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Part 1

Fall

 

Chapter 1

 

"THIS IS IT," Andrixine whispered.

"I'm scared." Lorien tried to smile, tried to force a laugh, but the sound caught in her throat. "I wish I had taken warrior training, like you."

"If you were a warrior, you'd be riding with me to Snowy Mount, not to Cereston to serve in the court."

"You have a different battle to fight, Lori," Kalsan said, riding up to join the sisters. "Yomnian gave you the gifts to be Sword's Voice just at the time we need you most."

They sat their horses where the Bantilli Trail met the King's Highway. Andrixine, Kalsan, most of Jultar's Oathbound and half the Sword Sisters from the Faxinor Chapter House would ride west, to Snowy Mount. Lorien would ride east with Brenden and Marfil as her bodyguards and Cynden, a Faxinor maidservant, to attend her.

The official story was that Andrixine was making the scholar's retreat her winter headquarters, to patrol the mountains dividing Reshor from Sendorland. The truth: she would use the seclusion and isolation of winter in the mountains to hide her pregnancy from the world. When the news spread that the Sword Bearer was pregnant, Reshor's enemies would rejoice and attack, and Reshor's allies would panic. Andrixine's family and counselors believed the timing was perfect and could only have come from Yomnian's hand. She would give birth in the spring and be ready for duty before their enemies could muster to attack.

Lorien, the quintessential lady, with her sense for fashion and fascination with politics, would go to Cereston and distract the court and Reshor's nobles. She wore the title of Sword's Voice to speak with her sister's authority and represent her before all the nobles and ambassadors in Reshor's capital. Her task was to make sure no one would suspect Andrixine's pregnancy until after the child was born.

The gap between Lorien and her older sister had never felt wider than it did today with a chill wind blowing across the rolling plain. The first crimson streaks of sunset painted the west with warmth and brilliant life, while rumbling, slate-colored clouds cast shadows to the east. Andrixine sat her horse easily with the wind tugging the hood of her cloak down, ruffling her shoulder-length brown hair. The silver and blue cord binding her warrior braids seemed to glow with the same light that touched the Spirit Sword when it gave her visions.

Lorien thought Andrixine looked warm and comfortable and eager to press on to face danger and duty. Muffled and nearly smothered in a long, thick traveling dress and a cloak, Lorien shivered and feared the tiniest gust would knock her off the sidesaddle. Would she be warmer if she adopted trousers and rode astride like her sister? She wished she could crop her golden curls short for easier handling. She wished she had taken up swordcraft. She wished her archery were better, so she could opt to join the Sword Sisters' flank of archers. But she couldn't. Her skills lay in heraldry, court language and politics, in knowing the proper form of address and curtsey for each rank, the latest dances and ballads, and in knowing how to discern truth from scandal in the gossip trickling across the country. Or so she hoped. Studying the events of their country after the fact might not be the adequate preparation everyone assured her it was. 

A warbling from overhead turned into a trilling sound, and two shadows descended from the sky to land on Lorien's shoulders. She sighed and exchanged grimaces with Andrixine--just as two more shadows landed on her sister's shoulders. They had sat still long enough that their chaldo had decided to come down to roost. 

Chaldo were messenger birds, used by King Rafnar, the Sword Sisters, and bands of Oathbound warriors for communication. The birds were a special breed, raised by holy renunciates in the Macani Range on the southwestern mountain border of Reshor. Smaller than pigeons, they had white belly feathers and gray-blue coloring on their backs. They were raptors, with claws and cruel beaks, a lilting song, three times the endurance of eagles and twice the speed of carrier pigeons. Legend said they came to Holy Nereena in a vision. Fledglings imprinted on specific people and were able to find them anywhere. 

Andrixine had used chaldo all summer to communicate with her sub-commanders and with the king. In the last four weeks since learning of her pregnancy, she had trained her chaldo to bond with Lorien, so the sisters would have fast, reliable, utterly secure communication. As Sword's Voice, Lorien needed the ability to communicate with her sister quickly, with no chance of a messenger being attacked or their messages read by unfriendly eyes or even replaced with lies.

If necessary, the chaldo would protect her. Lorien tried not to think of that eventuality. She had another day of riding to reach Cereston, and, so far, no one but the king knew she was coming. What were the chances someone would attack her on the way to Cereston? Two Oathbound warriors protected her, and she would live in the Sword Sister Chapter House in Cereston. She would be perfectly safe.

So why did she feel increasingly sick to her stomach with every hour she drew closer to the capital?

"I think this is our clue to leave," Andrixine said. She shrugged, and the two chaldo lifted into the air with soft flutters of their wings. Lorien's chaldo followed suit. She held out her arms and reached across the gap between their horses. "Don't hate me, Lori," she whispered as the sisters hugged, "but I'm glad it's you and not me facing those fancy-dressed farmers and snake-minded poets."

"Hate you?" Lorien sputtered, feeling better already. "If not for you, I'd never see the coast, much less be invited to the palace. Unless I married someone's heir-son and had to be presented in court."

