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To my spouse


For sticking with me through the worst of it and making me laugh.
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Author's Note



Hello reader! This is the second edition of this book, a re-release of one of my older works. Much like Gandalf in the mines of Moria, I have no memory of this place! But the book needed a fresh coat of paint, so here we are! If you read the original version, you won’t find much different about this one, except it has a much nicer cover now. Also note that Canadian spelling is being used throughout the book. 







  
  
Chapter 1




Tassia stood to the right of and slightly behind the commander and his top men, peeking around them to get a better idea of what they faced. They had marched to the head of a crumbling staircase, and from behind her friend Butch’s wide frame, she could see down to where the staircase ended at a tunnel jutting from the hillside. Rows of grim, grey-faced Doomsayers stood shoulder to shoulder in the tunnel’s mouth, stretching back into the gloom. 

Tassia looked across the line at her fellow soldiers. They were tall and broad-shouldered, while she barely came up to the commander’s chest, which was why she was always relegated to the second line—at least at the start. In their dark brown leathers and shining armour, the soldiers stood patiently, swords drawn. The gold and blue banners of the Wheat Sky empire rippled gently in the breeze while the commander dutifully shouted terms to their enemies, giving them the opportunity to surrender. Everyone knew they wouldn’t—their mad leader, Hetia, had absolute control over them—but the commander was required by the queen to offer the option. Once the killing started, some would surrender, but not many and not now. As the commander finished and silence fell, Tassia took a fighting stance, holding her sword with both hands, every muscle taut in anticipation. She took slow, controlled breaths.

Finally, on command, the top men charged down the stairs toward the Doomsayers who had braced themselves, readying to defend their compound. Tassia was right behind the first line, already slightly ahead of the rest of her line, moving her blade with the efficiency of years of training, injuring her foes just as much as she needed to continue a swift advance. As cracks began to appear in the wall of Doomsayers, Tassia plunged forward, passing between Butch and Max and slipping through enemy ranks and into the tunnel. The sound of metal clashing filled the air, and already the floor of the cave was slick with blood. In this wide entry of the tunnel, the fiercest fighting would occur. But the Doomsayers’ clubs and inferior swords were no match for the queen’s army. The enemy didn’t even have proper armour, just boards and metal garbage strategically strapped to their bodies. 

The commander shouted at Tassia to hold rank. She didn’t know why he bothered. She always got ahead because, despite what he thought, her small stature was an advantage. She slipped past her enemies, the thin but strong blade of her sword nothing but a steely blur, and penetrated deep into their ranks, killing anyone she encountered. She was not too short to slit throats and pierce hearts, and often remained at the periphery, unnoticed until it was too late. The commander’s voice faded into the background as she surged forward.

After her last reprimand for breaking rank in battle, she had taken her case directly to the queen, but that hadn’t turned out as she had hoped. Queen Nalea had trained with Tassia before the revolution—the pair had been friends since—and she had acknowledged Tassia’s talents, but was quick to point out that she had chosen her commanders for a reason and they must be obeyed. Tassia pushed that from her mind. She was confident that her skills were too valuable to be released from the army for breaking rank. Reprimands had always been little more than formalities, like offering an enemy the chance to surrender.

Earlier that morning, in the pre-dawn light, the commander had laid bare the situation. The colony had become a threat to the queen and all of her subjects. The orders had been simple: kill anyone who didn’t surrender. Most would rather die than surrender. But once the army had cleared the tunnel and entered the labyrinth of the underground compound, their enemies would be less eager to fight to the death. This would make the work go quickly, but Tassia hadn’t enlisted for an easy job. She was disappointed when her rank finally caught up to her—it meant this part of the fight was almost over and the slaughter would begin. In the heart of the compound, battle would intensify again to protect the mistress, but she was surrounded by enchanters and that was no place for a soldier. The queen’s enchanters would have to clear through the spells of their enemies. As the mistress was an enchantress herself, it was unlikely any regular soldiers would see the inside of her chambers.

The commander scowled at Tassia as he went by, but she met his gaze calmly, refusing to feel ashamed for doing what she felt was right.

“He’s going to skewer you one of these days.” 

Tassia turned to find her friend Livia beside her. She barely reached the woman’s broad shoulders. Livia was heavily muscled, but femininely so, and her glacial blue eyes now twinkled with mischief.

“If that were true, he would have by now,” Tassia replied with a shrug. 

“Your skills won’t last forever.”

“And when the day comes that my confidence falters, then I’ll hold rank. Or maybe quit altogether and become a strategist.”

Livia shook her head, her braided red hair swinging between her shoulder blades. “Or you’ll just end up dead.”

“That’s just something I’ll have to deal with.” Tassia smiled wryly and turned her attention back to the battle. The sooner they were done and out of here, the better. It was a dark place, despite the regularly spaced lamps, and the musty air was cold, seeping through Tassia’s armour to elicit a prickling wave of goosebumps down her arms.

The deeper into the compound they fought, the more scattered they became, and the lines divided and divided again until finally, not far from the mistress’s chambers, Tassia and Livia found themselves alone. Livia kicked in a door off the long stone hallway they’d fought their way down, and Tassia charged into a large common room, rounded like the rest and made of the same drab grey-white stone. She heard the crackling energy of a spell before she saw the enchantress. She ducked the spell and flicked out the thin blade of her sword, slashing the woman’s throat. The enchantress appeared to be the only defence for the handful of Doomsayers left in the room. Tassia tried to take proper count, but the room, like most of the cavernous compound, was lit by dim, grimy lanterns hung on the walls, casting long, deep shadows. She was also confounded by a large window that looked out into the underground blackness.

“Tassia?”

“I’ve got it,” Tassia replied, gaining confidence in the enemy’s numbers as they moved toward her.

Livia disappeared back into the hall to continue further into enemy territory. 

Tassia assessed her situation. Of the six Doomsayers in the room, only three were closing in on her. She rushed forward, driving her sword through the heart of the first. As she tried to get a good line at the neck or chest of the man she was battling, another circled behind her, clubbing her on the back. The attack had little effect against her thick armour, but drove her forward, giving her a clear line at her enemy, and she slashed his throat. She spun to the right, swinging her sword as she went. In her peripheral vision, she noted that the man with the club was too tall for her to get a clean slash at his throat, so she readjusted her stance mid-spin and thrust forward, piercing his heart before he had the chance to attack her again.

