churned to loosen every bit of her insides. Then, burping back the rising food in her throat, she whispered, “Let Lendra go.”

Jud did not release his grip until Lendra said, in a low voice too much like Bethany’s, “Let me go. Now.”

Jud released her.

“Do you have any idea what Bethany is doing?” Kiner asked, his voice frantic. He pointed at the joined foursome, gripped in agony. “She’s trying to bring them back from the wind. She did it once with a dying horse. Remember Apples? She did that when she six.”

“Jovan’s mother once said it almost killed her,” Lendra whispered. “Trying to bring back two people? She’ll kill herself and anyone who touches her —”

“Unless we break the connection,” Amber snapped. “Eve is not strong enough. Lendra, you and I are. Isn’t that right?”

Lendra paled and she gave Amber a frantic, pleading look. “Please, no. Please don’t tell them.”

Amber looked at the frightened girl. Lendra, as old as she was, she was still in every real sense of the word, a girl. Young even by Elven standards, protected and locked away for her life. Amber felt horrible for asking, but Bethany once risked everything to save her life. She would risk the same to save hers.

Kiner looked between them and asked, “What’s she talking about, Lendra?”

“Please, Amber. No.” Tears streamed down Lendra’s dirty face. Sweat, blood, and tears splattered her head and it clung to her face. “Don’t make me, please.”

Jud cleared his throat. “What is going on?”

Amber ignored him and turned to Lendra. “I know what you can do.”

“Please, no. They don’t know.” Lendra sobbed, her hands in her face. “I can’t. I don’t know how to control it. I could kill them. Please, Amber, no. Bethany would be so mad.”

“What are you talking about?” Kiner repeated, though this time his words came out with a growl.

Amber took a deep breath. She could feel Kiner’s fierce protection of Lendra, and she could feel the girl’s sweet blush of love for the Knight. Still, some things were more important than love. “Lendra can affect thought and memory. She can adjust what is in a person’s mind. Can’t you?”

Tears streamed down Lendra’s face and her body shook from the sobs.

Kiner’s eyes widened and most of the Knights there took a step back. To his credit, Kiner did not.

“If you don’t help me, you will lose two sisters today.”

Lendra stared at Amber, her bright blue eyes reminding her of a doe. “I don’t know how to stop it. Bethany says this is bad. She should not be doing this. I’m going to lose both sisters.” Her sobs turned into hiccupping gasps for air.

“I’ll help you.” Amber took Lendra’s hand and she grabbed Eve’s shoulder.

The pain nearly consumed her.

 

***

 

Darkness.

Emptiness.

Fear.

Bethany did not recognize this place. She had only once tried to impart a gift of spiritual energy, her life, and that was when she was six years old. And it had involved her horse, Apples. Never a person and never two at once. Yet, she had to try something. Those Magi renegades had killed the mentor of her youth and oft only supporter, and her sister. The daughter of a goddess. The goddess. Her sister.

She had to try.

But this place was unfamiliar. Bethany’s mind floated in the darkness, the aching pain of loneliness drowning her. She should have been on the wind or, at least, inside their minds. Instead, she was in an unfamiliar place, floating through nightmares of nothingness.

“Bethany?” Lendra’s small voice cried out. “Bethany, can you hear me?”

“Lendra?” Bethany’s voice quivered. She hadn’t realized how empty this place was until she heard another voice.

“Break the bond. You are killing yourself.” It was Amber’s voice this time, soft but firm.

“Where are we?”

Silence.

“Amber? Lendra? Are you still there?” Bethany swallowed hard. She did not know how to break the bond when surrounded, no sinking, through a smothering blanket of sadness. Breathing was difficult.

Then, a familiar laugh cracked the darkness. Substance formed around Bethany and she stood in the light once more, still on another plane outside of the wind.

“Sarissa.” Though she knew her fists were nothing but vapor, she clenched them nonetheless.

Her twin formed in front of her. “What are you doing in my sacred space?” Her tone was not victorious. It was one of surprise.

Bethany looked at her sister, stunned. “Where am I?” Then, she added, “And why is your soul still alive? I killed you.”

Sarissa laughed again, the infectious way that she could bring a smile to Torius’s face.

Torius.

This is not your sister. This is the Magic abomination that possessed her.

“You haven’t heard. Of course, you were too busy drunk on your own Power during the battle,” she said. Then, Bethany noticed that Sarissa did not look her in the eye.

“Your eyes?”

She nodded, her flowing grey-speckled red hair brushing against her dress’s bodice. “Robert was able to pour Magic oil on me during the battle and we escaped on a boat. But someone had stepped on my face before he could get to me. Crushed my eye sockets. The healers say I might eventually heal. They did all they could. Only time will tell now.”

“Bethany, please!” This time, it was Lendra, her voice quavering, echoing.

Sarissa did not seem to notice it.

“You can’t release their souls. I’ve collected them.”

Bethany cocked her head. “What are you talking about? What is this collection?”

“I stole enough books from the temple to steal souls from Apexia herself. I can now prevent the souls of the dead from travelling to the wind. I can keep them for myself.”

Bethany started at her, horror filling her. “Why?”

Sarissa laughed. “Ask mother.” Then, she said, “This is killing your friend, the dark Rygent. In charity, I will end this conversation.” Sarissa took a deep breath and said, “I forgive you for trying to kill me. I expected nothing less from the heroic Lady Champion.”

Bethany’s eyes snapped open and she vomited. She choked and spewed until Kiner gently rolled her over. She continued to heave, chunks of partially-digested vegetables splattering her padded leather tunic.

Bethany grabbed Kiner’s wrist, needing to touch someone. “They are gone. Forever gone.”


CHAPTER 11

 

Protection in peace. Triumph in war. Duty in death.

—Motto of the Silver Knights

 

Bethany escorted the dead back to the Temple of Tranquil Mercies. She rode second spot in the progression, letting Jud take the lead, who’d finally shaken his head clear. How arrogant she was on her way there. Fighting over something as childish as who took the lead. She was a leader, a field commander, the elite.

And she’d squabbled over who would be in charge. How childish. How selfish.

How unlike a Knight she’d become. She did not deserve the Blessed Blades on her back.

Lendra sniffled and tightened her grip on Bethany’s waist. Bethany lacked the skill of comfort and warmth. She knew how to provide strength. Her sister would not travel alone with no one to lean against for strength. She could not offer calm words, but she could offer stability for her little sister, even as her own heart wrenched inside her.

The scales had not balanced equally. Sarissa alive. Drea and Torius lost.

She didn’t want any sister dead, but if one needed to stay dead, it was Sarissa. Drea had done nothing to deserve death. In life, she still had the hope of regaining her footing, her faith in life, her hope. Now, she was nothing more than a whispering soul caught in a web of Magic.

And Torius! Gentle Goddess on the wind, Torius was like a father to her. She’d never known her own father, not even his name. Torius had always been the one to take her by the hand. He’d played with her and had given her that very first sword so long ago. He’d introduced her to Allric. She’d been as tall as their knees, staring up at these giants of men. The men she wanted to grow up and be. The men who were everything that love, and honor, and duty stood for.

She could never make Torius proud now. Her sister was dead.

She would never see Drea learn to smile again.

No forgiveness found. No apology accepted. No healing rendered. No new memories.

She gripped the reins. Her knuckles turned white and trembled. It was her fault. If she’d been sober this morning, perhaps she’d have had better wits about her. If she’d not been thinking about Jud and herself, she might have insisted further that her sisters not come.

If she’d done her duty.

Bethany’s heart thudded and a pressure like a great stone on her chest forced her to gasp for breath. Her error, her selfishness, her vanity had killed her sister. Her incompetence let her little sister stand there and watch Drea die in her arms. She wasn’t even there to protect them. No, she was off playing the hero, letting her anger control her. She was too busy slashing throats to protect the only family she had. Death was all she knew.

You failed.

That’s right, Bethany. You’re a soldier. Start acting like one.

She gulped past the forming lump in her throat. She blinked away her tears as they reached the crowded causeway to the temple, where the homeless slept, waiting for when they could return to their burned and destroyed homes.

Duty in death.

Whispers rose in the crowd. People pointed, gasped, and clasped their hands over their mouths. She raised her chin and looked straight ahead. She would not let them see her cry. She would be the Lady Champion.

You failed as a Knight, you worthless pile of horse shit.

Once they cleared the causeway and began their ascent to the first courtyard, Allric and Jovan rushed out of Allric’s stable study.

“What happened?” Allric demanded, looking at Bethany, not Jud.

To his credit, Jud looked at Bethany. She turned her head away and remained silent. She was not the commanding Knight anymore. It was not her place.

If you’d remembered your place, Drea and Torius would still be drawing breath.

Jud cleared his throat and said, “Father Torius and Miss Drea are dead.”

Lendra broke into hiccupping sobs and tightened her grip on Bethany’s waist. Bethany gasped from the pressure, but steadied her breathing. She kept her hands on her reins, eyes straight ahead.

Allric’s face blanched. “What?”

“Drea,” Jovan said, more to himself than to her.

“Erem needs a healer,” Bethany said, her voice breaking. “Eve is with him on the dockside.”

Jovan’s eyes grew wide and he looked over his shoulder to shout an order, when a young servant said, “I’ll get someone, Lord Jovan.” The girl ran off, a full sprint, into the temple where the sick room had been set up.

“What happened?” Allric demanded.

Jud detailed the attack to Allric, scrubbing clean the unpleasant parts of his conduct. Obviously, he was the one to organize the archers. Obviously, he’d been the one to dive into the fray to pull Drea and Amber back inside the shield wall. Obviously, he was the hero.

Bethany let him. She didn’t need the accolades of Allric to know she was a good Knight.

Was, you stupid, selfish bitch. Drea is dead. Torius is dead. You couldn’t even kill Sarissa properly.

Bethany tightened her grip on the reins. “I need somewhere to bring my sister.”

Jud glared at her. Bethany merely narrowed her eyes and glared back. She did not need to speak to him; he knew he was lying to Allric. He knew he’d cowered in the face of combat. He knew that she knew and would crucify his career and, as the daughter of Apexia, she’d get away with it.

Jud broke eye contact first.

“Yes,” Jovan said, his tone distant and confused. “Yes, of course.”

Allric looked around, and then his eyes grew wide. “Amber? Where is Amber?”

“She’s with Erem,” Lendra answered, her words hiccuping. “Amber risked her life for Drea. She grabbed a shield and threw herself on Drea. She was so heroic, Allric.” Lendra’s voice cracked. “Bethany was, too. She did everything she could.” She broke into tears. “It wasn’t enough, but she tried, Allric. And they hurt Erem really bad. And there was so much blood.” Lendra’s voice trailed off and she buried her face in Bethany’s armored shoulder once more.

Tears poured from Bethany’s eyes. She pressed her lips together, determined to not let her jaw quiver, and determined to hold back the tide of grief. In her own time and her own way, she would grieve. But not now. Not now.

The dark voice of combat, the one that revelled in the blood and gore of combat, whispered, “Grieve by killing them all.”

Yes. That was something she could stand behind.

“Yes, Miss Lendra, the Knights performed as well as can be expected here under the circumstances.” Jud straightened his shoulders. “I will arrange the burial rites with Mother Aneese. Jovan, please see to the corpses.”

Lendra let out a gasp and her sobs came harder. She pressed her face against Bethany’s shoulder, her body quivering.

Bethany released one hand from her reins and gripped her sister’s hand. She opened her mouth to string a line of elven curses at Jud, but Jovan beat her to it.

Jovan grabbed Jud’s leg and hauled him off his horse. Jud landed with a thud and a puff of dust.

“Jovan!” Allric snapped.

Jovan stopped, putting his foot back to the ground. Then, he knelt down and grabbed Jud by the neck. In a calm, barely audible tone, he said through clenched teeth, “Listen very carefully. Drea was once my betrothed. Torius was someone I held in my highest respect. That little girl sitting behind Bethany just lost her second sister of the year. You will never call them corpses again or I will cut your tongue out. Clear?”

Jud visibly gulped. “Like glass.”

Jovan released him.

Allric licked his lips before looking at Bethany. “Come. You can use my study until we find room inside the temple.”

Allric stepped to her horse and reached up to ease the limp Lendra down. Bethany dismounted and wrapped her arm around her weeping sister. Bethany looked at Kiner and said, “Let me know how Erem does.”

“Of course,” he said. He looked at Lendra, frowned, and walked off.

Triumph in war.

She would make them all pay for her pain.

 

***

 

Ropes of intestines, grey and slick, fanned out around Sarissa’s naked body. She could almost make out the corpses staring at her with their glassy, empty eyes, faces contorted in fear and horror, the last emotions before Magic took them.

Around Sarissa sat eight other Magi, all that were left of her once-proud force. Most did not escape Orchard Park and the temple.

Soon, a dark voice whispered in her head, soon they will be avenged. 

Sarissa ignored the voice. Without focus, the ritual would fail. Failure could mean anything from simple failure to turning her new island home into a smoldering heap of ash spewing into the cold air.

She turned her attention to the swirl of energy around her. She’d not drunk the power in months, not like this. The withdrawal was painful, but the drowning was all the more glorious for it.

Sarissa blinked her eyes, still unable to make out her surroundings. The Magic coursing through her veins did provide flashes of images, a reflection of the world around her. That would have to do for now.

The best thing about the initial rituals of sacrifice was the warmth. They sat in a tent since their main hall had yet to be built. Furs, canvas, and cotton all snapped and pulled against the relentless ocean wind and spray. She felt nothing, only warm comfort.

Draped across Sarissa’s naked thighs was the text she’d risked so much to steal from the temple, the one she took before blowing the temple into little shards of stone and marble.

Robert had not been able to retrieve all of the books from her stash. She’d been bleeding heavily and the poor man cared more about her life than turning her into a goddess. He was a good man like that. She, however, was not a good man. Nor a good person. Good was never quite good enough for her. Eternal Power sounded a lot better.

Goddess Sarissa sounded very good indeed.

“Shall we begin?” Sarissa asked.

Mutters of agreement filled the air. She could not read the ritual book that was draped across her lap, but she had worked to memorize the words. She was too close to let her vision stand in the way.

If successful, the spirits she’d trapped in between this world and the next would come to her. Their essence would fill her and her people. They would grow stronger than any mortals. Eventually, they’d grow as strong as a goddess.

“The Power of deity has always rested with the collection of spirits. Collect enough and you shall become holy,” Sarissa said. She flipped towards the end of the book, where a twig marked the page.

She fumbled to find the next page at the front, but took her time to feel the etching on the twig, reading with her fingertips. It was not enough to recite; she needed the words displayed. The actions were as important as the words.

“This Power can be achieved by anyone ambitious enough, strong enough, and treacherous enough.” She flipped to the front, to marker “3”.

“Dispatch eight sacrifices.” She flipped to another marker.

“Now,” she whispered and chants filled the air and shivers crawled up Sarissa’s flesh as Magic caressed her. “Use their energy to collect the spirit of one individual. In time, you will learn to do it all at once.”

Sarissa nodded to the group and they joined bloodied hands, their flesh squishing against blood and guts. The last six days had been spent reviewing the ritual over and over, practicing and re-practicing to ensure that nothing went wrong. In the struggle against Apexia herself, Sarissa would lose her very spirit to eternal darkness if she was not careful.

Everyone focused their energy and will towards the capture of a soul. Hopefully, they had not taken too long since the death of the Rygents littered around the circle.

An unseen force slammed against Sarissa’s body and she collapsed on the ground. In the distance, she heard the others scramble to grab her hand, but the circle had already been broken. Brilliant flames burst in her vision and Sarissa let out a howl as her book was consumed by fire.

That book cost too much to lose. She kicked it with her bare foot, trying to save as much of the pages as possible. She’d risked everything for it. Without that bloody book, everything she’d done would have been in vain. They would have died and sacrificed and bled for nothing.

Then, Sarissa realized her foot was not burning. No heat came from the fire. She stopped and a moment later, the flames disappeared. Her vision faded, the blur of color leaving her, replacing her world with an iridescent streak of blues, greens, and whites: colors not normally visible within the tent in the middle of the night.

As the world changed color, so too did the book. Pages of text disappeared, replaced by blank, shimmering white.

“No!” she exclaimed. “The words are gone!”

“What do you mean? The pages haven’t changed. What do you see?” asked Quincey. Next to Sarissa, he was their strongest Magi.

“The book burst into flame and now the words are gone,” she said, her heart pounding. She’d felt no backlash from the ritual. Why did it fail then?

“Sarissa, there was no fire.”

“Of course there was,” she snapped. “I put it out with my own foot.”

“No,” Quincey said, his voice calm. “There was no fire. I did not feel the ritual fail. Did you?”

“No,” Sarissa answered bitterly. “I don’t understand.”

Then Sarissa looked up at Quincey. His features shimmered blue, with dark snakes writhing around him, taking bites from his flesh.

She stepped back from him with a gasp.

“Sarissa, what’s wrong?” asked Tharace, another of their number.

Sarissa turned to the old woman’s voice. Tharace was also blue, but little mouths opened on her flesh, endlessly biting the air, stretching their fleshy necks to sink their teeth on the people sitting next to her.

“What has happened?” Sarissa gasped out and fell backwards. Black beetles the size of her hands crawled over the floor where the bodies had been oozing. Sarissa clawed at her eyes. “Make it stop! Make it stop!” She screamed, flesh curling into her fingernails as she lashed at her face.

Strong hands grabbed her wrists and pulled her hands away from her face. She looked up to see Robert, his face just as she remembered it when they’d first met. He even wore the same clothes as that day. How was that possible?

She let out a long, frustrated breath. “Another test. Just like before with my eyes. A distraction meant to cloud my mind.”

She picked up the book, its pages still blank. She flipped through it until she came across one sentence in the middle of the volume.

With payment, a barrier.

She read it aloud. Someone made a displeased sound.

“I don’t see that on the page,” Quincey said, his voice hesitant. Snakes slithered into her ears and Sarissa looked away before her nightmares found new material.

“Check,” she growled.

Quincey exhaled and, several minutes of tense silence later, he gasped.

“What?” Tharace asked.

“She’s right. A magical barrier has formed around Taftlin.” A smile filled his words. “Fuelled by the souls we’ve collected. We are safe from outside interference.”

Triumphant praise went up from those around her, but Sarissa could not join in. She could not look at them. The payment might prevent her from ever using Magic again if she wanted to keep her sanity.

 



CHAPTER 12

 

The truth will be a burden and not a release.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet

 

“Lady Bethany, we must speak,” Aneese said.

Bethany nodded, though she wasn’t really paying attention to the priestess. She stood in a small, marble room. It had been a prayer room at some point in its history. It was supposed to be Allric’s new study and bedchamber, but he refused to vacate the stable while civilians still slept on the ground. It was to be Lendra’s home until she could be sent back to Wyllow.

No matter how long that takes, he had said. Allric was a real Knight. A real hero.

“Lady Bethany?”

Bethany shook her head. “Sorry, Aneese. What do you need?”

“A chair.” The corners of Aneese’s mouth curled up in a sad smile.

“I’m sorry, of course,” Bethany said and grabbed one the chairs that were piled on top of each other in the corner. She put it down behind the old elf. “Will your hip ever heal?”

Aneese winced as she eased herself into the chair. Once seated, she exhaled sharply. Her shoulders slumped. Bethany let out her own wince, fueled by guilt.

“The bones had already fused together by the time a healer could look at me.” Aneese forced a smile. “However, I would be drifting on the wind if you did not carry me away from the fray. I shall not complain.”

Bethany looked away, unable to meet the priestess’ eyes.

“Look at me when I speak to you,” Aneese snapped, her tone absolute.

Bethany stared at her, not having heard that tone since before the battle. 

Don’t think about the battle. Don’t think about it.

“I have been watching you, Bethany, daughter of Apexia,” Aneese said, her tone hard. “It is time for you to grieve.”

Anger welled up inside her. “Grieve? What do you think I’ve been doing?”

“Feeling sorry for yourself,” she replied in that same hard, absolute tone.

Bethany rocked back on her heels, the words worse than any slap across the face. She stared at Aneese, shocked. “I have not been—”

Aneese raised a hand and spoke. “You blame yourself for the dead. You blame yourself for not being perfect, for not believing your sister was a murderer.” Aneese’s voice lowered and become softer. “You did not kill those people. Their blood is not on your hands. It is time to say good-bye, child.”

Bethany’s vision blurred. The weight in her chest, the one that had not left in months, swelled. “I shouldn’t have been with —”

“Arrago?” Aneese said with a smile. “For Apexia’s sake, child, you are not the first Knight to fall in love outside of an arranged union. Nor I say the last by the time this is over.”

“Aren’t you going to blame me?”

Aneese tsked. “For fighting in the middle of the night in your boots and trousers? For refusing to back down against a swarm of evil? For unleashing Power like this world has never seen since of dawn of Apexia’s Power herself to protect those under your care? For pulling my injured body away from a stampede? Tell me, Lady Champion Bethany, what do I have to blame you for?”

Bethany looked at the floor, scrubbed clean for the daughters of Apexia to mourn in private. If she stared hard enough, she could still see the blood of the dead draining there. “For one thing, I violated my chastity vows.”

“Oh pish,” Aneese said, waving her hand in the air. “Torius never even followed them.” Bethany snapped her head up to stare at Aneese, who had her eyes closed. “I should not have said that.”

A sinking feeling spread over Bethany. “Aneese…”

“Please. There are secrets that must be kept.”

“What did you mean about Torius?”

Aneese swallowed. She looked down at her crippled hands, wrinkled and aged with time. “Haven’t you ever wondered why Torius spent so much time with you when you were a child?”

Bethany stopped breathing. She looked at Aneese and physically forced herself to gulp in a breath of air. Her vision fogged. Her heart raced. She shook her head frantically. “He felt bad that Jovan’s parents were unable to care for me. He wanted me to feel wanted.”

“He did it because he loved you.” Tears shone in Aneese’s eyes. “Because he was your father.”

The dam collapsed and the river of grief overwhelmed Bethany’s senses. She fell to her knees, gasping for breath. Aneese reached out to her and Bethany clutched the elf’s arms. She sobbed. Not cried, not wept, but sobbed for the deaths of thousands that she’d carried around on her shoulders for far too long.

Bethany did not recognize the gasping whimper that escaped her lips. Her hiccupping, gasping cries made up for a century of regrets and missed opportunities.

And for the death of a man she’d loved like a father and who died never hearing her say the words.



CHAPTER 13

 

The Diamond will look into her heart. She will see.

—Aleu’s “The Agony of the Diamond”

 

“Thank you.”

The four seamstresses bowed and exited Lendra’s room, where Bethany prepared to bury her father and her sister. Lendra was with the nuns, which allowed Bethany a rare moment of privacy. For that, she was grateful. She needed the solitude to survive this day.

She smoothed down the creamy fabric bound around her. With the exception of the dress she wore the night she’d seduced Arrago, Bethany had not worn anything but trousers since joining the Silver Knights. The structure felt odd against her skin.

Wearing armor to a funeral of someone fallen in violence was considered an affront to the family of the loved one. She could tolerate the dress for Lendra’s sake, who asked Bethany to wear it.

At least she’d gotten word that Erem would live, and with his parts still in place enough to one day lose his chastity. The day brought that relief, at least. Today, when she would burn the bodies of her loved ones, anything to rekindle hope was welcomed.

Aneese had been shocked when Bethany insisted on taking part in the funeral, but relented quickly. Torius had trained as a Silver Knight before becoming a priest, as all priests in the Order of Apexia. Therefore, both a member of the clergy and the Knights presided over the funeral. She could help officiate both the funerals of her father and her sister and, in doing so, hoped to find some peace within her.

After it was over, after the priers burned, after the ashes scattered, she would march north. Anyone connected to Magic, anyone not on her side, anyone in her way would die.

“I promise you that, Torius,” Bethany said under her breath.

“Lady Bethany, we wait on you,” a young feminine voice said from the other side of the closed door.

Bethany took a deep breath, steadying her grief. She had done this countless times before. She could do it again. And she would do it sober.

She opened the door, the cool air hitting her skin and sending a shiver through her body. The fabric was far too flimsy for this time of year, but nothing else had been available. As it was, the dress had been an altar drapery in a prayer room the day before. She handed her Blessed Blades to Jackson to carry. She would never have them out of her reach.

Bethany walked behind the young woman, dressed in her brown clergy apprentice robes. As she walked through the winding, drafty corridors, most still suffering damage, she wondered if the walls were weeping inside, too. She could sense the crushing grief of the entire temple pressing on her. Everyone wept around her. Hope seemed to have died with them.

Bring hope back tomorrow on the end of a pike.

She joined the others at the front gates. Officiating the funeral meant she would not help carry the bodies. That was her only disappointment.

Due to the distance to make it to the end of the causeway, Aneese agreed to be carried in a seated chair. It had taken some serious threatening from Bethany but, in the end the old elf gave in, no doubt in relief. Four junior Knights were given that honor.

Allric, in his billowing white tunic and trousers, stood at the front of Torius’s blue carpet-wrapped body. They had run out of white fabric for their grieving outfits and took the tapestry from a prayer room. Torius believed in thriftiness, Aneese had said. He would understand.

Bethany choked back tears, thinking how Torius was not on the wind with his ancestors. With his daughter. With his lover.

Get through today. Kill them all tomorrow.

Torius’s flanking carriers were Kiner and three priests Bethany did not know, beyond that they worked at an orphanage just outside of Orchard Park. The back posts rested on Erem’s narrow but able shoulders, still limping, but he’d insisted on being there.

Bethany waited for Drea’s pyre to be picked up. In the lead was Jovan, who freely allowed tears to stream down his face. Lendra carried the back post, while Eve helped stabilize the flanks with three nuns. Drea would have understood. Well, she wouldn’t have, but that was life. In death, others make those choices. That, Drea would have understood.

Bethany walked past both and stood behind Aneese. “I’m ready,” she whispered.

Aneese cleared her throat, incense and smoke drifted from her golden censer as they walked along the stone-paved causeway between the Temple of Tranquil Mercies and the mainland. All sleeping materials had been moved to the edges, and everyone who could, stood.

The walk was sombre, as all funerals should be. A tinge of guilt stabbed at Bethany, for she found herself growing stronger through it, not worse. Her desire to hide in a bottle was replaced with the burning desire to seek revenge.

They approached the end of the causeway and navigated down to the white sand shoreline. Around them, thousands gathered. Bethany wondered if every person within a day’s ride was here. Torius would have been so proud. Drea would have been embarrassed by the crowd.

Bethany stepped ahead to help Aneese out of her chair.

“Thank you, child,” she said. Her assistant rushed to her side and wrapped a strong arm around Aneese to support her.

Aneese cleared her throat. “Thank you, Goddess, for the gift of life so we can honor you. Thank you for the gift of death so we can return to your gentle embrace. Though we are not worthy of your love, thank you for giving it unconditionally to us.”

Allric shouted, “Blessed Apexia, we mourn the loss of Torius son of Lister. Our High Priest, our mentor, our friend.” Allric’s voice cracked. “Soothe our hearts and our minds as we grieve.”

Jovan shouted, though his voice also cracked. “Blessed Apexia, we mourn the loss of Drea, daughter of Apexia. Our sister, our friend. Soothe our hearts and our minds as we grieve.”

Aneese spoke. “May the Goddess receive their spirits.”

Bethany choked, hearing the whispers of Sarissa’s threats. Could her sister claim the spirits of the dead?

Aneese cleared her throat, shaking Bethany from her thoughts. Feeling the heat rise in her cheeks, Bethany said, “May the Goddess cleanse their spirits.”

Jovan said, “May the Goddess recite their names on the whispers of the wind.”

Together the crowd chanted, “Holy is the will of Apexia.”

Bethany stood back as the bearers raised the wooden pyre structures on the beach, where the boulders from the temple had not fallen. Her grief fuelled her battle rage and she balled it up, keeping it close to her heart. She would need it later.

Bethany walked to Torius’s pyre and recited the words of the Silver Knights. “Protection in peace. Triumph in war. Duty in death. Your brothers and sisters will remember your glory.”

Once the bodies were set, Aneese recited the final prayers as people whispered their good-byes to the dead. Lendra leaned on Kiner, who wrapped his dark arms around her. He looked at Bethany and offered a supportive smile. It did not sting that her sister did not turn to her. They barely knew each other. And, well, she had a sweetheart’s eye on Kiner. Eve stood with her arm around Jovan’s waist. Amber rested her head in Allric’s broad chest. Everyone had someone. Everyone but her.

She didn’t need anyone. She had revenge and rage and hate to comfort her through a march north. Because north was where she was heading, even if none of them knew it yet.

As the bodies of her father and her sister burned, Bethany refused to say good-bye. She would say it only when she saw the release of their spirits and the burning of every person connected to their deaths.

Only then would they rest in peace.



CHAPTER 14

 

Many will walk. Few will finish. The path is a difficult one.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, Second Tablet

 

Arrago sat at a rectangular table in an abandoned smoke shack with Edmund, Father Weiler, and fourteen members of the Apexian Order. They could only have a short rest before more soldiers arrived. The priests shared their meal of meat pies with Arrago and Edmund that they’d purchased from the local market before the soldiers found them.

Arrago broke off pieces of his pie and listened to the words of the men and women around him, though he did not comprehend. More accurately, he didn’t want to understand.

“All I want is to leave Taftlin,” Arrago repeated for the third time.

Father Weiler shook his head. “Boy, you cannot cross the border. The entire country is sealed off by a Magical ward. Unless you can practice Magic yourself, you cannot leave.”

“Father, I don’t want to have anything to do with a revolt against King Daniel.” He held up his hand to stop the priest’s protests. “I just want to live in peace. If I can’t do that in Taftlin, I’ll go somewhere else.”

“Word of you standing up to the King is spreading. The common person doesn’t care about Magic or kings. They want to know they aren’t going to starve this winter. And what is Daniel doing?” The priest crossed his arms. “Invading the Rygents. Calling up Magi. This is not what this country wants.”

“This country sure doesn’t want the likes of me stirring up trouble, either,” Arrago snorted.

Father Weiler remained silent for a moment before saying in a calm voice, “This country needs one of their own to fight under. Mark my words, Arrago, you’ve stirred up a hornet’s nest that has been causing trouble for far too long. See it through.”

“I am no mercenary.”

Silence fell over the room. Arrago shifted uncomfortable in his seat. He looked to Edmund for support, but found none. Edmund stared at his mug, not meeting Arrago’s gaze.

“Apexia buggered this mess,” Arrago muttered and then laughed. “Edmund, you’re a bad influence on me.”

His friend looked up and offered a forced smile. “Do you want my advice?”

Arrago nodded, even if he feared what the answer would be.

“We’re stuck in Taftlin with the entire bloody army after us. It’s time we fight back.”

“We have been fighting back!” Arrago slammed his hand on the table. Embarrassment filled him, but he set it aside.

“We’re fighting back while running away.”

“I’m not afraid to fight,” Arrago said. Though the nightmares plagued him, he knew he could continue doing it for his own survival. “That isn’t my problem.”

“Then what is?” Father Weiler asked.

“I don’t want to lead people.” Arrago let out a slow, long breath. “I just want to follow.”

“In the immortal words of Lady Champion Bethany,” Edmund said, standing. “Too fucking bad.”

 

***

 

Head held high and lacking a bottle on her person, Bethany marched into Aneese’s study. The study also served as a candle storeroom, so the pungent mix of tallow and scented beeswax assaulted her nose and she sneezed.

“Out,” she ordered to the servants and scribes who huddled around the priestess’s desk.

The four who’d been at the desk stopped their work and looked up at Bethany, then back to Aneese. Aneese bowed her head and the quartet gathered their baskets and bundles of letters and scurried out of the room, shutting the door behind them.

“Can I assist you?” Aneese asked, her rheumy eyes narrowed.

“Mother Aneese,” the words tasted like sour fruit and Bethany pushed her pride aside, “I require your help.”

Aneese sat straighter in her chair, though she winced at the movement. Bethany also winced, sympathetic to the old woman’s poorly-mended hip and ever-present aches of age. “You have never referred to me by my station.”

“I really need your help.”

Aneese placed her quill down, careful not to splatter ink on the paper. “You have never needed nor wanted my help before.”

“You can then imagine how badly I’m in need of it.”

Aneese sat rigid for a moment longer before relaxing her muscles. “Be a good girl and bring me a pot of lemon tea. Then I’ll try to forget all of the times you’ve refused to help me.”

Bethany cleared her throat as she bristled at the “good girl” words that slipped off the old hag’s tongue like poison.

Poison.

She tipped her head in obedience. She needed the new High Priestess’s help and Allric frowned on executing members of the clergy. Bethany would have her way. She would use every tool available to her, even her lineage.

The time to hide was over.



CHAPTER 15

 

The cries of the innocent will echo in her mind.

—Aleu’s “The Agony of the Diamond”

 

Four uneventful days passed before the note came. Dawn streaked the horizon red. Bethany rubbed the back of her neck as she lay on her bed roll, still unable to sleep. One day, she would rest again and would embrace happiness. Not yet, though. Not now. There was too much at stake, too much hanging in the balance. Too much to atone.

“Lady Bethany?” The servant whispered, leaning over her section of limbs and blankets that made up part of the senior Knights. “Are you awake?”

She grunted in reply.

“Urgent missive from Mother Aneese.”

Bethany didn’t look at the boy. She merely held out her hand. He put the folded note parchment in her hand and held out the dimmed lamp for light. She opened the note.

Tradition is on your side. I will support you. Do not make me regret it.

Mother Aneese

Bethany blew out a breath. She dismissed the servant with a nod. She carefully crawled out from underneath the blankets, making sure to not disturb Jovan, Eve, and Kiner, who all shared blankets with her. Bethany pulled her mail tunic over her padded jacket. It stunk of sweat and old garlic, but it was warm and protected her.

Kiner shifted with a moan, grabbing her pillow and pulling it close to him. She didn’t move, not wanting to wake him. Not yet. He settled down and she went back to dressing. Bethany slipped her leather vest over her mail and tugged on her back scabbards and Blessed Blades. She tugged the too-big leather trousers over the padded cotton ones she wore in bed. Then Bethany surveyed her troops.

Snoring soldiers littered the courtyard, huddle together under blankets. There was no room inside the temple for everyone and none would sleep in the few rooms safe enough to be in. Not when there were old priestesses, monks, children, and civilians still out in the rain. Even Allric slept on the ground.

They’d given their tents to the civilians and the soldiers. As she approached the edge of the courtyard, a loud, unmistakable snore came from a pile of blankets against the stone wall. Her muscles clenched. Adversity helped hardened them, but it could also reduce discipline if the leaders were not vigilant.

And she had not been vigilant.

Intellectually, Bethany knew that it was more than just her failings that caused the decline. They were at war and not allowed to fight because of short-sighted, lily-stomached politicians back in Wyllow. The politicians had not watched their friends and families die beside them, the way her troops had. The laws prevented them from fighting back against those who had destroyed their lives. They had been rotting in grief for months without even facing their enemy.

Intellectual anything wasn’t what she needed at the moment. Bethany let her inner voice’s taunts fuel her rising anger. Anger had always come so easy to her; she had so much of it inside her, boiling, festering, wanting to explode. It was her shield from the world. For her plan to succeed, she would need that angry spirit to possess her once more.

Bethany approached the guard, who snored contently. She envied his sleep. It would be a long time before she got to sleep again.

“Oh well,” she said, aloud and drove the toe of her boot into the sleeping guard’s ribs. Hard. 

The man shrieked in both surprise and agony. Clutching his ribs, he grabbed his sword from the ground. “Fucking whore,” he shouted and swung clumsily at her, still slowed by the deep sleep he had been in.

Bethany easily dodged the drunken swing and grabbed his sword hand’s wrist. Using her other hand, she slammed her fist into his nose. Blood bubbled and drained from the man’s nose and he stumbled backwards, falling to the ground. Heavy footsteps thumped behind her. The other guards must have heard the exchange. She turned around to seven heavy-breathing soldiers — little more than children — holding out their swords.

“Good. At least someone isn’t asleep,” she said with a smile.

“Uh, Lady Bethany,” the bleeding guard stuttered. He struggled to stand upright, even as blood clotted over his nostrils. “Forgive me. I didn’t see you proper. I thought you were an intruder.”

She stepped closer to him until she could smell last night’s garlic soup on his breath and see the fear in his eyes. She resisted a smile. Drunkard or not, she still held their collective privates in her fist. Without saying a word, she turned and faced down the other night watch guards, who shuffled out of her way. Through the sketches of morning light Bethany could see enough of the mess of the courtyard. Waste piled along the edges. The outhouses stank. The drinking water was still polluted and they kept getting the bowel runs, which just repeated the entire process.

