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      The scent of hot funnel cakes wafted on the frigid air to Ginnevra’s nose, drawing her attention from the nearby stall displaying paper cones of roasted nuts. That morning, it seemed all of Fayonne’s merchants were competing for the business of the thousands of people thronging the streets. Here, roasted nuts smelling of salt or paprika or sage; there, sliced, dried apples fried and tossed with cinnamon. And above it all, the delicious aroma of pastry sizzling in hot oil. Ginnevra’s stomach rumbled, pleading with her to stop and buy something. If she hadn’t been in a hurry, she might have listened to it.

      She strode past the many vendors, pretending when they called to her that she needed all her attention to find her way. The streets of Fayonne were a complicated tangle, the result of paving generations of cow tracks rather than any urban planning. They rambled like children at play, turning unexpected corners and dead-ending in places that surprised visitors to the city, people who’d expected to make their way easily from west to north and ended up detouring all the way east to reach their destination. Ginnevra had only visited Fayonne a handful of times, but that put her solidly between long-time citizens and new visitors so far as finding her way went. She knew better than to make assumptions about a path, but not enough to move confidently between locations.

      This morning, however, she knew where she was going. The Fayonne justiciary was the second place she’d learned to find in the city, after the sanctuary, and she knew the route between the two as well as any visitor could. Getting lost was unlikely, but she paid attention anyway. The justiciary was expecting her, and she didn’t like making the Chief Justicer wait. Riding would get her there faster, but the justiciary didn’t have facilities for horses, and she had no intention of making Dauntless stand on the street, watched over by a hapless guard.

      She shrugged deeper into her fur-lined cloak and eyed the skies. Gray clouds hung heavy overhead, promising yet another snowfall to follow the one that had beset the city the night before. Fayonne was as northward as one could get without leaving the Lordagne, so snow was inevitable here at the first of the year, but Ginnevra couldn’t help thinking Fayonne’s unrelenting snowy weather was the kind of extravagant one usually saw in courting birds. It was easy to imagine some nameless god of winter trying to impress the mountains.

      She turned one of Fayonne’s sharp switchback corners and nearly ran into someone coming the other way, someone who irritably said, “Why don’t you watch—oh, excuse me, my lady.”

      “No, it was my fault, sieur,” Ginnevra said politely, though in truth neither of them had watched the corner carefully. She stepped to one side as the man moved the other way and hurried off, glancing once over his shoulder. Ginnevra watched him go before continuing on her way, hitching her greatsword higher on her left shoulder pauldron. The sword and armor commanded respect almost everywhere in the Lordagne, but one of the things Ginnevra liked most about Fayonne, aside from the funnel cakes, was how that respect was never servile here. The citizens treated her with a courtesy she knew they intended for the Goddess she served, and that satisfied her.

      She rounded the next turn in the road, a wide, smooth curve around a small plaza featuring a statue of a man on a rearing horse, and walked closer to the outer curve to avoid the piles of filthy slush piled up near the statue’s base. Ahead loomed the justiciary, its three stories rising like a pillar of stone against the gray sky. Though most of Fayonne’s buildings shared common walls, the justiciary stood apart, blocky and hostile, its windowless bulwarks declaring that it didn’t care what anyone else thought of it. Armed guards flanked its wide ebon-black doors, and more guards stood atop its roof, though Ginnevra could not imagine anyone fool enough to try to assault the justiciary. She also couldn’t imagine any escaping prisoner making it this far.

      The street, unlike every other street in Fayonne, straightened out here to run sure as an arrow to the justiciary’s front door. Ginnevra soon had the street to herself. The grounds surrounding the justiciary would in any other place be a garden, and Ginnevra couldn’t help comparing this structure to the sanctuary, which she’d been told had been constructed at the same time, three hundred years ago. The sanctuary, home to Fayonne’s Hallowed and other anointed of the Faith, did have a garden, one that somehow looked beautiful even in midwinter. Here, the space surrounding the justiciary was paved with slick marble slabs alternating with granite in a pattern Ginnevra suspected meant something if seen from above. It gave the justiciary the air of a building that had been dropped out of the sky to be an island in a stony, frozen sea. No, even if a prisoner did make it this far, there was nowhere to hide, and the guards on the roof with their deadly crossbows never, to her knowledge, missed.

      She didn’t raise her eyes to the roof as she approached, as she had nothing to fear from the crossbowmen. The guards raised their polearms to bar the way, bringing her to a halt. “My lady, your business?” the female guard said. Her voice was high and sweet and reminded Ginnevra of one of her paladin captains, a woman named Ciuttare who sounded like an innocent girl and was capable of disemboweling a monster with her belt knife.

      “Ginnevra Cassaline,” Ginnevra said. “The Chief Justicer summoned me on a matter to do with the prisoner Acciaro Nazarente.”

      The guards returned their weapons to an alert but resting state. “Please go ahead, Prime Cassaline,” the sweet-voiced guard said. Ginnevra nodded politely and pushed the black door open.