Then she felt the agonizing sting of a spell. Screaming through gritted teeth, she fell forward, but managed to roll, landing on her back to get a clear view of who had attacked her. The enchantress whose throat she had cut was still alive, crouched back on a rickety barnboard bench against the far wall, sputtering blood and clutching at her throat with one hand while she flung attack spells at Tassia with the other. The pain of the first spell had already begun to recede, and Tassia rolled left just in time to avoid the next attack. She sprung to her feet, roaring as she lunged forward for the kill. This time, she took the enchantress’s head clean off her shoulders.

The last three Doomsayers in the room cried out in terror as the head splattered onto the gritty stone floor. Tassia turned to face them and caught one of them trying to rush her. It was a woman, even smaller than Tassia, and she hadn’t any weapons or armour at all. None of them had armour deeper in the compound. Tassia drove the blade down and through her heart, leaving only a man and woman left in the room. The man was crouched in a corner, partially hidden behind a shoddy wooden chair. The woman, tall and lean, stood defiantly before Tassia.

“What will it be?” Tassia called to her.

She paused, lips pursed and eyes ablaze. She wanted to fight, Tassia could see it.

“Heart,” the woman said at last, the fire going out of her eyes.

Tassia approached her carefully and rested the tip of her blade against the woman’s breast.

“You’re sure?” Tassia asked.

“Just make it clean. Quick.”

Tassia nodded and took a good stance, holding the hilt firmly to be sure to give her enemy the quick death she asked for. She plunged hard, driving the blade deep, and she admired that the woman didn’t make a sound—simply crumpled straight down, almost dragging Tassia with her. She yanked the blade out and turned to the man in the corner.

“How do you want it?” she asked, getting tired of this already.

“What? Want what?”

He looked confused and terrified as he cautiously stood and stepped around the rickety furniture to approach her. He was on the tall side of average height, broad yet lean, with short, dark hair that offered a hint of curl. Tassia quickly noted he was not nearly as pale as the others, meaning he hadn’t been with them long. His eyes were grey storm clouds as his nervous gaze darted around the room, searching out more danger. He’d spoken in the common tongue with an accent she couldn’t place, so he must be a foreigner. It was clear he wasn’t ready for battle and didn’t know the customs.

“Look, slashing your throat would be easiest for me,” Tassia explained. “Your comrade there chose the heart. It’s a harder blow, but ensures you lose consciousness quickly and has none of the distressing pain and coldness of bleeding to death. I can take off your head if that will suit you. I think that’s the quickest, though few people have the stomach for it.”

“You’re giving me a choice?” He was incredulous.

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“You didn’t give them a choice,” he protested, nodding toward his fallen comrades.

“There’s always a choice,” she insisted, standing more at ease but keeping her sword ready. “They had the choice to surrender and not attack me. Attack means death in whatever manner I can manage. You wish to surrender?”

He hesitated, glancing at the dead woman at his feet as Tassia’s words sank in.

“I don’t want to die,” he said at last.

“Then you have to surrender.”

“What will that mean?”

“Depends on your crimes,” she said with a shrug. “The queen may have you put to death anyway. The lightest punishment for prisoners is slavery—the length and severity of which also depends on your crimes.”

“I’m merely trying to survive.” He was growing defiant. “What does your queen consider a crime?”

“You’ve obviously lived in these lands long enough to make an informed decision about joining this clan, so I’m sure you have a good enough idea of what our queen deems appropriate.” Tassia glanced around nervously, searching the doorway and dim hallway beyond. She couldn’t just kill the man and move on because he wasn’t attacking her, but his refusal to decide his fate was frustrating—and dangerous. 

“Look, why don’t you just follow—” she began, turning to face him again. He had moved closer to her, and his expression had softened, startling her into silence.

“You’re really waiting for an answer from me, aren’t you?”

“It’s your right,” she replied, surprised he would expect anything less. His steely gaze was intense and holding her in place even though she knew she needed to keep moving. He took another cautious step forward, fixated on her.

“You’re so full of life—so much colour and warmth,” he said almost absently.

He moved in closer, eyes on hers, lips parted, and she gasped, bringing her sword up between his face and hers when she realized his intent. It broke the spell, and he straightened, taking a hesitant step back.

“Are you an enchantress, too?” he asked, alertness returning to his expression.

“Not on purpose,” she whispered. She shook her head to clear it and rested the tip of her sword on his chest. “I’m going now. You can follow me or stay here and risk being discovered by one of my ill-mannered comrades who will be more than happy to make this decision for you. You can weigh your odds while we go, and if you wish death, I will bring it to you in whatever manner you choose. The queen’s executioner won’t be so kind—he’ll behead you.”

She turned to leave.

“Can I touch you?” he said.

She whirled around, half in a fighting stance now, to see that same entranced expression back on his face. This time he shook it off on his own.

“Just a hand on your shoulder in the hallways,” he clarified. “So you don’t lose me in the chaos.”

She tersely removed bindings from the back pouch on her belt. “Hands out, wrists together,” she instructed, relieved he was making some kind of decision. She bound his wrists in front of him, a tether attached, and led him out of the room. The halls were desolate now, reeking of death, and she began to shiver, but not from the cold. She had not looked forward to this mission and was starting to realize that many of the rumours they’d heard had been true. The silence was far too unnerving, and her voice issued forth before she realized what she was saying. 

“Is it true,” she began, “that the mistress is entitled to every man in the colony?”

She felt him stumble, but he didn’t reply.

“Plenty of perks for her, then. Not such a good lot for the rest of you though, is it? Have you got a wife? Does she mind sharing you with the mistress?”

“I’m alone here,” he replied quietly.

“I don’t understand the appeal,” Tassia continued. “Being kept like a slave and living underground—never seeing the sun, never being able to give yourself to only one person. And the smell!” She wrinkled her nose and realized she’d largely been breathing through her mouth since reaching the deeper portions of the compound. Even over the pungent smells of battle—sweat and coppery blood—the stench was growing unbearable. The smell of smoke from the lamps couldn’t quite mask the mould, rotting food, and fluids best left unconsidered.

“We miss the sun,” he admitted. “Some of them like the communal spirit of sharing everything. A lot of them don’t care much for monogamy.”

“Some of them? But not you.”

“I guess not.”

“All right, so let’s say you don’t like the sun and don’t enjoy keeping anything as your own—is this place really the best option?”

“I don’t know. But how is your queen any better? You live in a society beset with rules and bureaucracy. You give up your freedom and for what? Your queen can’t always keep you safe either.”

“Maybe not, but she keeps us trained and protected, educated, healthy, and fed, and we get to choose to share or keep what we like so long as we don’t harm others in doing so. It’s a poor comparison, really. There are rules here, and they are enforced with violence.”

“Maybe you’re right,” he said thoughtfully.