"Think about breaking hearts and dazzling those idiots who don't know which end of a sword to use," Kalsan offered. "We're depending on you to confuse everyone until the baby is riding his own horse."

Andrixine groaned and rolled her eyes, but the smile she shared with her husband sent a pointed twist of envy through Lorien's heart. When would she find someone who could make her laugh, who seemed to know what she was thinking, who watched her with such adoration, and whom she could adore? She envied her sister, even with all the problems awaiting her. Lorien thought she had prepared herself to make a politically astute marriage and be satisfied with that, instead of the soul-binding love her parents and sister had found. Why couldn't she hold onto that resolve? Was there something deeply flawed within her?

"See if you can smooth Lord Treyfas's feathers," Andrixine said.

"He should be smoothing yours," Lorien retorted. "The nerve of him, insulting you just because you wore trousers into the palace, and then calling Kalsan a simpering toady because he attended you. And then getting angry when he found out who you were, as if you set a trap to force him to embarrass himself!"

"Those in the wrong are more likely to create noise and fuss and claim injury than those they wronged." Andrixine shrugged. "Don't ask me why that is, I don't understand it myself. Ask Brother Klee. Remember, always go to him, or Commander Caleen. They'll watch out for you as if you were their own blood. Queen Sandia is looking forward to making you the darling of the court. She's ordered dozens of dresses, and she's planning a massive welcoming festival for you."

"And we'd better get going," Kalsan interrupted, as the chaldo came in again to perch.

The sisters hugged again, and Lorien reluctantly released her sister and stayed still when the majority of their traveling party turned west down the King's Highway. She waved and held back her tears until the chill wind brought great droplets of rain and Andrixine's band had dwindled to a small dark spot on the plain.

"It'll be all right, Lori," Brenden said. The Oathbound warrior winked at her and swatted her horse's neck, to get the silver-gray mare to turn and start walking. His green eyes glimmered in his dusky face, and the scarlet cords in his warrior braids glimmered in the deepening twilight of the oncoming storm.

"If we can find shelter before we're half-drowned," Cynden said with a snort that could have been either cynicism or amusement. She wrinkled up her nose at the two warriors, who exchanged grins over her cinnamon-colored head.

"The Sword Bearer wouldn't have entrusted her sister to us or to you if she didn't think us capable," Marfil said.

"Besides," Lorien couldn't help saying, "I have a map, and there's a wayhouse just over that far hill." She smirked at the two warriors, who had revealed a penchant for teasing the diminutive, sharp-tongued maidservant.

Her maid sighed in exasperation, but Lorien noticed that Cynden didn't hold onto her aggrieved look very long. Brenden seemed exceptionally talented at bringing out smiles and laughter. It might be interesting to watch a romance blossom between the two.

Lorien's spirits drooped at that thought, and she tried to concentrate on urging her horse into a gallop, so they could reach the wayhouse ahead of the worst of the rain. Still, she couldn't seem to stop the recurring complaint.

Those born of noble blood had to think of more than love and companionship when they married. None of the suitors who besieged Faxinor in the last year had appealed to her. Maybe she had grown cynical, suspecting everyone of seeing only her rich dowry, her place as Andrixine's heir-apparent, or the access she could provide them to the Sword Bearer. Lorien told herself yet again to give up any hope of a love match, to serve Andrixine and Reshor by marrying for political alliance, and be happy in it.

No matter how much it hurt, she would be happy in it.
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"THIS IS DEFINITELY not the same as riding all morning and racing you home, is it?" Lorien asked the chaldo perched on a stump in front of the wayhouse in the early morning light.

The little predator bird trilled six notes up and three down, and bobbed its razor-beaked head at her. Lorien muffled a gurgle of laughter and finished folding her message for her sister into the waterproof packet that attached to the bird's leg.

The lazy days of practice and dreaming were over. Lorien supposed the games truly ended when their Uncle Maxil tried to murder Andrixine because she wouldn't marry Feril.

Lorien shivered now, thinking of her silliness in those innocent days. How could she ever have thought Feril charming? He was always heavy, but he took such pains with his clothes, and always knew the latest songs and troubadour tales. He seemed so well-educated. But his true nature emerged when he didn't get what he wanted.

Then their mother had been kidnapped, her sisters supposedly murdered, and Lorien caught Feril laughing in the garden just hours after the news reached Faxinor. He didn't even pretend to mourn Andrixine's death before he turned his attentions to Lorien. The first time he tried to steal a kiss, she had fled and emptied her stomach in the corner of her mother's rose garden. She had vowed then, as she did now in the early morning cool, never to trust sweet words or handsome faces until she knew the soul and mind of the man. 

In Cereston, Lorien knew people would court her friendship and favor to win her support and influence the Sword Bearer. No one ever saw Lorien, barely nineteen years old and terrified of failing her sister, her family and her country. Andrixine had apologized for the position she had put her in--she had even ordered Lorien to retreat and give the duty to another if she found it too heavy--but a wise warrior used the weapons and tools Yomnian granted.