      Beyond the doors, a narrow, high-ceilinged corridor that felt like a dimly-lit tunnel extended about fifteen feet before opening up into a much larger room, some thirty feet across, that smelled of hot lamp oil and damp air and, more faintly, of sweat and vomit. Lamps on the walls failed to light the room fully, shrouding the men and women seated on benches lining three of the walls in shadow. That might almost have been on purpose, as they were all manacled and sat slumped in listless despondency, with their heads bowed as if trying to avoid notice. Four guards strolled back and forth beside the prisoners, though as far as Ginnevra could tell, they barely paid attention to their charges.

      At the far side of the room, opposite the entrance hallway, three black tables set end to end to make a single long one occupied the fourth wall. Two men in clerk’s robes, one middle aged, the other young enough to still be losing a battle with acne, stood behind it, conversing quietly. Two doorways flanked the table, both of them unlit, so dark they might have been black vertical pools, empty and menacing.

      As Ginnevra entered, a woman wearing a black knee-length robe and black trousers emerged from the left-hand doorway and took a seat at the table’s left end. “Next,” she said, sounding bored.

      “May I interrupt?” Ginnevra said. She walked forward, glancing once at the prisoner who’d just been raised to his feet by a guard.

      The woman behind the table looked up. Her irritated expression turned into one of surprise. “My lady. Prime Cassaline, is it? The Chief Justicer asked for you to go in immediately when you arrived.” She gestured in the direction of the right-hand doorway.

      Ginnevra nodded in acknowledgement. As she passed through the door, she heard the woman say, “Name of the accused?” and the softer murmur of a voice that had lost all hope. Ginnevra almost sympathized with the man’s despair, though likely he was guilty of whatever crime he was accused of and she shouldn’t feel sorry for him. Fayonne’s justice was considered the most honorable and even-handed in all of the Lordagne, and that man would receive an impartial hearing and a swift but fair judgment. Depending on his crime, that might even be better than he deserved.

      Her paladin’s enhanced vision saw clearly in the darkness beyond the doorway. The little hall was short, with a transom window over the door at its far end that let in indirect light. The smell of vomit was fainter now, for which Ginnevra was grateful. She opened the door to a longer hallway, lit by the same dim lanterns as the big room but feeling brighter for its narrowness. Doors lined the hallway, which was as still and quiet as the pause before a storm and smelled as damp. Ginnevra suspected in summer the smell was also of mildew, if the justiciary remained as wet during Fayonne’s rainy season.

      She walked to the fifth door on the right and rapped lightly on it with her gloved knuckles. At a muffled “Enter,” she let herself in and closed the door behind her.

      Entering the room beyond felt like stepping through a portal on some other place, probably a palace. Thick woven carpets, expensive examples of the weaving Fayonne was famous for, covered the floor so deeply it had an irregular, bumpy look like untilled ground. The chill of the stone walls was damped by tapestries covering nearly every inch of it, fine works of art depicting scenes from Fayonne’s history. Thanks to the tapestries, the room was even dimmer than the hall, but it was a comforting dimness, one that suggested twilight in front of a fire after a good, filling meal. There was a fire, in fact, blazing in the small hearth and dispelling more of the damp chill in the air, and two chairs with fat tapestry cushions were drawn up before it.

      Ginnevra took two steps and saluted the man seated behind the desk, gloved fist tapping her left shoulder. “Sieur Passetogne.”

      “Prime Cassaline. Welcome.” Chief Justicer Andreo Passetogne stood, extending a hand Ginnevra clasped briefly. “Have a seat.” He gestured at the fireplace.

      Ginnevra sat carefully, conscious of her plate mail. It wasn’t as bulky as the mail paladins wore a hundred years ago, but the cuisses still dug into her thighs. “The justiciary owns some beautiful art,” she said, nodding at a tapestry showing the signing of the Charter of Fayonne.

      “I appreciate your subtlety in not accusing me outright of abusing Fayonne’s treasury for my own gain,” Passetogne said with a chuckle. “All of this is mine, not purchased by the city. This is a thankless position, and I choose to provide myself with a refuge from its demands.”

      Ginnevra didn’t blush. “You have to admit it’s an obvious conclusion.”

      “I do, which is why I appreciate your delicacy.” Passetogne took the chair opposite Ginnevra. He was a solidly-built man of middle years, younger than Ginnevra had expected of someone holding his position, with black hair neatly trimmed around his bald crown. He didn’t grow a few strands out to cover his baldness, which Ginnevra liked. It suggested Passetogne didn’t care what other people thought of him, and in a Chief Justicer, this was a desired trait.

      Passetogne crossed his ankle over his left knee and leaned back. “What do you know of the case at hand?”

      “Only that the accused, Acciaro Nazarente, has invoked the right of someone accused of a capital crime to be tried by a representative of the holy city Abraciabene,” Ginnevra said. “And that he claims innocence of the charge of counterfeiting. Does he know the consequences if I determine he’s guilty?”