She stopped. The hallway was completely empty except for the corpses of Doomsayers, with the sounds of battle muffled in the distance. She turned around to face him.

“What are you doing here? You haven’t even been here long—too much colour left in you.”

“Looking for answers.”

“Did you find them?” She noticed her long braid had slid out of her helmet, and she tucked it back under and glanced around, looking for new threats.

“No, I guess not, or I’d have chosen heart instead of surrender. Are you content with your lot?”

“I wish they’d put me in the front line, but otherwise I can’t complain. I wish the people we fight, like your comrades, would stop lying down—stop choosing heart, head or throat—and earn their deaths with a sword, club or spear. I enlisted for the glory of battle, not to slaughter lambs.”

“I like a challenge, too,” he said. He kept trying to gesture with his hands, forgetting they were bound. He frowned down at them now, pulling at the bindings a little. 

She checked to make sure they weren’t too tight. “What are you doing here, then?” she asked, keeping a close eye on him in case it was some kind of ruse.

“Bit of wanderlust. I’m bad at making good decisions.” He paused, a sardonic smirk pulling at the corners of his mouth. “And then there’s those answers I’m looking for.”

“To what questions?”

“All of them.” He shrugged with one shoulder and looked down at his hands again, no longer trying to move them.

Tassia shook her head and turned to lead them further into the darkness, glancing back at him now and then. “Your home is far from here, then?”

“Not so far. I’ve been farther. I think I was working my way back there. I don’t think I’d have stayed here much longer, even if your queen hadn’t sent the raid. I never stay put for long.” He paused. “But maybe going home would have been all right. Or maybe I’d hate it just as much as the day I left.”

There was a bitterness to his laugh.

“Why’s that?” Tassia asked.

“I don’t like being ruled. Doesn’t matter if it’s by my parents, the mistress, your queen, or the emperor of Glasctinea.”

“Glasctinea?” Tassia asked, astounded. She turned to face him. “You must be joking. I suppose you’ve been to one of the moons. Or both of them!”

“That would be something—to go to the moons. Don’t you think? I’d find some answers there.”

“Glasctinea?” she persisted, arching her eyebrow.

“I told you—wanderlust.”

She thought about it for a moment and realized she believed him. “You must have been young when they turned you out, then.”

He nodded. “Fifteen. You would think places like this would put my parents’ rules into perspective.”

“They can’t have been as bad as the mistress!”

“No, Hetia is a pure tyrant, and I’ve been tyrant-ed by worse than her, but I still can’t bring myself to accept what my family wants and return home.”

“Start a new family, then.”

He looked at her thoughtfully.

“You’re not a boy anymore,” Tassia pointed out. “Make your own rules. Find a woman with the same wanderlust and start a wandering family, and you can all look for answers together.”

He tilted his head back and laughed, fully amused. “Is that what you did? Forged your own path?”

She gave him an oblique look, but didn’t like the way he was watching her so expectantly. She turned without a word.

Sounds of battle echoed down the hall toward them. There were bodies—all Doomsayers—littering the hallway. As they passed them, she glanced back at her prisoner, but he seemed unconcerned. They reached a three-pronged fork in the hall, and Tassia stopped, listening for the shouts of soldiers to get an idea of which way to go. She knew she should take her prisoner out to the wagons, but couldn’t resist the call of battle; any minute now, the enchanters would take over. She turned to the left, rounded a bend and ran straight into her commander.

“Nothin’ for it here, Tass. Hetia is powerful, and swords won’t do us any good,” he said. “Take your prisoner out and wait with the others.”

“Sir, can’t I just watch?”

“Take him to the wagons. I won’t tell you again.”

She stiffened and turned back the way she had come.

“Tass?” the prisoner said when they reached the fork again. She turned to face him. “Your name is Tass?”

“Tassia.”

He smiled. “I’m Sam.” He extended his hands, palms up, in greeting. Not willing to relinquish her sword, she only half-returned the gesture, taking one of his hands instead of both. She bowed a slight greeting, returning his smile, but kept her sword ready. She realized she was at ease with Sam, though she couldn’t explain why. It concerned her how easily she trusted him. She started to turn right, to head back outside, when the tether went taut. She turned to see that Sam had stopped.

“I can get you into Hetia’s chambers,” he said. “There are several secret ways in, and I know one of them.”

“Is that how she brings men into her chambers? Through secret tunnels?” She hadn’t meant to be so forward and felt bad when something dark passed behind Sam’s expression.

“I can bring you,” he said, brushing aside her question. “Would battling an enchantress be enough of a challenge?”

“It would be suicide.”

“Her attention will be on the main doors. I can bring you in behind her.”

Tassia considered it, but she knew she shouldn’t accept the offer. 

“Tell the commander,” she said flatly as she started moving again. “He can send—”

Sam held his ground, and Tassia had no choice but to stop. She could yank on the tether and pull him over, but dragging him out would be dangerous and difficult.

“Hetia would be able to detect another enchanter,” he explained.

“I should at least get another soldier to come with us. Maybe more than one.”

“That’s not what you want.”

“I want this battle to be over,” she admitted.

“Let’s go end it, then.”

Tassia loosened the slack on the tether and let Sam guide her down the hallway to his right and through a twisting maze of tunnels. He pushed back a panel of stone, revealing a black tunnel beyond. She lit the small lantern on her belt and continued into the darkness until Sam stopped her again.

“What is it now?” she asked, taking a half step toward him to ease the tension on the tether. She didn’t want him to be able to use it against her.

“Will you put your sword away?” he asked, approaching her cautiously. “There’s no one but us in here.”

“There’s you, and I don’t know you.”

“Yes, you do. And you trust me or else you never would have followed me here. Please. I won’t hurt you,” he insisted.

She let her sword hang at her side, but refused to sheath the weapon. She gripped the hilt as he approached her. 

“It’s a terrible place where we’re going—it’s awful. I just—you’re full of life, and I need that as a shield against her. Please.”

Tassia stood still as he pressed against her, leaning the side of his face against her head and one of his shoulders against her chest. If his hands hadn’t been bound, she suspected he would have embraced her, and she slid her left arm around him to hold him loosely. He inhaled deeply, breathing the soapy smell of her dark hair and the sweat and adrenaline of battle, drinking her warmth and absorbing her courage.

“This isn’t a good place,” he finally admitted, stepping back. “Whatever fate your queen has for me, I’ll be glad to see the outside of this hill again.”

They picked their way down the tunnel until it stopped dead at a wall. She could hear screams and the sizzle of spellcraft coming from the other side.

“There’s a vent,” Sam whispered, barely audible. “We’re behind the hearth.”

“What is this place?”