None of this was any one person’s fault. There was just too little space and too many people. Still, she blamed herself for her portion of allowing entropy to have taken a hold of them.

“Lack of discipline,” she said. “I take full responsibility for it.” She let out an exaggerated sigh. “Well, there is only one cure for that.” Bethany inhaled a deep breath and shouted at the top of her lungs, “Wake up! On your feet, you lazy bastards!” Bethany began kicking bare feet and crumpled bodies under blankets. “Up! Up! Get up now!”

Moans and groans sounded around her.

“If I was a Magi, you would all be dead right now. UP! UP! UP! You filthy pieces of gutter shit, up!”

The more seasoned Knights and regular soldiers jumped to their feet, some stark naked, their clothes with the overnight laundresses. Nevertheless, they roused those around them. Bethany grabbed a soup pot from near a fire pit and a rock. She clanged the two together, the tinny vibrations sending chills through even her own spine.

She saw Kiner’s dark skin ahead. He didn’t bother throwing on a tunic. Instead, he grabbed a sword and kicked those around him, joining in the shouting that overtook the courtyard. Jovan lounged on his bedroll, while Eve fussed with trousers. Bethany gave her a quick nod. “Eve, find Erem and Aneese. Get them to Allric’s study. Kiner, get Lendra and Amber to Allric’s study. Jovan, get Jud there for me.”

Jovan yawned. “I don’t see a fire.”

Bethany took a long, deep breath. If she was to pull this off, she needed to start now. “Lord Jovan, I am the daughter of Apexia. You will stand when I speak to you and you will do as I order!”

Stunned silence swept over the pandemonium close enough to hear her words. Jovan stared at her, his mouth hanging open. She shrugged and mouthed, “Please?”

Jovan scowled, but got out of the bed. “You’ll be explaining this later.”

Jackson arrived, out of breath and reeking of cheap drink. She wondered why everyone was out of breath these days. Then, she recalled that even she was getting winded climbing the stairs lately. Time for drills.

“Jackson, I want this courtyard spotless by the time I leave Allric’s study this morning, is that understood?”

The man swayed. Bethany feared she’d have to catch him, but he nodded. He gagged and swallowed hard. She cringed at the look on his face; she was certain he had just vomited in his own mouth.

“Mind telling me what’s going on?” Allric asked as he stepped in next to her. He tugged a tunic over his head.

Bethany caught a glimpse of Amber’s flushed face as she stared at Allric’s muscular chest. “Creepy,” she said.

“Hmm?” Allric asked, lacing up his tunic’s neckline.

Bethany shook her head. “Never mind. Meet me in your study and I’ll fill you in on the plan.”

He scowled at her. “Was kicking my shins part of your plan?”

Bethany cocked an eyebrow. “I could have kicked higher.”

Allric shot her a look of shock, which quickly morphed into a brighter expression. He leaned closer to her, as they walked towards the massing troops. “Welcome back.”

She only smiled. No, the old Bethany was not back. She was gone. This was a new Bethany.

And she had a plan that they would all hate.



CHAPTER 16

 

She will see the world in its chaos and will know that her path is righteous.

—The Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet

 

Bethany stood against a wall of crates and waited. Beyond the blanket walls, she could hear the shouts and curses of soldiers cleaning the courtyard. The responsibility for looking after discipline was not only her domain, but she took her share of the consequences. Allric had been busy with troop movements, paperwork to the Elven Council, and overseeing an army in the midst of a war that they weren’t allowed to actually fight. Jovan had been carrying the heavy work, often out in the field, purging pockets of Magi.

What had she been doing? Surveying a wasteland. Watching people dig ditches. Drinking. Whining.

Aneese finally arrived. Bethany could not have acted without Aneese’s support. Torius would never have allowed this, but none of this would have been necessary if Torius was still alive.

Torius.

Her father.

A chill spread through her bones.

Mother, why didn’t you tell me?

Soon, she would have a chat with her mother. Not now, though. She did not have the patience for Apexia. No, she had anger, an emotion she understood and could harness.

“Good morning, everyone,” Bethany said once Aneese had been settled into a chair. Around the stable, Jovan, Eve, Kiner, Erem, Jud, and Allric stood. Aneese, Lendra, and Amber sat. Their faces betrayed confusion, anticipation, excitement, and in the case of Jud, disgust.

There was no time for preamble, so she jumped to the root of the issue. “The Elven Council has refused to allow the Silver Knights to move north and attack King Daniel’s Magi. They feel we should use diplomacy.” Bethany took a deep breath. “I disagree.”

“We all do,” Allric said, spreading his hands. “We are subject to their rule, however.”

Bethany glanced at Aneese, who nodded once to her. Shivers of anticipation ran through her and she could not help one side of her mouth curling. “No longer.”

For anyone else to speak those two simple words, it would have been treason, a betrayal of her oath as a knight.

“Bethany,” Allric said, warning in his voice, “you cannot mean that.”

“I do.”

“Lady Bethany,” Jud said, his voice very weak, “I will not stand by and listen—”

“Shut up, Jud,” Bethany barked. She raised her voice, not to shouting, but enough that her words would be clear and understood. “As of this moment, I am taking command of the Silver Knights. As the eldest daughter of Apexia, I can lead us into battle during a holy war. Torius declared this a holy war. “

Comprehension dawned on the faces of the knights. Amber and Lendra shared a look of confusion, but neither spoke.

“No one but Apexia can stop me,” Bethany said and looked straight at Aneese.

All heads turned to Aneese who did not waver in her gaze from Bethany. “Lady Bethany is correct.”

“That is a trifle hair splitting,” Jud protested, throwing his hands into the air, looking at Aneese. “She cannot actually think the Council will allow her to blatantly disregard their orders and simply march off with the entire Elven Service!”

“She does,” Bethany said, her tone neutral, “and she plans to.”

“Oh horse shit,” Jovan said. “Beth, you don’t know what you’re getting into.”

“Have you lost your mind?” Allric blew out a breath and ran his big hand through his hair. “A winter invasion, north. Gentle Goddess on the wind, Bethany. Half your troops will be frozen to death by the time you get there.”

“We cannot sit here and let the Rygent Islands fall to Daniel. We can’t let his Magic support go unchecked.” She spread her hands. “We are at war. It’s time to behave like elves and fight it.”

Jud crossed his arms. “Have you been sober enough to have a plan?”

She did not acknowledge the jab. “I leave in two days with three thousand soldiers. I’ll only take the battle-hardened troops and those who have done time in the north. They’ll know what to expect. I’ll march straight to Taftlin—”

“Bethany!” Allric exclaimed.

“Are you crazy?” Jovan shouted.

The others also pitched in their protests, though their words were drowned out by the booming voices of the other two commanders. Bethany ignored their protests. She was in charge now. It was time for her to find a use for her parentage and this was the perfect way.

“Any soldier in my army who becomes sick or injured will be left behind for Jovan to pick up.”

“Me?” Jovan snorted. “I’m not going north in winter. Fuck that nonsense.”

Aneese rapped her cane against the side of her chair. “Lord Jovan! You will watch your language.” The old elf turned to Bethany, her eyes narrowed. “Lady Bethany, please continue with your plans.”

Bethany nodded, pushing down the excitement in her belly. Planning a war was nothing to be excited about, but she was excited all the same. “Jovan will bring another eight thousand troops. He’ll leave Orchard Park in a week with one thousand, taking the longer route through Ellentop to gather more forces there. He’ll take a slower pace and stop along the eastern boundary to gather our allies and get them marching. After all, they are waiting on us to move. They will follow if we give the word. Jovan will arrive a month later than I estimate I will.”

Bethany produced a small map she’d been carrying in her pocket. She pointed at a circle on the map. “We’ll meet on the Taftlin boundary, near Kershaw.”

“Isn’t that where brandy is made?” Kiner cocked an eyebrow.

“Malt whisky. Which means that they will have large stores of barley.” She narrowed her eyes. “And we can all eat barley while we wait out the Taftlin winter.”

Allric sucked in a deep breath, loud enough to draw attention to himself. “You’ll be marching through enemy land.”

Bethany raised her chin. “I am the daughter of Apexia. They will let me pass.” After a beat, she amended, “If not, I will burn a path through their land. I’m going north. You are all coming with me.”

Allric’s features hardened. “Not all of us.”

“No, I suppose not.” Nervous butterflies churned inside Bethany’s empty guts. “Jud, you will stay here and administer the Temple.”

Jud raised his chin. “Of course, I will. That is my assignment.”

Bethany bit back a snarky remark. “You will be in charge of organizing the war effort as a main base of operations, as well as continuing the relocation of people to Orchard Park. Also, I will need you to oversee the procurement of supplies both for here and sending to the front.”

“I will not engage in any activity that is contrary to the will of the Elven Council.”

“You will do as you are ordered,” Bethany snarled, “or you will find yourself on a raft back to Wyllow.”

She did not wait for Jud to respond. She turned to Allric and said, “You will be responsible for the quick and smooth transition of power from yourself to Jud.”

Disappointment spread across Allric’s face. “I am to go back to Wyllow and marry?”

One side of Bethany’s mouth curled. “No. You will leave for Taftlin at the end of winter, bringing new supplies, arms, and troops with you by boat. Your marriage will have to wait, Lord Allric.”

Bethany knew Allric well enough to understand the look on his face; confusion, uncertainly, and relief spread across his weathered features. In a softer voice, she said, “You are too valuable to lose in the midst of a war. Jud will need your help and our fleet will be partially rebuilt by then. Early spring is a good time to begin the trek north to join us.”

“Aren’t you overconfident in your abilities?” Jud asked, sarcasm dripping from his words.

“No. Just confident.” Bethany turned to Eve, who stood next to Jovan. “Eve, you are now a field commander. Three hundred soldiers will be available for your picking. Your main role will be coordinating supplies ahead of the main troop and clearing away any…resistance while I come behind you.”

Eve inclined her head.

“Kiner, your role—”

He held up a hand. “I know what I need to do. I’ll also coordinate with Eve.” Kiner’s eyes seethed with anger, but his tone was resigned.

Bethany fought back the guilt of sending Kiner back into the field to assassinate again. Yet, he and his band of unknown soldiers were the best they had. After this, she promised herself she would send Kiner away to join a monastery and to retire in comfort, seeking the peace of Apexia. Until then, peace was not an option. Kiner’s skill at subterfuge and, when required, removal of figures of authority, was unrivalled. He was needed.

“Erem, you are coming with me. You’ll be my second.”

Erem’s eyes grew wide and his mouth gaped open. He recovered quickly and nodded his head. “Of course.”

“Why are the women here?” Jud asked, looking at Amber and Lendra.

Bethany found herself wishing she’d decided to send Jud north. An accident could be arranged. She steadied her thoughts because this was the breaking moment. “They are here because I plan to bring them with me.”

Chatter rose up from everyone, except Aneese, who had already voiced her concerns. Bethany raised her hand to call for silence.

Allric glared at her. “You are not taking Lendra and Amber.”

“Um, Bethany…” Lendra said, her voice full of fear.

Bethany closed her eyes and hoped she was not about to make the biggest mistake of her life. “Lendra, as Lady Champion of the Silver Knights, I hereby conscript—” The deafening roar drowned Bethany’s words, but she shouted over them, her words clipped and precise, “—conscript you to act as a diplomat for the Silver Knights and to assist me as necessary.”

Lendra’s eyes grew wide and she looked at Jovan. “Can she do that?”

Jovan only looked at Bethany, anger in his eyes. “Yes, she can.”

“I need her.”

Jovan glared at Aneese. “You are going to let her take Lendra? She’s a baby.”

“I am not a baby!” Lendra snapped.

Aneese’s words were careful. “I would prefer Lendra be sent back to Wyllow where she can be safe.”

Bethany turned to her little sister and said softly, “Playing it safe never helped Drea. Come and help me. Prove you are a grown up like the rest of us.”

Lendra’s eyes overflowed, but she straightened her shoulders and nodded once. “I’ll go.”

Bethany inclined her head, pride swelling in her. Of course her sister would go. Lendra was young and naïve, but she would shake that off soon enough. Bringing Lendra was the hardest step. The next would be easy by comparison.

“Amber, as Lady Champion…”

Amber waved her hands. “I’ll go willingly!” She recovered her voice and said, “You don’t need to force me.”

“I forbid you.”

All eyes, including Bethany’s, turned to stare at Allric. He looked at the floor, though his hand was now wrapped around the pummel of his sword. Bethany stared at him.

“I need them both, Allric.”

“No.” Allric’s reply was unyielding, firm, and held the hint of violence. He looked at Amber, and Bethany saw something in his eyes that she’d never seen before: affection. “You will not take either of them.”

Bethany looked back at Amber, before turning her gaze back to Allric. “I need her, Allric. She will come.”

“I forbid it.” Allric’s fingers tightened on the hilt of his Blessed Blade. “They will remain here.”

“Allric,” Amber interjected, “I will go.”

“Stop talking, Amber,” Allric growled. “You are staying.”

With three strides, Bethany stood toe-to-toe with Allric. “No. I am taking her with me.”

Bethany was not prepared for Allric’s massive fist to slam into her jaw. The force of Allric’s punch caused Bethany to crumble to the ground in an awkward pile. Before she could scramble back and regain her feet, Allric pulled his Blessed Blade and rested its gleaming tip against the hollow of her throat.

She stiffened, afraid to breathe.

And she was very, very afraid. Allric had never pointed a sword at her in anger. Silence pressed against the room. Bethany could hear and feel the dust blowing across the dirt floor. Allric’s sword shook, but the wildness in his eyes spoke for the rage he felt, not uncertainty.

If it was Jud, she’d have used her forearm to push the sword away, rolled, kicked his shins, and skewered anyone foolish enough to point a weapon at her throat. This wasn’t Jud. This was Allric. Allric. Her mentor. Her friend. The man she’d idolized as a child and wanted so desperately to grow up and resemble.

And he wanted her dead. Allric wanted to kill her.

“Apexia’s mercy, put the sword down,” Jovan said. “Allric, calm down before you hurt someone.”

“Lord Allric,” Aneese said, pushing herself to her feet, “you are pointing a weapon at the daughter of Apexia.”

Allric shook, clenching the fist not holding the weapon. “Amber is not coming with you. I will not let you harm her.”

Cold sent shivers through Bethany’s body. She knew the look in his eye. Somewhere along the way, amidst the rubble and death, Lord Allric had silently, undeniably fallen in love

If it had been reversed and they wanted to hurt Arrago, she would have held a sword to Allric’s throat, too. She’d beaten Jovan when he’d merely insulted Arrago. She understood Allric and knew, not guessed but knew, that no words from her could change his mind.

“Allric, enough.”

Amber’s strong, calm words clipped the silence. Bethany had rarely heard anyone speak to Allric with such unyielding strength. Bethany could hear Amber’s boots hitting the dirt and the shadow of the young woman blocked the glare of a flickering candle.

“Put the sword down.”

“Amber, step back,” Bethany said.

“Do not speak,” Allric snarled at Bethany, his eyes wide.

Amber did not step away. Instead, skirts brushed against Bethany’s cheek before Amber knelt next to her. A dark hand slipped between her throat and the sword.

“I said no.”

Bethany’s heart pounded. “Amber, please.”

“Consider your actions, Allric. Are they the actions of a Knight?”

“Get away,” Allric growled with rage like Bethany had never seen boiling on his face.

Amber simply shook her head, dark curls skirting across her chest. “I will not allow you to hurt her. Put your sword away.”

“Do not issue me orders,” Allric snarled and tightened his grip on the sword.

Bethany closed her eyes, in case death was about to descend on her. She was prepared for it, but she did not want to watch it come at Allric’s hand.

“I promised that I would always speak up when you were wrong. Allric, you are wrong today. The army needs to go north. Put your sword away,” her voice turned husky, “and let me go.”

Bethany’s heart pounded faster as both Allric and Amber withdrew from her throat. She opened her eyes and let out a long breath. She would have stood immediately but the rushing blood through her body made her vision blur and she wondered if her legs would even support her.

Amber offered her a hand and Bethany took her, hoisting herself upright. Allric stood there, staring at her. He tossed his Blessed Blade to the floor. A puff of dirt enveloped it.

“I threatened the life of a knight.” He stared at her, his eyes wide and feral. “I am…” His voice cracked. He gasped for breath and pushed a hand out toward Amber, preventing her from going to him. “What have I done?”

Bethany licked her lips. Going north was important, but so was Allric in her life. “Out.”

Jovan stayed. “Bethany, we need to —”

“Out,” Bethany said, not taking her eyes off Allric, who’d turned his back to her, his hands running through his hair. “Now.”

With whispers and significant glances, the others left. Once gone, Bethany sucked in a breath. “Allric…”

He lifted a hand. “Apexia’s grace, please.”

She smiled, a sad smile even though he could not see it. She stepped forward and laid her hand against his back and realized that, not since Arrago, had she touched someone. No wonder she felt so alone. They’d touched her, but she had not touched them back. “Allric, look at me.”

He turned, his face flushed from shame.

“Allric,” Bethany said, reaching her hand out but pulling it back. “I need Amber to come. She can help me deal with the Magic and my own Power. You know that.” Bethany looked down at her feet. “I…I didn’t realize that you and her…”

A bittersweet smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “I didn’t know myself.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I am so sorry.”

“I beat Jovan to a pulp because he called Arrago the hired help. Of anyone, I understand.” She reached out again and, this time, touched his arm. “I will protect her with my life, you have my word as a Knight.”

Allric stared at her for a long moment before he nodded. “Go. Kill them all.”



CHAPTER 17

 

The Diamond must conquer her fear or the Viper will conquer her.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, Second Tablet

 

Activity overtook the temple. Servants shouted at each other as they packed supplies. Homeless civilians and soldiers and priests argued over blankets. Even the senior officials of the Temple of Tranquil Mercies fought like hungry animals. As Bethany walked across the courtyard, she muttered to herself about the argument she’d just lost.

She’d relented and agreed to take more gold than was sensible, and less food than was necessary. Both Allric and Aneese argued that she could buy food as she travelled. Both commoners and soldiers would be less willing to attack a travelling army who brought gold with them. Whereas the people of the temple would be stationary and had to wait for supplies to arrive and spring, when the next harvest would be ready.

Bethany caught a glimpse of Kiner organizing a number of younger soldiers and civilians. By the shapes of the bundles, Bethany supposed it was their tents and canvas tarps. She waved at him and he returned it. He spoke a few more words that she couldn’t hear before he jogged to catch up to her.

“We’re almost done clearing the tents out of storage.” Then he amended, “Well, the parts we can reach, at any rate.”

Bethany nodded, pleased that something was going smooth. “How many people can we house with them?”

Kiner broke his gaze.

She leaned forward. “How many?”

He looked back at her. “Eight hundred at best.”

Bethany winced. She bit her lower lip and flicked it with her tongue. “All right, we’ll need to take half of the seamstresses, tailors, and leather folk. Those types. We can purchase fabric and leather as we come across it. They can prep the tents.” She thought for a moment. “We should bring as much wax and tallow as we can steal from Aneese, to treat the hemp tents.”

Kiner grimaced. “Tallow?”

“We’re not going to find enough wax in time,” Bethany said, shrugging. “At least we’ll have the blankets.”

Kiner grimaced.

“What?”

“Aneese won’t let us take blankets that aren’t our personal items.”

Bethany threw up her hands. “None of us have personal items. It’s been months and we’re still picking up belongings off the shoreline.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’ve already had to delay leaving by six days. Is there anything else I should know?”

“Pretty much the only food that Eve has purchased so far is pickled eggs and salted cod tongues.”

She blinked. Eve and a small group of knights went ahead of the advancing army to purchase up food and send back promissory letters. “You have to be joking.”

He shook his head. “She also managed to get us smoked squirrel meat for stew.”

Bethany’s throat burned as her breakfast and bile both surged upwards, but she choked it back down. “I’ve eaten worse.”

“Yes, but it was usually cooked by Jovan.”

A snort escaped her. “Yes, well, we won’t let him near the soup pot.” Bethany grew sombre. “Is this plan insane? Going north, I mean.”

“Yes,” he said bluntly. Then he smiled. “Insane, but the right thing to do. Let’s go kill the sons of whores.” They were silent for a moment before Kiner said, “It’s been nice having you back, ordering me around.”

She had not expected that or the sheepish grin on his face. She narrowed her eyes. “Are you flirting with me, Kiner?”

He opened his mouth and then shut it. Instead, he cocked an eyebrow. “As if you’d be that lucky.”

“Are you drunk?” she blurted out, and coughed away a chuckle when three servants walked past them. “You’re drunk, aren’t you?” She sniffed the air. “You don’t smell it.”

“I’m practicing flirting.”

“Um, why?”

Kiner shrugged. “I figure things are getting back to normal now, with the impending death and destruction. It would be nice to find a new way to annoy Jovan. I think I’ll make flirting with him my campaign goal. I might send him over the edge.”

“The painted peacock might like it,” Bethany said with an awkward laugh. She did not believe his comment, but she also didn’t know why he’d flirt with her or anything. Her sister had been flirting with him. Her feelings soured. “You aren’t planning…with my sister?”

Horror spread across Kiner’s face. “Apexia’s mercy, Bethany. She’s a child.”

“She’s over eighty.”

“A child,” he said firmly.

“Something’s going on with Allric and Amber. She’s only twenty or so.”

Kiner frowned. “She isn’t an elf or even an Elorian. It’s different.”

“How?”

Kiner shrugged. “Arrago was only twenty something. And I’m not ready to think about Allric and anyone.”

“Me, neither.” With the conversation steered away from Kiner flirting with her, which she was happy about, she said, “I was so sure about this last week.”

“We should have marched the minute the dust settled after they blew this place into pieces. People are going to die, but if we don’t go and stop Daniel, many more will die. Politicians don’t understand that.”

His words were the balm she needed. “Thank you. I’m doubting myself a little today.”

“The old Bethany wouldn’t have admitted that under the pain of torture. Don’t go weak-kneed on us now.”

She slammed her fist into his bicep.

“Ow!”

She grinned. “Better?”

“Much.”

Bethany caught sight of a young woman in tattered uniform leggings and a brown tunic. She couldn’t place the girl, but knew she should. Bethany walked over to the latrine diggers. Soldiers immediately snapped to attention, grimy shovels in hand while the civilians stopped working and bowed their heads. At least they had finally stopped bowing to her.

“You,” she said, looking at the human girl who couldn’t have been more than seventeen. “I should know you.”

The girl merely stared at Bethany, blinking.

“Answer my question, soldier,” Bethany demanded and then looked at Kiner, hoping he could offer assistance.

“Everyone back to digging. Lady Bethany, let’s keep walking.”

When they were far enough away that the others could not hear, Kiner said, “Her name’s Rose. She was the soldier who fought beside you against Joseph.”

Bethany cringed at the name. The Magic user had broken into her bedroom and killed a young servant. It was there that she learned Magic could not kill her, unlike everyone else. It was there that Bethany first unleashed her Power since childhood.

It was there that this tiny soldier fought beside her with bravery, when surrounded by corpses and her friends abandoned her.

“What’s wrong with her then?”

Kiner leaned close. He smelled like sweat and garlic, but surprisingly not in a bad way. He reminded her of Arrago, after the first night they made love. Bethany’s heart pricked.

“Tongue cut out. She was caught in Orchard Park when it was attacked. From what I hear, she got separated from her training group. Someone grabbed her and…” Kiner’s voice cracked and he cleared his throat. “You can guess the rest.”

A mixture of hot rage and guilt attacked Bethany. Rose was young — perhaps too young to be a soldier — but she charged a Magic user with nothing more than a mundane sword and a helmet that didn’t quite fit her. Bethany had meant to find her again, but things slipped through her fingers.

Because you were whoring with Arrago instead of doing your duty.

Bethany hardened herself against the inner voice that had the annoying tone of her mother. She focused instead on the memory of Torius and his words to her when she first became a Knight.

It is not what we feel or say. It is what we do that matters.

Bethany added “or fail to do.” She had a lot to make amends for, it was true. But she could not do it arguing with herself. She would find a way to help this girl. After she dealt with Allric.

She looked at Rose’s dirty, forlorn face. “Before we leave tomorrow, I want to talk to her.”

She would make amends.

 

***

 

Amber surveyed the room, satisfied with her work. Thirty candles cast a soft, flickering glow that danced on the walls, hiding the chipped stone and plastic. She had gathered a dozen or so pillows and arranged them on the floor. A bottle of cherry wine and a bowl of cured olives sat next to it. She had had to wash Jovan’s laundry for that wine; it had better do its job!

Her insides knotted when she heard Allric’s heavy footsteps down the hallway. She couldn’t hear his thoughts this time; she assumed it was because of her own lack of focus. Nerves racked her body and she shivered from them. She mustered her courage as best she could for the task at hand.

“Did you tell Lendra I was busy?” Allric said, his voice clipped.

“Yes, sir, but she said it was important,” a male voice replied. “She said you had to come straight away.”

“Send word to Lady Bethany to let her know I will be late.”

“She said to meet tomorrow morning.”

The footsteps stopped and Amber could imagine Allric’s confused expression. “Tomorrow? This isn’t going to take all night.”

“Lady Bethany read Miss Lendra’s note, laughed, and said to come tomorrow morning.”

“Bloody women.” Allric blew out a breath and knocked on the door. Even though Amber knew he was right outside, her heart still jumped from the anticipation. She heard him clear his throat.

“Miss Lendra? It’s Allric.”

It had not taken much convincing to get Lendra to give up her own, very rare, private room. Lendra agreed to sleep with Bethany and Jovan outside and left all of her bedding and articles in the room. In fact, Lendra so gleefully gave up the room that Amber worried she might need to have a talk with the girl.

What is taking her so long? Blasted, I am busy. “Lendra, are you there?”

Allric’s thoughts, and words, shook her out of her daze. She slipped the latch and opened the door without looking out. In a low voice, she said, “Come in.”

Not really paying attention to his surroundings, Allric stepped inside and Amber latched the door behind him. He froze, staring at her. His thoughts slammed against her but she had prepared her mind against the onslaught and only one thought escaped her barriers.

Merciful Apexia. Am I dreaming?

“Good evening, Allric.”

He stood against the wall, a terrified expression across his face. Amber resisted a chuckle. It did not matter that he was a hardened military general. When he looked at her, she could see the young man inside of him.

“Hello,” he said with a shaky voice. He stared at her. “You’re not Lendra.”

“No.”

He pressed his lips into a thin line. “No, you’re not.” He looked around the small room. “You decorated?”

She licked her lips. “Do you like it?”

Allric took a step away from the door, only to stand behind the table that was pushed up against one corner. “It’s unexpected.” He gulped. “Amber?”

Apexia, please don’t let her ask me. I don’t want this. I want this. Please let her ask me. Apexia, help me.

Amber gave him a soft smile, hoping to ease his mind. “I have a plan.”

He nodded. Sweat beaded on his forehead and glistened in the candlelight. “I assumed.”

Amber approached him and reached for one of his trembling hands. She wrapped her fingers around his and squeezed. “I’m leaving in two days. You do not want to marry some stranger. I don’t want you to marry one, either.”

“Amber…”

“I cannot bear the idea of leaving without—” she paused, pondering her words. To make this plan work, she needed to entice him, not scare him off, “Without being with you.”

Allric stumbled from her grasp and hit the wall. He closed his eyes and took a long, deep breath. “Amber, I appreciate…I…” He took a deep breath. “I cannot take advantage of you.”

She smiled, her heart fluttered and thumping. She reached up and touched his face, now shadowed with growth. He’d taken back up the practice of shaving every day. He did it so that the beard would not remind her of a man who’d violated her body for nothing more than his base desire to control and for a crazed Magic user’s spell. Rygous’s holy name, she loved this man.

“If I’d known, I would have shaved,” he said with an awkward smile on his face.

“Allric, I love you.”

His eyes grew wide. She could hear him repeat the words inside of him but he did not say them. They were beautiful in her thoughts, but she wanted them said aloud.

“It isn’t that simple.”

Amber ran a hand along his chest. “Let’s make it simple.” She leaned forward and planted a small kiss where his heart thudded through muscle. She smiled, listening to his heart pick up speed. Encouraged by this, she continued to kiss his chest, running her hands along his sides. Resting her hands on his hips, she pushed her body against him. All of his was hard against her.

He gulped and grabbed her. Firmly, he kissed her lips. A hungry, frustrated kiss. She struggled for air, having not expecting it. He held her sides and picked her up, planting her bottom on the desk. Papers, ink pots, and whatever else slammed against the stone floor as he swept his hand behind her.

“Amber,” he whispered, gasping for air between kisses. “I love you.”

“Then love me,” she whispered back, grabbing the edges of his tunic and tugging it over his head. She pulled away from his kiss long enough to let her gaze fall over his torso, chipped and scarred from centuries of battles. A particularly nasty scar across his shoulder caught her attention and she ran her tongue along it.

Allric groaned and clenched her hair so tight that she whimpered. He let go and stumbled backwards. Amber regretted the sound instantly. He looked terrified. “Did I hurt you?” He ran his hand through his hair. “I didn’t mean to.”

A short laugh escaped her. “Allric, my love. You won’t hurt me.”

“The last man to touch you…” His words died off. “What am I doing?”

She wondered how she could love a man more than this giant. She imagined that he had used his size many times in the past to intimidate plenty of recruits and foe. Yet, standing next to her with the candlelit flickering around him, shirtless, scarred, and pure all at the same time, she wondered how he could hurt anyone. Least of all her.

She listened for his thoughts, hoping to find the right words to calm him. Finally, she simply said, “I trust you. Now, please, trust me.”

“Amber, I can’t do this without…this isn’t something that I’ve planned to do with you. I’ve thought about it often enough, which I’m sure you already know.”

She nodded and grinned at the glow of crimson that spread across his face. “Particularly when I have my back to you.”

He tried to make a stern face. “I might hold on to my chastity vows tighter than most, but I’m not dead. I know a beautiful woman when she’s bent down in front of me.” He flushed brighter.

Feeling that the situation was slipping from her hands, Amber decided to use the last available ammunition she had. She slid off of the desk and pulled the ties at her shoulders, her frock sliding down her body. The cold air snapped at her naked body but the look of awed shock on Allric’s face was worth it. His face slackened and a soft moan escaped him.

“I want you.” She took a deep breath and used the last arrow she had in her quiver. “Love me tonight. Marry me in the morning.”

His jaw dropped, more than when she’d dropped her dress. “Marry you?”

“I know you will not let your desires give you a night of pleasure. So, I will marry you Lord Allric, if you will have me.”

“Marry?” The word escaped him in a hush. “You mean it.”

“Allric, I love you. I want to spend this night with you. When you arrive in Taftlin, I want you to sweep me off my feet and take me to my tent and do things to me too shocking to speak out loud.”

He reached out and touched her face, cupping her chin. “I love you, Amber.” Then, a small smile formed on his lips. “Yes, I will marry you.”

His mouth covered hers and Amber’s knees grew weak. He said yes! She hooked her thumbs into the waistband of his trousers and pulled the ties, then slid her hand over his hardness and squeezed.

“Apexia forgive me,” Allric muttered. He grabbed her hips and thrust her to the table. He kicked away his trousers and pressed his body against hers, the heat instantly rising between them. Hungrily, he kissed her hard, his hands holding her face.

As he finally gave in and let his passion take over, she chuckled that he had not even gotten her to the pillows. If she had known he’d be this easy to seduce, she’d have done this months before.

“I love you, Amber,” he whispered as he pushed inside her.

She hid her face from him as best as she could. Tears streamed down her cheeks, a mixture of recovering from the past and the excitement of the future. “I love you.”



CHAPTER 18

 

Only one will be blessed by the Creator Gods.

—The Prophecy of the Diamond, Second Tablet

 

Sweat dripped down Arrago’s back and pooled around his trousers even though frost dusted the ground. Gulping and gasping, he struggled to control his breathing in the frigid morning air. He kept his body as tight as possible to the inside of the blacksmith’s cart and waited for the familiar sound of clinking mail to pass by him.

If Bethany could only see me now.

He clenched his muscles, forcing her name from his mind. He needed to focus on hiding and not being grabbed by the dozen soldiers combing yet another village looking for him. He would have wagered Daniel would forget about him eventually, but there was no such luck. It appeared that Arrago would be a hunted man for the rest of his life. If the growing numbers of soldiers were any indication, his life would be a short one with a bloody end.

“It seems your reputation as an outstanding hider is well-earned, Arrago Cedar.”

The proverbial bottom dropped out of his stomach. He peeked out from under the horse blanket. Standing in the cart was a woman with ample hips and light hair with a hint of red. He squinted. She looked like Bethany, with her half-smirk and confident stance.

Stupidity and idiocy, Arrago. Stupidity and idiocy.

“If you’re not one of the soldiers,” he whispered, “Please let me hide. My life depends upon it.”

The smirk faded and she waved a hand in the air. “They’re gone. I put it into their heads that you went to River Falls. You will be safe for several days.”

Uncertainty clawed at him. He flipped his gaze to her forearm, which did not bear the Rygent mark. He looked back up at her. Was this Bethany’s sister, the one she killed? They never did find her body in the smothering ruins. This woman looked so much like her.

Arrago scrambled to sit upright and then scurried backwards until he hit the back of the cart. He felt around for his sword, not taking his eyes off her. The intruder gave him a pointed look before staring down at her feet. She was standing on his sword. His heart sank.

“For pity’s sake, Arrago.” She sighed heavily, the way that Bethany always did when she was flustered with him.

Light danced around her. Her plain market clothes morphed into a flowing blue dress that shone like only a clear winter’s sky could. The air around them grew warm, soothing, and hinted of lilac. His mind was flooded with memories—his parents on their death beds, meeting Edmund, Bethany’s naked limbs wrapped around him, moving to the monastery, Father Arragous sneaking him cookies, killing the boy on Sir Eli’s stairs.

The dream telling him to go to the Temple of Tranquil Mercies.

Arrago gulped. Apexia. He failed to say her name, merely mouthing the words. She would surely damn him to eternity without her after his indiscretion with Bethany. He had always known it would end like this. He gasped for air. His gaze wandered, looking to see if the soldiers were indeed gone. He must’ve hit his head. That’s why he was seeing her.

The woman rolled her eyes. “You did not hit your head.”

“Gentle Goddess!” Panic struck him. Apexia. He knew he’d have to face her wrath one day, but he did not want it to be today. “Please, Gentle Goddess, do not kill me. I will make amends, I promise. I have been doing everything in my power to make up,” his voice hitched in his throat and he gulped down the growing lump, “to make up for what I did.”

She made a displeased sound and Arrago flinched away from her.

She spoke, her words clipped and annoyed. “I’m not here to kill you for thumping my daughter.”

He did not expect that. He made several grunted attempts to speak before managing to utter, “Huh?”

The Goddess closed her eyes and let out an exasperated sigh. Just like Bethany. She shot Arrago an angry look and her voice run clear in his head.

I am not like Bethany!

Arrago winced at her voice, clear and loud like temple bells next to his head. “My lady, I am humbled—”

Apexia made an annoyed gesture with her hand, waving him off. “Yes, yes. You’re humbled. That’s not why I’m here.”

“May I ask why then?”

“I’m here to discuss your future, Arrago Cedar.”

“My future?” he repeated, the words slow and delayed. “Anything for you, holy Goddess.”

Apexia groaned. “I’m annoyed at you so don’t grovel. I’m here because I need your help, Arrago Cedar.”

“Of course, anything.” His eyes widened. This could provide him the opportunity to atone for his errors. “I’ll give my life for you.”

“Dying is easy. I require you to live.”

He nodded automatically. “I will do anything you want.”

Apexia sucked in a deep breath. Bethany did that, too, when she was about to say something he wouldn’t want to hear. “You will organize the rabble of this country and become King.”

Arrago blinked. He just stared at her. Surely, he’d heard her wrong.

“I know you have been considering it, Arrago. The priests travelling with you have asked you repeatedly to become the symbol of rebellion. Edmund Greyfeather had told you it is time to fight. Your heart tells you to fight. Your conscience tells you to fight. Do it.”

“Yes, but…” Arrago stopped himself at her sharp glare. He took a deep breath. “I don’t mean to disagree. Of course, I will lead my group and do whatever you desire.”