I don't want you to be miserable, or to hate me, Andrixine had said with a rusty laugh. Yomnian never gives us duties that destroy our souls, so how can I do that to you?

Hate her sister? Never! Jealous? Yes. But Lorien believed Yomnian's blessings often had to be earned. She vowed, with resolve as binding as Andrixine's vows as Sword Bearer, she would serve truly and well. No matter what it cost her. 

Lorien lifted and released the chaldo with a simple flick of her wrist. She watched it arrow straight up into the pink and gold sky and vanish two heartbeats later. In her mind's eye, she traced the bird's flight toward Snowy Mount. Her head felt light and ready to disconnect from her body, half from hunger, half from nausea. She hungered to reach Cereston this evening, and she wanted to curl up under a bush and sob out her longing to ride straight home.

"Yomnian, make me a worthy servant, today and always," she whispered.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

BROTHER KLEE WAITED at the West Gate into Cereston, a dark figure in his deep blue robes, nearly lost in the shadows as sunset streaked the sky. The salt, wet smell of the sea filtered through the dust of the road, the effluvia of leather and sweat, the dirty clothes and the musk of laboring animals that surrounded Lorien. Somewhere on the far side of Cereston lay the harbor, the sea, the eastern half of their world.

"You made excellent time," Brother Klee said as he stepped out from the sheltered area where the gate guards waited and watched the incoming traffic.

Lorien felt the curious gazes from passersby, resting on her like a heavy cloak as the holy scholar exchanged handclasps with the four riders and led them through the gates. It was hard to carry on a conversation without shouting to be heard above the clatter of the streets, so they kept silent. Lorien looked at everything and felt daunted, crowded, and smothered. She really was a country mouse, she decided, used to vast distances spreading out from the towers of Faxinor Castle. Here, buildings shattered the sightline within a few paces. She was used to perhaps two hundred people at the most in the castle, and swore she saw twice as many pass by during the short ride from the main city gate to the palace. At home, light came from the moon and stars at night, and at this time during sunset there was plenty of light--but here, she saw lanterns and torches everywhere to break the thick shadows cast by the buildings, some of them eight and ten stories tall.

Everyone appeared to have some dire purpose guiding them. No one stopped and gawked at the sight of two Oathbound and a holy scholar leading a lady and her maid to the palace. Then again, Lorien realized, there were so many Oathbound and scholars coming and going from the palace, who would notice two more? She snuggled more deeply into her cloak and quelled the longing to be riding through the gates of Faxinor Castle instead of the palace just ahead of her. What sort of idiocy had overtaken her? This was the adventure she had wanted for most of her life. This was the world, the battle she understood, an arena where Andrixine faltered. 

Her sister needed her to be here, and that thought gave Lorien strength. As Sword's Voice, she would take her own place in history. She wouldn't be remembered as simply "the Sword Bearer's pretty sister."

"Please, Yomnian, I'm terrified," Lorien whispered, as the palace gates swung shut behind her with a ponderous, deep rumble.

Brother Klee glanced back over his shoulder at her, and she wondered if he had heard. A spill of torchlight illuminated his face inside his hood and made his dark eyes seem sunken, the lines in his face deeper, the silver in his beard more prominent. He had aged visibly in the few months since Lorien had seen him at Faxinor Castle. Were the years finally catching up with him, now that he no longer had guardianship of the Spirit Sword?

Lorien gripped the edge of her saddle with both hands, dizzy with the sudden fear that washed over her. No, Brother Klee couldn't die. He was still integral to the safety of Reshor. He was still Rakleer, the Sword Bearer, and still had so much wisdom and experience to pass on to Andrixine. Her sister would be lost without him, her beloved teacher and guide.

I'll be lost without him, Lorien admitted. Please, Yomnian, keep him safe. Keep Reshor safe.

Brother Klee led them to an interior courtyard, reserved for the royal family and close friends, where the bustle of the outer courtyard couldn't penetrate. Lorien appreciated the quiet, which gave her time to compose herself. Up those high steps, through those double doors and down leagues of corridors, Queen Sandia waited to greet her. During the ride from Faxinor, she had clung to the knowledge that the queen of Reshor was a friend to her sister and had agreed to introduce Lorien to the court and support her in her work as Sword's Voice. Now, though, the wonder of what happened to her finally struck. Her knees wanted to fold when she dismounted and Brenden led her horse away.

"Just a little longer." Brother Klee offered her his arm. "Chambers are waiting for all of you. Sandia only wants to speak with you for a few moments before you eat and retire."

Lorien nodded, barely noticing that Brother Klee spoke so familiarly of the queen. Of course, she told herself, he could do that. He was Rakleer, and even if he no longer held the Spirit Sword, he could still overrule the king of Reshor if he felt it necessary.

The corridors weren't as long, narrow or dark as Lorien had feared. She retreated a step or two in her mind and studied her surroundings as Brother Klee led her up stairs and down hallways, past scurrying servants in the green and black royal livery, past painted walls and tapestries, across wide, vaulted meeting halls and up more stairs to the private living quarters in the palace.