“It’s for watching,” he said and shuddered.

“She likes to be watched?”

Sam shook his head but wouldn’t clarify. “You can unlatch the opening there,” he said, pointing to her left, “and watch through the vent until you see an opportunity. We’ll have to be quick though.”

“We? You’re staying right here.” She unlatched his tether and draped it over one of his shoulders.

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

She shook her head to indicate that this was no time to argue and peered through the vent. The drab, filthy room was dominated by a large bed on the left; it had an ebony frame and was heaped with grey, tousled sheets. Everything was dirty and cluttered, a soiled, lifeless tomb. Hetia lumbered into view, fully nude. She was terrifying to see—not remarkably tall, but thin and angular with pale grey skin and white and black hair standing out in all directions. The only colour was her blood red lips, raked back into a snarl over yellowing teeth that had been filed to points. Most enchantresses looked like anyone else, but this one had long ago gone mad, making her even more dangerous. She would be completely unpredictable. 

She paced right past the vent where they hid. Over the sooty, charred wood of old fires, Tassia could smell something musty mixed with rancid body odour. She cringed.

“She doesn’t bathe,” Sam commented once Hetia had passed by. “Ever.”

Tassia ignored him and watched the madwoman, waiting for her to turn her full attention back to the queen’s enchanters who were holed up in the antechamber to Hetia’s bedroom. Through the open doors on the other side of the room, Tassia could see them moving now and then behind pieces of old furniture as they tried to get better positions. The wards shone translucently across the doorway. Hissing and gnashing her teeth like a beast, Mistress Hetia turned to the open doors and rained spells of death on anyone not wise enough to jump clear. 

Tassia unlatched the wall panel and gave it a shove. She sprang forward, not waiting to see if Sam would follow. She ran softly, slightly crouched to create the smallest target possible, but still caught Hetia’s attention before she could get close enough to strike. The enchantress slung a spell at her, and she dropped under it, rolling forward. Before she got to her feet, Hetia threw another at her. Tassia braced for the impact. But now Sam lunged ahead, catching the spell and shielding Tassia. He wailed in agony, but Tassia knew they would both be killed if she hesitated now.

She jumped over Sam and made a diving charge at Hetia. It was a desperate and sloppy attack. Her sword caught Hetia high in the abdomen, not in the heart as she had intended. At the moment of contact, Tassia felt a jolt, like electricity, as she became vulnerable to the woman’s personal wards. Through the pain, Tassia held on to her sword. She had to keep Hetia’s attention until the queen’s enchanters could do their job.

Even as she began to collapse, Tassia held the hilt in a vice grip, dragging a long, diagonal gash across Hetia’s abdomen, finally eviscerating her before losing consciousness and the grip on her sword.


      [image: image-placeholder]“What were you thinking?” the commander shouted.

Tassia sat up quickly, adrenaline jolting her awake as she realized she wasn’t dead but possibly still in danger. The commander was kneeling in front of her, and Sam was sitting to her right, badly dazed, with his hands still bound and hanging between his knees, the tether coiled at his feet. A glance to her left gave her a view of Hetia’s headless corpse. Tassia saw for the first time that she had collapsed at the edge of a pool of Hetia’s blood, and the left side of her uniform was soaked with it. In fact, the whole room was splattered in blood. Tassia’s move had distracted Hetia long enough for the other enchanters to bring down the wards and move in to attack.

“It’s over,” Tassia said, shocked and delighted.

“You nearly got yourself killed.”

“I’m okay.”

“Twice in the span of an afternoon you’ve actively disobeyed my orders,” the commander growled. “This time you nearly got yourself killed. You’re going to hold rank from now on, is that clear? You’re going to leave enchanter’s work to the enchanters. Now, for the last time, take your damned prisoner to the wagons!”

He thrust the tether back into Tassia’s hands and stood without a word, rejoining the enchanters and his top command. Tassia received a few curious glances from the others, but no one spoke to her.

She picked her sword out of the blood on the floor and futilely tried to wipe it clean on the filthy bedsheets. She only succeeded in smearing it around and finally gave up, realizing she’d have the miserable task of cleaning everything back in her room that evening.

“Come on,” she said to Sam.

They wound their way through the tunnels and back outside, slowly ascending the crumbling staircase to the fields beyond. The sun was low on the horizon, casting long shadows across the field where the army had assembled and the wagons now waited to take soldiers and prisoners back to the city. It was a two-day ride back to the capital, and they would lodge in a nearby village tonight.

“Tass! By the moons, what’s happened to you?” Livia called as she caught sight of Tassia covered in blood.

“It’s not mine,” Tassia replied quietly.

“Of course, it’s not,” Livia said. “Whose is it?”

“Hetia’s,” Tassia said, barely audible. She looked up at Livia cautiously.

“Have you gone mad?” Livia blurted.

Tassia gave her friend a dark look and shook her head to silence her. “We’ll talk about it tonight,” she insisted, and turned away from Livia, heading for the wagons.

“I’m sorry if I got you into trouble,” Sam said.

“I’m the one who listened to you.”

“I just wanted to help.”

“Don’t apologize. It was the right thing to do, even if I’m the only one who sees that. Now we can all start the journey home while there’s still sunlight left to enjoy.”

Sam smiled at her. “After the endless dark of that hell, even twilight would be welcome.”

Tassia looked around at the long afternoon shadows gathering around the wagons and her comrades, who were cleaning weapons and preparing for the long journey home. Twilight wasn’t far off now, so Sam was likely to get his wish. 

“What were you doing in that place?” she asked him. “You clearly didn’t belong there.”

“I don’t know where I belong.”

“So you just crawl into the darkest hole, hoping for the best?”

“Not only dark holes.”

They reached the prisoners’ wagon, and Tassia was half tempted to cut Sam’s bonds and let him flee. She suspected he would receive a light punishment, given his help defeating Hetia and the likelihood that he wasn’t a lifelong criminal, but she would have rather spared him the rigours of a formal trial.

“Who’ve you got here?” the guard asked.

“His name is Sam.” Tassia looked to him for the last name.

“Sam Ta Nalertan,” he said.

“Ta Nalertan?” the guard asked suspiciously. “What kind of name is that?”

“From Sletrini, near the Western Sea,” Sam explained.

“Long way from home,” the guard commented. “All right, Sam, in you go.”

Tassia watched as the guard helped Sam into the prisoners’ wagon, which was caged on top and all sides. It wasn’t very full—only Sam and some women and children. Tassia was surprised. On a raid this size, they often filled a second prisoners’ wagon, but this time Sam was likely to be the last Doomsayer brought out of the tunnels alive. Hetia must have been treacherous to convince so many people that death was the better option. Once the barred door of the cage had clanged shut, Tassia approached the guard again.