She shook her head. He didn’t like the look in her eyes, fearful that he’d become lost in her eternal, piercing gaze. “No, Arrago. You will start a rebellion. You will defeat Daniel on the field of battle. You will put his crown on your head.”

Even though the air around them was warm, the chill of her voice made the hairs on his arms stand on end. “Crown?” Surely he had not heard right. Why would a goddess care who was the leader of Taftlin??

“When I look into the future, only half of the possibilities have you controlling the crown of Taftlin. You need to become king.”

“I could never become king. I’m a commoner.”

Her face grew stoic, her voice cold like ice. “You are what Daniel fears. If you lead, there will be no stopping what you can become.”

He flinched again, her words slapping his face with their cold tendrils. Fear gripped him. He did not want to lead. He did not want to die. Arrago closed his eyes for a moment before saying. “I will try, Gentle Goddess.”

“Try hard.”

“Um,” Arrago began, “I…though you could not interfere in the lives of mortals.”

“I am the Goddess,” Apexia snarled. “The only rules that exist for me are ones I created. I will do as I please and you mortals will obey!”

Arrago flinched once more. “Yes, Gentle Goddess.”

Apexia drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, visibly calming herself. In a softer voice, she said, “If you don’t become king, Bethany will die. That is why I am interfering.”

Her words cut through him. “Die?”

“Yes.” Her expression turned sad. “Without you, she will be lost.”

“How?”

“You are the Elf King of prophecy.”

Arrago stared at her. The prophecy. The one revealed when he was in Orchard Park. The one that said the elf king would protect Bethany. “I’m not an elf.”

A throaty laugh escaped her. “That much is obvious. But, it doesn’t matter. They will call you that in song and story. He who carries an elven name. She needs you and you cannot help her if you are a corpse in a gutter.”

“Bethany doesn’t need anyone, especially not me.” The words wounded him.

“Bethany would rather die than accept any help. That does not negate her needing it.” Apexia stepped toward him, and crouched down to look into his eyes. She cupped his face in her hands. Her hands were warm, soft. Heat travelled through his body and a wave of energy flooded him as though he’d had a good night’s rest. “Have you not wondered how she is, since you abandoned her?”

Arrago stared at Apexia. “I left her because of you.”

“You left because of your dogmatic piety.” Apexia’s grip tightened on his face. “Do not confuse your needs with mine.”

It wasn’t until Arrago gasped from pain that Apexia withdrew her hand. She stood once more. “Bethany is my daughter, but she is also half mortal. She let you into her life and you left her when she revealed herself. She brought an army to its knees and you left her for it.” Apexia’s voice turned to a snarl. “Do you have any idea what that did to her?”

“No,” Arrago whispered. His hands trembled.

“She turned to the bottle. She caused the death of…” Apexia’s voice cracked. “One of my daughters and my life’s love were killed because she was hurting. Their souls were stolen from me and are being used for Magic. Because of you!”

The last word, delivered with the force of Apexia’s anger and grief struck Arrago and he fell backward, hitting his head on the edge of the cart. Stars swam in his vision. Apexia’s grief flooded through him and he gasped for breath. His eyes welled with tears, the agony of losing a child. The meagre contents of his stomach churned and he vomited on himself, half-digested cabbage and salt beef spewing out of him.

He fell to his side, wrapping his arms around his body. He sobbed, the raw desperation of loss and anguish overwhelming his senses.

“You will do as I’ve commanded,” she growled. “You will obey me.”

Arrago could not respond. He scratched at the insanity of the Goddess’s grief. He’d never felt such intense agony in his life. Even leaving Bethany did not come close to Apexia’s rage-filled pain. He crumpled in on himself, wrapping his arms tightly around his legs, weeping.

A masculine voice, far in the distance, called out to him. “Arrago? What’s wrong?” A hand pressed against his arm and squeezed. “What is wrong?”

Arrago snapped his eyes open. The cold air cut through his clothes once more. He struggled to breathe and reached up to clutch Edmund’s leather vest. His friend grabbed him by the forearms and shook him.

“Arrago! Snap out of it!”

He could only shake, the withdrawal of her presence pushing his mind to the edge. As he gripped his friend, still sobbing, Arrago realized his life would never be the same again.

 

***

 

“Are you ready? She’ll be here any minute.”

Amber looked at Bethany and nodded. Amber dreaded the task in front of her and, from the thoughts coming from Lendra and Bethany, neither of them looked forward to it.

I hate her.

Amber offered a sympathetic smile at Lendra. Lendra obviously did not hate her older sister. Rather, it was the contrary. Lendra idolized Bethany. She simply was not adjusting well to being used as a game piece. Amber did not support it, either, but she could understand Bethany’s thinking, always focused on the completion of duty and never the effects of single-mindedness.

I don’t even know Bethany. She hates me. That’s why she’s doing this to me. I want to go home.

Amber steadied her mind against the silently warring sisters. Once they were on the road, she’d make a point to talk to Bethany about her sister. Lendra was grieving — she’d lost Sarissa, and then regained a monster. Poor Lendra also saw her beloved sister die in her arms. Now, her last remaining, sane sister was dragging her into the middle of a battle field. In fact, Amber knew Lendra more than Bethany did. As usual, Bethany kept her sister at arm’s length, too afraid to get close.

Amber watched Bethany pace Allric’s stable, who had given up his work area for Bethany’s use. He had to oversee the division of weapons and armor between Bethany, Jovan, and the remaining Knights at the temple.

Amber ran her fingers along Allric’s desk.

Allric.

She blushed at the thought of his name. They’d wed that morning, though no one knew it. Soon enough, they would, of course. Though surprised, Aneese happily performed the union, in her sleeping chambers, still wearing her robe and slippers. Later tonight, she was going to find a quiet spot and ravish Allric again.

A smile crept across her face. Bethany stopped pacing and stared at her, arching an eyebrow. Amber blushed and looked away.

Creepy.

Amber snorted at Bethany’s one word thought. Bethany’s thoughts rarely came through, but that one unguarded word was so typical.

“I’m here to see Bethany,” Amber heard Kiner say to the guards a moment before the carpet “door” pushed aside and he stepped in, a brown-haired, ill-fed human girl following him. Soldier, Amber corrected herself. Childhood ends when children become soldiers.

“Rose, this is Miss Amber and Miss Lendra. You know Lady Bethany, of course,” Kiner said, guiding her into the room.

Apexia’s holy name, Bethany better not scare her.

Amber looked away so that no one could see her smiling. Poor Kiner. He worried far too much.

“Rose, thank you for coming.” Bethany motioned to a chair but the girl didn’t move. Bethany gave a curt nod and leaned against Allric’s desk. “I heard what happened to you.”

Rose did not physically flinch, but her mind did. Amber fought the nausea of the words.

You have no idea what happened to me. He cut my tongue out while they forced… forced… You had your weapons. Your army. Your Power. I had nothing.

Lendra whimpered and Amber grabbed her hand to squeeze it in support. Bethany looked between them and gave a questioning look.

“She was raped, Bethany,” Lendra whispered. “A lot of times.”

Bethany looked at Rose. “I know. I won’t fake empathy because I have no idea how you feel. That’s not why we’re here. Firstly, I require you to do your duty. Second, I need your help.”

Rose’s quizzical look was enough to not need any interpretation.

“You helped me after Joseph killed all those priests. You charged a Magi. You showed guts.” Bethany straightened her shoulders. “I know you lied about your age to join the ranks. I don’t care. I’m leaving for Taftlin and you’re going to come,” Bethany smiled, “as my apprentice.”

Rose’s jaw dropped and Amber put her hand to her chest.

“An apprentice knight!” Lendra whispered in awe. “Rose, you might become a vowed knight one day! Oh, that isn’t that exciting?”

Rose shook her head and mouthed, “No.”

“I wouldn’t say no quite so fast. You know that I am Apexia’s daughter, I assume.” The words came out of Bethany, difficult, and tinged with embarrassment.

Rose nodded.

“I am forbidden from using my Power to read the thoughts of others. I made that vow when I became a Knight and I will not break that promise. Lendra and Amber, however, have no such vow. Lendra is my sister and she can see what’s inside. Amber is a Rygent and she can hear your thoughts.”

Her cheeks turned crimson.

Bethany waved a dismissive hand. “Whatever went through your mind, don’t be embarrassed by it. Far worse has gone through mine. I want you to picture the men who raped you. Lendra and Amber can share that image. Then, if they ever see those men, they will tell me. I will kill them. That is my payment for you joining the Knights.”

Rose blinked.

“Bethany, she wants to know why,” Amber said.

Bethany’s forehead creased. “I am Lady Champion Bethany, a knight, and someone who fought next to you. Do I need another reason?”

Rose stared for a moment before letting out a slow breath. She looked at Amber and nodded her head, slowly. Bethany stepped back to allow them to approach Rose.

Lendra had explained to Amber earlier how the transference of visions would work. Lendra could not transfer images to anyone who didn’t possess Power. Bethany would have preferred Eve, but she had already been sent ahead of the main army. Amber was all that they had right now.

Lendra took Amber’s hand in hers and then touched Rose’s arm. Amber’s knees buckled from the jolt of Power that slammed against her like a hurricane wind, but Lendra’s firm grip held her upright. Rose’s screams echoed in Amber’s mind and she sobbed, though if it was from the transfer of Rose’s emotions or remembering her own rape she could not say. Flash after flash of over eight men branded themselves in Amber’s mind. She would never forget these faces.

Then that beard.

Amber’s body tensed. Blinding, white rage shook her and she pushed herself from the other two women, breaking the link. She muttered curses in her home language that would make even Jovan blush.

Him.

“Amber?” Bethany asked, reaching out.

Amber slapped away her hand. Anger shook her. Rose stared at her.

Is it my fault?

Amber shook her head violently.

“Apexia’s mercy, what’s wrong?” Bethany demanded.

Amber took several deep breaths before controlling herself. The same man who raped her had mutilated Rose. She fought rage from swallowing her whole. “I won’t let you kill him, Bethany.”

“What?”

“He’s mine.” She grabbed Bethany’s arms. “I will kill him. No one but me.”



CHAPTER 19

 

Four Months Later, at the Taftlin-Cul border, near Kershaw.

 

After twenty-two skirmishes, two hundred sixteen supply raids, two blizzards, fifteen percent losses, ninety-seven Magi executions, and several near misses, Bethany arrived at the Taftlin boundary hungry, cold, and pissed off.

A Magical warding of some nature surrounded the entire nation, a translucent, shimmering ward, like looking through glass. It left her stuck at the boundary for three fucking weeks, waiting for Jovan. She’d signed a non-conflict agreement with Cul, a former ally of Taftlin. Cul was cut off from Taftlin and, as such, felt rather isolated.

They promised not to attack her army and Bethany promised not to burn their country to a cindering ash. And they say she had no diplomatic skill.

“This is shit luck,” Jovan said, staring at the boundary. His reinforcements had arrived two days prior and no one could figure out how to bring the blasted barrier down.

“What are you whiny about?” Bethany rolled her eyes, though she did not look at him. “You just got here, asshole. I’ve been stuck here in this fucking misery pit waiting for you. Fuck, I hate fucking snow.”

“Well,” Jovan said with a drawl, “I’m so pleased you waited for the rest of your army. I’d hate to have missed the war.”

Bethany snorted. “Not much of a war. I’ve lost too many of my troops to frostbite and near constant Magi raids.” She left off the unfortunate idiots who caught their tents on fire trying to stay warm.

“Can’t you bring it down?” Jovan asked as he sipped from a mug of soup. He made a face. “I hate cabbage.”

“Then starve,” Bethany snapped back. “The salt fish ran out a week ago.”

Erem answered Jovan’s question. “Bethany had all of the archers with Blessed Bows shoot it.”

Jovan spread his hands. “And?”

Bethany shook her head. “It parted and let the arrows through. So, we tried with the Blessed Swords.”

Erem looked down at his leather mittens. “We all have the burns.”

“Fucking burns,” Bethany muttered between sips.

“Aren’t you the beacon of happiness?” Jovan yawned, covering his mouth with the back of his hand. “I know one thing. We aren’t going to bring it down dithering here.” He blew out a breath. “Can you do it? Like, with your Power I mean?”

Knots formed in Bethany’s guts. She did not want to try. She clicked her tongue against the inside of her bottom lip, making slurping, popping noises. “I’ve been avoiding that option.” She turned to Jovan and said, “I have no idea how to control the Power and Apexia only knows if I’ll end up burned to a crispy morsel. Besides, I have no idea what’s beyond.”

“It looks clear,” Jovan said.

Kiner grunted. “Could be a trick of Magic.”

“Apexia’s shitting ass,” Jovan complained. “You didn’t even try?”

“Yes, I tried. I touched the fucking thing. It knocked me on my ass, sent a thousand screaming voices into my head, and messed me up so bad that I shit myself. Satisfied?” Bethany glared at Jovan. “I couldn’t try again because if anything happened to me, Erem would be stuck in charge and he can’t run a campaign. No offense.”

“None taken,” Erem replied.

“We need a plan,” Jovan said and he looked at Bethany. “I’m here now, at least. It’s not just you.”

“That makes me feel so much better.” All she knew is that she’d rather face a horde of crazed Magi than touch that barrier again.

Silence fell over them as they ate. Outside, sled dogs howled and barked. Men shouted and women swore. Armor clinked and clanged. Horses neighed. They could not sit here in the snow, waiting for…what? Apexia to descent off her high and mighty behind long enough to take down a madwoman’s spell?

Bethany finished her soup and shook out the drops. When she stood, she said, “Get Amber, Lendra, and every mind sensitive and healer we got.

“What are you going to do?” Jovan asked.

Bethany shrugged a shoulder, but she kept her back to them, looking out of her tent. “I suppose I’ll go up, try to keep in contact with it, and see what happens. If things go badly, Eve can heal me and Amber can pull me out. Hopefully. If not, you’re in charge.”

Jovan whistled. “I’m so glad Allric isn’t here right now.”

It took several hours to organize the formation around the boundary. If an army waited for them, they needed to be ready. After coming into contact with Magic, Bethany had no way of knowing if she’d even be able to stand afterwards, so she put Jovan in charge, with Eve, Kiner, and Erem in direct control. Jackson, Lendra, and Amber’s job was to drag Bethany from the field of battle, since Bethany assumed she’d be incapacitated.

Pickets were tripled around the baggage train. Cul had mostly left them alone — in fact, the local people gleefully traded and bartered with them and Bethany spent as much in the last week as she had the entire trip getting north. Cul was a tiny nation, its entire army tenth the size of her and Jovan’s combined military force. Of course, she wasn’t there to conquer them; she was there to conquer Magic…and the Cul authorities were rather quick about selling out their Magi.

The blood from the executions still stained her fur boots. It would never come out.

She shook off that line of thinking. She needed to focus, not meltdown. There would be plenty of time for that post-war, when she, Kiner, and Jovan would drown themselves in a bottle together and emerge months later.

Perhaps she was getting older, or perhaps she had drunk too many bottles because even she didn’t find all that much joy in that thought.

Bethany blew out a breath and shifted around in her elk and seal jacket. The shoulders were too narrow for her mail and padding, so she’d slit the armpits to help make more room. The jacket was surprisingly warm and waterproof, provided nothing got into the armholes.

“We’re waiting on you, Beth,” Jovan said. He stood next to her, his helmeted head held high, sword in hand.

Fear and uncertainty sloshed around in Bethany’s guts, but she pushed the emotions down. Instead, she took deep and calming breaths. She’d never done anything like this before. Using her Power was such a foreign concept. A year ago, she was convinced nothing could entice her to embrace her parentage. Now…

“Amber, Lendra,” Bethany said, her voice calm. She heard the girls rustle behind her. “If you feel that I can’t come out, please pull me back out. Wait as long as possible.”

“Why?” Lendra asked, her voice shaking. Normally, when there was an attack, she was hiding in a cart surrounded by a hundred soldiers dressed as peasants. Still, she did not complain about being so close to what could be the front. Lendra’s entire body shook, but she stood firm.

Bethany couldn’t help but smile. She put a supportive hand on her sister’s shoulder. “It could hurt you. Let me try to fight it first.”

Lendra visibly gulped and took Amber’s hand.

“Healers,” Bethany said, raising her voice to the forty Rygent men and women around her. “Eve will announce when to heal me. Do not touch me until she gives the order.” Healing her could transfer the warring Magic against Power into the healer. It had happened once, a young Rygent girl had nearly been ripped apart as blood seeped from every pore on her body.

“We’re ready, Bethany,” Eve said, her voice tight.

“Jovan?”

He nodded. “We’re ready.”

Kiner shouted, “Ready.”

Erem shouted, “Ready.”

Bethany nodded. She reached out a tentative hand and held her fingertips a breath away from the shimmering barrier. Malevolent energy hissed and she instinctively pulled back, shivering as though icy fingers had been pressed against the small of her back.

“Let’s do this,” she said, her voice quiet but firm.

“Archer, prepare!” Erem shouted and Bethany could hear the rustling of soldiers behind her, pulling arrows from quivers and positioning themselves.

A final breath. “One. Two. Now.”

Bethany slammed both hands into the barrier. Even she was shocked by how hard she screamed.



CHAPTER 20

 

The Viper will come.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet

 

“Majesty, it takes time to gather the souls for the final ritual,” Sarissa said in the most contrite voice she could muster. She pretended she was speaking to Jovan’s parents, or Father Torius, or Mother Aneese. Contrite and humble was the correct tone, even if cutting open the man’s entrails was what she wanted to do. “You must exercise patience.”

King Daniel snorted. “I don’t need to exercise anything, least of all patience. I certainly don’t need a whore of an elf telling me what to do.”

Sarissa remained silent long enough to control the desire to encase him in ice. “Majesty, we have only begun the invasion of the Rygent Islands. Their resistance is much stronger than anticipated—”

“That isn’t my concern,” he snapped.

“Of course not, Majesty,” Sarissa said through gritted teeth. I will not slaughter the king, I will not slaughter the king. “You should know, however, that the rumors of elven troops approaching Taftlin is encouraging resistance.” She held up her hands. “Even with the boundary up…”

Daniel scowled. “I don’t see why you can’t just bring it down so that I can return home.”

Sarissa took a steadying breath. She needed Daniel’s support. He’d given her resources to continue her work, in exchange for protection. She needed to stroke his ego. “Majesty, you would not be safe on the mainland. Your castle on King’s Mountain Isle is the most protected place for you.”

He held his head high. “Yes, yes, but I wish to be on the battlefield with my men, of course.”

Sarissa did not roll her eyes. That would get her shackled, a very inconvenient fate. “Of course, Majesty. What leader would not want to stand by his men in a time of war? However, you must be cautious. Without you, Taftlin will fall.”

Daniel huffed and walked ahead of her a few steps. He was a blurry mess of rich purple and orange. She struggled to catch up, the blindingly bright snow making her vision worse. She tripped and fell face-first into the snow.

She seethed when he laughed at her.

“You know, your sister might be a whore but she was quick on her feet.”

Sarissa clenched her fists before using them to push herself back up. She considered all of the ways she would torture him when she had no more need of him. Just a while longer and then you can kill him. 

“You aren’t angry at me for laughing, now are you?” He stopped and waited for her to catch up. “Temper sure runs in your family.”

“I got snow in my boots. Now…what is that?” Waves of nausea washed over her.

Daniel turned to face her. “What is what? You seeing things?”

Sarissa could feel the barrier around Taftlin shaking, shifting, seizing. “Bitch.”

“What are you talking about? Are you crazy again? My father told me how you used to be all muffled up in the brain.”

“Shut up,” she growled. “Majesty.”

Sarissa closed her eyes and focused on Bethany’s spirit. “The bitch is taking down the barrier.”

Sarissa opened her eyes long enough to spot the closest guard standing next to Daniel. She yanked the dagger from her pocket and stabbed the man, who collapsed with her on top of him.

“Are you mad?” Daniel screamed.

Sarissa ignored him, hearing Robert and her own people pulling the king and his guards away from her. Stopping Bethany was more important than impressing this idiot royal. Muttering words of Magic, the dying guard’s life energy seeped into her soul like warm honey. She drank it up, the chill leaving her body.

“Hello, Bethany.”

 

***

 

Very few people could enter the wind and speak to others, but the daughters of Apexia could. Sarissa hated the wind; it stank, sullied with broken promises and never-realized dreams. It represented the choices and consequences of every decision she’d made. She would not be permitted to join the souls of the dead once her time came. Apexia would make sure of that.

No matter. She would just become a Goddess in her own right and all Magi could find a place of rest.

Bethany stood in the white, silent false room, surveying the place. When their eyes met, Bethany’s shoulders slumped. “I miss the good ol’ days, when you were exiled and everyone thought you were dead.”

“I miss those days, too. I saw less of you.” Sarissa leaned forward. “The healers couldn’t remove the scar?”

Bethany raised her hand to touch her face, but pulled it away. No quiver of a lip, no flicker of emotion. Sarissa drew fascinated comfort from seeing her sister remain strong in the face of adversity.

“Your Magi, Joseph, did it. The men find it quite appealing. They throw themselves at me now. It’s rather quite exciting.”

Sarissa walked around her sister, sizing her up. Bethany had lost weight. Her lean, healthy features were gaunt and pallid now, no doubt the result of marching to Taftlin. “Whatever possessed you to march north in the snow? I was expecting you months ago.”

Bethany grabbed her sister’s arm. “Our father is dead.”

Sarissa froze and gulped back the tears that welled in her eyes. “You told me you didn’t know who it was.”

“Aneese told me,” Bethany said, her voice softer, “just before we burned him.”

“Well, who was it? My money is on Allric or Torius,” Sarissa said impatiently.

Bethany narrowed her eyes. “Torius.”

Sarissa cringed. She’d always liked Torius. He was good to her, even when she’d been convicted of Magic. “He died in the battle, then?”

Bethany whirled on Sarissa, grabbing her dress with both fists. “Listen to me, Sarissa, if I knew how to kill you here, now, I would. Pull down this boundary and surrender yourself. This is madness. You’ve killed your father. You’ve killed your sister. Don’t let it kill you.”

Sarissa blinked. “My sister?”

Bethany let go. “That’s right. Drea. Your stupid Magi killed her.”

Oh, that was going to be a sting that would hurt for a long time. “Drea means nothing to me. If you wish to be angry at someone, blame Apexia.”

“Come on, Sissy,” Bethany cringed at slipping into the childhood name. “Sarissa, this has to stop. I will do everything I can to help. Please. I’m begging you.”

Sarissa stared at her twin sister, her second self. She’d known Bethany since before they took their first breath of fresh air. Rarely did her sister beg and a tinge of guilt pricked Sarissa.

“I know you took up Magic because of the prophecies. They’re over. They have been exposed. I’ve been exposed. You took up Magic to protect me. It is not protecting me anymore. It is hurting those we love.”

“I do not love anyone,” Sarissa said, her voice low. She could not look her sister in the eye and she hated herself for it.

“Liar.”

Sarissa licked her lips. She crossed her arms so that Bethany couldn’t see them shake. “You cannot guilt me.”

“I have an army in Cul, standing ready to plunge through when I take this down. There are forty healers ready to keep my body alive, and Lendra is standing next to me, ready to pull me out if you try something.”

“Lendra?” Sarissa whispered. “You brought her here?”

“Yes. Even she’s come to stop you. Step back. Let us stop Daniel.”

“When you’re done with Daniel, you’ll come after me.”

“Yes.” Bethany was silent for a moment, before continuing. “If you do not surrender, I will kill Daniel, every Magi, and you. In that order.”

Chills spread through Sarissa. “I believe you.”

“I tried to kill you before. I will succeed this time.”

Sarissa lowered her eyes. “I don’t want to fight you, Bethany.”

“Then give up Magic.”

Sarissa swallowed. “I can’t.” Then, she straightened. “But, I can give you this gift.”

Sarissa closed her eyes and, through Bethany, could see the boundary. She whispered for its release, letting the Magics holding it together separate, disband, and dissipate. Bethany stumbled backwards and fell.

“There are six pockets of soldiers beyond the boundary. Kill them all and you will face little resistant until you arrive at the northern boot.”

Bethany stared at her. “Why?”

“I have no intention of fighting you. I’ll move the boundary to where I am. You want Taftlin? It’s yours, under one condition.”

Bethany’s forehead creased. “Which is?”

Sarissa smiled. “Give Daniel a gruesome death.”



CHAPTER 21

 

The Diamond’s weakness is her strength.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet

 

Bethany opened her eyes and regretted it instantly. Above her, the bright blue sky was askew and vibrating. Then, a pair of long, muscular legs stepped over her. It took a moment before she recognized Kiner, though how she knew that by staring at his groin she didn’t know. Nor, did she want to know.

“Bethany, get up,” Lendra urged, her voice a tense whisper. “Hurry!”

Her legs disobeyed the order to move.

An explosion of swearing and shouting erupted around her. Lendra hissed, and grabbed Bethany’s arms. “Get up!”

“Surrender now!” Jovan’s voice boomed over the cacophony. “Surrender and you won’t be killed.”

Bethany grabbed Lendra’s shoulder, and then used Kiner’s leg to pull herself up. Kiner did not flinch, nor move. He was there to protect her. A pang of guilt hit her; she’d been awfully hard on him since they’d discovered he’d been smuggling Magical texts back and forth to Eve for her to translate. She’d felt he’d betrayed her. But, in truth, he never had. She’d just been jealous he’d kept a secret from her, even though she’d been keeping her own.

Arrago.

“Apexia’s ass,” Bethany spat and pulled herself upright. She wobbled, but stayed vertical.

“Lendra, get out of here,” Kiner snarled.

“Who in Apexia’s name are you?” A high-pitched lad sneered back.

Bethany ran a hand across her mouth and came back with blood. She cursed in Elvish and unsheathed her Blessed Blades, the action costing her balance. She stumbled and Kiner caught her with one hand, hoisting her up until she regained her footing.

“Stay still,” Kiner chided.

“I am Lord Jovan of the Elven Service. Surrender or we will kill every one of you.”

A loud roar of angry jeers came from further ahead. Bethany blinked her eyes several times, but she couldn’t focus. Her head pounded. Her sinuses ached. Her eyes leaked. She wasn’t crying; she just couldn’t control the tears from streaming down her cheeks. Blood mingled and seeped between her lips, the sickly-sweet metallic mingled with the fresh salt of tears.

She saw Jovan’s arm rise and heard Eve’s clear, high voice shout, “Archers!”

A whoosh of motion followed and Bethany did not need her eyesight to recognize the action: hundreds of bows were just raised into position, ready to unleash hundreds of arrows into the sky.

“Wait!” The young man shouted out. “Wait!”

“Kiner, help me,” Bethany said, her voice shaking.

Kiner turned to stare at her. “Help you with what?”

She didn’t answer. She sheathed one of her swords and gripped Kiner’s forearm, holding on to the mail and padding. She yanked him forward and he stumbled and they nearly both face planted into the muddy snow.

Kiner led her to the front, which Bethany realized was only a few steps away. Her vision had slowly cleared, though the world spun and danced around her.

She let go of Kiner before setting next to Jovan. “Put your weapons down now.”

The boy — for indeed he was a boy — stared at her, his eyes wide. “Who are you?”

She must have been a sight, covered in blood and shaking. Then again, perhaps the sight of her might instill fear into his heart. “I am Lady Champion Bethany, commander of the Elven Service, eldest daughter of Apexia, and the elf who just took down the Magic barrier around your quaint little country.” Bethany gulped down a pant. “Put your weapons down now.”

Swords, axes, bows, and large sticks thumped to the ground in unison, except for the lead boy — Apexia’s mercy; she could not call him a commander. Snow puffed up around the hundred or so children.

“On the ground, all of you. Surrender and you will not be harmed.”

“Not bloody likely,” the kid said, just as his entire company collapsed to the snow.

He turned around, his shoulders slumping. “Get up, you coward sons of bitches!”

“She’s a Goddess, sir,” one shouted out, “I ain’t pissin’ off no Goddess.”

The boy turned back and, with a sigh, said, “We surrender.”

 

***

 

It was bad enough that Sarissa had taken down the boundary with no argument. In fact, Bethany would venture to say that her sister gleefully took it down. More confusing still was the complete lack of soldiers once the Magic wall fell. Jovan had sent out eight different scouting patrols to ensure that they were alone. By mid-day, they all reported back; the way was clear.

“What’s your plan?” Jovan asked.

Bethany lay on several blankets inside a make-shift lean-to, a fire roaring nearby. The world had finally stopped spinning and her hands no longer shook. She shrugged at him. “I’m out of my element. They surrendered.”

He snorted and said, “True, but this entire idiotic idea was all yours. I’m just here to keep you and Kiner out of trouble. Well, Kiner at least.”

From somewhere beyond Bethany’s peripheral vision, Kiner shouted, “If you insist upon talking about me behind my back, please ensure my back is in fact turned away.”

The Tranquility Trio laughed, tearing at Bethany’s heart. Things had not been the same between them since Arrago. Decades of friendship lost over her indiscretion. She wondered if the guilt would ever leave her.

She shook off the distraction. Nearby was the village of Celtman, their target winter base. Just beyond the snowy, miserable fields was enough barley to feed their army. Strategically, it was the first town that any reinforcements approaching along the western mountains would reach. Also, it was close enough to the shoreline to clear a safe path for Allric’s eventual arrival.

Bethany sat up, slowly, allowing the blood to not all rush from her brain at once. Assuming, of course, she had a brain. “Kiner, come here.” She waited for Kiner to poke his head inside the lean-to. “What do you think?”

He shrugged. “They obviously know there is an army less than a mile away from them. The kids said they were the only reinforcements this far south, as most of their experienced troops are west, getting ready to invade the islands.”

Bethany chewed on her lip. “Well, let’s move some of the army ahead, keep the bulk of it back. With a show of strength, they’ll probably surrender on the spot.”

Kiner cleared his throat. “And if they don’t?”

Bethany shot him a glance and he nodded knowingly.

Jovan groaned. “I hope they don’t resist. I’m tired and my ass hurts.”

“Yes, Jovan. We wouldn’t want to butcher a bunch of villagers with your buttocks all sore and blistered,” Kiner snapped.

“At least I’m not grousing about killing people in the middle of a war,” he shot back.

Bethany mumbled, “It is a sad day when I’m the voice of reason. Erem!” The lanky elf appeared in front of her from almost nowhere. “Have two sections advance with me and circle the town. Have the reminder stay back in case this is a trap.”

Bethany pulled herself away from the heat to mount her horse. She kicked it and started forward, leaving Jovan and Kiner to scramble to catch up.

When Jovan finally reached her, he complained, “Apexia’s tits, Beth, you’re impatient today. It’s not like you’re going to find Arrago in there.”

Bethany took a deep breath and curled her fingers tighter on the reins. “Jovan, shut up or I’ll cut your tongue out.”

“I’ll help,” Kiner offered.

Kiner and Jovan littered the air with their verbal insults the entire ride to the outskirts of the town. True, it had been decades since she had last been in a proper war, but she was certain it had been quieter. Kiner and Jovan made more noise than the entire army marching behind them. She shook her head several times, showing her disapproval of being the voice of reason. She made sure to hold her smile inside her. It had been a long time since she had had so much fun.

Thankfully, the comforting, yeasty smell of fermenting grains tickled the air the closer they rode to the oddly-shaped collection of buildings jutting out of the snow. If forced, Bethany would have called it splatter-shaped, for no other term existed for the rambling mess of houses. She wondered if they even had a proper roadway going through the middle, like all good elven towns no matter the size.

They approached the town as the sun beat down on the snow, threatening to blind them all. It was only mid-afternoon but already the sun skimmed near the horizon. It had taken longer to bring the barrier down than she had hoped; she was still not able to gauge the passage of time once on the wind.

Bethany squinted and noticed a black figure against the snow. Upon closer approach, it was a dark man dressed in dark skins. A few others stood behind him. They did not flinch, even as the militia slogged their way through the snow. They had found too few snow shoes for sale along the way. Jovan had more but his were buried in the baggage train. So, they waited.

Jovan cleared his throat. “I should do most of the talking. It’ll go more smoothly.”

Bethany stared at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He cocked his head at her. “It means that I’m tired. My ass is blistered and my feet are cold. I possess charm and good looks. You possess the social skills necessary to incite war amongst monks.”

She opened her mouth to argue but snapped it shut. Instead, she glared at him for a few brief moments before bursting into laughter. “That’s not it at all. I’m bad knight, Kiner’s good knight, and you’re the pretty knight. All are important in negotiations.”

They made their way to the small group of men waiting for them. Jovan dismounted first, with Bethany and Kiner following. Thankfully, the snow was well-beaten down and she did not sink in the fluffy menace for once.

“I am Lord Protector Jovan of Wyllow. Second in command of the Elven Service and commander of the rather large army surrounding you.”

The man did not make any facial expressions. Bethany found him completely unreadable. She liked him for it. “I’m Jon Black Crow. I don’t have a fancy title but I know Trader Common well enough to have a chat with you.” He pointed at Kiner. “Who are you?”

“Lord Kiner,” Jovan answered.

He pointed at Bethany and sneered. “This your whore?”

Bethany took a step closer to this Jon fellow.

“This is Lady Champion Bethany, third in command and, as it happens, commander of the army that’s hiding further back.” Jovan leaned forward and spoke in a hushed tone. “She has an anger problem. Some issues with having a whore for a mother. You might want to watch your language around her.”

Bethany glared at Black Crow. The ruse was one they had used many times. Kiner should step ahead at any moment now and touch her arm. She’ll hit him, pulling her punch, of course. He’ll fall; Jovan will be the good knight. And so on. It was a game that they developed ages ago that seemed to work for simple villagers. While she had vowed to burn Taftlin to the ground many times in her life, she didn’t feel up to it now that she was here.

Perhaps that was Arrago’s influence on her. Idiotic, stupid man. 

“Lady Bethany, huh? I’ve heard of you. Now, I’ve got nothing against Apexia or her pups.” He stroked his tangled, greasy beard. “You’re putting me in a bit of a spot. I don’t know much about politics but I’m pretty sure you having an army here means you’re invading. And handing myself over, even to the daughter of Apexia, is just going to get us killed.”

“Surrendering to us will keep you alive and your purses well lined with our gold.” Bethany met his gaze. “Not surrendering will get your entire village swinging from tree branches from here to Daniel’s front door.”

“Thank you, Lady Bethany, for the candor,” Jovan said, a hint of sarcasm. “Your choice is rather simple. If you surrender, we won’t kill anyone. We won’t even rape your daughters. Or sons, even. We’ll defend your village against attacks and we’ll pay for whatever we take.”

“And if I resist?”

Jovan gave a nonchalant shrug.

Black Crow shifted and averted his eyes. Bethany had seen the look of capitulation enough to know that they were moments away from surrender. Not that she relaxed her guard, however. Just because a leader stepped down does not mean the people follow. If she were in his place, she would fight to the death, but that was the soldier talking. She knew the difference and did not lose respect for him.

A willowy confection for the eyes approached them. Dressed in furs, with pale yellow fabric peeking out from any available spot, the young woman with bouncy blond curls and pale complexion approached them. She curtsied, low and steady. She stood and said, “My name is Princess Celeste Clover, the first cousin to King Daniel, blood niece to the late King Richard.”

Bethany sucked in a breath. What on earth was she doing here? She cleared her throat and inclined her head. “Your Grace.”

“Shall I assume that we are at the ultimatum stage of the invasion?”

Bethany quirked a smile. “Yes.”

Celeste nodded her head thoughtfully. “Shall I also assume that your numbers are as large as the rumors today say?”

Jovan nodded. “Perhaps larger, Your Grace.”

“We would prefer a peaceable outcome,” Kiner said, “but we will not back down.”

Celeste turned her periwinkle blue eyes to Jon Black Crow and arched an eyebrow. He shrugged. She turned back to Bethany and asked, “How will I know you won’t kill us either way?”

“You have our word as elves,” Kiner said.

Bethany was not surprised when Black Crow spat on Kiner’s boots. “Don’t much care for elves.”

Celeste looked at Bethany and said, “I believe you need to do better than that, Lady.”

“You have my word. As an Elorian, a soldier, and…” Bethany took a deep breath. This part stung. “And as the daughter of Apexia. If you yield to us, I will protect you like my own people. We will pay for anything we use and we will not harm anyone.”

He stroked his beard for a moment before holding out a hand of friendship to Jovan, who accepted. “I’ll accept her terms.” He looked at Bethany. “I apologize for the whore comment.”

“Rare does a day pass where a man from Taftlin doesn’t call me that. I consider it a term of endearment.” She hoped her monotone voice would convey the message that he should avoid calling her that again.