Lorien savored the quiet that surrounded her like a bubble, knowing it would shatter all too soon. The moment she curtsied to the queen, the moment a stranger acknowledged her as Sword's Voice, her life would change. Where would her life lead now? She wished she knew. Andrixine and their parents would tell her to leave it in Yomnian's hands.

Trust Yomnian--how? With everything? For how long? Lorien sighed and knew it was time for another one of those chats with her mother, or even Shepherd Embron, the castle's priest.

No, she couldn't do that, could she? They were both so far away. Andrixine had told her she could go to Brother Klee and Commander Caleen with any concern and fear and problem, and they would be glad to help her, but Lorien knew it would take weeks of friendship before she could open her heart to them. Could she endure the silence, the turmoil in her soul that long?

Please, Yomnian, help me serve.

Then Brother Klee led her to a doorway painted with the king's hawk crest, guarded by two Sword Sisters. Lorien fought to hold onto her mask of poise when Brother Klee introduced her to the two women. They nodded, and interest lit their eyes, though neither tanned, lean woman relaxed her stern mask of duty.

"Her Highness has instructed us that Lady Lorien must never be denied access to Her Highness's apartments or her person," the taller one said. She nodded to Lorien as her partner rapped three times on the door and then opened it.

Lorien nearly stopped short, caught between a squeak of shock and a giggle, when the woman warrior winked at her.

Eagerness and apprehension wiped all other thoughts from her mind as she stepped through the door. Fragments of last night's dream erupted from her subconscious, and she half-expected to hear the queen say there had been a change in plans. She was no longer Sword's Voice, no longer the one to speak for her sister. King Rafnar had decided Lorien was not adequate to the task, even before he had met her.

"Welcome, Lady Lorien," a sweet alto voice said, coming from a doorway to the left.

Lorien turned and saw a woman half a head shorter than herself, dressed in a simple green dress--barefoot!--carrying a wriggling little red-haired boy on her hip, like any peasant woman. Her jet-black hair was pulled back in a simple braid that fell nearly to her waist, and her eyes were blue as gentians, large and bright in her heart-shaped face.

This couldn't be Queen Sandia.

Then common sense asserted itself in Lorien's mind, and she felt her tensed muscles begin to relax. Hadn't Andrixine told her the queen was a sensible woman who preferred to care for her son herself, who loathed ceremony and fancy dress except as tools to control the nobility? Hadn't her own mother told her that a good mother made the best queen? A smile relaxed Lorien's carefully cultivated mask of poise, and she knew everything would be all right. Queen Sandia would not stand for posturing and arrogance. When she promised to be Lorien's friend and guide, she had not spoken in empty, courtly language but meant it.

Lorien dropped into her curtsey and had barely started to rise when the little boy laughed and babbled baby talk. She looked up to see him grinning at her and holding out his hands. No, he grinned at Brother Klee. The man held out his arms and took the prince, jouncing him a little.

"Doni missed you terribly," Queen Sandia said. She held out a hand and, when Lorien gave her hand into her grasp, led her across the room to a cluster of chairs around a brazier full of coals. "I'm delighted to meet you, at last. We're going to have such fun frustrating all the pompous goats of court."

"How far should I frustrate them?" Lorien asked, thinking of a similar meeting she had with her parents, Lord Jultar, Andrixine and Kalsan just before they left Faxinor.

Not so far they abandon Cereston and come looking for us, Kalsan had said with a grin and a wink. 

"I think the opposite," Queen Sandia said, after Lorien impulsively told her of that meeting. "Everyone has assured us of your good sense, Lady Lorien. Your beauty will never be a hindrance to your soul." She reached across between their chairs and squeezed Lorien's hand when the younger woman blushed hot. "You are a beauty, and you have the intelligence and wit to use it as a weapon and shield. Dazzle them, quite frankly. Enemies and allies and undecided. We want you to be the most desirable, unattainable maiden in Reshor. Keep them so busy scheming for your favor, trying to copy your wit and grace, they won't have time to plot against your sister or try to use you against her."

"And at the same time, I should try to sway their hearts to firmer loyalty to the king and the Sword Bearer." Lorien nodded. This sounded like the kind of tale a wandering minstrel would tell, full of schemes and passion and danger.

All she needed was a prince, treacherously deprived of his throne, whom the virtuous maiden would shelter, aid and love at risk of losing all. 

"Exactly." The queen nodded as she settled back in her chair. "I'm sure you're exhausted and you've likely had several fits of nerves on the way here, wondering why you agreed to do this. Your sister trusts you, and the king trusts your sister's judgment. Always remember that I will be here as friend and adviser. Ah, but you find that rather hard to believe right now, don't you?" She smiled a little wider when Lorien nodded. "You are a power in Reshor now, Lady Lorien, but do not let yourself ever grow comfortable with that power. If you do not quite take anything seriously, then no one can have any power over you. There are very few places where we can speak openly and honestly, as friends. This room is one of them, and you will always have a shelter here."