“He helped in there,” Tassia said. “Will you make note of it?” She gestured to the leather-bound ledger where he kept track of names and circumstances of capture. “He surrendered without incident and then helped me ambush Hetia. Make sure the court knows.” She watched to be sure he jotted it down.

“Very well, but I’ll need your name too, then. Sometimes they need witnesses for special circumstances like this.”

“Tassia Raven. You think the court will need me?”

“Not likely, but I have to keep track of it anyway.”

As she turned to go, she glanced up at the wagon and saw that Sam was huddled with his back against the bars, watching her. When he saw she was looking, he gave her a small wave. She smiled, but didn’t return the gesture. She was in enough trouble as it was.


      [image: image-placeholder]Tassia sat on the edge of her cot in the tiny room she was sharing with Livia and scrubbed at the tacky, drying blood on her uniform while she tried to ignore Livia berating her for her stupidity. The top-ranking soldiers were housed in the village’s inns, while the rest had pitched tents on the outskirts. The prisoners were still in the wagons but had been provided blankets, and the cages had been covered in tarp to offer them some comfort. Tassia found it easy to ignore Livia as she concentrated on cleaning her gear and focused the rest of her energy on resisting the urge to go out to the prisoners’ wagon.

“So, who was that guy then?” Livia demanded, cutting through Tassia’s focus.

“Some wanderer,” Tassia said with a shrug, trying to be disinterested. “Seems to have wandered down the wrong hole.”

“You just let some stranger lead you into Hetia’s lair? What if it had been a trap?” She was incredulous.

“It wasn’t.”

“You couldn’t be certain.”

“I was.” Tassia scrubbed harder at the blood, hoping Livia would stop.

“But how? You’d known him five minutes!”

“He’s obviously a stranger to these lands. He wasn’t pale enough to have been there long and didn’t even know any of our customs. He was infuriating, actually.”

“And that was a good reason to trust him?”

“I talked to him a little. He was just some lost fool, and I could tell he realized how much a mistake joining Hetia’s lot was. He shuddered when I asked him about her practices and—he was terrified in the passage to her chamber,” Tassia explained, biting her lip as she realized she’d almost told Livia about Sam hugging her in that awful darkness. She dipped the rag to rinse it in the bucket and brought up a fresh piece of armour to scrub.

“You’re blushing,” Livia said, waiting for more.

“I felt bad for him—a grown man afraid of the dark, like some motherless child. He was pathetic and yet useful,” she said thoughtfully. “He came with me into her chamber, you know. Probably saved our lives—he took a spell for me.”

“He fancies you.”

“Yes,” she replied without looking up. She felt her cheeks flush as she furiously wiped at the blood. “That might be why he helped. What matters is that he did.”

“Tass, why aren’t you telling me everything?” Livia said, quiet and concerned now, finally dropping her accusatory tones.

Tassia cast her a dark, warning glance, hoping her friend would know better than to make her explain any further.

“Ah, I see.”

Tassia shook her head, still embarrassed and not sure why.

“It’s just been a long day. And a long time since a man has noticed me for anything other than my skills with a blade,” Tassia finally said.

“Aye,” Livia agreed, sighing, and sat on the edge of the cot beside Tassia. She picked up a bloody shin pad and an extra rag out of the darkening water in Tassia’s bucket and began to scrub at the blood, too.

“I keep thinking that maybe it’s time to quit this and find something different,” Livia said. “Something where men will see me as more than a comrade. Or won’t be afraid of me.”

“Yes, but what?” 

Livia shrugged and fell silent, pursing her lips in concentration as she scrubbed. Eventually, their rags came out of the water almost as dirty as when they went in, and Livia offered to refill the bucket. Tassia welcomed the moment of solitude and thought over what Livia had said. Tassia seldom thought about leaving the army. She was beginning to wonder if she never thought about it because her options seemed so dull. The only possibility she had given any consideration to was becoming part of the military council in Queen Nalea’s court. It would be hard work, but less work than starting something completely new, and it would still be interesting enough.

“Face it, you’re just not ready to walk away from battle yet,” Livia said from the doorway. She sloshed the bucket down in front of Tassia and sat across from her on her cot. The room was so small that it was like they were sitting across a table from each other.

“You’re ready,” Tassia pointed out.

“Not quite. I still keep hoping that one market day, some fine gentleman will see past the sword to my charms and give me a real reason to walk away from battle.”

Tassia chuckled over her friend’s longstanding daydream. “You ever going to get tired of that one?”

“Soon, I think. Another summer without a lover ought to cure me of this foolishness.”

Tassia smiled wryly but said nothing, and plunged the rag back into the water. She shrugged her long braid, black as midnight, out of her way as it threatened to dip into the murky water as she leaned forward. 

“You’re never going to get it clean with just water,” Livia said.

“The more I can get out now, the easier it will be to get rid of the rest once we’re home with better supplies.”

“You’ll be up half the night,” Livia commented, kicking her boots off into the pile with the rest of her armour. She rolled onto her back on her cot, pulling the sparse blankets around her. Away from battle, she wore her medium-length hair loosely, and she fanned it out over her pillow now as she got comfortable.

“I’d rather sleep through tomorrow,” Tassia said. “Wouldn’t have to deal with the commander that way.”

“He’ll have your head this time,” Livia agreed.

Tassia didn’t want to think about what the commander would have to say in the following days. She had only done what any soldier would have done in her situation, she thought furiously. And she knew she wasn’t the only one who had disobeyed the commander’s orders—many of the soldiers thought he was too cautious—but she was the highest ranking of the dissenters and he would want to make an example of her. She’d happily risk aching joints to sleep most of the day in a wagon if it meant avoiding that confrontation. Yet again, she was tempted to bring her concerns to the queen, but perhaps now was not the time. She didn’t need to cause any more waves until he had time to get over this latest stunt.

Long after Livia began to snore softly from her cot, Tassia finally dumped the bloody water down the drain at the end of the hall and changed into her bedclothes. Even the moons had turned in for the evening by the time sleep found Tassia.










  
  
Chapter 2




The sun was low in the sky as the towers of Queen Nalea’s court appeared on the prairie horizon against the backdrop of the mountains, and Tassia knew it would be well after dark by the time they made it into the city and to the barracks. Everyone was road-weary, but Tassia was stiff and sore—partly from the after-effects of Hetia’s spell, but also from sleeping in the wagons to avoid the commander—and Sam. Every time she caught a glimpse of him, he was watching her. 