He gave an awkward chuckle. “Yes, well, I’ll pass the word ‘round to not call you that. Come, see your war prize.”



CHAPTER 22

 

Arrago smiling, covered in snow.

—Vision of Lady Champion Bethany

 

As Jon, which he insisted on being called, led them through the smallish village, Bethany found herself relieved that she did not have to kill. She never enjoyed killing, excepting a few select individuals, but this was different. They were farmers, merchants, brewers. They weren’t soldiers. When had she lost her taste for battle?

When Arrago said he had no taste for it.

If ever Bethany wanted to fall on her own sword, it was whenever that bloody internal voice spoke up. She discounted the Arrago theory and decided that age and maturity had finally tempered her anger.

The yellow confection joined them, acting as a diplomat or liaison between the Taftlin town and the Silver Knights. Her Grace was adept at the role, able to coordinate the needs of Bethany’s force with ensuring the compensation and welfare of her countrymen. Bethany liked this royal.

“We were able to purchase a large amount of foodstuffs while in Cul,” Bethany said, “but we are still short on proper winter clothing, footwear, and bedding.”

Celeste gave Bethany an annoyed look. “In other words, Lady Bethany, you need everything.”

They walked along the streets of the town. It was fairly large for Taftlin, about five hundred people. Taftlin was sparsely populated, and this was a border trading town. It was larger than most. Most of the inhabitants rushed inside and locked their shop doors once Bethany and the knights walked through the snow-covered streets.

“Magi killed nearly ten thousand people when they burned our city and crushed the temple last summer. Our supplies went to the grave along with our people.”

“Why did you wait so long to invade?” Jon asked. His voice wasn’t accusing, merely curious.

“Politics,” Bethany said with a smile.

“Ah,” Celeste replied. “That is something I understand very well.”

Bethany smiled at the young woman. She didn’t seem to be artful or deceiving. Still, Bethany had to wonder why a princess and the King’s cousin would be so close to the border during a war. Shouldn’t she be locked up in a castle with all of the other female pastries?

“I’m surprised that Daniel’s army hasn’t stripped you bare. You have a well-stocked village here,” Bethany said, eyeing a building big enough to house a dozen horses that was filled with barrels and sacks.

“Too far south,” Jon answered. “The conjurers—” he spat, “came through, but mostly we’ve been left alone. The king’s spending all his fool time invading the Rygents. Doubt he even knows you’re here yet.”

Bethany grimaced, thinking of Sarissa. “He knows. Those sacks. Is that barley?”

Jon grunted. “We’ll be expecting proper prices for it.”

“Of course,” Bethany said. “I have no intentions of robbing your people.”

“You just want to make sure no one drinks whiskey this year,” Jon said. Then, he stopped walking. He eyed Bethany and said, “That’s why you came here. You needed food that you fussy elves would eat.”

Jovan nodded. “The world and Lady Bethany will have to do without malt whiskey next year.”

“Elven barbarians.” Jon shook his head as he mumbled, “Arrago didn’t even ask for our barley.”

“What!” Bethany, Jovan, and Kiner all exclaimed at once.

“Arrago?” Bethany said, her stomach muscles clenching. No, it couldn’t be. Bethany had thought the pickled tongue she’d eaten for lunch tasted bad going down. It was a lot worse as it rose in her throat. “We can’t mean the same one.”

“Everyone in Taftlin knows the name Arrago,” Celeste said. “Oh, of course! The border’s been up. You have no idea what’s been happening.” Mirth filled her voice. “A commoner named Arrago is leading a rebellion against King Daniel!”

Jon nodded. “Fancies himself the next king of Taftlin.”

Bethany was unable to close her slacked jaw. She tried to form word but they came out like baby babble. “Arrago? Arrago Cedar?”

“That’s the one,” Jon said. “Folks been callin’ him the Elf King, ‘cause of that name of his.”

“It can’t be the same Arrago,” Kiner said, more to Bethany to Jon. “Our Arrago is…Jovan, what’s the word?”

“Simple?” Jovan offered.

Kiner shook his head. “Lacking ambition?”

Bethany shot them a warning glare. “This Arrago. My height. Brown hair. Tanned skin. Lean.”

“Expansive chest. Muscular thighs,” Jovan added with a smile. “Wears brown a lot.”

Bethany and Kiner stared at Jovan and then each other. Celeste snorted, and then covered it up with a delicate cough.

“What? Just because I can kill a man and sleep well at night doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate another man’s legs.”

“I don’t know about his thighs but he did live with the elves for a spell at that big temple of theirs. I think someone said he was raised by elven monks, too.”

“Lady Bethany, are you ill?” Celeste said, her voice full of concern. “You’re pale.”

“Arrago?” Bethany knew her eyes were wide and that she was swaying but she couldn’t help it. Arrago. A king? What a stupid idea. She realized that she did believe the story. It was Arrago’s kind of stupidity.

Elf King.

Oh, Apexia’s mercy.

Bethany pinched the bridge of her nose. “When was the last time you saw him?”

Jon shrugged. “He comes and goes.”

“We traded with him whenever the king’s men weren’t in town,” Celeste added. “We never dealt in weapons, but food and medical aid.”

Bethany eyed the princess. “Your Grace, Jon, you are both taking your surrender rather well.”

Celeste smirked but looked away. “I am a mere woman. I cannot be punished for rendering non-military aid to any person who requests it.”

Jon, for his part, shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t care who’s king of Taftlin. I just don’t like all this Magic foolishness. I’ve got no quarrel with the Rygents, either. My grandmother was one. She was an old hag who made me bathe too much but she sure wasn’t evil, like Daniel’s saying they are.”

Jovan cocked an eyebrow. “You’ve been helping the rebellion.”

Celeste answered, her chin raised. “Help is a strong word.”

Jon nodded. “Arrago’s a good kid. He comes in, does a little trade and leaves. There’s never trouble, unlike with you people.”

For the first time in a long time, Bethany did not berate her mind for thinking about Arrago. Instead, she let the shocking news twist and churn in her thoughts. She considered the benefits that a civil war could have. She pondered merging his numbers into her own. She calculated the increased chances of success with more troops.

“Do you know where his camp is?” She blurted out. She ignored Kiner’s shocked glare.

“From what I’ve heard, they are all spread out so that the king’s men can’t find him.”

Bethany looked at Kiner, who was already shaking his head. “Kiner, yes. Send a dozen or so men out and let’s find Arrago. If you have to, paint signs in the snow. I want him here.”

 

***

 

Bethany crouched and sunk further into the snow. Several of the children — soldiers, she repeated, soldiers — that had surrendered unsurprisingly defected to the elven side. Most were from Celtman or the surrounding areas. They’d been paid to hold a sword and stand next to the boundary. What impoverished youth wouldn’t take up that offer?

Bethany offered coin and, more than that, warm food for their bellies, and training. If Arrago really was leading a rebellion in Taftlin, she could gift his efforts some soldiers with crude, basic skills.

So, she crouched in the snow, shivering from the wet and cold, and waited for them to find her.

Several men from the village also joined in. Bethany could respect their desire to protect their homes and families and allowed them to tag along. To ensure they all knew each other, they tied bands of fabric around their arms. The fabric, all scraps from the quilting baskets, was an array of colors, from mourning black to happy pinks to innocent white. But at least they were all marked for her and each other.

Bethany had no such marking. After all, if they couldn’t tell a female taller than them with short, red hair, they didn’t deserve to win the game.

She heard cracking branches and a stream of curses. She readied her bow. They were padded blunt arrows; they wouldn’t go very far and, while they bloody hurt when slamming against a cold ass, they didn’t pierce the skin. Perfect for training.

While she waited for the cursing, laughing group to reach her and face pretend annihilation at the hands of a woman, Bethany calculated the supply needs for adding an extra hundred, thousand, and two thousand impoverished human men, who would have joined Arrago’s side in hopes of elevating their chances at a better life. After all, why else would they join Arrago? He was a nobody.

Her supplies were already inadequate and most of Celtman’s supplies were tied up trying to accommodate both themselves and the elves. Trees were being felled, animals hunted, traders sent out to procure supplies from Cul. They were on their own.

More branch cracking, a thump, and laughter. Someone must have tripped. Her ire rose. They might be children, but they needed to pay attention. One highly trained soldier could slaughter the lot of them with the noise they were making.

As the snow melted and froze around her toes, Bethany most of all wondered how Arrago ended up vying for the crown of Taftlin. Devote, pious, diffident Arrago. She had seen war change people before but she had never thought it would change Arrago.

Another branch broke and Bethany turned her head to see at least a dozen men. She tightened her grip on her bow. None of them wore the fabric bands. They did, however, have swords. Not wooden practice ones, but real glinting steel in the afternoon sun.

Her muscles clenched and her heart pounded in her ears. The chirping birds above her scattered into the air, squawking angrily. She dropped the bow to the ground and eased her Blessed Blades out of their scabbards, wiggling them to ensure they weren’t frozen in place.

They were close.

She crouched behind the fanned branches of some sort of evergreen and watched. Several branches and bushes shook. Steel caught her eye. Several glints of steel, actually.

Well, she wasn’t going to make it easy for them to catch her. She ducked her head as low as she could. She sunk one of her swords back in her scabbard and pulled a small dagger from her thigh scabbard, one of the many that covered her body.

She listened. Branches cracked further behind her now. There was no way she could cut across anyone’s sight without them noticing her. She could hide under the branches of the tree and hope that they walked past her. That would leave the kids undefended. They didn’t even have real swords!

Bethany jiggled the daggers in each of their scabbards — all seven — to ensure they had not seized up from frost. She put the swords on the ground and primed her bow. She might only have training arrows, but they could still give a bloody eye if aimed right on target.

Whoever was in the woods was failing to be stealthy. Birds continued to be disturbed, branches and fallen logs snapped and groaned under the weight of people stepping on them. Amateurs. She wouldn’t shoot blind, however, in case.

Three of them only a few paces away. Bethany raised her bow, stretching the string. She didn’t flinch when wet snow fell from an overhead branch and hit her head, sliding down the back of her head, seeping into her jacket, though an involuntary shiver went through her.

Bethany released the arrow and it plunked against a tree, bouncing into the snow.

Stupid tree. Bethany grabbed another arrow to fire again.

A man shrieked and shouted, “Apexia’s flaming tits! Arrows!”

The voice sounded oddly familiar but she shrugged it off. She released the second. Another tree trunk. She shook her head. Bloody trees!

The men stormed through the woods, spread out, pressing towards her location. She vaulted from her location and rushed the first man, a tall, dark fellow, and sliced his bicep with her dagger. Ducking from the thick branch he carried, she kicked the back of his knees. He stumbled to the ground. Several jumped her from behind, knocking her face-first into the snow. A woman landed on her dagger and screamed.

Bethany kicked wildly and swung her head back, slamming into a face that was too close to her. Blood sprayed the snow.

“Fucking whore,” the man said, spitting on her. She continued to kick until she rolled to her side. She had no idea why they didn’t just kill her, but she took advantage of their hesitation. She swung her daggers. She didn’t connect with flesh; the men jumped off her enough to allow her to push herself to her feet. She dropped a dagger and grabbed a sword from her back, all the while dancing in a circle, readying herself for the plunge.

Her heart pounded. She could not fight off eight men, some who were significantly bigger than herself. She didn’t see the short, stocky man until it was too late. He hit her in the gut with the pummel of his sword and her breakfast automatically spilled out of her, splattered the snow. Bethany staggered and fell to her knees.

“Stop, she’s an elf!” one of the men shouted.

Bethany spat and used the stunned silence to grab the short man’s pant leg and throw him to the ground. The man gasped and gurgled, hitting and kicking her. She cocked her head. “Edmund Greyfeather?”

She did not have time to process it. Something smacked into the side of her head. The world whirled and then turned black.



CHAPTER 23

 

When strength fails her, she must turn her eyes from the darkness and look upon the light.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, Second Tablet

 

“I didn’t mean to hit her that hard.” Crouching, Arrago stared at an unconscious Bethany and then back at Edmund. His insides knotted and too many emotions to count rushed through him, battling for dominance. Bethany! Great Apexia. It really was her.

Edmund bent down and patted Bethany’s face. “Hey, red-headed whore! Wake up! I wanna fuck you.”

“Edmund!” Arrago growled.

“Just making sure she isn’t faking it.” Edmund sucked in a breath. “She’s going to be really angry when she wakes, isn’t she?”

Arrago cringed, remembering the many, many times Bethany took her anger out on his face during training. “Oh, yeah.”

Edmund patted Arrago on the shoulder and then used that shoulder to help push himself upright. “When she kills you, I’ll ensure you have a proper burial and will continue the fight in your honor.”

“Me! You hit her in the guts!” Arrago shook Bethany once more. A slight moan from her, and he let out the breath he’d been holding. She was alive. “She doesn’t even like you.”

Edmund folded his arms. “You seduced her and then ran away with me.”

Arrago opened his mouth to speak but shut it.

Arrago heard rustling and stood. He didn’t see anyone, but could see branches moving and birds taking flight. “Knights! Peace! We are friends!”

Seconds later, several well-armed soldiers bolted from the tree cover, weapons drawn. A short human stared at Bethany’s unconscious body and squared his shoulders, his grip tightening on a large axe.

Arrago backed up, raising his hands to show he was unarmed. “Accident.”

Then, a tall, lanky man emerged from the trees. Though his face was mostly covered by a helmet, Arrago recognized him anywhere. “Erem?”

Erem nodded before his gaze fell to the still unconscious Bethany, laying in a pile of bloody snow, none of it hers. His eyes turned cold.

“She’s alive.” Arrago shook his head. “It was an accident.”

“What happened?”

“I hit her with a shovel.”

“A shovel?” Erem asked, before pulling off his gauntlets and undid his helmet strap, lifting the metal bucket off his head. He stepped up to Bethany and looked at her, before cocking an eyebrow at Arrago. Arrago could feel the heat rising his cheeks.

“She was strangling Edmund,” Arrago said lamely. “We were trying not to hurt her, but she’s really strong.”

Erem looked down at Bethany again, before barking out laugher. He held out a hand of friendship, which Arrago accepted. “It’s good to see you, old friend.”

“You, as well,” Arrago said and realized one of the higher Silver Knights had just called him a friend. Perhaps they had forgiven him for what he’d done to Bethany.

“Shit, Arrago.” Erem pointed at Bethany. “She’s going to rip your limbs off.”

Arrago sighed as two of the knights bent down to rouse her. A traitorous smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. Bethany was alive. Apexia’s breath, he had missed her. “What else is new?”

 

***

 

When Bethany opened her eyes, she was wet, cold, sore, and staring at Arrago. She blinked away the hallucination. His sheepish grin remained. Bethany closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and opened again. Her heart thudded. Her worst nightmare, staring at her.

“Arrago Cedar,” she said in a crisp, precise tone.

Erem appeared in her vision, hand extended. She accepted the help and staggered to her feet. Snow slipped between the cracks of her outfit and slid down her warm flesh, leaving a melted, icy stream. The cold air pressed against her, sending chills down her spine. Or, perhaps it was Arrago’s presence that caused the shivered and clenched muscles. The air between them rivaled the frigid Taftlin winter.

“Edmund Greyfeather?” Bethany asked.

The young man gave a curt nod.

“Ah. Didn’t I break your ribs once?” She looked down at the bloody spot on her coat and rubbed the stinging area. She clenched her teeth and leaned toward. “Did you stab me?”

“Ah, accident.”

“Hmm.”

“There’s been a lot of those lately,” Erem said, mirth in his voice.

Bethany glared at Erem, who paid no notice to her. “Let’s head back into town.” She looked at Arrago, his expression pensive. “We have a lot to discussion.”

With that, Bethany marched purposefully toward the village, though her balance wavered precociously several times. A raging, stabbing pain filled her neck and the back of her head, not to mention the stinging of what was probably a small cut and the bruises and nicks from having fought the idiots who’d attacked her.

With the training exercises and forest coppicing, a compact path had been beaten into the snow and Bethany took to it, using her long stride to stay ahead of Arrago. Childish, perhaps. Unprofessional, definitely. She did not care at the moment.

Her emotions waged a war against her sense and she battled against the forces of what had been her affection for the man. Goddess on the wind, she had loved the man. The hatred in her belly whispered that perhaps she still did. Only love could produce the kind of hatred she felt.

She destroyed her inner voice, stabbing it with logic until it ceased twitching. Arrago had left her. He’s shared her bed and the intimacy of her embrace, and he had abandoned her to face a destroyed life and home. He’d tricked her into exposing her emotions and he trampled them.

Never again.

Rage boiled inside her and Bethany clenched her fists, her stride bordering on a jog. She hated him. She hated herself for ever caring for him. And most of all, she hated her heart for wondering if he still thought of her in the midst of a war.

In silence, she led them back to the war tent on the outskirts of town, allowing Erem to do his job as her second. Behind her, she could hear him filling Arrago in on the details of the war, their supply challenges, their losses, and updating him on the situation back at the temple. She wanted no part of it.

However, when she stepped past her guards and inside the tent she shared with Jovan, she put aside her personal feelings. Sentiment had no place in war, and she left it where it belonged: outside.

Once inside the warm tent, it took a moment for Bethany to adjust her vision to the lower light. Off to the side, Jovan leaned over a cloth map draped across the large desk in front of him. He looked up and said, “Hey, Beth, how did the training—” His eyes roamed over her. “What happened to you?”

“We have guests,” Bethany said and stepped aside. Through the corner of her eye, she could see Arrago duck inside the tent. She raised her eyebrows at Jovan, a warning to be on his best behaviour. Jovan blew out a breath.

“Erem, fetch Kiner and Eve,” Bethany said, looking over her shoulder. She caught Arrago’s eye; they both looked away.

Steady, Bethany.

“I’m already here,” Eve said, her silky voice fading in through the leather and bough layers of the tent. She stepped inside, Kiner behind her. “Oh, Arrago!” she said, her voice breathless. She glanced at Bethany, who felt her cheeks flush. “Um, wow. Hello.”

There they stood. The Tranquility Trio, along with Eve and Erem. Across from them stood Arrago and Edmund. The silence lingered, no one sure what to say.

With his usual charm, Arrago cleared his throat and said, “Eve. Jovan. Kiner. It’s good to see you all again.” He took several steps up to Jovan.

Jovan’s expression remained guarded, though he accepted Arrago’s outstretched hand. “It’s been too long.”

“You remember Edmund Greyfeather,” Arrago said, motioning at the short man next to him.

Jovan nodded and Bethany remained silent, equal parts amusement and annoyance that Arrago was addressing Jovan and not her. Then again, up until she took over the Silver Knights, Jovan did outrank her. Arrago wouldn’t have realized she was in charge.

“I’m grateful that you didn’t kill Edmund back at the temple. He’s turned out to be useful.” Arrago awkwardly chuckled at his own comment.

Edmund, for his part, laughed too loud for the situation. But it was forced, and the laughter died as fast as it began. The hurt and anger hung in the air like a guillotine waiting to snap and cut them all.

Introductions weren’t necessary; they all knew each other. And Bethany decided it was time to stand up to Arrago, or more precisely, her feelings for Arrago. “Thank you for searching us out. Are you camped nearby?” There. Civil and respectful. Bethany was proud of herself.

“The location of my camp is not up for discussion,” Arrago said coldly. “At least, not until I know why you wanted to meet with me. I doubt it was a social call.”

Jovan cleared his throat. He eyed Bethany, as if to say “He’s all yours.”

“We understand you’ve both been busy.” Bethany leaned against Jovan’s desk, crossing her arms. “We’d like to join forces with you.”

Arrago crossed his arms and leaned back on one foot, mimicking her gesture. “If we succeed, will you leave my country or will you hunt me down if I make a decision that isn’t to the Silver Knights’ liking?”

Bethany did not recognize the Arrago before her. He’d been hardened by battle, true, but it was more than that. He’d found his voice, his strength, and was fighting for something he believed in.

He’d become a leader.

A small, fierce pride filled her and, for the briefest moment, she saw the flicker of what a long, near-forgotten vision had shown her of Arrago’s possible future.

A crown in the mud.

Bethany shook off the memory from a vision too long ago, from a world that stopped existing the moment her home had been destroyed. Vision, prophecy, it didn’t matter. War was no time for personal indulgences…

“Arrago, you misunderstand my offer. We are not here to rule Taftlin.”

“Besides,” Jovan added in a mockingly-serious tone, “I only depose kingdoms in warm climates.”

Bethany let out an awkward chuckle. They all used to be friends before, and they needed to learn to laugh together again. But Arrago did not smile, nor laugh. He glared at her and his eyes narrowed into an angry, fuming expression.

“I don’t appreciate jokes about the invasion of my homeland,” Arrago said, his words laced with the threat of violence. “If that is why you are here, say so at once. I am already fighting one king. I’m fine with adding a few elves into that stew pot.”

Bethany stepped closer to Arrago and reached a hand back to rest on the hilt of a Blessed Blade. “Arrago Cedar, are you threatening me?”

He shrugged, and turned it into a belligerent, arrogant gesture with his words. “That depends on you, Lady Champion Bethany.” He looked at Jovan and said, “I am a guest by the invitation of the Silver Knights. I will not have my homeland insulted by their commander, even if he was once an old friend.”

“It was a joke,” Jovan said, his hands extended in a penitent gesture. “I meant no harm by it.”

“Is it? I’m finding it hard to tell.”

Bethany took a deep breath, ready to blast Arrago with months of hurt and anger, when Eve stepped between them.

“Let’s start again,” Eve said and extended a hand to Arrago. “I have missed your company. It is good to see you alive and well.” She gave him a sly grin. “Though more muscular than last I saw you. It appears rebellion suits you.”

And just like that, Bethany’s anger evaporated. Arrago had done nothing wrong. He was playing his part, and she needed to let him do so.

Arrago flushed and he accepted her outstretched arm. “I’d rather be back at the temple, getting yelled at by Bet—” He stumbled over her name, as thought he’d forgotten his guard. Then, he grew serious again. “I never had the opportunity to thank you for healing me after…the temple.” His gaze shifted in Bethany’s direction for a moment. “When I first received word that you’d broken through the barrier, I wasn’t sure any of you wanted to see me again.”

“Apexia’s holy arse, Arrago! We fought together in battle. You are always welcome,” Jovan said and grabbed Arrago.

Arrago’s ears redden as he gasped for air.

“There. The air is clear between us all, right?” Jovan shot Bethany a warning glare.

Despite her heart pounding in her chest and her near overwhelming desire to choke Arrago — and now Jovan — with her bare hands, Bethany smiled. “We’re all here for the same purpose. The destruction of Daniel’s Magic support. Personal grievances have no place in this tent.”

The looks on everyone’s faces said that they were expecting more.

“It is good to see you. Alive,” she added, her words clipped.

That was the best she had inside her, though. In the old days, she would have just yelled and screamed and have been done with it. But Arrago opened a new kind of wound that she had never encountered before.

“Thank you, Bethany. How kind,” Arrago said, a sly grin forming on his face. She had forgotten how much she missed that wicked smile of his.

Jovan clasped his hands together. “And they said that we couldn’t all be friends again. Now that our blood is all boiling, let’s talk war, shall we?”



CHAPTER 24

 

Destiny lurks in shadows, hidden from the easy path.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, Second Tablet

 

They plotted, rebels and invaders.

The first week was the hardest, Bethany found. That wasn’t a fact unique to this campaign, but for every battle, real or training. The vast organization needed to get ten thousand soldiers and half as many civilians organized, settled, and fed was overwhelming. Even with a century of practice, both as the gutter dredge to being the senior knight on site, it was still predictably difficult. Her tent was a swarm of activity, with Celeste Clover, Jon Black Crow, Arrago, Jovan, and too many others in and out helping organize the war effort, and her patience was nearing an end.

“When will this snow stop?” Bethany asked, pinching the bridge of her nose.

“In about five months,” Jon answered.

Bethany swore. “Is it going to get colder?”

Celeste nodded. “A lot colder and soon. If you don’t do something, you’ll lose at least half of your people to frostbite and freezing.”

“Suggestions?” Bethany asked. “There’s no possible way we can cut down enough wood to make leans, and frankly those aren’t good enough for the cold that’s about to hit us, is it?”

“No,” Jon said, shaking his head. “But Her Grace and I have been speaking with Amber and your sister and I think we have a plan.”

“I’m listening.”

“Elven tents are too thin for the cold and snow, plus you don’t have nearly enough of them. However, we also don’t have enough time to build another hundred huts, either, to house everyone.”

“Get to the point,” Bethany snarled.

Her Grace gave Bethany a reproachful look, but it was not reflected in her tone. “We believe that we should take the elven tents, reinforce them inside, and then pack boughs and snow around them. The largest tents will be able to house a small fire, and even those without fires will be kept out of the wind.”

Bethany pondered that before saying, “I love the idea. How long will it take to do?”

“Well, local people are understandably not interested —”

Bethany raised a hand to cut Jon off. “I’ll assign a quarter of the soldiers solely to construction of shelter.”

“In that case, within two weeks.”

“All right, let’s do it.” Bethany looked down at the list Erem had provided her. “How is food?”

“Tight, but the corridor the knights have provided into Cul is helping. If your people can open a path to the ocean, that will help as well,” Jon added. “Both in terms of getting them away from here and eating elsewhere, and also allowing some trade from the sea ports.”

“First priority is to fortify our position here and to extend a boundary to Cul,” Bethany said. “Allric won’t be here until the spring, so I have a few months before I need to worry about making room for him.”

“As you wish,” Jon said.

Bethany stood, “Shall we meet again tomorrow, then?”

Celeste and Jon both nodded and left. She looked at the plans and details in front of her, but decided on getting some frigid fresh air instead. She strapped on a hip scabbard and slid one of her Blessed Blades into it. She was only going to step out for a moment, but would not be without a weapon.

Bethany walked out of her tent in her boots, trousers, and tunic. The rest of her clothing and armor was off being repaired and cleaned.

“Good morning, Lady Bethany,” Jackson said, standing sentinel outside the flap door.

“Morning,” she said and walked past him. Bethany shoved her hands into the arms of her tunic and strolled around her tent, watching the activity. Blacksmiths and their apprentices were spread out, making spears, spikes, nails, and bolts. A young boy, perhaps eight or nine, pounded out nails, dropping them into a bucket. Metal clanged against metal, steam billowed from white-hot metal being doused into water, and a fog surrounded the smiths as their makeshift fires and billows pumped out heat.

Bethany stood near one of the fires, far enough to be out of the way, but close enough to enjoy the heat against her back. Several small campfires burned around them, as children prepared large spikes for their eventual encampment barricade. Around them, the watchful eye of carpenters shouted instructions and worked on smaller items, like the handles for spearheads.

And in the midst of the shouting, sweating, and snow stood Arrago.

His hair had grown long since last she’d seen him, and he had the brown locks tied back with a scrap of green fabric. She watched him, wearing little more than what she was, only seemingly unbothered by the cold that was settling into her bones. Arrago and Eve stood together, issuing orders to his rebels and knights alike: training, sleeping billets, pickets…Arrago organized it all. She’d always admired that about him. He could bring order to any amount of chaos. He was perfect for war.

She frowned at that though. The Arrago she’d known, the man who’d shared her bed for a time was not meant for war. But principles have a funny way of forcing a person to become something they never thought possible. Arrago would make a good king. If he didn’t face endless power struggles, Arrago would one day be a great king.

Arrago flashed Eve one of his toothy grins that seemed to wipe the cares from his face, and the faces of those around him. Her soul ached for the old days of their fledging friendship, before the emotions, and affection. She’d had so few friends in her life. Losing Arrago had left an empty space in her soul.

A low growl escaped her. Arrago would be the death of her sanity. She fought the urge to bash his face into a tree trunk. She also fought the urge to rip his clothes off most days, which was sometimes followed by the urge to rip his clothes off and then bash his face against a tree trunk. Arrago turned and caught her staring at him. She glanced away, but it was too late and too obvious. She saw him say a parting word to Eve and then march toward her, a tight smile on his face.

“Good morning, Arrago.” Bethany found speaking to him easier with each passing exchange. Soon, they’d be able to stand in the same country without being awkward.

“Lady Bethany,” he said, inclining his head to her. He looked around and said, “Can we speak in private?”

She nodded her agreement — the less said the better — and walked back to her tent, Arrago’s footsteps behind her. She heard the chatter quiet, replaced by whispered laughter. By now, everyone knew about her and Arrago’s history. She ignored them. She ducked inside, the small fire in its stone pit still crackling, smoke curling its way through a hole in the peak of the tent. The smoke burned her eyes, but only for a moment.

Arrago looked around, approvingly. “Solid construction.”

Bethany walked over to her desk and leaned against it, bracing her hands on the edge. “It’s a hybrid of the Taftlin traditional style and the elven style. Our tents can’t handle the snow and yours can’t handle the wind.”

“It’s a good design.”

She shrugged. “It’s been the first time in months that I haven’t been freezing.”

“Yes, you never did like the cold.”

They stood there, looking at their feet, the floor…anything but each other. Bethany did not have time for Arrago. She didn’t have time for feelings and heartfelt apologizes, and she certainly didn’t have time for the analysis of their failed relationship. She wanted it the way it was when she’d first come to Taftlin, decades ago. High on fury and vengeance.

She was older now. Perhaps not wiser, but older, and had seen so much more. She’d seen Jovan lose his mind in the blood lust and never fully recover, never fully forgive himself for what he’d done. She’d seen Kiner sink inside himself and go from a content philosopher to a brooding, angry mute. She’d seen herself slip into a drunken waste, causing the death of her sister and father…

“Bethany?” Arrago asked, his voice full of concern.

She did not look up at him. Stupid floor, getting all blurry. “How have you been?”

Arrago snorted. “Oh, you know. The same.” His tone grew serious. “More corpses now.”

Bethany gathered her thoughts and successfully met his gaze. Arrago had changed so much. Not just in looks, but in how he carried himself. Gone was the boy who stood in front of her, mouthing off and demanding she not kick him out of the knights. Now, here stood a leader of a rebellion. Not much of one, perhaps, but a rebellion nonetheless. An alliance with the Elven Service — now referred to as the Elven Expeditionary Force, known as the Elven Invasion Force, known as Elven Land Force, ELF for short, as Jovan said — would show that the rebellion was a force, not just a rag-tag group of farmers.

“War is rarely without its dead.”

Arrago nodded. “I can’t begin to tell you how much I wish I was back at the temple, having Daniel punching me for not knowing how to use a sword.”

A chuckle escaped Bethany. “I miss those days, too.” They hadn’t actually been alone since Arrago’s arrival in town, as the knots in her stomach announced.

Silence slipped between them once more, before Arrago asked, “How is the temple?”

Bethany shrugged, trying to appear as casual as possible. She did not want him to see inside her despair. “It will survive.”

The fire crackled behind Arrago, smoke still billowing up. There was still noise outside, though it was muted somehow, like people leaned against the tent, listening. Obviously, no one was actually doing that — no one would actually do something so obvious — but nonetheless the roar outside had dimmed. Or, perhaps it was just her focused that had dimmed in the presence of Arrago.

“I heard about Father Torius. I’m so sorry. He was a great priest, and a good man.”

Chills gripped Bethany’s spine, remembering Torius’s funeral pyre, the wind tugging at her dress. She crossed her arms, remembering the chill in the air that day. “Which part did you hear? The Torius tale is rather complicated.”

Arrago furrowed his brows, before saying in a dry tone, “More secrets?”

She felt the stab of his words; they were colder than the air. Her secrets had torn them apart. “They weren’t my secrets. Torius was my father.”

Arrago was quiet for a beat, before he said in a low tone, “You told me you never knew your father.”

Bethany heard the accusation in his words. “Aneese told me before the funeral. I had no idea, not even a hint of it.”

“It makes sense now.”

“What does?”

“When you killed that man in your bedroom…what was his name?”

Bethany grimaced. She did not want to remember how a Magic assassin managed to kill fifteen people to carve a way to her bedroom and hacked open a little girl on her floor. “Joseph.”

“Right, Joseph. That was his name. Anyway, while we were downstairs waiting, everyone was saying that you had been killed. Torius stormed into my study and demanded that I go find out what was happening. He was fretting and upset. I found it odd at the time.”

“Doesn’t it bother you?” She looked up at him. “The high priest of the Apexian Order bedding a goddess.”

She recognized the flash of anger in his eye, but he covered it up well with a nonchalant shrug. “There was a time, but I think I understand why he did it. No matter how much your head says something is wrong, your heart says that it’s right.”

He looked into her eyes and lingered in his gaze. Bethany stared back, her heart pounding. He gave her a little smile. “So, you took command of the Silver Knights. Jovan told me what happened. Gutsy.”

Bethany felt heat rise in her cheeks. “You decided to depose a King.”

“That was completely by accident.” He cleared his throat and said, “Which brings me to why I came in here.”

A pang of disappointment hit Bethany. “It wasn’t to gossip like old times?”

“Sadly, no. We need to discuss the arrangement of command.”

Bethany cocked her head. “What arrangement? Your men will fold under my command.”

“I don’t think so.”

 

***

 

“Excuse me?” Bethany asked. She’d heard him, of course, but Arrago was convinced she liked to make people repeat themselves when she was angry.

Of course, Arrago could play the game, too. “What do you mean?”

“I mean,” She said, “that I am in command here. I am Lady Champion Bethany and, frankly, right now I’m in charge of the army invading this frozen wasteland.”

Arrago bristled. “Do not insult my home.”

“I’ll do as I please,” she snapped, and the old heat rose in her voice. No, she had not forgiven him. It was too much to have expected, he supposed. But he didn’t answer her. He just stared at her, letting his own anger rise. He knew the game’s rules, and how to turn them against her.

After a moment, she seemed to take control of her emotions and said in a calmer voice, “Arrago, folding your troops into mine is the logical course of action.”

“They might not be trained knights with centuries of experience, but they are loyal to me. They won’t be loyal to a female elf, even if she is Apexia’s daughter.” He paused to ready for the snarl, but all she did was shudder.

“Let’s not forget I have nearly ten thousand soldiers within a day’s ride of here. You have at most a couple thousand farmers and petty criminals. My army could crush your little rebellion. You will do as I say.”

Arrago squared his shoulders. “You are so stubborn! Why can’t you just accept that you’re wrong?”

“I am not wrong,” she snapped, and her words came out hot and knife sharp. She let go of the desk and straightened. “I am here to fight a war against Magic, not to butter you up to have you crawl back into my bed.”

“As I recall, you invited me into it the last time.”

“You son of a whore,” Bethany growled and clenched her fists, but she restrained herself.

“I could call you the same thing.”

Arrago hated her, hated her to the core of his being. He was the shit on the bottom of a boot, to be trampled into the ground. She’d lied to him. And through it all, she had the nerve to act like she was on the moral high ground. He might have left her, but she lied to him.

And he hated Apexia. May She in Her grace forgive him, but he hated her. It was Apexia’s doing, all of it. She’d put the notion of the Silver Knights into his head. She’d brought on the dreams of a comfortable life in service to the faith. Everything he’d done had been to honor Apexia’s will for his life.

What did that dedication bring him? Nothing. Apexia had used him, pushed him into a corner, threatened him, and used his love for her daughter like a weapon of war.

Love.

He stared at Bethany and a chill went through him. Apexia forgive him, but he hated Bethany, too. More than ever.

“I will not relinquish control of my men to you. Accept it, or we leave.” He shot her a hard glare. “Figure out how to survive the Taftlin winter without help.”

Bethany scoffed at that. “I’ve spent two winters in the mountains, I don’t need your paltry help; I asked for it.”

“Then if you don’t need it, you won’t notice when I pull my peasant army out,” Arrago said, and he spat the word peasant, as if he were swearing an oath. In a way, it was. Daniel called them peasants. Perhaps they were, but they were also freemen, soldiers, clergy, and nobles. And all he knew was that he did not like the insult coming from Bethany.

“Why are you acting like a child,” she all but screamed at him. “This is how war works! I should know. This isn’t my first time at it.”

“No,” Arrago snarled, jabbing a finger in her direction. “This is not about the war. This is about Bethany of Wyllow, Lady Champion, trying to bully everyone into doing her will. I would never ask you to release control of your troops to me. Why would you think I’d do the same?” The heat rose in his voice and he said with a grin that had nothing to do with happiness, “You taught me better than that.”