      “He does. Nazarente is remarkably intelligent for a criminal, at least in my assessment.” Passetogne rubbed his chin slowly as if in thought. “Specifically, he’s been accused of fraud and confidence tricks as well as counterfeiting, and he has admitted to the first two. I can’t tell if he’s telling the truth or playing a very deep game, hoping his candor about his crimes will incline me to acquit him of the other. But I’m afraid by law it’s no longer my concern.”

      “I understand. This is one of a prime’s duties, after all.” Ginnevra no longer felt uncomfortable at the thought of holding someone’s life in her hands as she had at the beginning of her training. Someone had to see justice done, and it might as well be she. “I can at least determine if he’s lying about any of this.”

      “I’d heard primes had access to that invocation. Do you mind if I sit in on your initial interrogation? I admit I’m curious.”

      “Of course. We’re supposed to have at least two witnesses present, to corroborate the accused’s statements.”

      Passetogne’s eyebrows rose. “I would have thought the witness of a paladin was impeccable.”

      “Even paladins can be tempted to lie about the confessions they hear,” Ginnevra said. “Especially if it’s a case of rape or murder. When you’re convinced someone is guilty, but you can’t prove it through evidence, and you’re sure you can rid the world of a monster if you just bend the truth a little… I imagine you know how that feels.”

      “I do, to my shame.” Passetogne stood, prompting Ginnevra to rise as well. “I’ll have Nazarente brought to the interrogation room.”

      Passetogne showed Ginnevra to the room, which was better-lit than the rest of the justiciary, no small feat considering the walls were unrelieved black basalt that soaked up the light like a sponge drinking water. She paced its small confines, eyeing the bench hung with chains and the lanterns that hung only on the far wall. They would shine directly into a prisoner’s eyes and put his questioner in darkness, backlit and menacing. She approved of the tactic.

      Passetogne returned and stood next to Ginnevra, saying nothing. Aside from the door they’d entered by, there was a second door next to the prisoners’ bench, and after only a few moments, it opened, revealing a tall, beefy guard whose belly strained against his hardened leather jerkin. He led a smaller man by a chain connected to the man’s manacled hands. The guard swiftly unfastened his chain and hooked the prisoner’s manacles to the chains hanging from the bench, then withdrew to a corner and settled into stolidity, his gaze fixed on something past Ginnevra’s left ear. Despite his apparent inattention, he stood poised to move if the prisoner tried an escape or attack.

      The prisoner sat down heavily, as if he was exhausted. He was whip-slender, with longish dark hair that needed a trim and narrow shoulders. Sharp brown eyes regarded Ginnevra, and she had to make herself stand still, though his gaze made her uncomfortable. She felt as if he could see through her to her deepest thoughts.

      “Well,” Acciaro Nazarente said in a voice that was hoarse as if he had a chronic cough. “I didn’t believe you would grant my request, sieur.”

      “The law is explicit. As I’m sure you know,” Passetogne said coldly. “This is Prime Cassaline, representative of Abraciabene.”

      Nazarente’s eyes hadn’t left Ginnevra. “Thank you for hearing me out, Prime Cassaline.”

      “As Chief Justicer Passetogne said, it’s the law,” Ginnevra said. “Don’t mistake me, sieur. I am not your friend. I am a servant of justice.”

      “That’s enough for me,” Nazarente said with a lopsided, cynical smile. “Will you work magic on me?”

      That surprised Ginnevra. Most prisoners had no desire to be the subject of a prime’s invocation that permitted her to hear truth from lies, since they might give away more than they wanted to. “You’re bold,” she said.

      “It’s my life on the line,” Nazarente said. “Ask your questions. They’ll prove I’m no counterfeiter.”

      Ginnevra stepped to where she was directly in front of Nazarente, which backlit her fully, a deliberate choice. She laid two fingers on the black pearl nestled into the hollow of her throat. “By Your grace I hear true,” she said, her voice ringing out through the small room.

      A bright bell-like tone sounded in her ears, a chime that soon faded away. When it was gone, Ginnevra said, “What is your name?”

      “Acciaro Nazarente,” Nazarente said promptly. The chime rang out again, witnessing to the truth of his words.

      “You have used other names,” Ginnevra said. “No, speak your answer,” she added as Nazarente nodded.

      “Very well. Yes, I have used other names. Do you want me to list them? I warn you, we could be here a long time.” Nazarente smiled.

      “That’s unnecessary. Acciaro Nazarente, did you counterfeit notes of hand?”

      “No.”

      Again, the chime sounded. Ginnevra found she wasn’t surprised. Even without the invocation, she felt Nazarente had been honest with her. “Did you counterfeit deeds of sale?”

      “No.”

      “Did you engage in fraudulent activity intended to cheat people out of money or goods?”

      “Yes. But only against really stupid people. It’s less dangerous than conning the intelligent.”

      Ginnevra suppressed a smile. “Don’t elaborate on your answers.”

      “Sorry.” Nazarente didn’t sound sorry. “The counterfeiting wasn’t me. It was my partner, Pierandreo Aliocte.”

      This time, the ring of truth did surprise her. “You had a partner?”