"Lorien." Brother Klee stepped over to their chairs and held out Prince Randon. The little boy grinned at Lorien and let the holy man put him into her arms. "I do swear you are among friends here. Be at peace, and trust Yomnian."

She nodded, knowing in her head that they spoke the truth, and that she had been granted a great honor as well as a safe resting place. How long would it take until that knowledge sank into her heart? She gazed into the little prince's big eyes, and a cord of tension relaxed when he snuggled up against her. Lorien listened and nodded and murmured agreement as the queen told her of the arrangements made for her, and tried not to give in to the certainty that this was all a dream.

Tonight she would stay in the palace. In the morning, she would settle her chaldo in the office set aside for her, and then move over to Cereston's Sword Sister Chapter House. As Sword's Voice, it would look strange if she didn't stay with the Sword Sisters. The queen mentioned there had been some political dissension over the arrangement and that she was delighted some members of the King's Council were unhappy with the protective arrangement. Lorien took her cue from that bit of insight. Those who wanted her away from the influence of the Sword Sisters were potential enemies. She planned to list who they were, and prepare for future attempts to take her from their protection.

For the next evening, the queen had arranged a welcoming festival in the Great Hall, so all the noble families, guild masters and military powers in Cereston could meet the Sword's Voice. And the following morning, her duties as her sister's representative would "officially" begin.
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"AND THIS IS your room, Lady." The Chapter House housekeeper didn't curtsey as she opened the door, which delighted Lorien.

"Sister, please never fuss over me," Lorien said as the little white-haired woman hobbled aside so she and Commander Caleen could enter the room. "Andrixine promised I'd be safe from court silliness here."

A rusty laugh burst from the woman's thin lips, and a smile brightened her leathery face. She glanced at her commander, and Caleen nodded, smiling.

"We are delighted you're staying with us," Commander Caleen said as they stepped into the first room of the two-room suite. The housekeeper tugged the door closed as she left.

"As am I." Lorien glanced into the second room. No tapestries, no fancy-painted walls, no heavy perfumes; a simple bed, shutters on the window, a plain rug. Everything here was clean, neat and functional. This would indeed be a haven from the overdone grandeur of court. "The queen is sure my staying here will distract troublesome nobles, to the king's advantage."

The Commander let out a long sigh as she dropped into one of the four chairs set around the table in the first room. "Your sister and her husband considered the Chapter House a sanctuary."

"They send their greetings." Lorien grinned, thinking of the letters coming by chaldo, which she would deliver personally to Caleen and to the king. It hadn't been safe to carry news of her sister's pregnancy on her person on the trip to Cereston, in case someone searched her luggage. She couldn't wait to see their reactions to the news.

"How are they?"

"Busy and well. And looking forward to a quiet winter."

"Hmm. Yes. A battlefield is no place for newlyweds." She nodded and studied her gnarled, scarred, long-fingered hands resting lax in her lap. "Have you toured the city? I know a good dozen Sisters who asked for the duty. And honor." She grinned, a glint of mischief in her eyes.

"I've had one, but several more would be welcome." Lorien nodded and smiled as she imagined the different perspective Sword Sisters would give her of Cereston.

The tour this morning had been fascinating, and she disliked geography, quadrants and logistics. She had ridden Cereston's perimeter and saw all the gates with their City Guard barracks, the merchants' district, the artisans' district, the streets where the nobles lived and the soldiers' families and the middle class houses. The tour had gone past so quickly, Lorien knew she couldn't have caught a fraction of the details, but the city had become real and solid to her.

"There likely isn't time today," Caleen said with a grimace. "That obnoxious toady who escorted you here insisted you had to be back at the palace by sundown for the welcoming festivities. As if we can't tell the time simply because we handle swords and not knitting needles." She snorted. The two traded glances, and a moment later laughed together.
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THERE WAS TIME for a tour of the Chapter House between dressing and leaving for the palace. Lorien sent Cynden off to find some cousins who lived in Cereston and went down the main stairs to learn her way around on her own.

She was used to seeing racks of weapons everywhere and the smell of healing ointments, the particular reek of sweaty leather and the clashing of swords. The walls protecting the Cereston Chapter House enclosed enough space for a small village, but the house itself only used one-fifth of it. The rest held practice fields, stables, a smithy, archery range, several more buildings and herb gardens tucked in everywhere.

Despite being accustomed to seeing Sword Sisters in trousers and armor all around Faxinor Castle, Lorien felt oddly out of place here. Then again, she had never worn court-formal dress at home. The dresses which the queen had provided made her feel decidedly not herself. How long would she have to fight this sensation of being in a dream? 

Perhaps the sense of not fitting came from the frowns and sidelong glances she received. No one stared outright; they waited until she greeted them and passed. Lorien felt their gazes boring into her shoulders like spears. What had she done? Andrixine had told her about the difference between the chapter houses. Daughters from noble, scholarly, artisan, or merchant ranks usually chose the outlying chapter houses. Girls from poorer families, who had no choice other than a marriage of slavery, or to escape cruel husbands and fathers, usually came to the chapter houses closest to their homes. 