Bethany stared at him, wide-eyed and shocked. She was thinner than he’d remembered, her features more drawn. Dark circles shadowed her eyes. Her face was paler, too, and the fading jagged scar on her cheek seemed more noticeable. Her flaming red hair had been cut at one point, because it was only reaching her ears now, all uneven and wispy.

Anyone else would look frail. On Bethany, it made her look like a woman obsessed. But, frail or obsessed, it didn’t matter. The fire was still in her voice, just like he’d remembered.

“Your army, as you call it, is nothing more than riff-raff following you under the promise of a hot meal and a world where they won’t have to scratch the earth to live. Your money has run out and Daniel is gathering his forces to squash you. I taught you better than that.”

He took a step closer. “I am in charge of my men. I am willing to share and consult, but I will not step aside, not even for you.”

Even at an arm’s length apart, chills crept down his spine. Goddess on the wind, he missed her. He even missed fighting with her.

Bethany matched his step and crossed her arms. “Do you honestly think that you can just push me aside?”

“Do not threaten me, Bethany.” Arrago took another step closer and stared into her eyes. “I am not afraid of you anymore.”

Confusion crossed Bethany’s face, but it only broke her façade of strength for a moment. He knew her well enough to know how to push her buttons. If she refused reason, he could speak to her in the only way she knew how: violence.

“You become a rebel and now think you’re my equal?” Bethany puffed out a breath, trying to make the motion nonchalant. She failed. He could see through it. “Whatever has gotten into your head?”

Arrago shrugged. “The will of Apexia is a strange thing, just like her daughter.”

He was prepared for Bethany’s backhand across his jaw, but the strike stung him all the same. His eyes watered in response, but he’d said the words on purpose to hurt her. For all her bravado, he knew Bethany hated being the daughter of Apexia. Why else would she have lied about it? Her arrogance came from being a Silver Knight. That, she knew how to use to her advantage. She did not know how to use her parentage. She would not let people fear her.

“I’m not afraid of you anymore,” Arrago repeated and raised a tentative hand to his mouth and studied the trickle of blood, where his lip had cut against his teeth. “For the sake of what we had, I’ll allow you that one. Touch me again and I will teach you a lesson you won’t soon forget.”

Having trained with Bethany, Arrago was prepared and caught her wrist as her fist swung through the air. Tightening his grasp around her arm, he pulled her close. His fingers dug into her skin, and he pushed her against the desk.

Her breath was hot on his cheek and Arrago felt his heartbeat quicken. Apexia forgive him, he missed the smell of her skin.

Bethany narrowed her eyes at him, and he saw an expression on her face that he’d never seen before: uncertainty.

“I’m not the naïve man you first met in a rhubarb patch,” he growled, and gripped her wrists harder as he wedged his knee between her thighs, pressing her against the table. His brain sent warning thoughts, but before he could act, Bethany slammed her forehead against his. Star-speckled blackness filled his vision and he fell to the ground. His legs tangled in Bethany’s and she fell, hitting her shoulder against the edge of the desk. She yelped in pain.

Arrago pushed himself to his feet. He’d danced this jig before with her. Only this time, it would take a little longer before she beat his face into mushy peas. But, if that’s what it took, so be it.

He’d pound the life out of Apexia’s daughter.

A darker place in the recesses of his mind made a comment about another kind of pounding, but he promptly ignored that voice and the accompanying memory of Bethany’s naked legs wrapped around his…

Bethany’s fist landed square on his jaw while he’d been distracted by his genitals. He lost his balance and stumbled precariously close to the fire. Concern flashed across Bethany’s face, but only for a moment. Coldness quickly overtook it.

“If you want a brawl, Arrago Cedar, I’ll give you one you won’t soon forget.”

“You’d like that. The chance to be angry instead of show any form of real emotion,” he shouted at her. “You fancy yourself a great warrior, but you’re just a hired thug. I am a revolutionary.” He jabbed a finger at his chest. “I outrank you.”

She shoved against his chest. “I made you.”

“I made myself after you lied to me.”

“Never mind that I wanted to die when you left me,” she screamed.

Arrago stared at her, shocked. Her cheeks colored and tears welled up in her eyes. She tried to speak, but it was clear to even him that it was taking everything she had to just to stop the tears from flowing down her cheeks.

He stared into her eyes and realized he had been wrong. He’d assumed she was angry at him. She wasn’t. She was devastated. He’d taught her to open up her heart and he’d stomped all over it. He’d left her to face the deaths of Drea and Torius, and the agony of knowing she did not do enough to stop it. She’d taken command of the Silver Knights and marched an army north, to stop a madman and her own sister.

And here he was, having what amounted to a pissing contest in the snow with her.

He took two steps toward her and Bethany stiffed, as if preparing herself for another blow. Instead, he reached out and touched her face, running his hand down the scar tissue on her cheek. A dark, hollow ache consumed him. “I never meant to hurt you.”

“It will take more than a few punches to hurt me.”

“That wasn’t what I meant.”

Bethany closed her eyes. She whispered, “It makes the most sense to combine our forces under my flag.”

He smiled, even if she could not see it. He leaned his face against hers and her breath hitched. “Compromise, Bethany. The troops will remain under my control and I will act as one of your field commanders.”

“I hate you,” she whispered. “I hate you so much.”

“I hate you, too,” he replied back through a grin. “Words cannot describe how much hate you.”



CHAPTER 25

 

They will become disciples of the Viper and betray the Diamond.

—Aleu’s “The Agony of the Diamond”

 

Amber hurried to reach Bethany’s tent. She was late for a meeting, and didn’t want to risk her wrath. Not that Bethany would do anything to her, but she didn’t want to add to the woman’s problems.

Amber practiced what she’d say to Bethany. She’d first go over the needs of the civilians. She’d summarize how she’d worked with Her Grace to organize the women of the village with the women of the baggage train to pool resources and skills. Finally, she’d end with how over one hundred fifty new sunken snow shelters were being built every day, not counting the large tent houses, and the picket shelters that Edmund’s team was building.

Bethany, of course, would be relieved to hear that shelters were going up so quickly and that medical and supply needs were being addressed. At that point, Bethany would begin to look down at the maps on her desk and ask if there was anything else. That’s when Amber would strike.

She would continue the practiced script. She would say that the camp gossip was about Bethany not being at her full strength if a raid should happen. Amber would recommend Bethany taking a break, eat a good meal, and sleep a full night.

Bethany, being Bethany, would dismiss her concerns out of hand, politely thanking her for the concern, but that she was too busy to rest.

But, then Eve would go in for her briefing, detailing supply route fortifications. And tell Bethany she needed to rest.

Jovan, of course, would sally forth and tell Bethany she looks like horse shit. Bethany would threaten to remove his eyes with a fork.

Then Erem would tell Bethany all about the fortification building between the river and the forest, barricading the town from a major offensive. And then he’d tell Bethany she needed to rest. She would snap at Erem and tell him to mind his own business.

Then, Lendra would come in with her usual smile replaced with a grave expression. She’d whine and nag and beg until Bethany would give in because, in the end, Bethany would never say no to Lendra’s teary eyes.

That was the plan cooked up over last night’s barley and turnip stew. They all agreed to wear Bethany’s defenses down until Lendra could swoop in with her sad eyes and beg her big sister to do anything she asked.

Nerves fluttered around in Amber’s guts, but she continued her path to Bethany’s tent. She ran a gloved hand across her belly. She grinned widely, and the young, apprentice blacksmiths she passed all smiled back, thinking the smile was for them. Her smiles, however, were only for the shy elf whose child grew in her belly.

Around Bethany’s tent, however, a small crowd had gathered. Mostly knights, mostly those she knew. Curiosity piqued, she asked, “What’s going on?”

“Shh, they’ll hear you,” Jovan chided.

“Who?” Amber asked the group. She found herself leaning in like the others, but there was too much noise around them from the hammering smiths to barking dogs to hear anything. Her control over the ability to hear thoughts had slowly gained some walls around it again, and she would not risk pulling them down for nothing more than some gossip. “I don’t hear anything.”

“That’s because you’re talking,” Jovan snapped, his voice still a loud whisper.

At that, Kiner rolled his dark eyes, but he offered Amber a smile.

Lendra, ever exuberant, began to giggle. “Arrago is in there with Bethany, alone.”

That was interesting! Amber struggled to wipe the smile off her face, but she couldn’t help it. She really liked Arrago. He was such a good balance for Bethany. “Does the quiet mean one of them is dead?”

Lendra laughed, but slapped a hand over her mouth at Jovan’s glare. “Bethany called Arrago a son of a whore, and then Arrago said he wasn’t afraid of her. And then they started screaming at each other. And now, nothing.” A giant grin formed on her face. “I think they’re getting naked.”

“Lendra!” Jovan snapped. “Merciful Goddess, don’t talk about those things.”

Lendra’s expression turned sullen. “It’s not fair. Everyone else gets to talk about sex, but —”

Jovan shouted, “Shut up! I remember bathing you when you were little. Shut up, shut up, shut up.”

Kiner gave Lendra an encouraging look, which seemed to encourage the girl a little too much. She perked up, her face brightening. Kiner let out a sigh and looked away, and Amber had to cover her mouth and stifle her laughter with a delicate cough.

Crestfallen, Lendra looked at Amber and said, “I hate being the youngest.”

And that’s when Lendra screamed.

 

***

 

Bethany pushed Arrago away as soon as her brain registered the high pitched scream outside. She chided herself for letting Arrago weasel his way back into her attentions and vowed to never, ever be alone with him again. He couldn’t be trusted.

Neither could she.

Bethany grabbed her Blessed Blades from the table and rushed out of the tent, Arrago close behind. She looked around her to see several dozen cloaked figures in between the tents, with about a thousand swords, crossbows, and arrows pointed in their direction.

Bethany shivered against the cold and strode to them, aiming for a tight balance between uncontrolled rage and authoritativeness. On their cloaks were the small pins that she’d seen before when Sarissa’s people attacked Eve’s brothel. They’d used them to disappear.

Magic.

Bethany tightened the grip on her swords. “Speak quickly.”

A short, round woman stretched her arms out, slowly, to show she was weaponless. Bethany did not flinch; Magic did not require a weapon, merely the end of a life and the evil thoughts behind it.

“I am—”

“I don’t care. What do you want?”

The woman glared at Bethany, but her eyes were the only sign that she was displeased. She inclined her head and said, “We are here to deliver a message from King Daniel.”

Bethany narrowed her eyes and asked, “And holding a sword to a child’s throat is a part of that message??”

The woman held Lendra’s curls in her hand, pulling the girl’s head back. Gleaming metal pressed against her sister’s bared throat. Bethany controlled her breathing and tried not to let fear overwhelm her. She’d promised Aneese and Allric she would protect Lendra.

“The girl is leverage,” the woman said. “Attack me or my sisters, and their hostages die.”

Bethany did not survey the number of knives held at the throats of her people. She focused on the woman holding her sister and said, “Deliver your message and be gone.”

How had they gotten through? She’d assigned Rygents at every checkpoint. Wasn’t that enough? And why didn’t she have the usual reaction to Magic that she used to? Why no headaches of warning? How could she protect her people if Sarissa’s could cloak themselves in the wind?

“Go back to your temple.”

Bethany thrummed her fingers of her right hand against the hilt of the blade. “Or?”

“We will slit your throats while you sleep,” she said with a smile.

“Thank you.” Bethany’s heart pounded in her chest, anger and excitement of the fight bubbling inside her. “Now, please deliver my message for Daniel. Surrender or I’ll turn every Magi in this wasteland to a burning heap of ash.”

“I think not.”

“Well then,” Bethany said taking a defiant step forward. “Let the kid go, and let’s talk this out.”

Something whooshed past Bethany’s shoulder. A bolt implanted itself into the throat of the woman. She blinked her eyes, blood bubbling around the wooden shaft. She moved the dagger to slice Lendra’s throat, but had already let go of the girl’s hair. Lendra tumbled to the ground, sobbing as she did.

Mayhem exploded around Bethany. She dashed to stand over her collapsed sister buried in the muddy snow. She dug deep within her, readying herself for the torrent of Magic that would envelop them.

“They’re not Magi!” Bethany screamed. “Kill them!”

Arrago shouted to Edmund, “Protect the civilians!”

Bethany saw Arrago and Edmund, plus a few more of their number, stand around the smith apprentice children, who’d been learning their trade by making thousands of nails.

One of the cloaked figured attacked Bethany and she dodged the blow, and swung her Blessed Blades, easily cutting the man down.

“Lendra! Get into my tent! Move!” Bethany said and she kicked her sister’s ribs enough to get the girl’s attention. She could not leave her sister, but she needed to fight. “Get up!”

Another attacked charged Bethany, this time a young girl — Gentle Goddess, she wasn’t old enough to bleed yet — and Bethany tried to weave her attacks. But the girl lunged clumsily, lifted her hand and whispered a word.

An unseen force hit Bethany square in the chest. It wasn’t a strong gust of Magic, but it was enough to knock Bethany off her feet and tumble her to the ground. Snow hit Bethany’s flesh, sending icy tendrils down her spine. The girl stepped over Lendra and reached her hand out to Bethany. Bethany tried to scramble, but she slipped on the icy path.

She couldn’t get up and the girl brandished a knife, about to dive on Bethany, when Lendra screamed.

It wasn’t like the scream of fear she’d given before. This scream turned Bethany’s skin cold, and her own Power shuddered at the fierceness of her sister’s wrath. Lendra slammed her hands on the ground and stared at the girl, her face turning red as her eyes widened.

The girl dropped the dagger. Around Bethany, fighting continued as knights and peasants alike attacked the intruders. But all Bethany could see was the screaming Magi girl and her sister’s blood-soaked face filled with rage.

“Lendra?” Bethany asked, her voice hoarse.

The girl screamed in agony, and Lendra screamed alongside her. Around them, the attackers dropped to their knees, clutching their heads, sobbing, shrieking, and ripping at their faces. Nausea washed over Bethany. What was happening?

Lendra clawed at the ground and Bethany saw the look of rage in her sister’s face. She’d had that look before, when others tried to hurt her loved ones.

“Lendra, stop!” Bethany ordered.

Lendra didn’t listen. She continued to stare at the girl who’d attacked Bethany.

“Now! Lendra stop now!” Bethany wasn’t sure what her sister was doing, but if it was what she suspected, Lendra needed to stop at once.

“Lendra,” came a deep, resonant voice. Kiner stepped into Bethany’s view and said, “Stop.”

Bethany let out the breath she’d been holding when Lendra blinked, and the tortured souls around them collapsed to the ground.



CHAPTER 26

 

Love is weakness and it is strength.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet

 

Lendra lay on her side in the mud and snow, curled in on herself. She sobbed like a child, unintelligible sounds escaping her lips. Bethany glanced at Kiner and reached out to touch her sister, but Lendra recoiled.

“Don’t touch me,” she whispered, her voice panicked. “Don’t touch. Don’t touch. Don’t touch. Get away. DON’T TOUCH ME.”

Lendra continued to repeat the warning, choking gasps escaping her. She’d tucked her feet inside the folds of her dress and rocked herself.

Bethany stared at her, unsure what to do. A sick feeling filled her, thinking that her sister might have invaded the minds of the attackers. She might have even invaded the mind of a Magi, albeit an amateur next to some she’d come across. Nonetheless, Lendra could have been tainted.

“Stop standing around!” Bethany ordered. “Get them into shackles.”

Knights tore their gaze from Lendra’s sobs and began picking up the remaining, but listless, attackers who were still alive. The young girl who had attacked Bethany, the one who’d caused Lendra to crack, was in no better condition than Lendra. Bethany watched with unease as Jackson picked up the girl, who curled herself against Jackson’s chest and began a hiccupping cry.

What had Lendra done?

Footsteps crunched the snow next to her and Arrago appeared in her vision. “You need to get your sister inside. I’ll help Jovan out here.”

“Lendra,” Bethany said her tone stern, “you have to come inside now.”

“Don’t touch me,” Lendra gasped and hugged herself closer.

Bethany gave Arrago a frustrated look and whispered, “She doesn’t want me to touch me.”

He leaned toward her to whisper back, “Since when do you listen to what others want?” A hint of a smile filled his voice. “Edmund and I will see to the civilians, if that’s all right with you.”

She nodded. Then added, not taking her eyes off her sister, “Arrago, you did good, getting your men to protect the smiths like that. That showed some quick thinking.”

“I learned from the best.” He looked back at Lendra and his smile faded. “See to your sister. We can continue our argument later.”

Bethany swallowed down her pride and said, “Your people are in charge of civilian protection. There are two meetings a day, individual reports before breakfast, and a group one after evening prayers. Be there.”

He inclined his head and walked off, ordering Edmund and his people to start up-righting equipment, getting injured people to the healers, and assisting the knights. “All right people,” he shouted, “let’s work with the Knights to get this cleaned up. Jovan? What do you need?”

Bethany continued to stare at her sister. If it had been her on the ground, she’d want to be left alone. But Lendra was not her. Lendra was a sheltered girl, who was suffering under the weight of so much loss and grief. A war party was not where she should be, but here she was because Bethany used her to be a diplomat, pretending that Lendra spoke for the Elven Council.

Bethany had used her sister, and continued to use her. The least she could do was help her. So, Bethany dug deep to when she was a child, and thought about how Allric and Torius had comforted her. They’d scoop her up, even when she didn’t want it, and would hold her until her sobs stopped. She could do that for her sister, even if she had no practice.

So Bethany knelt down by Lendra and said, “Little one, come with me.”

“Please no, don’t touch me,” Lendra whimpered.

“Whatever it was you did, you cannot do to me,” Bethany said in the gentlest voice she could find. With that, Bethany slipped her arms under the crumpled form and, with a grunt, lifted Lendra out of the snow. Lendra continued to protest and cry, but Bethany shushed her until she settled. She walked to her tent, arms trembling under the weight of her sister, but shook her head at the offered looks of those around her. Lendra was her responsibility. The least she could do was look after her.

“I saw inside them,” Lendra confided through her tears.

“I know, little one.”

“I touched her Magic.”

“It’ll be all right, you’ll see,” Bethany said, not even knowing if that was true. Her own Power seemed to react to her rage and it disintegrated anything in her path. Bethany looked at her sister. “It was because that girl threatened to hurt me, wasn’t it?”

Lendra began to cry again.

“Oh, Lendra,” Bethany said and she tightened her grasp around her sister. Kiner opened the tent flap for her and she nodded her thanks. Once inside, she lay Lendra down on the ground. Her arms burned and ached, but Bethany did it as gently as she could. Then she pulled her bedding from the corner and dragged it to the fire pit. She coaxed Lendra to shift over and get off the damp ground and onto the blankets.

They sat in silence like that for a time, the two remaining daughters of Apexia. Bethany no longer considered Sarissa one of them; the Sarissa they knew was long gone. Lendra whimpered for a few more minutes before exhaustion seemed to overtake her. She looked up at Bethany, eyes red and swollen, and said, “I’m sorry.”

Bethany shifted closer to her sister to put a strong arm around her, a gesture that felt completely foreign to her. “You have nothing to be sorry about.”

“I destroyed their minds,” Lendra whispered. “I didn’t mean to. I just wanted them to not hurt you.”

A lump formed in Bethany’s throat, but she forced her words out. “I know how you feel, my love.”

And they sat there, sisters. Bethany kissed Lendra’s head and pulled her tight. She’d been so concerned with death and grief that she’d forgotten there was still someone left for her to live for.

“There’s more, Bethany.”

“Hmm?”

Lendra gulped before she whispered out, “One of them had a memory of a shorter human who was coming to betray you to Daniel.”

Bethany growled under her breath, but gave Lendra a smile. “Then we’ll just have to be ready, won’t we?”

 

***

 

Sarissa collapsed on the floor, weeping. Snakes wound their way around her limbs. Black water beetles crawled up her bare legs. Hair caught in their sticky feet, pulling and yanking as they crawled over her shins and calves. Flies buzzed around her, flying in one ear and shooting out through a nostril, trickles of blood and snot pooling on her upper lip and seeping into her mouth.

She closed her eyes, hoping to block out the screaming torments. She only found more nightmares. Her mind painted her landscapes of skin covered in welts. Maggots oozed from wounds, bringing with them yellow-greenish pus. Rotting flesh as far as the eye could see.

Tears streamed down Sarissa’s cheeks, a burning oil against her tender skin. She felt blisters form where the tears had touched her. She could not escape the waking nightmare.

“What is happening?” Quentin asked, his voice tight with concern and, perhaps, just a little touch of annoyance.

She shook her head.

“Sarissa, tell us what is wrong. You need to speak,” Quentin urged.

Sarissa forced open her mouth and a fly flew into it and stuck to the back of her throat. She gagged on the apparition. “It isn’t real, it isn’t real.” She pulled her knees closer to her chest.

“What isn’t real?” Robert asked.

“There was a price for the barrier,” Sarissa said through sobs and the choking retching to detach the imaginary fly from her throat.

“What was the price?”

“I cannot be around people who do Magic,” Sarissa whispered and broke into tears once more. More blistering pain. “I can’t be around you anymore.”

There was silence before Quentin said, “You cannot do Magic? Any?”

“Oh, no,” Sarissa said, her voice bitter, “I can still do Magic. Far more than I could before. I just cannot do it with others now.” She gritted her teeth as wasps stung her ankles over and over, the flesh swelling and reddening before her eyes. “In fact, when I cast a spell or call a ritual, the nightmares leave me alone. All I want to do is sit naked in entrails and conjure up rocks so that this will leave me alone.”

The fly in her throat dislodged and she coughed at the release. Even talking about Magic helped clear her mind.

“It’s making me crazy,” she said, breaking into more sobs.

“What happens when you do Magic alone?” Quentin asked.

“Peace,” Sarissa answered. “Quiet.” She looked down at her hands. Hungry mouths opened on her skin, nipping at the snakes that slithered over her flesh. “Sanity.”

Robert crouched down next to her and ran a hand along her knee. She shivered as his hand crushed several bugs and their guts splattered to the floor. “What do you see when you look at me?”

Though it took significant energy, Sarissa lifted her head. She let out a sigh of relief. Her eyesight was gone, true, but this new spiritual vision she possessed wasn’t all full of nightmares. She reached out and touched Robert’s blood-stained, dirty face. She brushed away the dust and the crusted blood. Underneath was the man she’d fallen in love with. The man who had done everything she’d ever asked of him. His love towards her radiated light and peace, like the sun on a warm day.

“I see a stained man, but one untainted by Magic.”

Quentin asked, “What do you see when you look at me?”

“Please don’t make me look,” she whispered. “Please don’t.”

“Sarissa,” Quentin said, his voice stern, “you have to tell me what you see. We can’t fix it if we don’t understand it.”

Bile rose inside her, and even that she didn’t have much left. Too much vomiting, too little food. “Rot,” she said through dry heaves. “Your flesh, rotting.” Gagging drowned out her voice and Sarissa leaned forward, vomiting up bile spit. She shuddered from the taste and pain.

“When was the last time you ate?” Robert demanded, holding her hair back.

“I can’t eat. Every time it’s handed to me, it’s covered in maggots.”

“But you said things are normal when you do Magic?”

“Yes,” Sarissa said, more tears streaming down her face. How long could she handle these images before she descended into full lunacy? How long could she stay sane when the world was altered? Was this what they meant by Magic insanity?

“Is there a simple spell she can do? A long one, so that she can eat and get some sleep?” Robert asked.

“It’s not that simple. Sarissa’s strength is massive, but it requires a lot of energy. It would be a foolish waste to kill people for her to perform a good weather spell,” Quentin said.

“I don’t care about killing people. I care about my wife living.” Robert growled, “Do something.”

Apexia is a liar.

“Whispers,” Sarissa said. Where were they coming from?

Apexia stole her Power. Power that was ours.

“What, my love?”

You can stop her. You can return the glory to Magic.

“Whispers,” Sarissa repeated. “I hear whispers. Oh, Robert. I think I am losing my mind.”



CHAPTER 27

 

The Viper will come. The Diamond must be ready. She is the pawn in the balance. If she falls, so too will the light.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet

 

Arrago moved the last of his belongings into the temple, a three-story building in the center of town. The priests had volunteered the property to Bethany but, stubborn wench that she was, she refused and stayed in her tent. However, a united front by the knight elite, plus her sister and Amber, finally broke her resistance and they all moved in.

Arrago was surprised that he’d been asked to move into Bethany’s “command tower”, as Jovan called it, but he accepted the offer to be out of the cold graciously. He had his own room on the third floor, little more than a closet, but it had a lumpy bed and a fireplace with a hook and small pot, so he could make himself tea or a pottage without having to bother anyone.

War leader.

Arrago let out a derisive snort. Him, a war leader. How the mind of Apexia worked was well beyond his comprehension.

Arrago pulled his prayer pouch from his belt and neatly arranged the items he used for meditation and reflection on the small table next to his bed. A tiny row boat, carved by his father, the length of a finger joint. A walnut shell, from his mother’s favorite food and the last thing she ate before going to Apexia’s embrace. A scrap of leather from the carrier pouch Father Arragous used to dispatch Arrago’s admittance papers to the Silver Knights.

The last item gave Arrago pause, as it always did. A scarlet curl of hair, neatly tied with a blue ribbon. He’d cut it from Bethany’s long tresses, while she’d slept next to him, a lifetime ago. The night he’d realized there was no other woman for him. The night the temple crumpled around them.

He’d kept the pouch with him, as many of the priests had, so that Apexia could be honored wherever he went. It wasn’t until after the fight at the temple that he’d even realized the small pouch of his most precious items was still attached to his trousers. Apexia had protected the only tokens he had of those he’d loved.

Every day as he meditated and talked to Apexia and his dead parents, he’d stared at the red curl, just as he did tonight. Arrago let out a long sigh. That last night they were together, he had been practicing his speech to ask Bethany to join with him, to ask her to make a marriage vow. She might have said no, but she might have eventually relented.

Of course, that was before he’d seen her true nature, vengeful and powerful and terrifying. Her unleashed will struck down Magi and turned them into a smoldering heap of bone and ash and little more than smears of black blood on the stone courtyard.

His Bethany did that.

And still, he sat on the edge of his bed, caressing the curl he’d stolen that night. She’d never be his again, but she’d never stopped being his, either. No woman would ever replace the spot she held in his heart, not even Apexia herself.

A knock came to his door and it swung open before the thought to put away the hair could register. Bethany, in full mail and the hilts of both Blessed Blades poking above her shoulders, stepped into the room. “Arrago, we need—” She stopped, staring at the hair.

Arrago felt the heat rise in his face, but he gave her what he hoped was a lazy grin. He put the curl down on the table, his altar of worship now finished. Even she would not dare challenge him on that.

“Yes?” Arrago asked, and he took a childish glee in seeing her off-balanced.

She stared at the lock of hair. “Where did you get that?” Bethany ran a self-conscious hand through her jagged locks. “Not lately,” she added, and her voice held a nervous laugh to it.

“The night before the temple. “

Bethany frowned, but did not comment further. “I want you downstairs.”

There had been a time when Arrago hopped to her every command, but not tonight. He let the lazy grin creep back on his face and said, “Say please.”

Bethany did not smile back. “Now. Please.”

He gave her a toothy grin and stood to wrap his sword belt around his waist. “There. That didn’t kill you.”

“Arrago,” Bethany said, still not smiling, not bantering.

“What is it?”

Bethany licked her lips before saying, “We have captured a spy.”

“The one the Magi were talking about? Good.” He stepped toward her. “What?”

“I really need you to be calm.”

He lifted an eyebrow at that. “What’s wrong?”

“Just come downstairs.” She inhaled. “And, please, be calm.”

Merciful Apexia. Who had she caught?

 

***

 

Bound and gagged, Sir Eli sat in a wooden chair at a long table that took up most of the main floor room. A protective urge rushed through Arrago and he shouted, “Untie this man! This is Edmund’s father!”

“I know who he is,” Bethany said and pulled a chair out to sit on. She nodded at one of the guards, a wiry man in his prime, and he removed the gag in Sir Eli’s mouth.

“And the ropes,” Arrago demanded.

The guard looked at Bethany, who drew one of her blades and placed it on the table within easy reach. She nodded, and the man undid Sir Eli’s bonds.

“Arrago, sit,” Bethany ordered. Then, in a softer voice, she added, “Please.”

Arrago sat, still staring at Sir Eli, and recognized the expression on the old man’s face: shame. “Sir Eli?”

His old mentor did not look up.

“Wait!” Jovan shouted, but Edmund Greyfeather burst through the doors, snow and cold entering the room in a rush. “For Apexia’s sake, wait, kid.”

“I am not a kid!” Edmund bellowed, pushing his way through the room. He marched to Bethany, sword drawn. “Release my father.”

Bethany ignored him.

Arrago stood up, his chair scraping against the floor. “Edmund, put your sword down.”

“I mean it, whore, let my father go or, so help me Apexia, I will kill you.”

“Edmund!” Arrago rushed around the table to stand between Bethany and Edmund before she decapitated his friend. Edmund was good with a sword, but Bethany was unnaturally good. She’d kill him if he charged her.

“Don’t call me whore again, you log of shit,” Bethany growled.

“Shut up, Bethany,” Arrago shouted. “You aren’t helping.”

Bethany stood this time, her hand never leaving her Blessed Blade that rested on the table. Her other hand reached back and long fingers wrapped around the blade’s hilt. “I told you to be calm.”

“Stop, all of you.”

Arrago turned around, staring at Sir Eli. He rubbed at his wrists, where the rope had irritated the skin. He gave Arrago a sad smile and said, “Everyone, sit. We have much to discuss.”

With some coaxing, Edmund dropped himself into a chair, though he did not stop his hot glare at Bethany, who was ignoring him. Arrago walked back around the table to sit at his original chair, though not before pulling out his sword and placing it on the table, copying Bethany’s stance. She did not look at him, but Arrago noticed one side of her mouth tugged up.

“Sir Eli,” Arrago asked, “why are you here? You should be at Beachcomber Manor, not down in the war.”

A chill went through Arrago when Sir Eli lifted his eyes and their gazes met. Gone was the man he’d known for only a handful of months. Arrago did not see the compassion, joy, and harmless vulgarity he took for granted as part of the old man’s charm. Now, something darker, colder lurked in his expression that made Arrago’s muscles tighten.

“Sir Eli?” Arrago forced out of his dry throat.

“You’re a good man, Arrago,” Sir Eli said, lowering his gaze once more. “I knew it the moment my son brought you home.”

“Father, please,” Edmund implored, “why are you here?”

Arrago looked between Bethany and Sir Eli, her fingers drumming against her sword’s hilt. She already knew why. She’d come to get him, to prepare him. Dread sunk into his thoughts.

Sir Eli gave his son a small, encouraging smile. Then, he said, “I am here on behalf of King Daniel.”

“What?” Arrago whispered.

Bethany kept drumming her fingers against her sword and his heart tried to slow its racing and match her rhythm.

“Daniel?” Edmund spat the word out. “Why in Apexia’s name are you doing anything for him?”

“He is the legitimate ruler of Taftlin,” Sir Eli replied, as if speaking to a dimwitted child. “Would you have preferred I leave your sisters to be raped in the prisons?”

Arrago stared at his mentor. “Rape?”

Bethany cleared her throat. She spoke, but did not take her eyes off Sir Eli. “Men can purchase access to imprisoned females for a couple of silver.”

Sir Eli nodded. “They command a higher price if unwilling.”

Arrago got a sick feeling, and he realized that’s what happened to Bethany’s sister. Gracious Apexia. “I thought that was just a rumor,” he replied to no one in particular, and felt rather naïve for thinking it.

“Daniel forced you, then?” Edmund snapped.

Sir Eli shook his head.

“Then you came to betray us?” Edmund said, his voice rising. “Me?”

“Son, listen to me,” Sir Eli said and his voice held the authority of a father. “I cannot protect all of my children without sacrificing myself. So I am here.” He inclined his head at Bethany. “She knows what needs to be done.”

Bethany’s fingers continued their incessant drumming, her features growing harder and more remote.

“No!” Arrago shouted. “No! I see what’s going on here. Bethany, no.”

Bethany turned her head to stare at Arrago. He did not flinch from the harsh look she gave him and, for a brief moment, he saw through her mask to see the bone-weariness in her expression. “Hear him out.”

“I’m turning myself in to the elves so that they can execute me and protect my children.”

“Over my dead body,” Edmund snarled.

“And mine,” Arrago added.

Silence hung over the room. Arrago watched Bethany’s fingers lightly rap her sword and he kicked his chair out from beneath him. He reached across the table and slammed his hand over hers. “You are not going to kill him.”

“No, I am not.” Bethany said. “You are.”

“I don’t think so,” Arrago snarled and pressed his hand harder against Bethany’s, pinning her hand against the hilt. “Sir Eli, you are free to go.”

Edmund stood. “Come, father. I’ll make sure you get home safely.”

“The elf wants me to stay.”

Arrago removed his hand from Bethany’s, a pang in his heart for the end of touch between them, even if it wasn’t in affection. “I don’t care what she wants.”

“Good,” Sir Eli replied. “You will need to stand up to her kind many more times before this is over.”

“Arrago…” Bethany said, her tone warning.

“Don’t,” Arrago said as a hot reply. “Don’t you dare. If you hurt him, I will kill you. Do you hear me, Bethany? I will kill you.”

Bethany merely met his gaze, her face expressionless and cold as ice.

Sir Eli let out a sigh. “Arrago, I was sent by King Daniel to determine your numbers, to confirm that you were in this area, to incite rebellion within your numbers, and to report back to him. That is what I plan to do if I remain.”

“Father, you don’t mean that.”

“I do, my son.” Sir Eli turned to Arrago and said, “I will betray you.”

Arrago stared at him. “Why?”

“To protect my daughters and lands.”

Arrago shook his head and said, “I don’t understand.”

“To align himself with your rebellion,” Bethany explained, her voice tight, “Sir Eli would have to abandon his daughters and property. Daniel would take both for his own pleasure. If Sir Eli is allowed to report back to Daniel, he will be betraying his son and you, Arrago.”

Arrago slammed his hands down on the table and said, “What in Apexia’s name do you want me to do, Bethany? Kill him?”

“Yes,” Sir Eli answered very quietly.

Arrago turned to stare at his friend. Tears glistened in Edmund’s eyes, but he spoke with a strong voice. “Kill Father as a spy and an assassin. Send his head back to Daniel. Tell him we’ll do the same to Her Grace if he pushes.”

“Kill Sir Eli?” Arrago repeated. He shook his head. “No. No, I will not kill your father!”

“Then Arrago,” Sir Eli said, standing, “I will kill you.”



CHAPTER 28

 

The Viper will rejoice when the blood of the innocent flows. The Viper’s glory will grow in the dark corners of men’s hearts.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet

 

Wave after wave of nausea filled Arrago as he paced up and down the corridors. Kill Sir Eli! It was as though he was the only person left with any sense. Bethany, Edmund, even Sir Eli all wanted this. Arrago took deep breaths and tried very hard not to puke on the floorboards. He’d already gagged up most of his supper in his chamberpot; he might not have enough left in him, but he did not want to take the chance.

He had not known Sir Eli for long, but he’d been good to Arrago when kindness had counted the most. Sir Eli had taken Arrago into his home, fed him, paid him, and protected him. A good man should not have to lose his life because of politics.

“It’s time.”

Arrago shot Bethany a hard look, expecting coldness in her eyes. He didn’t find it. Instead, he saw her unwavering resolve and commitment. She accepted Sir Eli’s sacrifice and, what’s more, seemed to understand it. Her gaze met his and, though her features did not soften, her voice did.

“We have to do it now. Otherwise, his sacrifice will be for nothing. He is giving his life for your cause.”

Arrago closed his eyes and bile burned its way up his throat. He gulped back down both the vomit and the image of Sir Eli’s blood that would soon become fodder for Arrago’s nightmares. “I know.”

“I can do it, if you want,” Bethany said in that same calm, unyielding tone. “I won’t think less of you, either. I’ve executed too many men to count. I can do it again.”

“No,” he said sharply and the word surprised him. “I will do it.”

As they came from his lips, he knew his hand should be the one to end Sir Eli, and not Bethany. She might have executed plenty before, but he was going to be a king, providing he could stay alive. There would be many executions in his future.

“Are you certain?”

He reached out and touched her arm. She did not flinch away, as if she understood how much he needed human contact. “Eli Greyfeather is about to give his life to save his family’s honor. The least I can do is help give it to him.”

“What do you need from me?”

“Nothing,” he said and walked down the stairs into the main hall.