      “He claimed to have a partner, yes,” Passetogne said in a low voice. “We found no evidence of a second man involved in Nazarente’s crimes and believed he was lying to protect himself.”

      “I can see why you would believe that, but it seems he’s telling the truth.” To Nazarente, Ginnevra said, “Explain.”

      Nazarente drew a deep breath. “Pierandreo and I worked together for years. Mostly cheating the elderly out of their small fortunes. I’d tell you I’m ashamed of that, but you’d know I was lying. Anyone stupid enough to be conned deserves what they get. Anyway, Pierandreo began forging notes of hand, sometime recently, I think, because I realized almost immediately he had a source of income I knew nothing about. We fought over it. Counterfeiting is a dangerous game, and the penalties are ridiculously severe. Unreasonably so.”

      “Counterfeiting threatens the economic foundation of a city-state,” Passetogne said. “Fayonne’s Senior Statesman, Piero Scarlatte, takes that very seriously.”

      Nazarente shrugged, making the chains clink dully. “I took it seriously too. I told Pierandreo he had to stop, and I threatened to expose him, which was in hindsight my first mistake. Instead, he set me up, put me in a position where I would be captured, and fled. Taking all our money, by the way.”

      “Don’t expect me to feel sorry for you,” Ginnevra said. The sound of bells ringing in her ears made her feel dizzy. “So. You’re telling the truth. You’re still guilty of fraud.”

      “Fraud isn’t a capital crime, and I care more about saving my neck than I do about a prison term.” Nazarente shrugged again. “Though I hope any evidence I provide will be a mark in my favor, if it means capturing the real criminal.”

      “Then you know where Aliocte went.”

      “No. But I know where he’s likely to have gone.” Nazarente’s gaze was once again fixed on Ginnevra. “We were planning to travel south to Paese after things got too hot here, and I’m sure he believes that’s where I’ll think he’s gone. But I’m guessing it will be Talagne. He always talked about how much he liked the place and how the corruption at the heart of the government made the pickings rich. You search Talagne, and you’ll find him.”

      “What does he look like?”

      Nazarente shrugged. “Like any ordinary Lordagni. It’s how he was successful, not standing out. I suppose his eyebrows are bushier than most, and they’re darker than his hair, which is thinning on top. Snub nose. He has a funny gait when he runs, like one leg is longer than the other. I’m not sure if that’s helpful.”

      Ginnevra regarded him in silence for a long moment. “Take him away,” she told the guard. “I’ll return if I have more questions.” Nazarente made a noise of protest, and she silenced him with a glare. She was not his friend, and he should remember that.

      When he was gone, Passetogne said, “Was he telling the truth at the end?”

      “It’s what he genuinely believes,” Ginnevra said, “but that’s meaningless because he could have guessed wrong. Even so, his logic is sound. And he was telling the truth about not being a counterfeiter, so I’m inclined to at least test the rest of his assertions.”

      “Then… will you go to Talagne? Or is that not your duty?” Passetogne sounded curious.

      “I’ll have to ask Abraciabene, but I’m guessing the answer will be ‘yes.’ Though I’ll recommend they search Paese too.” Ginnevra let out a deep breath. “But they’d probably send me to Talagne regardless. I have an advantage over other primes.”

      “Oh? What’s that?” Passetogne said.

      Ginnevra smiled. “Because Talagne is my home town.”
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      The clouds hadn’t thinned at all when Ginnevra emerged from the justiciary, and the temperature had dropped several degrees while she’d been inside. She examined the western horizon, but it was impossible to tell if the moon had set beyond the overcast. Well, she would find out soon enough.

      This time, when she neared her inn, she did stop for funnel cakes, drizzled with clover honey that had a tang that was distinctly Fayonnish. All a paladin’s senses were enhanced by the Goddess’s gift, but Ginnevra hadn’t expected how that would affect her palate. Honey, one of her favorite foods, suddenly had a hundred subtle variations depending on where it was harvested and what the bees had fed on. Ginnevra sucked a drop off her finger and closed her eyes in pleasure.

      She carefully carried the second funnel cake in her bare hand, having tucked her gloves into her waistband to keep them from becoming sticky. The inn occupied a spot on the road leading to the sanctuary, just one of many buildings housing businesses that catered to those on pilgrimage or who had matters to discuss with the anointed. It had no yard, and its front door opened almost on the street, the building lay so close to the road. Its bare stone façade, gray and bleak, matched all its neighbors, including the shops selling food and travel gear and religious items. Nothing on this street welcomed guests, but Ginnevra assumed if you found your way there, your need was likely great enough you didn’t care about being enticed into buying.

      The wind, which had picked up as she walked, rattled the wooden sign hanging over the front door: PILGRIM’S REST, it read in boldly carved letters. That was another thing that set Fayonne apart from other cities; literacy was highly prized, and most businesses assumed their patrons could read, hence the signs with names rather than pictures showing what was available within. It also meant the streets were labeled with sign posts, which might have been useful if street names didn’t change a dozen times from one end to the other. Still, Ginnevra found it charming.