Tassia wanted nothing more than to drop into bed the instant she was back in the hut she shared with Livia, but her uniform was still bloodstained and they had a lot of gear to put away. Some of it was strewn over the table beside the woodstove, and the rest was dropped beside the bunk bed or in front of the wardrobe in the corner where they kept most of their supplies. They still needed to get fresh water from the pumps in the central courtyard and see if there was anything worth eating at the evening market, which was run by prisoners and kept open late when the soldiers were returning.

Livia was already pondering where they’d be sent next as Tassia put the last of their fresh water in the kettle and started a fire.

“I heard there’s another colony of these crazies—revolutionists, they call themselves, and why, I don’t know—we just got over a revolution! Anyway, they’re south by the river, and apparently they’re gathering arms and starting to train. Why can’t they just keep on their little farms and live quietly and not bother trying to overthrow the queen? She’s good to us and to them, whether they deserve it or not. And they’re by the river, so it’s not like they don’t have resources or comforts. Just stay put and quiet, and nobody needs to get cut up.”

“Then we’d be out of a job,” Tassia commented.

“Good riddance to it then! I’d rather be a farmer.”

Tassia laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous! You barely help me with the garden.”

“Sometimes I get tired of coming home covered in blood.”

“Ha! Try falling into a pool of entrails sometime!”

“Have it your way.” Livia shrugged. “Oh! And Butch mentioned that he’s heard talk of a skirmish in the foothills. One of our prospectors found a silver deposit near the border, and the Krunleks are insisting it’s on their side.”

“That could get interesting.”

“We’ll probably head to the river next, unless things really escalate with the Krunleks. But then there’s—”

Livia stopped abruptly. The commander stood in the doorway, unannounced. His expression was grim, and his face flushed crimson.

“Tassia, give me your sword,” he said, his words clipped.

“Sir? What do you need with my sword?”

“What do you think?”

Tassia felt the blood drain from her face. “Am I being discharged?”

“Not yet, but you’ll be on probation for a long time after this one. You’re off for the next three deployments, and you’re not to train with your platoon or the rest of the brigade for a fortnight.”

“Sir! I don’t think—”

“This isn’t a negotiation, Tassia. Give me your sword and be thankful. Don’t bother trying to appeal this one either. I just came from the queen’s chambers, and she’s the one who insisted you be reprimanded properly this time. If you want to call your own shots, then take the strategist training. Otherwise remember your place from now on because you won’t get any more warnings.”

“My place!” Anger sparked in Tassia’s dark eyes as she moved toward the commander. She couldn’t believe the extent of her punishment after all she had done to secure victory.

Livia grabbed her shoulder and shoved her into an old wooden chair.

“Sir, why don’t you put her on the front line where she belongs?” Livia suggested carefully.

“I said this isn’t a negotiation. I’m not rewarding her disobedience by moving her where she wants to go.”

“Then why don’t you reward her skills by putting her where she belongs?”

“When Tassia learns to accept my command, I may be willing to revisit which line she belongs on. But she nearly got herself killed this time. My decision is final.”

Tassia watched the commander leave with her sword. She fought to keep her rage in check and to push back the thought of being out of battle for so long—it could be winter before she was deployed again. But as soon as he was gone, she could contain herself no longer, swiping her arm furiously over the tabletop and dumping their supplies on the floor. She stood and paced the length of their hut, her boots tromping a rapid beat against the floorboards, cursing. Livia remained silent until she could see most of the rage had gone out of Tassia.

“Three battles will be over before long,” Livia said, beginning to replace the supplies on the table. “And if war breaks out with the Krunleks before then, they’ll have you back early.”

“Why doesn’t Nalea see what a brute he is? There’s never been a woman on his front line, not even one taller than me and better with a sword.”

“Then take the strategist training and forget about him.”

“I might. And get Nalea to put me in charge of his brigade. I’ll put him on the final wave and see how he likes the view from the back.”

“Spite and revenge won’t do you any good,” Livia replied. “Play his stupid game and obey every last stupid command he gives you. Become the perfect soldier he wants, and if that doesn’t get you on the front line, then bring your claims of bias to Nalea. But as long as you continue to defy him, he can use that as an excuse for not putting you up front.”

Tassia shook her head in frustration. She knew Livia was right, but that didn’t make the situation any easier. Still seething, she started to pick up the rest of the supplies she’d scattered on the floor, letting Livia finish lighting the fire. The two women unpacked as the water boiled. Outside, the neighbouring barracks were alive with murmurs and muffled laughter, but their hut was silent but for the hiss of the water in the kettle and the clattering of cupboard and wardrobe doors as Tassia shelved their clothes and Livia retrieved mugs and tea. 

The huts were all the same inside; each contained a bunk bed, a wardrobe, a cupboard and a table with two chairs. Some had rickety shelves for books. There was one window and two doors: one leading outside and one to the adjacent latrine that contained a simple toilet, large bath pail, and a counter for the washbasin and water jug. Lined up in dozens of rows, the huts formed a square around the central courtyard where much of the soldiers’ training occurred. The queen’s city was surrounded by similar squares of barracks for each brigade—eight of them situated along the compass points around the city—and the outermost line of huts on each square backed onto fields that some of the soldiers chose to farm in their spare time. Tassia and Livia’s hut was one of these, and Tassia had cultivated a garden over the years. She grew flowers against the side of their hut and tended to a berry patch out back. Rows and rows of vegetables stretched out into the prairie. In the spring, she divided her time between training and the garden, but through the summer months, when not deployed, she spent her time away from training out back, sometimes receiving help from her comrades with weeding and maintenance. 

As Tassia put the last of the clothes away, she sighed. She would need to find a way to keep herself busy in lieu of training with her comrades. Her suspension would give her plenty of time to spend in the garden, whether she liked it or not. It wasn’t too late to plant more, and the sustenance would be welcome over the winter. In the autumn, she and Livia always spent a frenzied week canning, storing as much as they could in their tiny hut, and taking the rest to market.

“Teatime,” Livia said, finally breaking Tassia from her reverie.

The spring evening had turned chilly; Tassia wrapped her fingers around the warm mug and was glad to sit near the fire and relax. 

“He’s wrong,” Livia said suddenly. “You were stupid, but this is an overreaction. I wonder why Nalea is supporting him.”

“She’s only been queen for five years, and she needs the support of her commanders.”

“Well, then maybe we should both take the strategist training and give her some commanders she doesn’t have to coddle,” Livia said. “Maybe in Nalea’s court we’ll find some men who aren’t intimidated by female soldiers.”

“You’d prefer being a counsellor over a commander,” Tassia commented. “Surrounded by plenty of lords and you’d never see the inside of a battle again.”