Sir Eli was face-down on the table, an empty mug next to him. Bethany had insisted on giving Sir Eli poison to help dull what was about to come. At first, he didn’t understand Bethany’s reasoning, but now, here at the end, he did. It was her brand of mercy. Though she was unyielding in the task, she was not without compassion. Death was probably already near for Sir Eli. If nothing else, the pain would be less for him.

Arrago stared at Sir Eli’s limp form and amended, “I may need help getting him out there.”

Bethany inclined her head. “Sir Eli, can you hear me?”

Sir Eli groaned something intelligible.

Bethany patted his shoulder and stepped over to the wall to pick a bottle off the shelf. She took several long guzzles and handed the bottle to Arrago.

He stared at the bottle. He did not want to drown his sorrows. He should be alert, feeling the full shame of his actions.

“Arrago, this will go easier on your nerves if you dull them,” she said and thrust the bottle at him. “Trust me.”

He accepted it and drank, regurgitating as he thought about killing the man who had taken him in when no one else would. He put the bottle down and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “How do I do this?” It embarrassed him how weak he sounded.

Bethany squared her shoulders and said, “He is here because of Daniel. Take that anger out on him.” And then Bethany grabbed Sir Eli by the back of the neck and slammed his face on the table and screamed, “Traitor!”

Arrago’s stomach heaved and tears welled in his eyes. His muscles shook and he clenched his fists to prevent him from hitting Bethany to stop her. He closed his eyes as she slammed Sir Eli’s head against the table, screaming a string of curses at him.

“Stop,” Arrago whispered. “Stop it.”

Bethany shot him a look of annoyance. “He needs to come out of this building bloody or else they are not going to believe that we beat the truth from him. They will talk and, eventually, someone, somewhere, will get word back to Daniel that Eli betrayed him. If they sent him, they sent others. When that happens, Edmund’s family will lose everything.”

“I know,” he said, his voice ragged. “Torture, though.”

“Arrago, he can’t feel anything right now. Give him the death his family needs. You owe him that much.”

Anger flared up within him, but shame quickly replaced it. He stared down at Sir Eli’s still form, the occasional moan escaping his lips. Arrago closed his eyes and grabbed the bottle of brandy he’d just drunk and smashed the neck on the edge of the table.

“Apexia, forgive me,” he whispered and slashed Sir Eli’s face. Blood pooled and dripped down his mentor’s face. His friend’s father. A man he respected and who he was about to murder. Tears streamed down Arrago’s face, but he hit Sir Eli again. He closed his eyes, trying to control his shaking limbs.

“This is not how I wanted to win the war.”

“I know,” Bethany said and she kicked Sir Eli’s chair over. Moans escaped Sir Eli and she kicked his ribs.

Arrago stared down at Sir Eli’s immobile body, blood dripping from his face. Rage bubbled inside him. He hated Daniel for putting him into this position. He hated him for coming here. And, Apexia forgive him, he hated Apexia herself for turning him into a murderer.

“Let’s do it before I change my mind,” Arrago growled.

“Wipe your face,” Bethany ordered, in that hard, cold voice she had.

He glared at her. “Don’t tell me what to do.”

She licked her lips and said, softer, “The tears left streaks on your face.”

“Oh,” he said and rubbed his face with his tunic sleeve. His stomach churned once, but he bent down and said, “Sir Eli, please forgive me.”

Sir Eli made no reply beyond a groan of pain. Blood trickled from his ear where Bethany had slammed his head to the table.

He grabbed the back of Sir Eli’s jacket. The old man was heavy and he motioned for Bethany to help him. She did, without a blink. Cold as ice. Why did they call her Fire Tits? It should have been the ice goddess. No one was as cold as her.

But, as she bent down to grab him, Arrago heard her whisper in Sir Eli’s ear, “I will protect your family with all that I have.”

Arrago stared at her, but she ignored him. Her features hardened, determined. She didn’t like this, either, and yet she could be a man about it. So would he. Sir Eli’s sacrifice was needed. He had to send a message to Daniel and all of the nobles that he was to be taken seriously. What better than to return the head of his mentor?

Arrago’s stomach churned at that thought. He reached down, deep down, and found the rage of the situation. He found the hatred of Magic boiling inside him. Magic had brought this fate upon them all. Without that twisted, mangled excuse for Power, Daniel would not have needed to call the Magi. Sir Eli would have not needed to put down his life.

Sir Eli was a hero. One day, Arrago would see that he would be honored. Today, however…Today, Arrago needed to be the hero. He needed to stand up against tyranny and Magic and evil. Today, Arrago would crush anyone who stood in his way. Tomorrow, he would weep at what he’d done. Today, he would crush his enemies.

So, he took a long, deep breath and bellowed, “Fucking traitor!”

Arrago dragged Sir Eli’s limp form across the dirt floor and Bethany’s boot landed on the door, flinging it open. Around the cottage stood citizens and soldiers, knights and rebels, their eyes wide with fright. Outside of Edmund and Bethany’s cadre, no one knew the plan. He had to be convincing. He had to show the rage of betrayal.

Arrago dug deeper and found the contempt he held for King Daniel. Daniel was a pompous, arrogant fool who took the gifts his father had left him and trampled them, all for the sake of more power and glory. He’d turned on Apexia herself and opened the floodgates for Magi to enter their homeland. He’d betrayed them all.

“How dare you come here and spy on me!” Arrago shouted, gripping his best friend’s father tighter. Bethany lost her grip, unable to keep up with Arrago. He dragged the limp body to the middle of town, to where Edmund stood trembling, tears streaming down his face. Her Grace Celeste stood next to him.

“This is what happens when you ally with Daniel!” Arrago bellowed and kicked Sir Eli in the face. A wet snap came and blood gushed from Sir Eli’s nose. No sound came from Sir Eli now; he hadn’t even felt it.

Arrago grabbed the back of his head, gripping a handful of hair. He slid a knife from his belt. Arrago’s hands shook, but he leaned down to whisper, “I’m sorry, my friend,” and slit Sir Eli’s throat. Blood sprayed, covering Arrago’s hand and forearm. Some of it splattered on Edmund’s boots, who did not flinch. He merely closed his eyes and wept silently.

Arrago’s vision blurred as he dropped Sir Eli’s draining body to the ground. He rubbed his eyes, hoping no one saw the tears welling up. He was a murderer. He covered his mouth with the back of his hand and struggled against the heaving.

What have I done?

 

***

 

Bethany let out a sigh of relief. It was over. Sir Eli’s innocent blood seeped into the dirty snow, mixing in with muddy boot prints and horse piss. She felt nothing; she’d seen enough unfair executions to understand the politics behind them. At least he was barely alive when it happened. He’d been given as much mercy as could be allowed.

She watched Arrago standing over Sir Eli’s corpse — the glassy eyes said it was a corpse now. Blood dripped from the dagger in his hands. Tears streamed down her former lover’s face. Bethany had to gulp down the urge to hold him. Poor Arrago; he was too good, too soft for this kind of work. He should have let her do it.

She knew why he didn’t and her respect for him grew. He would not push off the dirty work on to her shoulders. For whatever happened between them, whatever was their future, Arrago would never push off his duty on anyone, let alone the woman he once loved. She knew him well enough for that.

Bethany could no longer offer him the comfort of her embrace, but she had to do something. Arrago just stood there, shaking and silently crying. She cleared her throat and said, “All right, people. Get back to your work.”

She pointed at Celeste, who stood next to a stunned Edmund. “Your Grace?”

The woman looked up, her eyes brimming with tears.

“Take Edmund, please. I’ll look after this.”

Celeste inclined her head and placed her hand on Edmund’s back, just enough to push him along. She stopped next to Bethany and leaned forward to whisper, “Will you give Sir Eli a proper burial?”

Bethany gave one nod of her head and Celeste mouthed her thanks.

“Jackson?”

The stout man stepped out of the dispersing crowd. “Here, Lady Bethany.”

She pulled him to one side and whispered, “Wrap up his corpse and spread the rumor that it is to be disposed in the woods. You, Erem, and another knight of Erem’s choice escort Edmund to the spot and bury him in whatever manner he requests.” Bethany looked at the body. “It’s the least we can do for him.”

Jackson nodded and motioned for two regulars to fetch him blankets.

“Wait,” she said, grabbing his forearm. She licked her lips. “Let Edmund say goodbye, and then arrange to send a messenger with Sir Eli’s head to Daniel.”

Jackson blinked. “You’re joking?”

Bethany cocked an eyebrow.

“All right. I’ll see to it.” Jackson lifted his hands in surrender. As he walked away, Bethany heard him mutter, “Fucking cold bitch.”

Yes, she was and would need to be for a bit yet. So much blood. She stepped over to Arrago and stood next to him. “Hand me the knife.”

Arrago didn’t look up from the body. She reached over and tugged the knife from his hands. She wiped the blade against her leather chaps and handed it back to him. “Put it away.”

He stared at the dagger, then back at Sir Eli. “I killed him.”

Bethany chewed on her lip, a physical gesture to control her yelling at him. Arrago had to move. He needed to appear strong, not weak. Crying in public would make him weak.

“He trusted me and I killed him,” Arrago said, his voice hushed. Silent tears trickled down his face.

“Arrago, you need to get off the street. I’ll look after the corpse.”

“Corpse,” he sneered. “Don’t you have any feeling?”

Bethany eyed the crowd around them, moving too slowly for her taste. They wanted to hear what was passing between them. She leaned forward and whispered, “Daniel has ears everywhere. You have no idea who might be passing information back. If they know you are weak, they will destroy everything you’ve fought for.” Bethany looked back down at the body. “They will destroy what he fought for.”

Arrago snapped his gaze up to meet hers. She could see the anger and grief warring on his face. He wanted to scream at her, but right now he needed to move and grieve in private. “It must be easy for you, having no heart.”

Bethany closed her eyes. “Arrago…”

“Tell me, how long did it take you to get over the Temple? Days? Hours? Have you seen so many bodies, Bethany, that they don’t even bother you anymore?”

Bethany ignored the jab. Instead, she motioned for Kiner. “Take him back. Get ‘em drunk.”

Annoyance spread across Kiner’s face. “Me?”

“I’ll be there as soon as I can. I have to contain this.” She lowered her voice, so that only he could hear. “And you are the best person to talk to Arrago about guilt after executions.”

Kiner looked down. “Yes. I suppose I am.” He patted Arrago’s shoulder and motioned with his head. “Come. I have a bottle with your name on it.”

Arrago stepped away from the bleeding corpse, and after shooting Bethany an angry look, walked off with Kiner, never sheathing the knife he’d used to kill his mentor with.

Bethany let out a breath. She’d let him know how long it took when she finally recovered.



CHAPTER 29

 

There will be comfort. There will be peace. It will come with a price, paid in its weight in tears.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet

 

Night had settled by the time Bethany made it back into the temple. The senior knights, plus Lendra, sat around the hearth, whispering. They stopped speaking when she walked in, heavy eyes all on her.

She stomped the snow off her boots and tugged off her blood-splattered cloak, dumping it in a heap on the floor near several other bundles of filthy clothing for the laundresses. “How is he?” she asked, approaching the fire.

“He won’t let anyone talk to him,” Eve answered.

“I thought I told you to look after him,” Bethany said, looking at Kiner.

Kiner shrugged. “Once the liquor kicked in, he threatened to slit my throat.”

Bethany pulled off her helmet and sat it down on the table. Brown splatters still stained the wood. She’d need to get someone to scrub that out. “Why are all of you down here?”

“I can’t sleep,” Lendra whispered. “Jovan sent a hot bath up to Arrago, but he wouldn’t answer the door for the servants, so I went up. He opened the door to let us in and let the servants fill the bath. He yelled at me when they done.” She pouted at that. “Sacred wind, I can’t imagine what he’s going through.”

Eve put an arm around Lendra and said, “I know how he feels and it is not a good feeling.”

Jovan tipped back a bottle. “No, it is not.”

Bethany let out a deep breath and said, “I guess that means I should go talk to him.”

Jovan shrugged a shoulder. “Think you can do it without making things worse?”

“Asshole,” Bethany muttered under her breath as she walked up the stairs. It didn’t matter what had happened between her and Arrago; he was hurting and she could find a few drams of compassion for a friend.

She knocked on Arrago’s door and ignored the crushing sensation of empathy in her chest. Poor Arrago. She knew a little how he felt.

“Fuck off,” Arrago shouted back, his words thick and slurred. “Come in here and I’ll kill you.”

She pulled the rope and opened the door. It took Bethany’s eyes a moment to adjust to the darkened room. Arrago slumped in a chair in front of his fire, a blanket wrapped around his torso, though it failed to cover most of his naked legs. The fire roared, however, and the heat felt good after being outside in the snow and cold for so long. In the corner was a small tub, enough for a person to sit upright in.

“I told you to fuck off,” Arrago snarled and turned to look at her. His expression soured. “Oh, it’s you.”

“It’s me,” Bethany replied. “Mind if I clean up? You have the tub and I’m filthy.”

Arrago snorted. “You gonna strip it all off for me, are you?”

Bethany bit back the first remark that came to mind. Instead, she pulled her sword scabbards off her back and dropped them to the floor, the metal clattering. She wrestled out of her too-small jacket and threw it on the bench. She untied her leather toggles and pulled her vest off. Blood splattered all of it. Sir Eli’s, her own, countless Magis that she’d slain.

Too much blood.

On the floor, she noticed Arrago’s bloody clothing. She glanced sidelong at him and guessed he was naked.

She dipped her hands into the tub of murky water and her knuckles stung. She’d scraped them against Sir Eli’s teeth. She scrubbed her face and immediately was grateful for the refreshed feeling it gave her. Clean always improved her morale.

“I hate your hair short.”

Bethany glanced at him while unbuckling her belt, her shoulders slumping from the extra weight on them from the mail. “Your hair keeps getting longer each time I look at you.”

He let out a snort, and Bethany relaxed. She knew the relaxed, casual manner in which she treated him was what he needed.

“We Taftlins do like our hair long.” Arrago’s mouth quirked upward, though he tried to wipe away the expression. “Do you like it?”

“I think I do,” she said, her voice huskier than she would’ve liked.

Arrago stared at her, fingers wrapped around his bottle. Then he stood, the blanket falling from his shoulders. Bethany gulped; Arrago was naked underneath. A chill that had nothing to do with the room’s temperature coursed through her.

He reached out and touched her hair. “You look like an orange dandelion.”

“It was too cold to keep shaving it,” she said with a laugh. She tried turning her face away from him, but he cupped her scarred cheek. “No matter. You are still the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen.”

“And you are drunk,” Bethany said, forcing as much mirth into her voice as she could muster. “I want to wash up. Go sit before you fall down and hurt yourself.”

“You’re really bossy,” he said, but staggered to his bed and plopped down on it.

Bethany looked away, but the image of his semi-erect manhood flapped against his body kept repeating in her mind. She gritted her teeth. She’d expected him to keep brooding and the overtures threw her off balance. Nevertheless, she didn’t go there to seduce the poor man, only to comfort him. A dark part of her whispered that sex was the greatest comfort she could offer him. She drowned the voice by splashing more water on her face.

“How are you doing?” she asked, keeping her voice as soft as possible, all the while her heart thumping. She untied her neck guard, and wiggled out of her too-loose mail, the metal tunic plopping to the floor. She rolled her shoulders in relief.

A bitter laugh escaped Arrago. “Drunk.”

“Is it helping? The booze, I mean.”

“It just makes the self-loathing bearable.”

“I really know that feeling,” she said. Looking over her shoulder, she said, “Face the other way. I want to peel out of these clothes.”

“Since when are you shy?”

She rolled her eyes, and gave him a forced smile. She peeled her tunic off and tossed it to one side, wincing at her own stench. “When this war is over, I’m going to burn all of my clothes. I’ll never get the sweat smell out.”

“I’ll never get the blood out,” Arrago said quietly.

“Oh Arrago,” Bethany said and walked over to him. She was about to crouch down, when she realized what would be at face level, and opted to sit next to him. “Eventually, the blood fades.”

He stared at his hands. “I killed him.”

“You did. You gave him a heroic end.”

“Fuck heroic,” Arrago snarled. “Fuck war, fuck death, fuck Apexia and her—” He stopped abruptly. “I can’t believe I just said that.”

Naked or not, stinking or not, Bethany reached out and wrapped her fingers around his. Arrago squeezed. They sat there like that for several heartbeats. Emotions warred for dominance. She could pretend to be cold and unfeeling, but the fact remained: she still loved Arrago Cedar. For all the betrayal and hurt, she still loved him, and it was killing her to see his heart ripped apart.

“You smell really bad.”

Bethany glared at him before cracks shattered her façade and they both roared with laughter. She threw her head back and howled with laughter. “I really do.”

Arrago let out a short sound before saying, “Oh, I shouldn’t laugh.”

“You should. The living laugh.”

“I don’t want to be one of the living,” Arrago muttered.

“Not tonight perhaps,” she said, rising, “but tomorrow you’ll be happy that you are still drawing breath.”

She took the rag from the side of the tub and dipped it into the water before rubbing as much of her torso as she could that wasn’t covered by her breast bindings.

“You’ve lost weight,” he commented.

Bethany stared at his bronze torso. “You haven’t,” she said, a hint of a smile on her face.

Arrago looked at her, a grin on his face that never touched his eyes. “Tromping through the woods has been good for me.”

Bethany reached out to a particularly vicious scar across his bicep, but she pulled her fingers back. He was no longer hers to touch. “Not that good for you.”

He looked at the scar, still red and angry, but now closed. “That hurt less than the one in my thigh.”

“At the temple, you mean?”

“No, I took an arrow in the leg. It leaked for a month before I got it under control. You have no idea how hard it’s been finding a healer after the war was declared.”

“That’s why I travel with several healers.” She gave him a grin, trying to force as much idle chatter into their conversation as possible. Talking was good for Arrago.

“The next time I start a rebellion, I’ll remember that.”

She pointed at him. “The next time you start a rebellion, I’ll kick your ass.”

“I’ve missed you,” he whispered before turning his attention back to the fire.

Bethany’s breath hitched in her throat and she looked away, going back to washing away the grim and sweat. Words could not describe how empty her life had been without him.

“I suppose you’re still quite angry at me.”

She let out a sigh. It was inevitable that the topic would drift back to what they’d shared. “Arrago, you’re drunk. You’re hurting. Let’s not venture down that path.”

“You’ve changed.”

Bethany let out a snort. “Not as much as you. My goddess, Arrago. Trying to become King. If I wasn’t standing here, I would not have believed it.”

“I don’t believe it myself most days.” He stretched out his hands, and Bethany averted her eyes once more. “Who would’ve thought I was the Elf King of prophecy?”

Bethany ignored the comment. He was too drunk, and she was too on edge to deal with those thoughts. She looked at him and sighed. “I’ve missed this.”

She turned her back to him and ran the cloth inside her trousers, washing as best she could without being too obvious. She dropped the cloth in the tub and turned to pick up her tunic. Arrago grabbed her. He wrapped his fingers in her damp hair and grabbed a fistful. He pulled her to his mouth and kissed her so hard that her lips ached.

Bethany gasped, unable to control her breath. She had never felt this way before, not even the two times they had been together back at the temple. Before, that was gentle, sweet. Now, in the midst of the war, and blood, and horror, she did not have time for gentle and for touching that part of her soul. She needed the groping, grasping, grappling love. She needed sex. She needed Arrago.

He had changed.

She feared loving him even more now.

And she had to stop this. Now.

“Stop,” she forced out, stumbling out of his grasp. It was wrong to let her wants take advantage of him.

He whispered into her ear, “Come to bed with me.”

“You’re upset.” Bethany closed her eyes and took a steadying breath, ignoring her own desires. “You will regret this.”

He kissed the tip of her ear. “Please,” he urged. “I don’t want to be alone.”

Bethany slipped her hands to his chest, to push him away. But once her hands pressed against his warm flesh, she could feel his beating heart through the muscle and skin. She missed the sensation of both their hearts pounding together, as they wrapped leg and love around each other.

She missed him.

“This would be for all the wrong reasons,” she whispered through her tight throat.

He pulled back enough to cup her face in his hands. “I need to feel that someone can love me. Please.”

Bethany knew if she gave in, it would not be for Arrago’s pleading; it would be for her own base needs. She would be taking advantage of someone she’d once loved.

No, that wasn’t right. She still loved him, perhaps more than ever because the shine of the spring love was gone. There was no newness, no smiles, and yet she yearned to stay by his side for the rest of his short life, and mourn him for centuries. She wanted to share her sorrows, her joys, failures, and triumphs with him.

So, she could share his hurt and if wrapping her naked body around him and enjoying the comfort of the man she loved was wrong, then, she could live with that, too.

 

***

 

Through the haze of liquor and heartache, Arrago knew deep down that he was taking advantage of Bethany. He knew her well enough to pull on her sympathy. He knew how to touch her, how to whisper to her. He felt dirty for trying to coax her into his bed, and yet he did not stop touching her.

Kiner had been right; the liquor took the edge off the agony in his heart. It gave him just enough strength to stuff the anguish in a trunk and hide it in the storage room of his mind for a time. It would never go away, of course. It would always scream for release, always pound to be let out, and he believed Kiner’s warning that Sir Eli’s death would replay in his dreams for the rest of his life.

He needed something else to replay as well, or else everything he’d done was worth shit. He wanted to touch, to love, to feel like someone wanted him. And he knew that Bethany still wanted him. Did she still love him? He didn’t know, though he suspected that the hatred she felt for him could only be so hot because she still loved him somewhere deep inside her.

“Please,” Arrago whispered and ran his right hand down her naked back, still damp from washing. “Just this once. I’ll never ask again.”

Bethany did not answer him, but she slowly, carefully, wrapped her arms around his waist, cold hands pressing against his skin. He shivered and fought the tears that welled in his eyes. He loved her so much.

He planted kisses on her cheek, her neck, and her closed eyelids. Her fingers tightened and her breath quickened. Mustering his courage, he lifted his mouth and brushed his lips against hers. Bethany dug her fingertips into his skin and he grabbed the back of her neck, pressing his naked flesh against her.

His spare hand ran down the length of her body and her skin turned to goose flesh. How he’d missed the contours of her body. He kissed her harder, as if she could steal the very hurt from his mind.

“Please,” he whispered between kisses, their breath creating clouds of steam in the cool air of the sparse room.

Bethany gulped and one of her hands slid down his back and cupped his naked ass. She dug her nails into his back and whispered between gasps, “Arrago, this is a bad idea.”

But it wasn’t a no. He tugged at her silk trousers until they passed her hips. She wiggled to help, but all that did was drive him mad. Arrago pulled her down to the bed, and Bethany kicked one leg out and wrapped it around the back of his thighs, locking one of his legs in place.

Kissing, groping, biting, he sunk himself into her. He clasped her tightly, fearful that she’d escape from him.

“Ease up.” Bethany’s breath was jagged. “I can’t breathe.”

He kept moving his hips, holding her, tasting her lips, her tongue, her breasts. He’d missed her so much. He thought he’d never ever get to touch her again. And today. Oh today. He needed someone to love him, to let him know it was going to be all right, that Sir Eli didn’t die in vain…

“Shh,” Bethany whispered. “Arrago, shh. Don’t cry. It’s all right. Shh.”

He looked up at her, her face blurry through his tears. He wanted to speak, wanted to be angry, but all he could feel was the rising wave of grief once more.

Pity filled her eyes, but she reached up and touched his face. “You are, and always will be, a good man.”

Arrago collapsed on Bethany’s naked chest, burying his face in the warmth and damp of her skin. He tried so hard not to cry. He did not want to cry. Crying would make him weak. Didn’t soldiers never cry? Didn’t men never cry?

“It’ll get easier,” she whispered and she wrapped naked limbs around him, rocking him. “You’ll see, Arrago. You made the right choice. You’ll see. You’ll recover.”

“I’m sorry,” Arrago forced out through the sobs. “I’m so sorry.”

He didn’t even know what exactly he was apologizing for, but he was sorry for it all. Every failure, every misstep, every regret flooded through him like snow in winter.

But she did not turn from him. Bethany held him tighter and whispered, her own voice cracking, “I forgive you.”

Arrago closed his eyes and let her words soothe him. Then, he pushed himself up off her. He loved her so much. Even now, she could still show him the comfort he needed but did not deserve.

“What?” she asked, a soft smile forming on her lips, red and swollen from where he’d bruised them.

He reached across the floor to where her Blessed Blades lay in the puddle of her clothes and pulled them to within arms reach. “I know you won’t relax unless they are near you.”

She cupped his face in her hands and smile. “What now?”

Arrago kissed the top of her head and whispered, “Let me be weak tonight.”

“Arrago Cedar, I have never thought you weak.” She hesitated before saying, “And I still love you.”

Emotion exploded inside Arrago. He wept from grief, anger, and relief. One of Bethany’s strong, calloused hands pressed tightly against his back while the other fished around for the blankets.

“I love you,” Arrago choked out and wept in the arms of the only woman he’d ever love.



CHAPTER 30

 

The Diamond will not hide from the darkness. She will stand or the world will fall.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet

 

“Lady Bethany! Rider!”

Bethany grabbed her sword scabbard and rushed outside. Dogs howled and barked as a messenger arrived, covered in frost and snow. He stopped his sled steps from the temple, his dogs collapsing in pants, their breath creating a small patch of fog around them.

The man, in not much better shape than the dogs, approached Bethany. He tried to speak, but he was shaking so badly that his words were lost in the chattering of his teeth.

“Let’s get him inside,” Bethany said. “I need a healer and food for him.” She looked at the dogs. “Get someone who knows about dogs to look after them. Come on,” she said, and opened the door to her cottage.

Jackson and Erem dragged the half-frozen man inside and in front of the fire.

Lendra came hurrying out of her room and exclaimed, “Is he dead?”

Bethany shot her an annoyed look. “Get Arrago — oh there he is,” she said as the door flung open and Arrago looked frantically around the room. She didn’t meet his eyes. They had not talked about what happened two days before, nor would they if she had her way. Talking was for people like Eve, not for her.

“Hawkfeathers!” Arrago exclaimed and rushed over to the man, dropping to his knees. “We have to get him undressed and into blankets.”

“I’ll fetch blankets,” Lendra said and ran upstairs to the rooms.

“He’s your man, right?” Bethany asked.

Arrago nodded. “Jay Hawkfeathers. Best dog rider we have. He’s a childhood friend of Edmund’s.”

Bethany nodded. “Jay, can you hear me?”

The man nodded his head, his teeth still clattering. “I — I — They —”

“Be calm,” Arrago said, putting a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Be calm. You’re safe. Let’s get you bundled into dry clothes. The cold will wear off soon.”

“Why is he shivering so badly?” Erem asked. “It’s not that cold outside.”

Arrago motioned for Bethany to help him tug the man’s sealskin coat off, the inside fur soaked with perspiration. “Not good. Erem, he’s probably not slept in days except for when the dogs were too exhausted to sleep. Make sure someone looks after the dogs, too. They’ve been with him for a long time.”

“Already looked after,” Bethany said, but she did turn and say, “Jackson, go make sure.”

“Right away,” he said and jumped up to leave.

“I like him,” Arrago said, smiling at Jackson. “He makes a good aide for you.”

“He’s also illiterate,” Bethany said through a grin. “He’s even more useless with paperwork than I am.”

They worked quietly, stripping Jay Hawkfeathers naked. Erem raided their beds and bundled up blankets, furs, and wools to make a litter. Bethany stirred the fire, sparks flying up.

Lendra burst into the room with an armload of blankets and stared at the naked man on the floor. Her mouth dropped and her cheeks flushed as she stared at his naked bits, before dropping the blankets on the table and hurrying off once more.

Arrago raised his eyebrows.

Bethany sighed. “I believe the urge has come in.”

“The urge?”

Erem answered. “You know when you hit fourteen and all you wanted to do was find a hole to stuff your goodies into? Elves get that around a century.”

Arrago flushed. “Oh. I remember those days.”

“I don’t think you’ve grown out of them,” Bethany mumbled under her breath, and felt the rush of heat to her face when Arrago cocked an eyebrow at her. “Elorians get it earlier than full-bloods. Usually in their eighties.”

“Ah, that explains it, then.”

Jay coughed and struggled to sit up.

“Easy,” Bethany said, gently pressing her hand against the man’s dark chest. She piled the blanket on him that Arrago passed her. “Easy now.”

“Lady — Lady,” Jay said between coughs.

“Jay, rest for a few moments. Warm up. You can tell us everything then,” Arrago said.

Jay shook his head. He licked his cracked lips, blood crusted on the edges. Bethany winced. She had sheep liniment in her duffle. She’d get it for him once he settled down. “Three days ago…saw the army.”

Bethany sat up. “Daniel’s?”

Jay nodded. He audibly gulped as though the few words had stripped his throat of moisture. “The dogs and I…barely slept.”

Bethany gave Arrago a concerned look. “Three days for him would take what? Two weeks?”

Arrago shrugged. “Maybe a bit less. Depends.”

“Lots of dogs and logging horses.” Jay coughed again.

Where in Apexia’s name was that healer?

“Are you sure they’re coming here?” Arrago asked.

Jay nodded, his eyes drooping. “At least fifteen thousand. Maybe twenty.”

Oh shit.

“Rest,” Bethany ordered.

“My dogs—”

She pressed a hand against his shoulder. “The dogs are safe. They’ll be looked after. You have my word.”

Jay fell silent, slipping into the motionless sleep of the truly exhausted.

“A week,” Bethany whispered. “I did not expect him to attack until the snow melts.”

“Daniel probably thinks attacking now is to his advantage. Most of your people are elves or Elorians. Everyone knows elves can’t handle the cold.”

Bethany pushed herself to her feet. “All right. Erem? Get Jovan, Eve, Kiner, Her Grace, Jon Black Crow, everyone. Top priority is to make sure the town is fortified. We need the civilians behind the walls and we need pickets out.”

Erem nodded. “I’ll assemble everyone.”

Arrago looked at Bethany. “So this is it?”

Bethany stared at the crumpled man on the floor. She’d come to destroy a country, but somewhere along the way had lost her hatred for it. Now, her concern was for the civilians under her protection, and for ensuring her soldiers had the best chance of winning.

And not just hers. Arrago’s farmers, too.

She looked at her former lover. No, he was still her lover. He would always be her lover. No matter if he married, forgot her, and died. He would always be the only one she’d share her love with. She’d go anywhere to protect him.

“Bethany?”

She blew out a breath and gave him a small smile. “This is where we honor Sir Eli’s sacrifice by killing every Magi-lover Daniel throws at us.”



CHAPTER 31

 

The Viper will come. The darkness will smother.

—Aleu’s “The Agony of the Diamond”

 

Bethany marched through the streets, surveying the work that still needed to be done. Beside her walked Arrago, who refused to walk behind her. Behind her were Jovan, Eve, Kiner, and Erem, with another six scribes making notes.

Several more knights and soldiers surrounded them, led by Jackson, issuing immediate orders and keeping the senior knights safe.

“Daniel has fifteen to twenty thousand. What is our count?” Bethany asked, looking over her shoulder at her unofficial aide, assigned by Jon Black Crow.

The aide was a tall, sparse man, with thick, wiry black hair, pale-as-snow skin, and sunken cheeks. He looked down at the papers on his portable desk that hung around his neck and rested against his torso. He released the clamp on the edge of the papers, enough to flip through his notes without them flying off. “Twelve thousand within two days ride in good weather.”

Jovan whistled and Bethany spat. “They have almost double our number.”

Bethany pressed the heel of her palm against her forehead. “How many abled-body men do we have in the baggage?”

“Miss Amber estimates two thousand or so,” he answered.

“All right, Jackson, you will be in charge of the rear guard. I’ll need—”

“I won’t be in the fight?”

Bethany stopped, and there was a shuffle of feet as everyone tried to avoid bumping into one another. “There are a lot of innocent people here who will be slaughtered if Daniel’s men break through. I can’t get everyone inside the shield wall.” She looked at Jon Black Crow and said, “I have to leave about three thousand people outside the main barricades. I need someone to look after them. The best I can do is move them behind the town, where the trees and the river can help protect them.”

Jackson blew out a breath. “Of course, I’ll look after them.”

“Erem, select five knights you trust to lead this kind of duty with Jackson. Take a hundred soldiers.”

Erem’s aide scratched notes down, while Erem stared at Bethany. “A hundred? To protect three thousand?”

“Jackson, it’s your job to make sure every person fit to fight in the baggage is armed. Wood axes, kitchen knives, daggers, wooden poles. I don’t want a single person without something to protect themselves, do you understand?”

“Yes, Lady Bethany.”

“Get the children and old people into three clusters, then—”

“I know standard elven formation. I’ll see to it,” Jackson said, confidence in his voice.

Bethany gave him a grin. “When this is over, I’m making you an apprentice knight.”

Jackson snorted. “Thank Apexia I can’t read then. We illiterates aren’t allowed in.”

“I’ll teach you,” Kiner said and a round of chuckles went up from the group, but they died away quickly.

They walked past a dozen sharpening wheels, metal clanging as swords sharpened, armor mended, and knives were prepared. She pointed at the wizened local man and said, “You! Blacksmith.”

The grey-haired man stood and bowed. “Lady Bethany.”

“How are repairs?”

“We’ll have all blades for the knights sharpened in two days. We’ve made a hundred more spears, but we’re almost out of metal. “

Bethany nodded and said, “Get some of your boys to make wooden spears to make a third spear wall around the exterior. If you need help, speak to Jackson,” she pointed at him, “and he’ll get you help from the baggage.”

“Yes, Lady Bethany. When do you need them by?”

“Roc?”

The aide looked up and said, “The earliest Daniel’s full force will arrive is three mornings from now.”

“Tomorrow night,” Bethany said. “We need to be ready for an advanced attack.”

The blacksmith nodded and began barking orders to the young boys around him.

They circled back around toward the village. “Eve, get top archers in every single window and spread along the tree line. From this point forward, full coverage. Have relief sleep on the floor next to the archers, in case of attack. See how the roofs hold up. Might be able to get some up there, too.”

“Done.”

“Arrago, I need your archers in front of the buildings, but behind your spears.”

“Why can’t mine go in the buildings?”

“Yours aren’t crack shots,” she said.

Arrago grunted in annoyance, but remained silent.

“Your Grace, please organize the women. I need every single cloak, blanket, quilt, and roll of fabric that exists in this town. It’s going to be cold standing around and we’re going to need extra clothing.”

“Of course, Lady Bethany,” Lady Celeste said with a delicate incline of her head. “Would you like me to get the townspeople into the cellars?”

Bethany thought for a moment and said, “Yes, please. That would help.”

Jon Black Crow interrupted, “Actually, Your Grace, would you mind bringing the very young from the baggage into the town? Our women will look after them.”

Bethany looked over her shoulder at him. “There isn’t enough room for your own people, let alone more children.”

“No man worth his meat will sit in a cellar while women defend our home for us.”

“Your people will die,” Bethany said quietly.

“They will die defending their home against a tyrant. Daniel’s not coming to liberate us. He’ll burn the village to the ground to get to Arrago. Best we don’t let him do that.”

“Jon is correct, Lady Bethany. My cousin is a coward.”

“Wouldn’t that mean he should be hiding in some castle?” Arrago asked.

Celeste looked at Arrago and said, “It means he will behave as a bully. He will only attack if he thinks he can win, and will win by any costs. He will make an example of us and will kill everyone here to put all of your necks on pikes.”

“And yours, Your Grace,” Arrago said with an incline of his head.

Celeste raised her chin. “I am the confirmed legitimate daughter of a Prince. I am of royal blood and untainted by scandal. I came to here to help the poor, was kidnapped by your band of peasant folk, and have been under house arrest by the elves.” She narrowed her eyes and said, “My head will not be gracing the pikes.”

A snort escaped Bethany. “All right, Her Grace will not be on pikes, but I think we all agree that surrender is not an option for non-humans.”

“No,” Celeste said firmly, without a hint of hesitation. “Perhaps not for the humans, either.”

Sled dogs barked in the distance. Metal scraped against sharpening stones. Men shouted at each other in various languages and various accents. Fire billowed around them. Light snow fell.

“No, I suppose surrender isn’t an option.”

****

“I want to stay and fight,” Lendra protested.

Amber gave Lendra an amused look and said, “Lendra, you aren’t a soldier.”

“But everyone else is out fighting and I’m stuck here hiding.”

“Miss Lendra,” Erem said, his voice stern, “your sister wants you safe. She has already lost too many sisters.”