Lorien remembered what she had heard about the Sword Sisters who had tried to kill Kalsan. Did the women here resent her fancy clothes and high birth? Did they consider her an intruder? If they could hate Kalsan because of their own pain, would their wounded hearts find reason to hate her, too?

For the first time, Lorien felt a shiver of apprehension when she looked at the weapons and sweaty, dirty warriors. If only Brenden and Marfil, who had escorted her to Cereston, could stay here with her. Lorien trusted them; they were her friends.

"Lost?" The cracked voice came from the shadows of the smithy behind her. 

Lorien forced herself to turn slowly. Instinct screamed to whip around, hands raised in defense. She refused to show any fear around these warriors. She was the Sword Bearer's sister. These warriors should respect her, yes, but she wanted to earn their respect rather than expect it as a gift.

The woman who had spoken seemed to be all leather; not just her grubby tunic, leggings, boots and apron, spotted and streaked with burns, but her skin. Her dun-colored hair, pulled back in a thick topknot, looked like strings of leather. Whip-thin, her shoulders and arms bulged with lean muscle. Judging by the heavy hammer in her hand, the soot streaks across her face, this was a Sword Sister blacksmith, the one who made their weapons and armor.

"Thank you for asking, but no." She decided a curtsey would earn contempt. "I'm learning my way. Since I'm staying here, I don't want to waste anyone's time asking for directions."

"Sensible." The smith nodded and tossed her hammer back into the shadows of the barn-like smithy. It clanged against stone somewhere out of sight. She yanked a faded pink cloth from her belt and wiped sooty sweat from her face. "You're the Bearer's sister?"

"Lorien. And you are?"

"Nexa. When does she return? We have to prepare to face those Sendorese dogs next year."

"She's patrolling the mountain border this winter." Lorien listened to her gut instinct as she continued. "You insult dogs to compare them to the Sendorese."

A harsh bark of laughter rang from the woman, echoing off the stone walls and floor. It attracted the attention of four women practicing with staffs beyond a stone half-wall.

"What are you all fancied up for?" Nexa smiled. 

Lorien hadn't realized until then how guarded the woman's seamed face had been. She decided she never wanted to meet Nexa in a bad mood, in a dark alley somewhere.

"There's a wretched party at the palace," she said with a sigh. She would rather explore the chapter house than face those vultures who flattered Andrixine to her face and plotted to disarm her power with the king when she left the room.

"Then don't go," a new voice said from behind her.

Lorien turned to find the other women had crossed the cobblestone yard to surround her. A prickle of apprehension raced up her back. There was something not quite pleasant about their smiles. The wrongness she sensed had nothing to do with the scars on their faces and bared arms, or the sweat dripping down their faces and plastering their thin shirts to their skin.

They reminded her of Feril, Lorien realized. They had his hungry, vicious alertness. 

"I wish I didn't have to," she said, nodding to them. "How am I to handle the courtiers if I don't meet them?"

"Arrogant men and useless women, who think they're important because their grandparents gave them money," the red-haired woman to her right said with a snort. She raked a hand, minus the ring finger, through her hair and off her milk-pale face. "They should be put in their places once and for all."

"Revolution is for Sendorese barbarians, not for Reshor," the wheat-skinned woman to her left growled. Lorien glimpsed a white scar across her throat.

Another dark-skinned woman sauntered across the cobblestones to join them, coming from a long, whitewashed building surrounded by bushes and climbing vines.

"You should show up at that silly party in leathers with a good sword at your waist, not these useless, flimsy tents," the redhead continued. She flipped up the edges of Lorien's layered skirts with the tip of her staff.

"I wouldn't impress anyone, since I don't know the first thing about swordcraft," Lorien said with a shrug and a smile.

 Shock lit all five faces, followed by sneers and muttered growls, likely of contempt.

"Then what good are you?" a previously silent one said. She spat, narrowly missing the lacy edge of Lorien's skirt.

"If the Bearer trusts her, who are we to question?" the smith said. She crossed her arms over her chest, but she took a step back. Lorien sensed she would do no more to defend her.

"She's a dishonor to her blood," the redhead said. She looked Lorien over, and her lip curled back.

"Yomnian gives us all different gifts." The newcomer joined them. "Who are we to argue with our Creator's decisions?"

Lorien froze when she saw the ebony-skinned woman had a wooden claw instead of a hand. She knew it was rude to stare, but she couldn't help herself.

"She's of the Sword Bearer's blood!"

"What does that have to do with it?" the maimed woman said with a crooked grin. "If we were all foot soldiers, who would carry messages? Who would throw spears or shoot arrows over our heads? Who would cook and break camp and heal?"

"She disgraces her sister by not knowing how to handle a sword," the other dark woman growled and looked away, shamed.

"I suspect she does know how, she simply chooses not to. Am I right?" She turned to Lorien and smiled.

Lorien prayed she had found a friend, and not someone who set her up for a fall.