      The taproom just inside the front door was nearly empty at this early hour, with only Martta the barkeep present, swiping at tabletops with a clean damp rag. She nodded at Ginnevra, but said nothing, as was usual for her. Ginnevra hadn’t heard more than three words out of Martta in the week she’d been in Fayonne.

      The door leading to the private parlor was ajar, and Ginnevra pushed through it into the other large ground floor room, lit now only by the gray sunlight coming through the windows. The fire hadn’t yet been lit, and the effect was of a deserted house, chilly and lifeless. Ginnevra jogged up the stairs to the right without pausing. In the quiet, her boots sounded like a stampeding herd of horses on the steps, and she hoped she wasn’t rousing anyone from sleep. It wasn’t that early, but some of the Faithful didn’t like being awake while the full moon was in the sky, and with the inn being close to the sanctuary, probably some of those were staying here.

      She trod swiftly along the third-floor passage, reasoning that if her boots on the stairs had woken people, the quieter noise of her boots on the hall floorboards wouldn’t make things worse, and opened the door to her room. It was as plain as the rest of the inn—someone, somewhere, had reasoned anyone staying here likely appreciated austerity—but the bed was large, the washstand topped with marble, and the heavy drapes covering the window were of dark green damask. A rich, musky scent overlaying the smell of lavender filled the room, relaxing Ginnevra.

      She set the funnel cake on the washstand and opened the damask curtains with a quiet scraping rattle of wooden curtain rings. In the wan pre-storm light, Eodan stirred and lifted his head to look at her. His big, black-furred body took up most of the bed, sprawling amid the disordered coverlet and sheet. Ginnevra raised an eyebrow. “You seem to have colonized the bed,” she said with a smile. “I thought you’d be awake already.”

      Eodan lowered his head to rest on his forelegs and closed his eyes. Ginnevra chuckled and let her sword slide off her shoulder to lean against the window frame. She tossed her cloak on the bed and set to work unfastening the buckles of her armor, setting each piece carefully in the farthest corner from the bed. “I brought you a funnel cake. Sorry it’s cold. That storm is going to hit any moment now, possibly before⁠—”

      A silver shimmer made Eodan’s outline blurry for a moment. In the next moment, he lay on the bed in human form, naked and tangled in blankets. He sat up fully and ran his fingers through his shoulder-length black hair, pushing it back from his face. “No point being awake if I’m trapped in this room,” he said. “Pass me my clothes, would you?”

      Ginnevra picked up his neatly-folded trousers and shirt and tossed them to where Eodan could snatch them out of the air. “I’m sorry you had to stay shut in this room. It had to be better than holing up outdoors during last night’s storm, though, right?”

      “That wasn’t a criticism, beloved.” Eodan dressed quickly and shoved his feet into his boots. He hurried for the door, stopping only briefly to kiss her as he passed. “And now I have a pressing need for the water closet. I’ll be back for that funnel cake.”

      Ginnevra tidied the bed while he was gone. It occurred to her that tidying beds and folding clothes was something her mother had always insisted on that Ginnevra had never done when she lived at home. She wasn’t sure what difference living on her own made, but she’d developed a desire for order since becoming a paladin. Though it was probably a matter of “too little, too late” as far as impressing Mother was concerned. She’d never said anything critical, but her reactions to anything Ginnevra did after entering paladin training were so unenthusiastic Ginnevra knew how she felt.

      And now Ginnevra was going home. Her first excitement about returning to Talagne had dwindled as she walked back to the inn. She hadn’t returned in seven years, not since leaving for training and then making her oath as a paladin, and she was a terrible correspondent, so letters back and forth to her family had been sporadic at best. But she’d missed her parents and her brothers and even her nieces, and when she thought about seeing them again, yes, she was excited.

      Except her mother would give her that Look that said Ginnevra should settle down and make babies for Mother to spoil, and her sister-in-law Tersa would make those sideways comments about how unladylike Ginnevra was, and her brother Natalo would tease her—he was her favorite brother, but that didn’t stop him treating her like a child even though he was only four years older than she. She was a paladin, she was a prime, even, she had respect and admiration across the Lordagne. And she had a feeling none of that would matter when she was back in the bosom of her family.

      The door opened, and Eodan entered. He let the door swing shut with a bang and took Ginnevra in his arms. “I missed this,” he said, and kissed her, a long, passionate kiss that distracted Ginnevra from her irritated thoughts. She leaned into his kiss and warmed all over at the touch of his hands, resting on her lower back.

      Eodan drew back just as Ginnevra put her arms around him. “You made the bed.”

      “I did. Is that a problem?”

      Eodan kissed her again. “Only because we’re about to mess it up again.”

      “We can’t,” Ginnevra said. “We have to leave soon.”

      “We do not,” Eodan said, pulling her close so she was pressed against his powerful body. “I feel no urgency to do anything but tear your clothes off and have my way with you.”

      Ginnevra laughed, then gasped as he nipped her earlobe. “You weren’t out chasing the full moon all night. Where did this come from?”