Lendra gave Erem a dirty look and Amber laughed. She pulled the blanket over Lendra and stirred the tiny fire in their cellar hideout. “How long will you be with us, Erem?”

“Morning. After that, the rest of us have to prepare. Daniel’s army could arrive anytime.”

Fear sloshed around in Amber’s guts. “I thought his army was a week away.”

“Bethany estimates a forced march could get his troops here by tomorrow evening. So, she wants us to be ready for him.”

“Are we?” Lendra asked, her voice small. “I mean, are we ready for him? I heard he has a hundred thousand men!”

Erem snorted. “No, not that many.”

Amber looked at him, sensing Erem was omitting the truth. “How many does he have?”

“No way to tell,” Erem said with a nonchalant shrug.

“Erem, you are a terrible liar,” Amber said.

Erem gave her a sly grin. “I’m a great liar! It’s you that’s rattling around in my brain where you shouldn’t be.”

Amber shot him a look. “I don’t need to get inside your head. You always shrug your left shoulder when you lie.”

“No, I don’t.”

Lendra nodded. “It’s true, you do.”

“Who told you that?” Erem demanded.

“Jovan,” both women said in unison.

Erem scowled and said, “Now I know how that lowlife whore has been winning at cards.” He turned quiet and said, “I can’t say the exact number, but we’re a little under-matched. It isn’t too bad, though. It is nothing to worry about.”

“But they have Magic,” Lendra said.

Erem smiled at her. “And we have Blessed Blades that cut through Magic.”

Amber stared at him until his smile faded. He glanced at Lendra and gave Amber a pleading look. “Lendra, it’s important that we have faith in Bethany. She doesn’t want anything to happen to you. That’s why you’re down here, surrounded by over fifty knights and another hundred regulars. Even if they catch the stable on fire upstairs, we are so far down that it won’t hurt us. And it’s warmer down here than up there.”

“Just keep the fire low so you don’t choke on the smoke and it will be fine,” Erem added.

“I just wish I could fight,” Lendra said, her face sullen. “No one ever lets me do anything. I wasn’t allowed to join the knights, or the Wyllow guard. I always had to look after Drea. Now that she’s gone,” her voice hitched in her throat, “Bethany won’t even let me out of her sight unless I’m surrounded by guards.”

“She’s just worried about you,” Amber said and ran her hand along her belly. A small grin tugged her mouth. She’d not told anyone about the creature growing inside her, whose thoughts were of sleep, stretching, and more sleep. Allric’s child. Their child. After the battle, once it was over, she would tell Bethany. Right now, she needed to stay calm so that she kept the little creature inside her womb.

“I hate being the baby,” Lendra said pouting. “I wish I could be the protector sometimes, too, you know.”

Amber smiled at her. “When this is over, I’ll talk to Bethany. Maybe she will let you do a few more things.”

“Bethany won’t be able to focus on what’s coming if she’s worried about you,” Erem said.

Lendra pulled her legs up against her chest and rested her chin on her knees. “I hate feeling useless.”

Amber gave her a smile. “We all feel that way.”



CHAPTER 32

 

Many will claim to be the Elf King but only one will be blessed by the Creator Gods.

—The Prophecy of the Diamond, Second Tablet

 

Bethany stood on a balcony, a thin blanket of fog surrounding her from the fires and breath of those around her. Arrago stood next to her, behind the square formations of soldiers posed around the village. He was silent, though he adjusted his weight, his gear, and his cloak enough for her to know his nerves were eating him raw.

In the distance, the thump-thump-thump of the monotonous march of heavily-armed men echoed through the swathe of daylight struggling to form over the horizon. Pink, orange, and red painted only a portion of the skyline. Soon, the sun would rise and smile down on the living and the dead.

Beyond their fortifications, the forest was hacked back. Trunks formed natural spikes and barriers for the approaching troops, a long line of black ants marching beyond the horizon.

“Did you eat?” she asked Arrago.

“Not much,” he admitted. “Bread, mostly.”

She nodded. “Good. You don’t want to eat too much before a battle like this.”

He turned to her. “Why not?”

“The fear alone can give you the shits. Last thing you want is a gut full of spicy food.”

“Oh,” Arrago said, his tone turning greenish.

They went back to staring ahead. Horses snorted and dogs barked and howled around them. Beyond the animals, however, the air of the village was silent. No one spoke. No one worked.

They simply waited.

Bethany looked back and up at Eve, based on the rooftop. She was seated on the peak of the building, her feet dangling in the air. Her face was not visible through the makeshift shield wall build around the crew of snipers. She could, however, feel the heat of the burning oil pots, fuel for the archers’ fireballs if needed.

Somewhere in the western side of the town, Kiner hid in the trees with nearly their entire pack of dogsleds, with more foot soldiers and archers than Bethany would have preferred. However, they needed to be prepared to push the enemy flanks, and also to be prepared in case Daniel’s military advice had more sense than he did.

She would have preferred to fight alongside him, but hiding and waiting was what Kiner did best. Erem held the east flank of the town with a small number that would join the main battle when needed. Daniel would have to bring his forces across a river to attack from there and Erem’s team had drilled enough holes into the ice to make crossing difficult.

Jovan stood down below in the thick of the formation, his blond hair curling outside of his helmet. He looked back at her and smiled, waved a hand with what looked like a hunk of cheese in it.

“Well, some of us get the shits from the fear,” she amended.

“Hmm? Oh, right,” Arrago gave a forced chuckle. “Shits.”

Bethany barked out a laugh. “You look terrified.”

“That would be because I am,” he said through clenched teeth. He gave her a swift smile and added, “My heart is pounding so loud that I can barely hear anything else.”

“What’s the worst that can happen to you today?”

“Um, I die?”

Bethany smiled, looking back over the soldiers and villagers around them below. “So, by nightfall, you might be with Apexia on the wind, speaking to your parents, Arragous, and Sir Eli. That doesn’t sound so bad.”

Arrago was quiet before replying, “I’d rather be alive and speaking with you.”

“Just remember, what we do in life lives on after we are gone.” She looked at him. “You’ve stood up against a man who allowed Magic to destroy people. That will echo through the ages, even if you die today.”

“Bethany,” Arrago said, his voice strained, “you’re not helping.”

She studied him. Arrago’s face was grim, almost as grey as though he already had one foot stepping into his own grave. His piecemeal armor covered nearly every visible part of his body, including even the helmet with the crooked nose bridge. He held his sword, though his shield was resting against his legs. Metal guards were strapped to his leather trousers, and mail hung below his leather tunic.

She sized him up and said, “You look like you know what you’re doing in that outfit.”

“Standing around waiting for your death is a lot harder than being ambushed and not having time to think about it.”

“True,” she said, “but many run when the ambush comes. You never did.” Bethany gave him a knowing look. “You won’t this time, either.”

“Whatever happens…” he started, but his voice trailed off. He started again, stronger, “Whatever happens, thank you.”

Bethany winked at him, even as she prepared her own mind for the approaching battle. Coming to her was Magic, evil and vile, full of a taint that would destroy them all if given a chance. She would not give it that chance. She would cut it down while she could still draw breath.

Footsteps approached from behind, and a small figure in plate stepped onto the balcony. Bethany inclined her head and then stopped. A pair of bare, delicate, pale hands dangled from the otherwise completely covered soldier.

And a blond, happy curl poked out from under the helmet.

“Lendra!” Bethany shouted, and the clatter of metal echoed as heads turned to stare.

“Hello, Bethany,” came the muffled reply from inside the helmet.

“Good goddess, girl,” Bethany growled, “I told you to stay in the cellar.”

“You did.”

“Then get back in there!”

“No,” Lendra replied.

Bethany cocked her head. “Excuse me?”

“I said no, Bethany. You are not in charge of me,” Lendra answered in a calm voice.

“Lendra…”

“No,” she replied again and pulled off her helmet, blond curls springing out of her tight braid. “I will not go. I will not hide. You are all I have left. Do you think I will sit in a cellar and wait to hear if my sister dies when I know that I could have saved you?”

Bethany stared at her little sister, her mouth hanging open.

“I lost Sarissa to Magic. I lost Drea to Magic. I will not lose you,” she said with a growl.

Bethany just stood there, unable to speak.

“You conscripted me. That makes me an apprentice knight until you release me.” Lendra slammed the helmet back on, and Bethany heard the gasp of discomfort when it hit the girl’s nose.

Next to her, Bethany heard Arrago’s muffled laugh. She glared at him, and his laugh turned into a cough. She glared harder.

“I will behave like an apprentice and stand next to my sister,” Lendra said and stood next to them.

Pride swelled inside Bethany. Lendra was terrified; her hands were shaking and the chain coif she wore jingled with every shiver. Still, Lendra stood there. Her innocent, precious sister refused to hide.

But Bethany could not let sentiment show on her face. “You cannot even put your helmet on without hurting yourself. How are you going to protect me?”

Lendra turned to face Bethany and said, her voice muffled, “I’ll scramble the minds of anyone who touches you. I heard what you did at the Temple. I will find the strength to do the same here.”

A chill went through Bethany. She could use raw force, even if she didn’t understand how it actually worked or could control it in any useful manner. Her sister, however, knew how to use hers. And while she lacked control, control was less important when the mob was overrunning them.

“Mother will —”

“I don’t care what Mother will say or do. I am a grown woman. I will stand here and if you will not let me, Arrago will.”

“Hey!” Arrago said, raising his hands. “That isn’t what I said.”

Bethany glared at them and Arrago took a step back. “Excuse me?”

“Arrago said to ask you first. If you wouldn’t let me, I could stand with his men in the trees, away from the fight. That way, if they flanked us with Magic, I could help.”

Bethany gritted her teeth in hopes of keeping the smile off her face. “Arrago, we’re going to discuss this later.” Then she drew in a deep breath and said, “Report to Erem’s position and tell him I’ll rip his testicles off with my bare hands if anything happens to you.”

Lendra let out a little squeal of delight and rushed back through the window behind them.

“She is very brave,” Arrago said.

Bethany blew out a breath and tried to quell her fear for her sister. “And very, very scary.”

 

***

 

“Riders approaching from the north!” Eve shouted from her perch.

Arrago could see three teams of dog sleds approaching across the snow-covered field. Winter warfare was never pretty, no matter who outnumbered who. An army was more likely to lose to the frostbite than the sword. Perhaps Daniel would send words of concession or compromise.

Bethany had gambled on Daniel seeing their fortifications and trying to starve them out instead of attacking them directly. She had said that’s what she would have done in Daniel’s place: surround them and spend a month of small raids, constant fires, and barrages, until their food ran out and they surrendered.

Putting aside the fact that kind of plan scared the life out of Arrago — gracious Apexia, Bethany really was a hardened soldier — Bethany was missing one thing in the equation: human pride. Daniel was here because elves had marched on his land. He was here to stop a peasant rebellion. No Taftlin king would ever offer compromise against that slap in the face.

Arrago held the hope that he would avoid a bloody war today. He did not want to fight. He did not want to see people die at his hand. He didn’t want to even think that it might be himself, or Edmund, or Bethany, or any number of others whom he’d grown to call friend.

And he could not think that it could be Bethany who would fall.

“Recognize any of them?” Bethany asked him. She stood next to him, in her mail armor, blessed blades, and heavy cloak. Her calves were wrapped with fur and leather to protect against the cold. Nevertheless, her cheeks and nose were red in the morning air.

Arrago looked out at the riders, knowing Bethany had asked him because his eye sight was in fact better than her own. She’d never admit it, of course, but he’d caught her squinting on more than one occasion or asking people what they saw ahead. He suppressed the grin bubbling inside him and shook his head. Then, he peered at the middle dog team and frowned at the glinting image of plate in the rising dawn light. “Wait, isn’t that Daniel in the middle?”

Bethany squinted, but shook her head. “I don’t remember what he looks like.” She gave him a sidelong glance. “You humans all look alike.”

“So do you pointy-eared whores.”

Bethany let out a snort. “I’ll miss that about Taftlin when I leave. It’s the only nation where a celibate is called a whore on a regular basis.”

The painful haze of the night after Sir Eli’s death haunted his memory. “I’ve been too busy to fix that for you.”

Bethany gave him an annoyed look. “Bastard.”

“Slut.” He grinned at her.

Bethany was about to clip him in the back of the skull, when a deep voice bellowed from beyond the pickets. “I demand to speak with the invading elven whore. And bring the traitor.”

“That would be us,” Bethany said with a bitter grin. “Invading whore. That’s a new one. Come on, let’s see what the twit wants.”

Arrago nodded and followed Bethany, nodding at Edmund for him to fall in behind them. Bethany motioned for Eve, who carefully climbed down the roof and jumped to the balcony to join them. She let out a snarl of pain and swore in a tongue Arrago didn’t understand.

He gave her a quizzical look and she laughed. “I’m getting old. My knees hurt.”

“I told you to stop jumping around or your career will outlive your knees,” Bethany chided as she ducked inside the window to go down through the building.

“I’ve heard the lecture before,” Eve said with a sigh.

“And yet you refuse to listen.”

Eve winked at Arrago and said, “I’m nearing forty. All that’s left is a cane and deafness. Why bother worrying about my knees now?”

Arrago laughed and followed behind. Not because he was letting Bethany lead, but because there wasn’t enough room for the two of them to walk abreast. And, besides, she was in fact in charge. She was the daughter of Apexia and had taken control of the Elven Service to invade a country under that banner.

She really should go first.

That did not make him a coward.

They made their way past the frightened townsfolk, many holding butcher knives and smith tools instead of swords, but nonetheless inside the building to protect it in case the outer pickets fell. Of course, if they blasted the place with fire, they’d all end up scattering outside anyway. But at least they were somewhat safe, yet ready to fight.

They exited the building and Bethany marched ahead, not waiting for him. Her legs were longer than his and he had to double step to catch up to her, but he did. She looked at him and gave him a sidelong smirk. Arrago’s heart thudded in his chest, walking past the fortifications. They’d prepared for just about everything. He couldn’t see much of Daniel’s army, but it looked to be nearly all foot, archery, and riders. Bethany feared siege engines, but thankfully Daniel’s impatience was too great to wait to build the giant devices. Instead, it would be old fashion fire, arrows, and swords.

And Magic.

He’d already dealt with that once at the Temple of Tranquil Mercies. He could do it again.

They approached Daniel, marching through the formation of squares in the expanse between town and picket wall. Bethany had mixed his troops with both knights and regulars, arguing that discipline needed to be maintained for those in the front who would be taking the hardest volleys early on. Their faces were frightened, but the calm resolve of the hardened soldiers around them held them together. It had been the right choice.

Bethany stopped and Arrago quickly stopped walking as well. Five soldiers stepped from the square to pull up three large planks, which served as a doorway. Bethany exited, Arrago behind her. He looked behind him enough to see a dozen knights rush out to surround Bethany and…And him.

Arrago’s heart raced. In one short year, he’d gone from being nothing more than an initiate who Bethany sneered at during training, to being protected on the same level as Lady Bethany, daughter of Apexia herself.

Thank you Apexia. I would not have done this without your insistence. May I bring glory and light to your name. May I survive what’s about to happen.

Because there would be no compromise now.



CHAPTER 33

 

Death follows the Viper. Whatever is touched by its darkness turns to dust.

—Aleu’s “The Agony of the Diamond”

 

Sarissa closed her eyes, unable to block out the voices that swirled in her mind. Muted, twisted, angry words echoed around her, breaking down the barriers of her sanity. In fact, Sarissa was convinced she’d already walked past the barriers three days ago and what was left was merely the formality of sense. Soon, that would fail, too.

Spill the blood of the guilty.

What did it mean? The words sounded like the Magic texts she’d read over the years, but these were useless, unhelpful phrases. Nothing that said what she should do. Nothing to help control the waking nightmare around her.

Sarissa opened her eyes. Her soul sight, or whatever it was called, still showed her the essence of her surroundings. She still did not look at the world through her true eyes. So, she knew the bugs and snakes and bats were not really there, but that did not prevent her skin from crawling.

Purge the darkness from the light.

What did that mean? She ran her fingers through what little of her hair that remained. Her scalp stung when her fingertips ran over the scabs where her hair used to be. She’d pulled out most of it when it had turned to long, spiked tendrils that lashed at her skin.

Bring balance to yourself.

If she could bring balance, she would have done it already!

Embrace the clarity your fears prevent you from seeing.

Sarissa panted, the voices growing louder. “I don’t understand,” she repeated. “Stop speaking, I don’t understand.”

You. It could be you and not her.

“Make it stop!” Sarissa screamed. “Make the voices stop!”

“Sarissa! Calm down!” Robert shouted at her. “You have to be calm.”

“Make it stop. Make it stop. Make it stop. Make it stop,” she cried over and over, shrieking out the words.

“Quentin is trying, Sarissa. He’s trying to find out why this has happened to you. You have to be calm,” Robert urged.

Sarissa rocked, panting. “Can’t be calm anymore. Can’t be calm. Nothing left. Embrace the light. Embrace the darkness. I can’t do both, no I can’t.”

She slapped her legs, bug guts splattering her skin. “Make the fuckers stop!”

“Apexia’s might, Quentin, do something!” Robert snarled.

“There’s nothing he can do,” Sarissa whispered. “Nothing. It’s all over. Nothing.”

And Sarissa caught sight of a gleaming beam of salvation in front of her. A sword, long and strong. It appeared on the floor, the light hitting it and blinding her from seeing the rest of the room. Yes, she could just cut her eyes out. She could cut the bugs out of her skin. She could cut the voices out of her head and make them stop.

Sarissa grabbed the sword while she still had the sense to think and sunk the gleaming, glowing blade into her right forearm. Sun beams, happy and cheerful, sprang from her arm in an eye-piercing blaze. The bugs and welts and maggots shriveled and died under its glorious light. Warm spread across her body. Release. Sweet, sweet release.

“Apexia’s shit!” Robert roared and he clamped down on her arm. Only a little light escaped from between his fingers.

She fought against him. “You’re putting the light back in! I need to see it!”

“You crazy woman! You just sliced open your arm with a piece of glass!” Robert shouted at her.

“No! It was a sword! Put the sword back! Put it back!” Sarissa screamed at him, feeling her strength fade. She sunk her teeth into his hand and Robert howled with pain. “Quentin!” Robert snarled.

Bottles and jars broke and clattered. “I’m trying to find the healing oil. I don’t even know where she keeps it!”

“You can’t stop it. The sun wants to come out of me.”

“Hurry!” Robert called out. “Quentin, hurry! She is spurting all over the place.”

“What’s the hurry?” Sarissa asked, slumping against her husband. Strength sapped from her muscles, but waves of euphoric peace washed over her. “The sunshine is getting out.”

“Merciful goddess,” Robert whispered. “Oh, my love.”

Then the veil opened before her.

 

***

 

Bethany inclined her head to Daniel, not enough to be respectful, but enough to show she acknowledged his existence. She stared at him, waiting.

“Well, well,” Daniel said, a smirk forming on his lips. “It’s been a long time.”

“Not long enough,” Bethany replied. “I assume you are here to offer terms.”

“I’m not talking to you, whore,” Daniel said. He sneered at her before turning to Arrago. “I remember you from training. You were such a little baby. Now look at you.” He raked his gaze up and down. “The farmer grows up to become the big, bad rebel. It warms my heart.”

Arrago scowled. “Are you here to discuss terms, or are you here to act like a child?”

Bethany’s mouth curled upwards, but remained silent. Arrago didn’t need her help to snark off a moron.

Daniel’s forced cheer quickly faded into a snarl. “Surrender, peasant.”

“My name,” Arrago said, his voice a low growl, “is Arrago. Daniel.”

“Majesty! You will call me Majesty, you pile of horse shit!”

“Daniel,” Arrago replied coolly. “Murderer of children.”

“You killed Sir Eli.”

Arrago stepped forward and said, “You sent him here to spy on us. What did you expect me to do?”

Bethany forced out an exaggerated yawn. “Look, I’m a busy Elorian. Can we wrap this up?”

“Surrender, or I will kill all of these people.”

Bethany rolled her eyes. “Oh, you’d do that anyway, Danny.”

Daniel stepped toward her. “What did you call me, whore?”

“Back off, Daniel,” Arrago warned.

“Shut up, peasant.”

Bethany curled her lip and said, “My hand hurts, Danny, and I don’t feel like rearranging your nose again.”

Daniel ran a hand across his the bridge of his nose, the crooked line visible. “I’ve never forgotten what you did to me, whore.”

Bethany rolled her eyes. “Can you come up with a new word?”

“Cunt,” he snarled.

“Huh?” Bethany had never heard that word before, but Arrago let out a shocked gasp. “Oh, it’s a bad word?” She shrugged. “I guess I’m offended, then. Shame, Danny, shame. Are you here to deal or fight?”

“I believe I’m supposed to be the one issuing the commands,” Daniel said, his chin raised. “I am the rightful king, after all. I have triple your troops —”

“Double,” Bethany corrected. “Elves can count.”

“Triple,” Daniel said through clenched teeth, “and your little group is no match for my army of Magi.”

Bethany looked at the ornate soldiers on the sleds. “I crushed an entire army of Magi by myself, with nothing more than my own mind.” She leaned forward. “And I’m in the mood to do it again.”

“I will kill you all,” Daniel sneered.

“You are welcome to try,” Bethany said.

Daniel scowled at her before grunting and slapping the back of his sled driver. The sleds turned, dogs barked, and they left.

“What kind of idiot attacks in winter with this much snow on the ground?”

Bethany watched the dog teams speed off. “An idiot who doesn’t listen to the advice of his generals, that’s who.”

“Now what?” Arrago asked.

“War.”

 

***

 

Amber sat underneath the world and listened to it explode above her, helpless to offer assistance. She was not a true healer, so she had no place on the battlefield. Reading the uncontrolled thoughts in a bloodbath would probably destroy her psyche. So, she hid in a dank cellar as the ground shook and men died above her.

Cries pierced the air. Babies, cold and hungry, sobbed for comfort. Amber and Celeste, along with any unfettered arm there, held the unhappy little creatures, bouncing them and soothing them to calm them down enough to fall asleep and not give away their position if someone should happen to find the tunnels.

The dirt ceiling shook and dust fell on their heads. Babies cried harder. She just hoped the elves lived, so that she and her baby could, too.

Around her sat children, women with big bellies ready to burst with life, and old men, too frail to carry axes and knives. Anyone capable of wielding a sword or a bow was outside, protecting their home. Even little Lendra was out there, protecting her sister.

Not Amber, though. She had to protect her child. Allric’s child. She wanted so badly to help, but there was nothing she could do.

“I’m frightened,” Her Grace said in a meek voice. “There, I said it aloud.”

Amber turned to smile at the sugary confection sitting next to her. Her Grace wore furs and yellow, her favorite combination of clothing. Her hair was not tied up like usual and hung down her back, pulled together with only a simple ribbon. Her hands shook as they rested on her thighs.

“Is this your first battle?”

Her Grace shook her head. Then amended, “This is my first real battle where it’s likely we’ll all be captured and executed. However, this isn’t my first siege or my first brush with assassins.”

Amber gave her an inquiring look.

“When I was six. The war with Cul was happening and there was a raid on our caravan. Mother tossed me out of the carriage and I rolled down an embankment.”

Tense hatred filled the air around the princess, and Amber asked, in a gentle voice, “What happened?”

“I watched them rape my mother, my sisters, and then kill them, before they killed my father and brothers.” She gulped. “I hid for three days next to the carriages, unable to run. I was so scared. That’s when Sir Eli found me.”

Amber drew in a sharp breath. “Sir Eli?”

“King Richard rewarded him for rescuing me and bringing me back safe. That’s why Edmund’s family was elevated to the nobility, in fact. At the time, Sir Eli didn’t even know who any of us were. He was just a merchant. But he wrapped the bodies and bundled me up, and brought us all to the nearest town. I don’t remember much about my family, but he was like a father to me. He was a good man and I literally owed him my life.”

Amber blew out a breath and looked up at the shaking earth ceiling. “It must have been hard seeing Arrago kill him.”

Tears dropped from Her Grace’s eyes. “It was like seeing them kill my father all over again.” She sniffed. “And if Arrago wins this, I will be the most likely candidate for him to marry.”

Amber snapped her gaze up at the young noble. “Arrago?”

“Arrago will need to solidify his political power if he wins. He’ll need to hand out lands and title, and will have to take a royal wife. That will most likely be me.”

“Arrago is in love with Bethany.” Amber put her arm around the weeping woman and pulled her close, and wished that she could see Allric’s face one more time.

Celeste looked away and ran a hand across her own belly. “And I am not in love with Arrago.”

Amber looked at the young woman’s belly and back at her ashen face. “Who?”



CHAPTER 34

 

Her heart was forged in war, her blood with battle.

—Aleu’s “The Agony of the Diamond”

 

“Archers!” Bethany called out. Around her, she could hear the order being relayed through the junior knights placed in charge of executing orders and passing the word. Bethany’s heart thudded as the orders shouted out around her. She turned to Arrago and nodded.

“Light!” Arrago shouted, and Bethany noted his voice shook only a little. He gave her a pensive smile, as sweat beaded on his face in the dim morning light.

Rocks and flint struck each other, the scraping sound sending a chill through her body. She sidestepped to Arrago and whispered, “The waiting was the hardest part. They’re going to rush us any minute now and you’ll forget all about your nerves.”

“I feel like I’m going to wet myself,” Arrago said, then barked out a laugh. He looked at her and gave her a wide grin. “This is almost as bad as the walk to your room that first night.”

Bethany slapped his arm, and metal clanged against metal. Around them, fire pits ignited, cutting the dark with the flicker of red and orange flames.

“Whatever happens, Bethany, thank you.”

She looked at him sharply. “For what?”

He continued to stare ahead at the approaching army. “For coming to Taftlin. For siding with me.” He gave her a sidelong glance. “For forgiving me.”

Bethany snorted. “I’ve not forgiven you.”

“Of course not,” he said, and mirth filled his voice.

“Shut up, Arrago,” Bethany ordered and he obeyed.

In the distance, arrows whizzed at their position, but hit along the outer barrier.

“Eve!” Bethany called out.

“On it!” Eve bellowed back. “Snipers! Hit anyone dressed well.”

Eve’s sharp shooters aimed and fired a small volley into the air. The arrows cut into the first few ranks. Men fell.

Bethany snorted. They didn’t even raise their shields in time. “He has untrained fodder in the front. Most of them will die or turn within the first moments of battle.” She could not resist giving him a final glance and saying, “You turned out all right once I toughened you up.”

The front ranks of Daniel’s army moved closer, still spread out more than Bethany would have chosen to do. Then again, Daniel took her as the type to just rely on mass numbers of people pressed into service, as opposed to those who knew what they were doing.

Arrago’s mouth curled upwards. “You turned out all right once I softened you up.”

Bethany scoffed.

“Archers positioning,” Eve shouted out from her rooftop perch.

“Can they hit us?” Arrago asked.

Eve shook her head. “It’s another marker. They might hit the front, though.”

“Front shield wall!” Bethany ordered and the shield bearers around the archers pulled their shields up and over, while the archers crouched inside the box of metal. Arrows whizzed through the air like a cloud of locusts blotting out the rising sun. They scattered against the ground just beyond the picket line, as well as slamming against the first ranks of Arrago’s men.

An agonizing scream broke the air, but the shields held.

“Eve, punch ‘em.” Bethany turned to Arrago and said, “No turning back now.”

“Yes, Lady Bethany!” Eve replied, excitement in her voice. “Knight archers! Ready!”

“You still with me?” Bethany asked.

“I’d vomit, but I don’t want it inside the helmet.”

“That’s why I made you wear it,” Bethany laughed, the battle excitement building inside her. Five arrows, their bundled tips burning hot, flashed through the dawn sky in different directions, as Eve’s markers let everyone know what was happening.

Men rustled around Bethany, as they lifted their bows into position. Arrago’s men, with lower quality bows and less skill, mostly stayed under the shield wall.

“Get them up, Arrago.”

Arrago nodded at her. “Front archers! Steady! Prepare arrows! Steady!”

Edmund, below in the thick, alongside Jovan, shouted their orders and the shield wall itself steadied, as did the archers.

Bethany motioned in the air with her hand and Eve shouted, “Release!”

Eve’s specialized archers lobbed their assault and the arrows landed on target. Just within the extreme range of their arrows, the front ranks of Daniel’s men were rained on. He didn’t use well-trained men in front to bolster the line and the ranks fell as men died.

Daniel would have to march closer.

“Archers, ready!” Bethany shouted.

“Front archers ready!” Arrago shouted.

“Top archers ready!” Eve shouted.

Then, as Daniel’s men marched forward, Bethany screamed, “Release!”

And the depths of despair were unleashed on both sides.

 

***

 

When Daniel’s men finally reached the picket line, Arrago’s men had already run out of arrows. Most of the arrows had been given to Eve’s crack shots, who could pick off generals and commanders for the entire battle, bringing havoc and destruction in a calculated measure.

And, besides, Arrago’s men still had fire.

Daniel’s pikers scrambled over the tangled wood and debris barrier that were built up around the village. And when they did, Jovan looked back over his shoulder at Bethany, who shouted, “Now!”

Jovan and Edmund both shouted, “Ignite!” and Arrago’s men ignited oil-soaked rags and torches and tossed them into the barrier.

The debris barrier, slick with oil and stuffed with coal, went up in a blazing heat that Bethany could feel all the way back on her balcony. The flash of light burned her eyes and she had to look away from the orange and blue blaze before her eyes adjusted.

Flaming men plunged through the blaze screaming and Arrago’s men hacked them down. The fire would only last for a time, but an hour of fire could give the men inside time to kill each short wave of soldiers who hacked their way through.

Provided the archers further back didn’t kill them all.

Bethany watched Arrago’s men fight and die around them. Arrago kept twitching, as if he was about to run into the fray. She put a hand on his arm and said very firmly, “Don’t go down there.”

“They are mine,” he snarled at her.

“Yes, and they are going to die so that you can be a king, not a fool. This will be a long day. There will be plenty of time for heroics later on.”

Ahead, there was a lot of cursing and orders and the picket wall was ripped apart, all the while still blazing. Men screamed as they were burned, but Daniel’s commanders stabbed anyone who didn’t cut their way through.

And then a headache pounded behind Bethany’s eyes. Magic twisted in the air and from the fires came a dozen Magi, wearing cloaks and gowns like they weren’t affected by the cold and the battle, and began to cast their spells.

Beyond, orders shouted and Daniel’s men began to rush the fire barrier.

“Apexia’s grace,” Arrago gasped.

“Swords!” Bethany shouted. Steel scraped and glinted in the increasing light. Bethany gripped her swords and nodded to Arrago. “Try to stay back for as long as possible. You need to get to Daniel.”

Arrago nodded and Bethany climbed down off her balcony. She stuck her head out of the window and said, “Arrago?”

“Yes?”

Bethany smiled at him. “I’m proud of you.” She ducked back into the house and rushed down the stairs to protect the North wall.

 

***

 

Daniel’s soldiers rushed through the fire barrier and into Arrago’s men like hail hitting the ground. Screams echoed the air, as did smoke and the sizzle of fat. Arrago’s stomach churned as humans burned to death, or lay broken and bloody on the ground below.

His heart raced and he tried with all his might to stand still, to listen to the orders, to give orders as he saw fit, and to be the leader Apexia wanted him to be. He needed to wait until he could see Daniel. And yet, he felt like a coward as his men, even Edmund, were down below fighting. He just stood there, on the balcony, like a coward.

Even the daughters of Apexia fought in the bloodbath below.

No. He would not be the kind of King that watched a battle. If he could order men to their death, he could order himself there, too. He looked up and said, “Eve! Take my place. You’re in charge.”

She blinked, but nodded her head once, and jumped down from her perch. “You sure?”

He nodded. “If something happens to me, Edmund is my successor.”

Eve drew in a deep breath. “Good luck.”

Then Arrago threw down the rope ladder and climbed down into the madness below.



CHAPTER 35

 

The blaze will consume us all.

—Aleu’s “The Agony of the Diamond”

 

The veil opened and Sarissa stopped screaming. She leaned forward, peering into it. A battle raged inside the veil. Men and women died. Blood sprayed the air and smoke caused Magi to choke and fall. Fire raged in every direction, and it spread to the buildings. Shields shattered under the crush of maces. Brains splattered under the crush of shields. Intestinal ropes decorated the ground.

And in the midst of the bloodlust, a warrior with two Blessed Blades took on a group of Magi.

Warm oil poured down Sarissa’s forearm and dripped from her fingers. It washed away some of the light and the maggots that were crawling back into her flesh. The voices echoed and screamed, their words unintelligible, but still whispering in their fanatic tones.

Make it stop.

Make it end.

It’s time to release us.

Wet dog and sweat filled her nostrils. Cold air curled itself around her. “Do you see this?”

“No, Sarissa,” Quentin replied. “What do you see?”

“I see,” she said, her own voice sounding very far away to her ears, “battle. I see the red warrior. I see the white that will soon run with blood.”

“I see you trying to kill yourself, you crazy bitch,” Robert said, shaking her. “Lie down. You’re still bleeding.”

“No, Robert. I will not lie down.”

Sarissa reached her hand out, the sunlight fading from it now. Robert had cut off the sunlight. Words whispered from her tongue, words she did not understand. Words that held no meaning to her, but called to her. Sang, really. Singing. Yes. It was singing.

“Do you hear them sing?”

“Quentin, what is wrong with her?” Robert demanded.

“I have no answers.”

Sarissa turned her eyes to Quentin, preparing herself for the soul sight to show her the hideous images. Only, she did not see the leeches and the flies. She saw his soul.

Quentin looked at her, his ruddy skin pulled tight over his emaciated form that was from his natural stature and not starvation. His black hair, braided into two thick strands hung down his chest, was tucked into his trousers. The rot and decay was gone. She saw underneath the agony and saw the stains of life echoing in his eyes.

His anguish, betrayals, and love flashed in her mind. She saw, felt, and experienced it all. He’d stood by her, as much as Robert ever had. Because he loved her. Not as a lover or a whore, but as the one who brought him the one thing denied to him in life: family. She had accepted him into her trust and into her family of Magi. He would stand by her until the bitter end to repay her kindness.

“Oh, Quentin,” she said. “I had no idea.”

“What Sarissa?” Quentin put his hand on her shoulder. “What is it?”

“I see,” she whispered. “I see it all.”

“What is she talking about it?” Robert demanded.

“I am talking about,” Sarissa answered, “the beginning. The end. What was and what I can be.”

“All right,” Robert said, “Can you use words that don’t make you sound batshit crazy?”

“Crazy,” she said, a smile forming over her mouth. “Yes, I am crazy.”

Sarissa focused on the form of her sister and felt the Power rush into her veins. Sarissa collapsed on the floor, screaming in agony, as Power and Magic collided within her. It warred for her soul, both ripping and shrieking as both tried to rip her sanity asunder.

Then, quiet. Peace. The soul sight was gone. Darkness enveloped her once more. Sweet, sweet calm filled her thoughts. The veil closed with the last of the sunlight from her forearm. The blood had stopped. The curtain was shut.

“Sarissa,” Robert was repeating, shaking her. “Speak to me.”

She turned her eyes to him, unable to see once more. Complete darkness now. She reached a hand up until she found his beard and whispered, “I know the source of Power.”

“Yes, we all know that. It’s from the dead,” Quentin said.

“No,” she whispered. “It is not only from the dead. It is from Magic. And I have stolen some of it back!”

 

***

 

Bethany ducked in time to avoid an airborne pike. The air crackled with the energy of Magic, its twisted snakes of blue and yellow alight around their bodies. No matter. Battle rage seared inside her and Bethany let it bubble and boil, trying to rip down the walls around her Power, to find it, to use it, to unleash it. She looked at the battle around her, the men dying.

Nothing.

Her heart raced and she dodged a sword, only to be hit with a bolt of energy that toppled her. She scrambled to her feet in time to avoid being swamped by boots and very pointy edges. She pulled again, into the part of her that she tried so hard to bury, ripping out the layers of fears and regrets and memories.

Nothing.

Where is it?

Panic rose within her. Their entire battle plan hinged on her ability to take out the Magi, just as she had done at the temple. The Knights could eventually cut through the wards and bindings on Magi, but that would turn Jon Black Crow’s — not to mention Arrago’s — men into fodder while the Knights hacked and slashed their way through.

Panic and fear rushed over the excitement and she continued to slash her way through the attackers around her. Men, women, Magi, soldiers, all eyes on her. Her heart started to pound.