“There is that,” Livia replied, raising her mug appreciatively.

“I never thought I’d look forward to war with the Krunleks,” Tassia said.

“Anything to get your suspension lifted faster. I just can’t believe they won’t even let you train with us! That won’t go over well with the others. Butch will be furious.”

“He should take the commander test. He’s done the training and I’m sure he’d pass.”

“I think he’s too attached to our brigade, and it’s unlikely Nalea would put him here when there are so many other groups with ailing commanders.”

Tassia shrugged, resigned to the defeat, and sipped at her tea. Her thoughts wandered to Sam and how he was making out in the court jail. She shook her head, annoyed. She would have to keep herself busy to keep him from her thoughts. Tomorrow she would start cultivating more field.


      [image: image-placeholder]Tassia rose at dawn with Livia and geared up after they’d had a quick meal. Livia didn’t comment when she noticed Tassia in her armour, ready to train, but wasn’t surprised when Tassia didn’t follow her to the courtyard for morning exercises. Tassia watched with a sour look on her face until Livia was out of sight, and then rounded the side of their hut to the back where she kept her gardening supplies. She found a sturdy garden stake that was roughly the length of her sword and went through her opening stretches in the field where no one could see her. The commander had only said she couldn’t train with her comrades, and Tassia doubted she would be reprimanded for keeping her skills sharp. Still, she didn’t want any more trouble for the time being.

Tassia moved slowly at first, working out the stiffness from the long journey, but was soon spinning, flipping and jabbing—attacking the tall weeds beyond her garden. She continued the drill from memory and hoped nothing new would be taught while she was suspended. Livia would do her best to impart any new techniques, but while still mastering them herself, she would be unlikely to be able to correct poor form.

There were only so many weeds to spar with, and in the absence of a proper training partner, Tassia finally returned the stake to its place behind the hut and went inside to change. She had a thick pair of trousers, sturdy for kneeling on the rough ground, and a light shirt to keep her cool in the blazing sun. It was too early in the season for her to roll the sleeves up; in the summer, she’d have them right up to her shoulders.

Despite the cool spring breeze, she worked up a sweat and was covered in dirt by the time Livia returned at noontime.

“You going to cultivate it straight out to the horizon?” Livia called out, standing at the back of the hut.

Tassia looked back at the sound of her voice and was surprised to see how much land she had weeded and turned. Lost in the loamy smell of earth baking in the sun, she had cleared a square of land almost half the size of her existing garden.

“Beats thinking about everything,” Tassia said with a shrug.

Livia held up a basket filled with bread, cheese and fresh fruit.

“I stopped by the market,” she called out to Tassia. “You’re probably hungrier than I am. Wash up and I’ll make you a sandwich.”

Livia was still in her armour, slicing up a loaf of bread and some cheese, when Tassia entered the hut. Some cured meat had been left in the pantry from before the raid on Hetia’s, and Livia piled it high onto the bread. Both women were famished. They ate hastily and silently, washing their meal down with wine, since Livia wouldn’t be returning to training that day. After such long days of travel and battle, the soldiers only had morning exercises scheduled for the rest of the week. Most of the other soldiers had gone into the city to relax in the markets or take in a midday performance, but Livia had come back to help Tassia with the garden.

“I’ll head into the city and fetch another load of fertilizer,” Livia offered. “How much land do you expect to clear?”

“Just get one wagonload for now,” Tassia said. “We can get more later if we need it.”

Livia left Tassia to put away the supplies and clean up from lunch. In the quiet of the hut, she could feel her tiredness sink in. She was still weary from the battle and the journey, let alone all morning working in the heat of the sun. She glanced at her neatly made bunk and then sighed. Her mind was way too busy to sleep. She pulled on her boots and headed back into the garden. 

Livia returned late in the afternoon, moving slowly with the weight of the wagon behind her. She stopped at the edge of the field and unloaded the fertilizer in a heap at the back of the hut, sure to pile it opposite their window, and then left again to return the wagon back to the farmer she had rented it from. At the edge of the prairie, deep in her work, Tassia didn’t notice her at all. It wasn’t until Livia finally returned for good that she awakened from her trance.

“Tassia Raven,” Livia called playfully.

Tassia turned, wondering what her friend was up to, and saw that Livia was waving a scroll and grinning. It bore the royal seal and her full name. Tassia’s heart skipped. Maybe this was a signal that the queen had finally come to her senses.

Tassia snatched the scroll from Livia and tore it open. She started reading but quickly stopped and had to start again.

“A court summons?” Livia said, reading over her shoulder, also perplexed. “You have to go to court over this? It was only a suspension!”

Understanding finally dawned, and Tassia shook her head, exasperated. 

“It’s not about my suspension,” Tassia explained. “I’m going to have to testify at Sam’s trial, it would seem.”

“What?”

“I didn’t want him to receive too harsh a punishment and told the jailer that he’d helped us with Hetia. He said I probably wouldn’t have to testify, but I guess he was wrong.” She frowned. “The trial is tomorrow morning.”

“They work fast!” Livia commented.

“There weren’t many of them to process. The children would have gone to one of the lighter work camps with any mothers who were left—no trials. That would leave a handful at most. I’m sure the ones without witnesses to call upon have been sentenced already.”

“It was odd how few surrendered,” Livia said. “Did Hetia enchant their very wills? Did she take away their desire to live?”

“I don’t know. Sam refused to talk about it, and everyone else chose to die. We knew so little about them, but I will ask Nalea when I see her again.”

“She might be there tomorrow.”

“If she’s not busy,” Tassia agreed. She stuffed the summons into her pocket and picked up her spade again. “Let’s just get on with this.”

They worked into the evening light, Tassia clearing the land and Livia spreading the manure.


      [image: image-placeholder]Tassia sat on one of the low marble benches outside the door to the court and waited for the guard to call her in. The hallway was brightly lit; full sunshine blazed in through the east-facing windows, lighting up the white marble floors and pale stone walls. She had arrived at first light, dressed in her soldier gear and feeling awkward without her sword. There were other trials slated ahead of Sam’s, and Tassia wasn’t sure how long the wait would be. She had already been informed that Queen Nalea was presiding over the court that day as two serious murder trials were on the docket; Sam’s case appeared to have been squeezed in between them. A parade of witnesses had come and gone from the chamber, and Tassia had heard the queen’s voice as the doors had opened and closed.

The queen often chose to preside over trials that were politically charged or had garnered a great deal of attention from the kingdom. Tassia wondered how the queen’s presence would affect Sam’s punishment and if her testimony would do any good at all.