      “From seeing a beautiful woman silhouetted against the window, gleaming in silvered steel.” Eodan tugged Ginnevra’s shirt free of her waistband and slid his hands beneath the cloth. “I love a challenge.”

      Ginnevra gave up. “I suppose we have a little time.”

      “I’m going to want more than that,” Eodan said.
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        * * *

      

      Later, snuggled together in the disordered bed linens, Ginnevra murmured, “I love how I feel when I’m with you. Even if you do wreak havoc on my schedule.”

      “What’s the rush?” Eodan kissed her forehead. “It can’t be that urgent, or you wouldn’t have given in to my temptation. I know you well enough to recognize when a situation is actually serious.”

      “I realized we can’t leave Fayonne until the storm blows itself out.” Ginnevra gestured at the window, where wind beat snow against the glass with a whistling howl. “So we might as well make use of the bed. But I really do have an assignment, or I will once I speak to Hallowed Serriate.”

      “What assignment?”

      Ginnevra trailed her fingers through the black hairs on his arm and down to where she could twine her fingers with his. “Pursuing a criminal. And the trail is already colder than I like.”

      She explained what she had learned from Passetogne and Nazarente and about Nazarente’s suspicions that his former partner had gone to Talagne. “So I have to have authority from Abraciabene,” she concluded, “not because I don’t already have authority to hunt down and arrest criminals, but in case the Blessed wants me to proceed differently. But I’m sure we’ll be going to Talagne.”

      “Where your family lives.”

      Ginnevra squeezed his hand lightly. “I’ve been hoping to introduce you to them for months, but other things have always interfered. This is the perfect opportunity.”

      Eodan pursed his lips thoughtfully. “And will you tell them I’m a werewolf?”

      “Of course—” Ginnevra paused. “Well. I won’t want to deceive them. But it is a difficult thing to explain out of nowhere. ‘Mother, Father, this is Eodan, my lover, he’s a werewolf but not an evil one’—it’s not exactly something that comes up in polite conversation. I admit I sort of assumed I would tell them the truth even though I hadn’t considered how.”

      “Is it a problem that we’re lovers?” Eodan asked. “I mean, that we’re not married? I know some humans believe sex should only happen between married people.”

      “Paladins can’t marry, but since we also can’t conceive children, nobody thinks our being sexually active is a problem,” Ginnevra said. “Particularly since no paladin has ever lost her grace for sleeping with someone she’s not married to, so long as the person isn’t married to someone else. If the Goddess doesn’t mind, nobody else is entitled to criticize. The point of restricting sex to marriage, at least in the Lordagne, is that there’s no way to guarantee sex won’t result in a child, and nobody wants to see a child raised by a couple of people who don’t like each other enough for a lifetime commitment, let alone a commitment to a child they didn’t plan on. I don’t know what it’s like in other places.”

      Eodan propped himself on his elbow. “But you’ve said marriages can fall apart, and sometimes one spouse is violent—isn’t that as bad for a child?”

      “I didn’t say it worked perfectly, just that that’s the reasoning behind the taboo. And honestly, there are plenty of people who don’t wait for marriage, and they do fine. My own brother Cristoforo—let’s just say his wife Tersa had their first child six months after their marriage, and nobody thought any less of them. Though, granted, that child is probably why they married so abruptly… anyway, as far as I know, they’re still together, and Tersa gave birth to her third child a few years ago.”

      “I assume six months is shorter than a normal human gestation period.” Eodan idly drew circles on Ginnevra’s bare stomach. “I’m afraid I don’t know anything about human pregnancies.”

      “Yes. A normal pregnancy is about ten months. Why, is it different for werewolves?”

      “Werewolf females gestate for seven moons,” Eodan said. “And our infants mature faster than human babies. A year-old werewolf is developmentally equivalent to a five-year-old human child, and we reach puberty at age seven and adulthood at age fifteen.”

      Ginnevra rolled on her side to face him. “I don’t actually know how old you are. Is that strange? You’d think it would have come up before now.”

      “I’m thirty,” Eodan said. “And I happen to know you’re twenty-three. Your Aunt Caterrina mentioned it.”

      “Oh.” She’d never thought about Eodan’s age before, but he didn’t look as old as a thirty-year-old human would. Then another thought occurred to her. “What happens to a werewolf with child at the full moon? Does the baby transform with her?”

      Eodan shook his head. “The transformation is suppressed for those seven moons. A female werewolf can’t change shape at all while she’s pregnant, not even voluntarily. It makes her extremely vulnerable, and her mate must be vigilant in protecting her during that time.”

      “That makes sense.” Ginnevra considered what it would be like for a werewolf female who was pregnant during the winter. Finding shelter might be difficult. She thought about asking Eodan for more details, then decided against it. He rarely spoke about his past, mostly only explaining things like werewolf physiology. Ginnevra was deeply curious about what he’d been like before leaving his pack, thanks to hints he’d dropped, but he had asked her not to pry, and she contained her curiosity. Mostly.