Another blast of air caught her flank and Bethany spun before falling on her face. She scrambled to her feet, but her boot got tangled in the corpses around her and she fell backwards again. Panic welled inside her. Her confidence waivered. How was she to take out the Magi?

She kicked the man Jon Black Crow fought in the back of the knee and jumped to her feet, a swift, strong motion. Her thighs and arms burned.

Blood turned her vision red. She slapped at her face and saw Edmund Greyfeather and Jon Black Crow standing over her, their faces dripping with mud and blood, feral expressions on their faces. They stood with her and fought like Gods themselves.

Men fighting for their homes.

“Bethany!” Edmund shouted over the battle, “Do something!”

“I can’t,” she responded and cut a man across the torso with her Blessed Blades, kicking him out of her way.

“What do we do?” Edmund shouted back, his voice breathless.

“We do it the old fashion way,” Bethany bellowed back. “Blessed Blades! To me!”

At least another dozen fully vowed knights joined the small circle and their Blessed Blades hacked through protective domes, barriers, and forces of wind.

Men died.

Shields slammed against her body, arrows whizzed past her, and oil pots exploded. Magic shook the ground and tainted the air with rot. Dogs barks, men screamed, metal scraped, and bowels emptied.

And more men died.

She didn’t know where her Power went or why she couldn’t find it, but she knew how to use a sword. Her Blessed Blades, like every other vowed Knight, were touched by Apexia’s own hand. They could cut through any enchantment, any spell, any ward.

And they could cut through flesh and bone alike.

A building exploded behind them and the ground shook. Archers screamed and jumped from the building. Men and women screamed and catapulted themselves through windows and doors.

And yet more men died.

The edges of Bethany’s sanity blurred and the feral need to live took over. She screamed unintelligible words as she cut, crushed, crippled every single attacker who came at them. She was invincible. How dare they approach her with swords! She would stomp them into the ground like ants in the larder.

Movement brushed against her thigh and Bethany whirled and nearly heaved Jon Black Crow’s head in two pieces. He was on one knee, bloody and groaning, but still fighting. A spear projected from his chest. Mortal wound. His sword fell from his hand. Bethany stepped over his limp body and sliced clean through the arm of the soldier in front of her.

“Die!” Bethany screamed as the giant of a man’s forearm fell to the blood and snow covered ground, still clutching a logger’s ax.

Jon’s glassy eyes stared up at her. She’d made him a promise. She’d protect his people, and she would.

Sweat dripped down Bethany’s back. She shivered as the cold cut through her layers of warm clothes. She ducked from a sword, pushed against them, but there were three swords attacking her and she only held two. She’d become separated from the other knights, and the Magi and soldiers closed in on her.

She’d made a promise.

Bethany swallowed down any fear and found the rage instead. If she was to die today, then by Apexia’s might she’d take them all with her.

And more men died.

A gust of force slammed against Bethany’s back and she stumbled forward, falling to one knee. Blessed Blades fell into the blood-soaked snow. Blinding pain surged up her spine. Bethany clutched the spear sticking out of Jon Black Crow’s torso and pulled herself out of the way of a mace before it smashed her skull into blood porridge.

The owner fell to the ground screaming a beat later.

“Bethany!” Edmund screamed. “Get up!”

Another sting of pain, this time in her thigh, shot through her body. The world fogged. She scrambled to clutch a fallen shield, dragging it to shield her head and neck. Stabbing pain washed over her and her calf burned as though it were on fire.

Arrows. They were shooting her while she was down.

Get up, she chided herself. She could not. Her entire body was on fire with pain. It took all of her strength not to pass out.

“Bethany!” Edmund screamed again. She could no longer see his boots.

An ax slammed against her shield. Vibrations seized her body and she gripped the blood-slick handholds. A beat later, another swing and the world blackened before numbing nothingness spread over her body.

Her legs stopped working. Were they even there? Her eyes grew heavy and realization pushed its way through the battle gore. She was dying. Her spine was broken. She was bleeding to death. She was going to die.

A surge of fear filled her. She’d always known it would come. Bethany lived a life of violence. The end would come at the edge of a blade, just as she had ended countless scores with the edges of her own.

The earth moved and her heart pounded as she dimly felt another impact to the shield above her. There would be no Power now. It was gone. She could not save them.

Arrago.

Lendra.

Her friends.

She would not get to say good bye to them. She could not protect them now. She could not even protect herself.

Her gripped loosen on the shield. Someone was kicking it. Her ears began to ring and the pain faded.

Bethany closed her eyes and the battle roar dimmed to the background as her heart screamed its fear.

She had died doing her duty. She had died on the field.

Jovan’s mother would never forgive him for not protecting her.

Poor Allric.

Another jolt of her body and Bethany pictured Arrago’s smiling face that very first night they’d been together. Tears trickled down her cheeks. This was going to be hard on him.

Do not touch my sister!



CHAPTER 36

 

The Crownless becomes King.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet

 

Arrago wobbled and his mind screamed to get away from Bethany. He looked around, stunned. Bethany wasn’t anywhere near him.

Daniel was very near him.

King Daniel somehow remained mostly clean even though he had taken the field. Around him stood a ring of guards, snarling and vicious, soaked in blood, mud, and gore. They had fought Daniel’s battle for him. A real King of Taftlin always fought on the battlefield. This was not a real king. He let others fight for him.

“Daniel!” Arrago bellowed.

Daniel snapped his head to stare at Arrago. A concoction of fear and rage filled the young royal’s face. Arrago hoped his only showed determination.

“The farmer.”

Arrago felt the ring of fighting around him spread away, closing a tight circle around both men, without either side taking cheap shots at the other. This was a rule of war, as both Edmund and Kiner had explained.

“I was never a farmer.” He tightened the grip on his sword and shifted his forearm so that he loosened his hand enough to have better movement with the shield. “You weren’t at the temple long, but you were there long enough to know that.”

“All I remember,” Daniel said, sneering, “was cutting you open and making you cry.”

Arrago squared his shoulders. He saw the flash of a tall, dark man, and knew Kiner was standing nearby. He didn’t need to look behind him; Kiner would protect his rear.

“I don’t remember crying, but I remember Bethany snapping your nose.”

Daniel spat. “When I’m done with you, I’ll teach that red headed whore a lesson she never learned from you. She’ll need a real man between her legs.”

Arrago snorted. Bethany didn’t need him to protect her from a rape threat. She could do that on her own. “Are you here to call me names or to fight me?”

“Last chance, farmer. Lay down your sword and I’ll have my men give you a swift death.”

Arrago flexed his fingers and said, “Never.”

Daniel smiled. “Good.” He saluted Arrago and swung his sword.

Arrago was prepared for it, and parried the blow against his shield. Around him, the fight erupted again, his side against Daniel’s. They were busy enough that he didn’t need to worry about what was going on, not that he could pay attention that much anyway. Daniel was a stronger fighter than he was. It would take all of his attention to defeat him.

Daniel swung his shield at Arrago’s face, but he turned enough to parry the blow against his shoulder and elbow. Hot pain shot up his arm, but he did not drop his sword. He swung it against Daniel’s legs and a snarl came from the royal. They pushed themselves apart, and Arrago saw blood on the edge of his sword.

Daniel swung at Arrago, again and again, pushing Arrago back. His heart thudded and he pushed aside the fear, anger, and every emotion billowing inside of him. He focused on the fight. He was no initiate now. He was a champion of Apexia, here to fight on behalf of her will. He would not let some upstart, murdering coward with a fancy sword kill him.

Daniel’s sword grazed his arm and blood rushed from it. Arrago ignored the pain, pushing it aside. He returned the injury with a weak kick to Daniel’s knee while he blocked a blow. Daniel didn’t expect it and staggered, and Arrago used his shield to push against him, slashing at him with his sword. Daniel did the same, and they turtle-backed each other, shield-to-shield, trying to get around the other to land a blow.

The shield hit Arrago in the face, and spots filled his vision. He stumbled backwards, blinking the blackness away. Then Arrago remembered something Bethany used to do in training. He dropped his sword, pulled out a dagger, and slammed it into Daniel’s arm, just above his elbow bend where he had no armour. Daniel bellowed in rage, but kept his shield up.

Arrago pushed the king away and kicked him in the kneecap. It landed and Arrago was certain he could feel the crunch of bone through the soles of his boots. Daniel staggered. Arrago jumped on him, and both men fell to the ground.

Stinging, warm pain stung Arrago’s torso, but the rage inside him didn’t even give him pause. He raised his dagger and plunged it into Daniel’s throat, sinking it straight through the hilt. Blood sprayed and pumped with the rhythm of life, spraying into Arrago’s face and open mouth. He gagged on the blood and spat it out into Daniel’s face.

The dying King’s eyes grew wide, realization dawning. Death had arrived.

“I am no farmer,” Arrago growled. “I am a King.”

He watched the spark of life fade from Daniel’s eyes. Then the pain of being stabbed in the guts caught up to Arrago. He vomited on the draining corpse, and his vision winked out.

 

***

 

Bethany’s shield shattered, breaking in two. Bells clattered inside her helmet as the wood and metal ax chimed against the metal around her head. She could still think, so her brains were still intact. She was too weary to care. It was nearly over.

Touch her and I will melt your mind!

Sunlight and snow glare attached Bethany’s vision as the sides of the shield slid off her broken body.

Get away from her. All of you!

Bethany did not understand the words that filtered in through her mind. They sounded so clear next to the dim battle happening around her. Battles should never be quiet. Perhaps she was already on the wind, her spirit adjusting and not letting go of the mortal coil. Someone needed to tell Jovan that he was now in command. And someone needed to write Aneese about the battle. And the Elven Council, who were going to shit cows.

Bethany’s eyelids grew heavy.

So tired.

So cold.

So dizzy.

So numb.

Why was everything so numb? Where were her legs?

Around her, men fell to their knees. Hands over their ears, they screamed until they collapsed. Blood poured from their nostrils, their eyes, their ears, their mouths. Death never shocked her anymore, but that was a new novelty of war.

And then, Bethany saw her. A steel figure at a full sprint dragged two grown men behind her by their steel cowls as if they were baskets of laundry. Blood splattered curls bounced with every pounding of her steps.

Oh no. Lendra, no. Run away.

Her sister ran, but she ran straight for Bethany, screaming and shrieking. Madness filled her expression and spread to anyone foolish enough to stand too close to Bethany.

My sister.

Bethany could not stand to help her sister, or even lift her head. So she watched with hooded eyes as the sparkle of her life charged through a battlefield, ripping apart her own sanity, just to protect her sister. Guilt weighed down on Bethany. She did not want Lendra to give her life up. She had so much to live for. Love, lust, laughter. So much more and Bethany had toiled a lifetime to give her sister the peace that had been denied her.

Lendra dropped to the ground next to her. Bethany’s eyes closed and her vision faded, but she forced them open again. She tried to open her mouth, but it would not obey her. She could only breathe, could only blink her eyes.

“Heal her!” Lendra barked.

Bethany was far too gone for a healer, or even two, to help. It would take a dozen, maybe even more, to give their lives up just to have her stand. All Lendra would do was extend her life and suffering. Bethany waited for the tell-tale sign of warmth to spread through her body and to give her enough strength to tell the healers to stop. It did not come.

“Miss Lendra, she’s too far gone,” a man said.

Bethany heard a snarl and thoughts not her own bellowed in rage. Magi who can heal. Come to me. 

In the far distance, the noise disappeared altogether. The grunts and groans ceased, replaced by thunder. No, not thunder. The ground shook. Why was the ground shaking? Vaguely, the thought came that perhaps men were jumping on it. Why would men be jumping on the ground in a battle?

Bethany tried to speak, but came out as a moan.

“Don’t speak,” Lendra ordered and her voice was low-pitched. There was no fear in her voice, only barely-controlled rage.

“Don’t,” Bethany tried to say, but it was just another moan.

Cold hands touched her cheeks and gingerly lifted the helmet from Bethany’s head. “The battle is over, Bethany. Stay with me a little longer.” Then hate filled her sister’s voice once more. “Heal her.”

Bethany bucked as scorching flames spread through her body. She could not scream, but she gaped and gasped all the same. Her vision turned red then white then black, but she did not pass out. Instead, molten lead poured down over her head, trickled down her cheeks and dripping off her chin until Bethany was sure her very skin had been burned off.

“Stop,” Bethany choked out. “It burns.”

Don’t stop.

The agony continued, and whatever they were doing to her gave Bethany enough strength to scream in unabashed agony. Then, the burning faded and was replaced with the warm caress of Rygent Power. Hands moved over her legs — she could feel them now — and over her back.

Knives cut into her flesh and arrows were yanked from her muscle, but the warmth protected her. She wiggled her toes inside her boots. She was alive. She was alive.

“Lendra,” Bethany gasped out, “you should not have come.”

Her sister’s face appeared in front of her. Gone was the look of innocence. “You are my sister.”

Bethany gulped down the lump in her throat. “You could have died.”

“I didn’t, and you didn’t, either.”

“But why? The Magi will taint you. Your mind…”

“Shhh,” Lendra cooed. Her warm lips kissed Bethany’s scarred cheek. “I love Bethany. That’s why.”

As people gathered around Bethany’s broken body, Lendra shifted so that Bethany’s head rested in her lap. “Now hush. It’s my turn to look after you.”

Bethany wept until she fell asleep.



CHAPTER 37

 

There will be peace.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, First Tablet

 

They’d done it. They’d survived. As Bethany surveyed the battlefield, however, she saw the cost of her victory. More lay twisted and bloodied than stood.

“It’s over.” Lendra whispered.

Bethany looked up at her sister, whose lap held Bethany’s head. “For now.”

Lendra’s hands began to shake.

“Are you all right?”

“No,” her sister replied quietly. “I’m starting to realize what I’d just done.”

Bethany gave her a grim smile. It was about the only action she had energy for. “We’ll get through this, I promise.”

Lendra was silent.

“Little one,” Bethany said, “you aren’t so little anymore.”

Lendra let out a sound that was a cross between a snort and a sob. She looked over where Jon Black Crow’s corpse lay and began to weep. “He’s dead. They’re all dead.”

“Steady, Lendra,” Bethany said. “Steady, now.”

“I knew him and he’s gone now.”

“Don’t look at them. They are gone.” Bethany said. “Keep your head high and celebrate with the breathing. Mourn later.”

“That could have been you.”

“No, it couldn’t have been. My little sister rescued me.”

Lendra’s face beamed with pride. Then, she said, “I think Kiner is crying.”

“I know,” Bethany said. “Don’t look at him, either. Let him mourn and celebrate in his own way.”

Bethany could see Kiner and Eve in a tight embrace. Then Erem’s tall, long figure came into view and one of Eve’s dark hands reached out to greet him. They traded gripes before Erem reached her. He knelt down and said, “Apexia’s mercy, Lady Bethany. I have a battlefield of hurt people to look after and you’re here, laying around, getting a massage by one of the Rygents.”

She tried to laugh, but it came out as a wheeze. “Is he handsome?”

Erem looked over to the Rygent whose warm hands rubbed her back, using Power to knit the bones back together. “I’m prettier.”

Bethany wheezed. “Arrago?”

Erem’s smile faded. “Haven’t seen him yet. Edmund’s looking for him. We haven’t found Daniel yet, either, so…” He shrugged. “Hope isn’t gone yet.”

“Jovan?”

“Jovan!” Lendra shrieked and waved, causing Bethany to sway.

“Stop,” Bethany gasped. “Stop moving. I’m going to vomit.”

“Sorry!” Lendra squeaked out.

Jovan crouched down and Erem thumped Bethany on the shoulder before wandering off, though he also gave Lendra’s head a little pat, too.

“Merciful Apexia,” Jovan whispered, “Bethany.”

“I just needed a massage.”

Jovan reached out and touched her face. “Don’t ever die. My mother will kill me if anything happens to you.”

Bethany grinned. “Painted peacock.”

They both laughed at the old joke between them, except that Bethany choked and gasp, drawing the ire of the Rygent healing her.

“Arrago?”

Jovan shook his head. “Still looking. There are a lot of bodies…” Lendra made a pained sounded and Jovan put his arm around her. “Don’t worry. Knowing him, he’s probably knocked out and buried somewhere.”

They chatted for a few moments, Bethany asking about the battle, loses, and fortifications. She was in no shape to manage anything herself, and Jovan knew his job as well she did, but talking took her mind off what her sister had done. She was alive because her sister forced Magi to heal her, using oils and Magic. Bethany was breathing because of Magic. She shivered at having been drowned in evil.

“Look!” Jovan said, pointing in the distance.

“I can’t move my head,” Bethany said.

Jovan picked her enough so that Lendra could twist around, and he lay Bethany’s head back down. “Do you see?”

In the distance, a tall man leaned on a short, stocky man. Humans, Elorians, and elves cheered and hooted. Bethany let out a breath, realizing she’d been holding it all that time.

“Arrago.”



CHAPTER 38

 

Her pain will bleed into their hearts.

—Aleu’s “The Agony of the Diamond”

 

War is always proclaimed as a glorious moment, where glory and honor and dark deeds are done. Where the will of men is pitted against the other, and where only the mighty are triumphant.

But no one considers the aftermath, the nightmare that lingers in the dark moments. It strips away the glory and leaves the living with nothing more than the memories of the horrors they’d brought. In the darkness, there would be no glory, no triumph.

Just the pain of knowing you are a monster and not being able to do anything about it.

And in the midst of it all, Bethany stood, triumphant, and missing yet another piece of her soul. By the end, she’d lost nearly half of her people and a good portion of the town. It was to Jon Black Crow’s credit that the entire place didn’t turn into flames, even if he’d given his life for his people.

Lendra stood next to Bethany as she surveyed the damage. “So many died.”

“Yes, they did.” Bethany leaned heavily on her crutches, refusing her sister’s help. The healers had worked on her day and night, taking turns. She’d recovered enough to live, but her recovery would be months, if she ever completely healed. Her spine and pelvis has been shattered, and she’d lost a lot of blood. But she was alive. Because of Magic and Power, both coursed through her body.

Lendra let out a pained noise. “I feel so guilty.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m alive and they aren’t.”

Bethany wrapped an arm around her sister and pulled her tight, balancing her crutch. “It will go away.”

“Promise?” Lendra asked, her blue eyes wide and wet.

Bethany squeezed tighter. “Promise.”

“What happens now?”

Bethany looked around and said, “I gave Jon Black Crow my word that we would rebuild any damage done to the town. We will honor that promise.” She left off how it was her fault that they were now without a leader, without homes, without food.

She was a deathbringer.

“Lady Bethany,” Jackson called out as he jogged toward her. “King Arrago requests your presence.”

“He’s been king for a week and he thinks he can boss me around,” Bethany complained to Lendra.

Lendra gave her a sad smile. Poor Lendra. She wanted everyone’s love story to have a happy ending.

Jackson, for his part, tried to smile. One side of his face had been badly burned in the fight, and even with the help of the healers, the skin was still pink and taut, puckered and misshapen.

“Your face is healing well,” Lendra said.

“Provided infection doesn’t set in. The healers say the worst of the scarring will fade. There never seems to be enough healers during war to fix everyone up perfectly.” He let out a frustrated sound. “But, I think the only woman who’ll touch me again will be the one I pay for.”

Lendra glanced at Bethany, unsure of what to say.

Bethany, for her part, gave Jackson a disapproving look and said, “Try to find one who will teach you to read. I need someone to help with my paperwork.”

Jackson rolled his eyes, but motioned for her to leave with him. “The King awaits.”

“Yes, because I’m always known for rushing to the presence of a Taftlin king.” But, she went all the same. Bethany gave Lendra a good-bye smile and walked off to Jon Black Crow’s home. There, Arrago had set up his throne, as it were.

She walked in, and inclined her head in greeting. “You asked to see me. Majesty.” She choked out the last word.

Arrago was standing at the window, looking out. He turned and said, “Everyone, leave.”

The guards bowed their heads and left. Most of them were, in fact, knights that Bethany had assigned to Arrago until he could train his own guard. Bethany stood near the entrance and stared at him. His hair was pulled back in a braid, but he still wore his usual worn leather trousers and loosen brown tunic. A fire roared in the room, though, and a bottle of wine sat on Arrago’s desk.

Royalty looked strange on Arrago, yet the high life suited him. Arrago leaned against his desk, his hands resting behind him, holding on as if it was about to fly away. Bethany’s muscled tightened. She knew she was not going to like what was coming. Bethany knew what was coming. She’d seen enough political maneuvering to know what Arrago had to do and she prepared herself for it.

“You look well,” Bethany said.

“Kiner pulled the arrow head out of my shoulder. I think he was rougher than necessary.”

Bethany gave a slight shrug of her shoulder and said, “Kiner’s never really liked you all that much. I don’t know why not.”

“Kiner doesn’t like me because he’s in love with you.”

Bethany scoffed. “Ridiculous!”

Arrago shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

“Is that why I’m here? To spread rumors about Kiner?” She tried to keep her tone light, but the words came out ghoulish somehow. Kiner. In love with her? What a foolish notion.

He licked his lips and said, “Bethany, I…you know that I care for you.”

She didn’t answer him. She already knew what was about to happen, but that didn’t mean she would make it easy on him.

“I don’t know much about politics, but I do understand enough to know that I need to…I need to make sure…what I’m trying to say is —”

“You’ve asked Her Grace to marry you.”

Arrago looked up at her. “How did you know?”

“I’m not stupid,” Bethany’s voice cracked and she cleared her throat. “I understand how it works.”

“I am so sorry.” Tears welled up in his eyes and he stepped toward her. He took her hands and said, “If there was any other way…”

She pulled her hands from his grasp, and looked down at the clean floor. They really pulled out the stops for the royalty here. “Don’t apologize. It’s not necessary. I’m glad we could work together.” Her voice began to crack. “I request to stay in Taftlin until the spring, then we will move west to the coast.”

“Bethany…”

“Lord Allric is expected to arrive with part of our rebuilt fleet. We plan to launch an assault against the rebels still on the Islands.”

“Bethany, stop.”

She kept going as if he’d never spoken. “With the historical animosity between Taftlin —”

“For Apexia’s sake, shut up, Bethany!”

“I think we should tread carefully with forming any new alliance.” Tears trickled from her eyes. Stupid tears. She never cried before this asshole entered her life.

He grabbed her arm and she winced from pain when his fingers pressed against her healing wounds.

“Get your hand off me,” Bethany said, strength coming back into her voice. “You might be a king, but you don’t get to lay hands on me whenever you want.”

He removed his grasp and said, “Please, don’t be angry with me.”

Bethany closed her eyes and fought against the stinging, welling moisture. She would not let him see her sob. She would not break down. She would be strong. “I am not angry at you. I understand, Arrago, perhaps more than you even do. I knew from the start that you would never end up in my bed. Marry your princess and be happy.”

But, he ran his hand along the scarred side of her face and the memories of being in her bedroom with him, hours after a Magi disfigured her, rushed back. How he kissed her. How she had wanted it. How much she loved him.

And, she loved him still.

Her chin quivered.

Her heart scattered.

She would conquer this.

“Bethany,” he repeated, his words husky, rich, “I love you. Please, just this once, stop being such a stubborn bitch.”

What was the point of killing every single Magi if she couldn’t even enjoy one moment of her life? She lost the battle. Tears streamed down her face. She squeezed her eyes shut, failing to stop the flow of her true feelings down her own cheeks.

His strong, comforting arms wrapped around her and he pressed himself against her, holding her, comforting her.

Bethany wept silent tears, her arms hanging limply and stubbornly at her sides. But her resolved melted when she felt the hot moisture of his own tears dripping down the side of her neck.

She hesitantly lifted her arms and embraced him. He held her tighter.

The battles were over. The evil king defeated. The Magi cornered. The people liberated. Freedom reigned. The best king Taftlin had ever seen sat on their throne.

And there they stood. Broken. There would be no return, Bethany knew. Her innocence was lost. His was destroyed. Her visions had all been fulfilled. Prophecy had been satisfied. It was over.

Bethany was the first to release from the embrace. She forced a smile, though it came out more as a twitch than anything. “Never forget me.”

He leaned forward and kissed her lips lightly. Just a sad, soft press of the lips. Her soul broke. Breathing was impossible, so she just held her breath until he pulled away. He looked at her, eyes red, face grim. “I could never forget you.”

Then, she straightened her back, exhaled, and inclined her head at him. Then, she turned and walked out, not caring who saw her face swollen and red. The love of her life was getting married and there was nothing she would do to stop it.

She was a soldier. He was a king. The rules would never be the same.



CHAPTER 39

 

Sacrifice shall be the plight of the Diamond. She will know it in her heart. She is of our making. She will not falter.

—Prophecy of the Diamond, Second Tablet

 

Arrago licked his lips and stared at Celeste. They stood in the ornate bedroom of Sir Eli’s summer home near the border. Her Grace trembled.

No, his wife trembled. Right, this was his wife. He was a king, and he was married and he was supposed to bed this woman. Now. In front of all these people. Arrago ran a hand through his hair. He would not panic over this.

“Arrago,” Edmund said, his tone much graver than usual. “You have to do this tonight.”

“That isn’t my problem,” Arrago growled. He looked over his shoulder and said, “Not in front of what’s left of Taftlin’s nobility.”

“You have to,” Edmund explained for the fourth time. “Just…just think of Bethany.”

Celeste glared at Edmund, who looked away, heat rising his in face.

“You have to. It’s how it’s done with kings.”

Arrago blew out a breath. “I don’t think it’ll work, if you get my meaning.”

“Just rip her clothes off and think of Taftlin.”

Arrago glared at Edmund before turning around to the group and saying, “Everyone out.”

“Your Majesty,” protested one baron, a fat, preening man with more gold than fabric on his body, “you must have a witness.”

“Then Edmund can stay,” Arrago said at once.

“Not bloody likely,” Edmund muttered.

Arrago shot him a look. Celeste paled.

“Even if Sir Edmund wished to be your witness, he cannot. You need a more impartial witness.”

“Can I have a servant as a witness? Perhaps a female one, for Celeste’s benefit?”

The barons exchanged glances before they began to nod in agreement. “It’s been done before,” one of them said.

“What about the girl in the hallway?” Arrago asked. Apexia’s mercy, he did not want to do this. At least in front of one person, he could grit his teeth and lie or pretend. But in front of all these men, most who had stood by Daniel? There was no possible way.

One of the barons returned with the dirty young thing from the corridor. She bowed her head, but didn’t speak.

“What’s your name?” Arrago asked. The girl pointed at her mouth. Arrago winced when he realized he had no tongue.

The girl pointed at the tapestry that hung on the wall.

“Rose?”

She nodded.

“Rose, would you be so kind as to be my witness for my wedding night?”

She inclined her head, but then turned her attention to Celeste.

“Of course, I approve of her,” Celeste answered, her voice shaking. “Yes, she can stay.” Arrago thought he saw her shoulders relax with relief.

Arrago turned to the men standing in his temporary bedchamber and announced, in his best majestic voice, “Thank you. You can go celebrate with the others.”

They left, including Edmund who turned a last glance at Celeste, his expression grim. Arrago waited for the door to shut before latching it. When he turned around, Celeste was tugging out of her shift, pale fingers shaking so badly that she could not undo the laces.

Arrago walked to her and took her hands. “Celeste, I won’t hurt you.”

She nodded. “Yes, Majesty.”

“Arrago. My name is Arrago.”

“Yes, Arrago. Of course.” She forced a smile, but it was rather sickly.

He turned to the servant and said, “Rose, I need your assistance.”

Rose’s eyes fixed on Celeste’s hard nipples that poked at her shift, then back at him like he was a moron.

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Arrago, I will do whatever you need,” Celeste said. “I want this.”

He stared at her. “I’d believe you more if your eyes weren’t full of tears.”

She glanced at Rose and said, “Please, Arrago. This is your duty, and mine.”

“I don’t know you!”

“After I’ve given you a couple of sons, you never need to touch me again if that’s what you want. You never even need to look at me again after that.” She reached out a trembling hand. “I know you love Bethany. You can be with her. I won’t stop you, but right now, you need to act like a king.”

Arrago ran his hand through his hair. She was beautiful, and willing, and…she was not Bethany. His muscles clenched. “Eventually, I can do this, but…I can’t. Not right now.”

“Please,” Celeste begged, and her voice turned frantic. “You have to. I beg you.”

Arrago stared at her and asked, “Why?”

Celeste closed her eyes, but the tears still streamed down her face. He reached out and touched her arm and she shuddered. “Please, let me serve you.”

“I don’t want anyone to serve me, let alone my own wife. What is going on? Tell me.”

Rose cleared her throat. Arrago stared as Rose pointed at Celeste’s belly. Arrago snapped his gaze back at her. “You are carrying someone else’s child.” He blew out a breath. “That’s why you are so desperate to have me tonight. It isn’t because of me.”

“Majesty, please,” Celeste collapsed to her knees. “I beg you. Please.”

Arrago thought back at Edmund’s attitude and asked, “Whose is it?”

 

***

 

Cream sheets with a streak of virgin blood waved like a flag of victory from the second floor balcony. The crowd cheered as Arrago showed them the proof of his manhood, a brimming smile spread across his face.

Bethany clenched and unclenched her fist and stared at him. She did not join in with the cheers and jeers, nor did she clap. She was happy for him, in her own way. She just…

Bethany let out a long sigh, staring at the crowd and Arrago. What other outcome did she expect? She’d clearly been spending too much time with Lendra and her hopeful view of romance for all. That wasn’t how the world really worked. Not every ending was happy. Not every ending was full of puppies and rainbows.

Sometimes, endings were merely beginnings. And she allowed herself to feel the faint pride of knowing she’d once put a monster on the throne and, now, she’d put the best man she’d ever known on that same throne.

She’d fixed one mistake.

Arrago’s gaze met hers and, for the briefest of moments, his smile faltered. His marriage to Her Grace was necessary, required, even. The barons and dukes and various nobility would never accept her as their Queen.

Queen.

Bethany snorted, even if only she noticed it in the throng of people. What did she honestly expect of her feelings for Arrago? Marriage? The thought was laughable. She was a Silver Knight. She had her own problems to work out and a war to finish. She didn’t have time to be a queen.

Still, as she watched Arrago bragging about how he’d thumped some innocent girl he didn’t love, her heart bled. She’d not considered how miserable she would be once he was no longer hers.

Jovan leaned close to her ear and whispered, “Give me the word and I’ll assassinate him. Consider it a victory present.”

She tried to make a joke, but words failed her. “I need air,” Bethany finally said. “The stench is giving me a headache.”

Kiner motioned to the exit and said, “I’ll come with you.”

“I want to be alone,” she replied. The last thing she needed was Kiner telling her how this was for the best. She needed to be alone with her thoughts, to harden herself against the idea of King Arrago and Queen Celeste.

“You shouldn’t be,” Kiner said, still moving with her to the exit.

She cast him a glare until he held up his hands in submission and stopped following her. She marched from the room, pushing the celebrating masses from her path. She did not look back at the cheering crowd and their proud, new king. It didn’t matter to her that blood-stained sheets was their custom. She did not need to be reminded that Arrago had to bed his wife to produce dozens of fat sons to secure his succession.

The early spring wind was still crisp and Bethany pulled her cloak tighter across her chest. She stared out at the ocean, across the straits. The faint glow of blues and reds of Sarissa’s Magic barrier pierced the dark sky. That was where her attention needed to remain. Stopping her sister from whatever mad plan she had, and put aside the images of Arrago dancing naked in bed with a child.

Bethany walked down the path, slick with ice. Behind her, the stone mansion’s celebration grew ever more distant with each step she took away from it. It was the way of kings, she told herself. To marry young girls to give them heirs and spares. Celeste was seventeen and he twenty-two. Or, was it twenty one? He wasn’t that much older than her. It wasn’t unheard of, her rational side said.

But the angry, hurt side of her, the part that bundled the hurt and held it close to her heart seethed. She hated Arrago, herself, and even Celeste, despite knowing the girl didn’t love Arrago. She wanted to scream and bash and kill the hurt inside her.

Bethany grabbed a fallen branch from the side of the path and beat a nearby tree, screaming at the top of her lungs. She imagined Arrago’s face on the twisted trunk and hit harder.

“Fuck! Fuck!” she bellowed, over and over, pounding the branch against the stunted tree. Exhausted, she dropped the branch and collapsed on the ground, wiping away the tears that splashed down her face.

“Lady Bethany?”

“Shit!” Bethany shouted in surprise. She squinted and saw Edmund, sitting on the slight embankment next to the path. Humiliated and brushing her hands against her face to wipe away the tears that were invisible in the evening darkness, said, “I didn’t…I didn’t see you there.”

Edmund motioned for her to climb down to join him, which she did. He stank of whiskey. “I got all of the tree beating out of me an hour ago.” He offered her a bottle. “Plenty for both of us.”

Bethany sat down next to him, the damp cold seeping through her cloak. She accepted the bottle and drank a mouthful of the burning, foul-tasting liquid. It heated her innards, though, and soon enough she’d stop feeling the cold.

“So why did you need to beat a tree?” Bethany asked. “You feeling sad that Arrago is marrying Celeste?”

Edmund remained silent, looking straight ahead at the shimmering light of Magic in the distance.

Bethany turned to him. “Wait, not you and Arrago…?”

Edmund snorted. “No, I like him, don’t get me wrong. He’s a good man. He’s just not my type.”

“Rumor has it your type is any lady with a skirt that lifts easy.”

“Yes,” he said, his voice starting to take on a slur, “that would be my reputation.”

“You and Celeste?”

He looked away, wiping his eyes with his sleeve. “Since we were fourteen. My family are nobodies. She’d never be allowed to marry me. So,” he shrugged, “I let everyone think I was only interested in whores. I paid those women well to keep my secret. But the truth of the matter is that Celeste…” His voice cracked, “Celeste is all I’ve ever known or ever want to. But I can’t really sleep with my best friend’s wife, now can I? You must have a heart of steel. I commend you.”

“Arrago taught me that it wasn’t something to be proud of. He said it made me cold and unapproachable.”

Edmund laughed. “Arrago has the softest heart of any man I’ve ever met. The man weeps over dead butterflies. I can’t believe he led a rebellion and became king.”

“There are days that I’m convinced this was all a bad dream.”

“Who would have thought that he was a man of prophecy?”

Bethany considered all of the decades of scholars trying to determine who the Elf King really would be. She’d never have guessed a human with an elven name. “Not me.”

Silence slipped between them again. She didn’t know what to say to someone who had the same pain as herself. After all, she didn’t want anyone to say words of comfort to her. She supposed he wouldn’t want them, either. The hurt for her was too raw to talk about. Still, there was one thing that needed to be addressed.

“For the scribes and records, I do respect you, Edmund Greyfeather. Arrago would have ended up face-down if it hadn’t been you. Your father would be proud of you.”

He nodded. “Thank you, Lady Bethany.”

“Bethany,” she said, accepting the flask once again. “Call me Beth and I’ll castrate you.”

Edmund tipped his head back to finish the last of the whiskey. He reached off to the side and picked up a hand-sized bottle. When she looked at this quizzically, he said, “If I’m sober enough to crawl back to the castle tonight, I hadn’t drunk enough.”

She laughed.

“Want to get pissed with me? Can you imagine Arrago’s face when he hears we were both found passed out down here?”

She had thought war had killed his spirit, but it had not. She nodded and said, “I’d love to drink myself blind.”

He uncorked the bottle — raspberry brandy by the scent — and offered her the first taste. The sweetness nearly overwhelmed her. Still, it was better than the whiskey.

“Now what?”

She frowned and thought. “There is still breaking through that barrier, killing everyone inside of it, and releasing the spirits to the wind. There’s got to be some glory in there for us.”

“Think they’ll write songs about us? I’d like to have a song written about me.”

“I won’t be happy unless an entire opera is composed in my name for all of the shit I’ve put up with.”

“Make sure I’m mentioned.”

She smiled. “You’ll be the plucky sidekick who shows his greatness and loyalty many times.”

“You are a good woman, Bethany. No wonder Arrago loves you.”

“And you a good man.”

With that, conversation died off between them. They handed the flask back and forth until it was drained. Warm and hazy from the liqueur, she leaned back on the ground and stared at the barrier.

“Edmund, I know what we are going to do.”

“What’s that?”

She let the anger swim inside her. The hurt, the betrayal, the images of the dead, her lost innocence, all of it. “We’re going to break through that barrier and kill every living creature inside of it. Do to them what they’ve done to us.”

“Revenge?” he asked.

“Sweet, sweet revenge.”

He nodded. “Women, whiskey, war. I like this plan.”

Bethany smiled.
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