"I can defend myself. Father made sure we could use knives. I'm rather good with a bow, but not a sword. Only a fool picks up a sword without knowing how to use it." She offered a crooked little smile to her seeming champion. "Andrixine said she'd rather I shield her from barbed tongues than stand at her back with a sword."

"You see?" The newcomer looked at the other five and jammed fist and claw into her hips. "Reshor is great because we can choose what to be. You chose to be Sword Sisters rather than sell your bodies in the Dregs or haul cargo at the docks. Our Sword Bearer chose to be a warrior, and her sister chose to fight with words."

"You chose to lose your hand, Darsa?" the redhead sneered.

"I chose to be stupid, but Yomnian and the Bearer forgave me." She raised her claw to her nose and studied the polished wooden curve. "Only a fool refuses to learn. I should have lost my head instead of a hand that tried to murder a good man. Yomnian and the Chapter House still found use for me. Will you be so lucky if you persist in stupidity?"

Lorien barely heard the woman's words. Darsa rang through her head. The ground seemed to tilt. This was Darsa, who had tried to kill Kalsan? A claw replaced her right hand, her knife hand, which Andrixine had sliced off with the Spirit Sword.

Lorien had listened when Andrixine needed to unburden herself of the guilt she felt over that incident. She couldn't quite comprehend how her sister could have forgiven the bitter woman who had tried to kill her husband. How could Andrixine feel guilty for punishing her?

Andrixine had explained that if Yomnian could forgive the entire world for its rebellion, who was she to refuse to forgive someone who acted from pain? Andrixine had believed Darsa had been spared for a purpose. Maybe Darsa had stayed with the Sword Sisters just to defend Lorien from vicious, prejudiced warriors?

Now who's getting arrogant? Lorien silently scolded herself.

"Consider this," Darsa continued. "You have far more choices than this child." Someone made a derisive sound. Another spat. "Noble daughters are traded like land and horses. For the sake of her father's estate, she could be given to a man she loathed. Would you put up with that?"

"That's why we joined the Sword Sisters," the harsh-voiced one said. But she didn't sound quite as nasty as before.

"Tell me." Darsa turned to Lorien now. "Would you run away, rather than marry someone to help your father?"

"I should hope Father wouldn't ask it of me," Lorien sputtered. Darsa's level gaze demanded honesty. "I trust him enough to obey. He wouldn't ask if it weren't necessary."

"You'd sacrifice yourself for your family's sake?"

"I think so. I hope I'm that obedient and strong."

"Who of you would do that?" Darsa asked the women as they dispersed. "She's blessed to have such a family. But with blessings come responsibilities. Consider that before you mock another."

"Healing hands and a tongue sharper than your sword used to be," the smith said. She nodded to Darsa and winked at Lorien before retreating into the shadowed interior of her smithy.

"Thank you," Lorien whispered, finding herself suddenly alone with the dark-skinned, one-handed woman.

"We're all bitter and wounded here," Darsa said with a rusty chuckle. She gestured with her hook toward the low building she had come from. "Didn't your sister warn you?"

"A little. Thank you for standing for me. You have more reason than most to..." The words clogged in her throat as she followed Darsa across the cobblestones.

"To hate your sister? Your family?" She pulled the wide wooden door open and bowed Lorien inside.

It was a healer hall, judging by the smell of bleached linen, astringent candles, and herbs. All those plants surrounding the building were medicinal, Lorien realized.

Inside, cots filled the long building, pushed up against the walls, interspersed with hearths and worktables. Apothecary chests full of tiny drawers, racks of utensils, small cauldrons, mortars and pestles sat before each hearth. Bundles of dried herbs hung from every beam. The walls were whitewashed, and the floor was baked tile. The room held no patients, and Lorien was relieved to see that.

"I owe your sister much." Darsa tilted her head to the right, indicating Lorien should follow her.

At the far end of the building, screens of woven reeds in folding wooden stands divided the healing hall from living quarters. Darsa led Lorien through and gestured her to a seat, then dropped into a low-slung, cushioned chair by the fire.

"I brought this on myself," she continued. "I was justified once, but I turned my anger to all men, not just those who hurt me. I could have harmed many others, if the Bearer hadn't stopped me. If she hadn't forgiven me and asked forgiveness, how could I have learned to forgive?" A smile lit her dusky face. "Do you know what the greatest miracle was, child?"

"My name is Lorien--if you want to use it," she hurried to add. She certainly couldn't retort that Darsa was only five or six years older than her. 

"Lorien. The greatest miracle was that Yomnian found a use for me. What good is a one-handed warrior? I was an empty shell, burnt out by my own evil. Yomnian loved me enough to forgive me, and when I learned to see others' pain, I found I had the gift to heal. Even with this." She raised her claw. "By Yomnian's grace, I heal where I used to leave pain. I owe your sister much."

"Does Andrixine know?" Lorien whispered.

"She knows. Whether she accepts my gratitude is still uncertain. Sometimes, I have to hurt the wounded before healing can begin. That's what your sister did, when she took my hand. Like cutting poisoned, rotting flesh away, to save the rest of the body. Thank Yomnian for your sister."