      Eodan shifted to lie on his side, facing her more fully. With one finger, he traced the curve of her cheek. “Is having children something you’ve ever thought about?”

      Startled, Ginnevra blurted out, “Me, having children? That’s—well, no, I haven’t considered it. It’s not like it’s an issue as long as I’m actively a paladin. And we⁠—”

      She broke off, feeling uncomfortable. Eodan’s expression was neutral. “We might not be able to have children together,” he finished for her.

      “It’s never been an issue as far as I know, a werewolf and a human,” Ginnevra said. She hesitated again. “Is children something you want?”

      “I don’t know,” Eodan said. His hand moved, drawing a line from her neck to her shoulder. “Five years ago I would have said, definitely not. But now…” He let out a deep sigh. “There’s no point discussing it so long as your cycle is suppressed, is there?”

      Ginnevra still felt stunned. “No point,” she agreed.

      Eodan suddenly smiled. “I startled you, didn’t I? I swear I didn’t have some secret motive, trying to coerce a promise out of you that we’ll have children someday.”

      “I didn’t think that. I was surprised.” She snuggled closer, guiltily aware that this meant she didn’t have to meet his gaze, which now felt uncomfortably intimate. Odd, given that they were naked and embracing in a very intimate way, but his expression made her feel even more exposed than being unclothed did.

      They lay together, not speaking, while the storm howled at the window like a lonely wolf. Despite her unease over the turn the conversation had taken, Ginnevra found herself relaxing. Children, if they were even possible, were a long way off, nothing she needed to consider any time soon. And yet she couldn’t help picturing Eodan as a father. He would be a wonderful one. Whether she would be an equally good mother, she didn’t know, given her fraught relationship with her own mother, who was loving and strong but who also had trouble imagining any woman might be happy doing anything but what women in the Lordagne had done for generations: marry, keep house, raise a passel of fat babies.

      “You’re still thinking about it, aren’t you,” Eodan said.

      Ginnevra sighed. “I’m not used to planning for the future. I knew what I wanted when I was a girl: train for a paladin, become a paladin, serve in a company. Now I’ve done all that, and I don’t know what more to plan for. I certainly didn’t expect you.”

      Eodan chuckled. “I hope I was a nice surprise.”

      “The best.” Ginnevra hugged him more tightly. “I suppose now I plan from assignment to assignment. So tracking down this Aliocte person is as far as I’m willing to look ahead.”

      “Nothing wrong with that,” Eodan said. “How do you track down a counterfeiter? It has to be harder than finding a thief or a murderer.”

      “Even harder than that, because he might not be counterfeiting anymore.” The wind was dying down, and Ginnevra watched the flying snow make swirling patterns against the window. “But confidence tricksters often work in pairs, and when there’s more than one person involved in a crime, it’s easier to track them down. At least, that’s what I’ve heard. The best possibility is that Aliocte has teamed up with someone new in Talagne, and he’s gotten cocky after getting away clean from Fayonne.”

      “And Aliocte cheats people out of money. I’m not sure I understand how that works.” Eodan settled in more closely. “You mean more than just gambling.”

      “Cheating at gambling isn’t something paladins have to worry about controlling. Cheats get punished by their fellows. No, confidence tricksters work by giving nothing for something. Selling property they pretend to own, for example, or convincing someone they have inside information that will profit the victim. Most of them are never caught, because the victims hate admitting they’ve been tricked.” Ginnevra scowled. “Now I’m talking myself out of wanting this assignment. I almost wish I believed in luck.”

      “Especially given the size of Talagne,” Eodan said.

      Ginnevra shifted to look at his face. “Have you been there?”

      “It’s the closest city to my pack’s winter hunting grounds. I’ve never entered it, but I’ve seen it fairly close up.”

      “You’re not worried that we’ll encounter your pack?” Ginnevra bit back more intrusive questions like Won’t they want to kill you, since you fled? and Did you leave family behind?

      “They won’t come into the city,” Eodan said, “and if they do, it’s in ones or twos, and Talagne is big enough the odds of us running into each other are very small.” He drew Ginnevra close again and kissed her. “Besides, it’s not as if one or two werewolves are a threat, not to the two of us.”

      “That’s true,” Ginnevra said. She returned his kiss with pleasure. “The storm is letting up. We really should dress and pack.”

      Eodan’s fingers drifted lower along her body. “Should I listen to your words,” he said in a low, provocative voice, “or to the look in your eye?”

      “I love that you know to ask that question,” Ginnevra said.
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      Since becoming a paladin, Ginnevra had traveled across the Lordagne, from Fayonne in the north to Ghibele in the east and all the way south to Paese. She had seen cities in decline and cities growing so fast they burst their traditional bounds to overflow like wine slopping over a cup’s edge. But she had not returned to Talagne in all those seven years after leaving for her training, and she didn’t know which kind of city it would turn out to be. Her sister paladins, the ones who’d returned home for visits or whose home cities their companies had traveled to, all said home had seemed smaller than they remembered, as if they’d grown beyond its confines.