Another wave of people exited the trial chamber, and a guard finally came to summon her. He ushered her into a circular room with grey marble floors and dark wood-panelled walls, lit by a single, large skylight. Opposite the door where Tassia had entered was the raised judge’s throne where the queen now sat, an empty prisoner’s box to her left. Tassia was guided to one of the rows of benches near the door to wait until her testimony was requested. She gave the queen a smile and slight bow before she sat, but the queen only nodded in return. They were usually on friendlier terms, and Tassia wondered what the nature of the previous trial had been. She would see if Livia had heard anything if she couldn’t get answers directly from Nalea.

The queen did look troubled, though. Her emerald eyes scowled while one pale hand absently smoothed down her ornately plated auburn hair. Nalea tried to dress as simply as her station would allow, but today was wearing a bronze gown of heavy brocade patterned with gold. A bone-white robe was draped over her slender shoulders. The courtroom was cool and crisp on this spring morning, but Tassia was certain the queen’s apparel was oppressively warm. Times like these she did not envy her friend at all.

Finally, Sam was brought in through a door hidden in the panelling, his wrists shackled in front of him. He didn’t look up at first, but when he did, he saw Tassia immediately—she was the only soul in the gallery. His expression brightened, and he looked ready to call out to her, but composed himself with a quick shake. He took his seat in the prisoner’s box and resumed staring at the floor. Tassia suddenly felt exposed sitting alone in the room full of empty benches. She wished she had been able to pull Livia from her morning exercises to come with her.

“Rise,” a male guard said tersely. Tassia saw the guard standing in front of Sam instructing him.

Queen Nalea was reading over a scroll held up by an aide. The queen’s beauty was understated—she had a wide mouth with thin lips, a milky complexion, and plain features—but she was made striking by her strong air of command and authority. Neither tall nor short, she held herself erect and composed at all times, and when she spoke, her gentle voice rang clear and strong, leaving no room for negotiation.

“Sam Ta Nalertan of Sletrini, you are hereby charged with treason, a crime that carries the punishment of death—”

“Treason?” Sam cried out, alarmed. “Your Grace, I—”

Nalea gave him a warning glance, her head barely tilting, but her annoyance at the interruption was clear. He fell silent immediately.

“You are charged with treason and face death,” the queen continued. “How do you respond to these charges?”

“I am unfamiliar with the new queen’s laws,” Sam admitted. “I have been abroad since long before Your Grace rose to power, and I’m afraid I don’t understand how my actions constitute treason.”

“You understand that I cannot let you walk free because of ignorance.”

“Yes, of course.”

“You deny that you were in allegiance with a known enemy of the queen, the throne and this kingdom?”

“I didn’t know Mistress Hetia was an enemy of the throne, Your Grace. I thought she was merely a lunatic.”

“You may not plead ignorance,” Nalea said testily.

Sam sighed wearily. “What may I plead?”

“You are either guilty or not guilty of treason.”

“Not guilty,” he replied immediately.

“Please clarify why you believe you are not guilty of treason despite being captured in the Doomsayers’ compound.”

“May I use ignorance now?”

The queen turned to face him, swivelling in her seat, her eyes ablaze. She remained silent.

“My actions were foolish ones,” Sam said quickly, dropping any attempt at humour, “but they carried no malicious intent. I was a mere minion, more a slave than a willing follower, and participated in no direct acts against Your Grace. I am guilty of stupidity and poor choices, but not treason.”

“Were you brought and held at the compound against your will?”

“Not quite.”

“Be clear.”

“I went there willingly enough, but leaving was difficult. The doors were guarded and sealed, and anyone trying to leave—particularly during daylight hours—was subject to questioning and often restrained. I longed to leave, but was unsure of how to do so in a safe manner.”

“So you felt that you were trapped—a prisoner?”

“Yes, Your Grace.”

“How long were you there?”

“Ninety-four days. Enough time to realize my error, but not to devise a safe escape.”

“That will be all,” Nalea said. She looked out into the room. “Tassia Raven of the southwest brigade, will you come forward for testimony?”

Tassia couldn’t remember ever being so nervous to approach her friend and was slow to rise and make her way to the centre of the room. She bowed formally before the queen and stood patiently, waiting to be addressed.

“The register states you claim the prisoner offered you aid,” Nalea said.

“Yes. He revealed one of Hetia’s secrets. A passage that your council didn’t know about.”

Nalea gave her a knowing, reproachful look.

“He proved useful then?”

“He was the reason Hetia was ambushed, and he even aided me in the attack.”

The queen’s eyebrows twitched in surprise, and she nodded at Tassia to continue.

“He brought me through a secret passage to attack Hetia from behind while your enchanters held her attention. When she noticed me anyway, Sam took a spell so I could continue the attack. He risked his life, Your Grace, and I believe neither of us would be alive if he hadn’t.”

“Very well. Did he resist his initial arrest?”

“No, Your Grace, he didn’t. He was initially confused by his options, but was otherwise cooperative, and I didn’t see him raise a hand in attack against our soldiers at any point during the raid. I don’t believe he was trying to be funny when he pleaded ignorance,” she added.

“Thank you, Tassia. That will be all.” Nalea turned to Sam. “Your sentence will be delivered this evening,” she informed him. She nodded to the guard who led Sam back through the panelled door and out of the room.

“Nalea, may I speak with you privately?” Tassia asked.

“I’m not changing my mind about your suspension,” Nalea warned.

“No, I know that. I want to speak to you about Sam.”

“You withheld information from the court?” Nalea’s tone had a hard edge.

“No. Nothing pertinent to the trial. But it might help you make your decision about his sentence.”

“Very well.” She nodded to the guard and aides to leave them. “I have some time before the next trial. What is it?”

“I believe what he said to you was true, every word of it. He was confused about our customs, particularly the newer ones you installed when you took power. He was relieved—genuinely relieved—by my presence, that there was someone normal around. He seems uncertain about what to do with his life and says he’s been wandering for a decade looking for answers—you know, to life. I think he’s looking for somewhere to belong. Obviously, that combined with some poor decision making lands him in some less than favourable places. He’s travelled widely—as far as Glasctinea—and seen much.” Tassia paused. Nalea’s gaze was inscrutable. “I truly believe it would do him good to see the more positive aspects of this kingdom after spending so much time under Hetia’s rule.”

Nalea nodded seriously. “You don’t believe he’s a threat?”

“No. He was terrified in there. Nalea, in the dark tunnel leading to that madwoman’s chamber, he was so frightened that he needed me to draw strength from—he needed a hug. I think he’s just been lacking in positive human affection.”
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