It struck Lorien then that even Darsa, who had started out so badly, had found Yomnian's guidance. She knew what she was meant to do, where she was to serve. The ride to Cereston had given Lorien time to think and doubt her readiness for duty. Maybe Darsa could help her find her own certainty. 

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

THE GREAT HALL, where Lorien met the members of the court, was three times the length, twice the width and two man-heights taller than the hall at Faxinor Castle. Despite the massive shuttered windows all along two sides, flung open to the cool night air, she felt stifled. She stood tall and straight with a calm, poised smile on her lips and prayed no one could see her terror. Lorien stayed at the queen's side and watched the glittering, powerful people who wandered the Great Hall. Some paused near the open windows to look down on the craggy cliffs on that side of the palace, others paired off to parade in stately elegance around the small band of minstrels in the center of the room. Every man without a lady on his arm seemed to watch her with the hungry look of a cat on the prowl.

So many heavily dressed, glittering people, all talking softly. No roars of laughter, no bird chorus of giggles or guffaws. All nodding regally to each other as they passed. Noblemen bowed from the waist to ladies they passed. Ladies nodded or dropped graceful curtsies. Lorien thought she could tell the status people held, the fear and respect others felt for them, by the depth of the salutes they earned.

She supposed it was that predatory, watchful glitter in so many eyes that made her feel like a confection about to be pounced on by starving brutes. Lorien watched the promenading couples size up those who approached them, the slight upward tilt of chins, the sideways glances, the thin-lipped smiles.

Andrixine had warned her, Don't expect every pompous idiot to be an enemy. Many pretend to be fools, to care more about clothes and sweets than Reshor, so they can act unremarked. Many are fiercely loyal to the king. Many others will be your staunchest friends while waiting for the chance to stick a knife into your back for their profit.

Lorien had been jealous of Andrixine's time at court. Now she realized she stood in a swamp full of explosive gas and a madman waited with a tinderbox in the darkness around her.

What am I doing here? I'm a silly dreamer. I'll only do harm. How could Andrixine trust me? I want to go home!

"Yomnian, guide my heart and tongue," Lorien whispered.

"Courage." Queen Sandia rested a hand on Lorien's shoulder. "You're loveliest of all tonight. The featherheads will hate you and copy your style. The schemers will work to become dear friends to share your glory. And the young men will...ah, and here comes the first young warrior at last." She smiled encouragingly and gave Lorien a discreet nudge forward.

Lorien and the queen stood near the central doors into the Great Hall, where a gentle breeze brought them fresh air. They had the only seats in the entire room. The royal benches were padded, set on a raised platform that let them see above the churning sea of bodies, arranged in a horseshoe with enough room for twelve. It was a mark of favor to be invited to sit. Lorien had the right to invite people. She suspected the longer she waited before she did so, the more importance people would attach to the choice.

Those considerations vanished in agitated smoke now, as a bearded, barrel-chested nobleman escorted his wife and son to the queen's presence. Lorien's mind raced as the trio saluted Sandia. She noted the crests on the family's clothing, the colors and designs of the shoulder knots and the man's signet ring.

Crescent moon with horns pointing east: the Treyfas family. Green and silver triple knots, indicating their wealth and power lay in sea commerce--most likely fishing and merchant ships. A family of wealth and influence. She knew much even before the queen introduced her to Lord Markin Treyfas. This was the man who had mocked Andrixine and Kalsan two months ago and became their enemy because he had made a fool of himself.

He was a mud-colored man, built like a bear, with mental muscles to match, according to Queen Sandia. Not quick, but tenacious and prone to crush anything that got in his way. His eyes were an odd, silvery blue, like a super-hot fire.

Lady Elian was tiny, a bird with gem-bright skirts and sapphires braided into her hair with silver threads, so Lorien couldn't guess her natural hair color. She suspected from the weariness in the woman's sapphire-colored eyes that Lady Elian's hair had turned silver long ago. She was probably bird-thin from the strain of keeping up with Lord Treyfas.

Their son, Lord Eklan, stood a head taller than his father, with his mother's grace. He was physically perfect, Lorien decided. Dark, wavy hair, brilliant blue eyes, wide shoulders, a smile that could light the room, and a neat, thin beard that enhanced his square jaw. He wore a silver ring with the Treyfas crest, twin to his father's, in gold. It meant he was his father's voice in court in the man's absence.

A young man of power. An enemy of her family, Lorien knew. Lord Treyfas wouldn't entrust his power to his son unless he knew the young man shared his every opinion.

"Lady Lorien," Lord Treyfas said, bowing just deeply enough to indicate she was his equal--a lie, and possibly an insult. "Would you honor my son and heir with a dance?"

It took all her strength of will not to turn to the queen with a look of terrified pleading. Lorien had planned not to leave the queen's side the entire night. Instead, she demurely lowered her gaze to the toes of her slippers peeking out from under her skirts. She felt as if a storm had crashed through her, enfolding her in panic, at the thought of Lord Eklan's hands holding hers, or touching her arm or waist as they spun through a dance. 
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