      But to Ginnevra, nothing about Talagne seemed to have changed. She guided Dauntless along the wide, straight thoroughfare that led to the Talagne sanctuary and gawked like a country girl. Every building, every shop and inn and bath house, looked exactly as she remembered. Men clambered over a few roofs, replacing shingles after the last big storm, but there was no new construction, no dilapidated buildings being torn down to make way for something new as she’d seen in so many other places. Talagne gave the impression of an old but hale man refusing to acknowledge life had passed him by.

      They’d had clear weather for the week it took to travel from Fayonne to Talagne, but it seemed a storm had struck the city before passing eastward away from the mountains. Slush filled the gutters, though the streets were as clean as they ever were, and the afternoon sun reflected brightly off the wet paving stones. Ginnevra smelled mutton and traced the scent to a street vendor selling skewers of meat he kept warm in one of those portable fire pits she remembered being fascinated by as a child. It wasn’t more than a small iron barrel with coals burning at the bottom, but it sat on a wheeled frame so the vendor could move it at the end of the day—or relocate if someone else came along to bully him out of his spot.

      “That’s astonishing,” Eodan said. He was looking at the barrel as well. “You’d think it would be too heavy to be convenient.”

      “Steel would be lighter, but any vendor who could afford a steel fire pit could afford a permanent store front,” Ginnevra said.

      “I can imagine.” Eodan nudged Ginger to move a little faster so he matched Ginnevra’s pace. “Dauntless seems eager. Odd, since he’s never been to Talagne to recognize a path home.”

      “It’s me that’s eager. I didn’t realize I’d missed home so much.” The farther they traveled into the heart of the city, the more Ginnevra’s excitement grew. “I was so very ready to leave this place when I left for my training. It felt stifling. And now I can’t imagine how I ever hated it.”

      Eodan glanced at a sign bearing a picture of an overflowing mug of ale. “It doesn’t look like anything deserving of hatred.”

      “I’m sure it was my impatience that made it seem awful. Impatience, and wanting to get away from my family so I could be treated like an adult finally. Being the youngest child and the only girl meant being the baby forever.”

      “I’m trying to picture you as a child,” Eodan said with a chuckle. “I bet you ran wild and fought any attempts to civilize you.”

      “That’s very accurate. I was always trying to keep up with my brothers, who I’m sure hated having their baby sister tag along everywhere. And my mother wanted me to be calm and sweet and learn to cook and understand herb lore. She’s a well-known herbalist in our part of the city, and she wanted me to follow in her footsteps.” Ginnevra pulled back on the reins to stop Dauntless breaking into a trot.

      “And you became a paladin. How did she feel about that?”

      “We’re here,” Ginnevra said. She dismounted and led Dauntless through the iron gate set in the seven-foot-tall wall of stone surrounding the Talagne sanctuary. She’d been the one to bring up her mother, but Eodan’s question had struck a sore spot she didn’t want anyone picking at. How did Mother feel about it? That was a question with no answer, since Mother had never said anything directly in opposition to her only daughter’s desire, but had also never said anything in support of it. Just those thin-lipped silences and abrupt changes of subject.

      Beyond the stone wall, silence reigned, as if a crystal dome through which no sound could pass covered it. Concentric paths ringed the black bulk of the sanctuary, crossed by two straight, wider paths as if someone had laid an X down atop the rings, centered on the sanctuary. Garden beds filled the spaces between the rings, most of them bare and empty for the winter. The ones nearest the wall held waist-high boxwood shrubberies, trimmed back neatly and vibrantly green despite the weather.

      Low granite benches carved with abstract curves that put Ginnevra in mind of the new moon were placed at intervals around the garden, far enough apart that anyone sitting on one would not be disturbed by other guests. Two men and one woman garbed in the plain dark gray robes and cloaks of pilgrims sat well distant from one another, their heads bowed in meditation or prayer. They did not look up at the sound of horse’s hooves on the stones of the path.

      The sanctuary rose before Ginnevra like a miniature castle, perfect in every detail. Black marble panels surrounded the arched doorway where no door had ever hung, gleaming in the sunlight like palm-size mirrors. A round glass window above the door shone even more brightly, like a full moon, an image that unsettled Ginnevra. That hadn’t been the builders’ intent, certainly, and Ginnevra told herself that the imagery of the Bright One’s moon in the Dark Lady’s sanctuaries was a reminder of the need for constant vigilance against evil. Still, she looked away from the window, feeling uncomfortable at having made the comparison.

      She followed the innermost circular path to the left and around the back of the sanctuary. The windowless walls were blank stone all the way to the roof, where the overhanging eaves were decorated with black marble statues at the corners. All the statues were identical female forms, smaller than human size but otherwise as detailed as if they were black-clad women sitting perfectly still on the roof, watching over visitors and the anointed who lived there.

      “This isn’t a very large sanctuary,” Eodan said in a low voice, as if he didn’t want to disturb the peaceful silence with loud talk. “Didn’t you say it’s the oldest sanctuary in the Lordagne?”

      “Yes. Talagne welcomed the anointed who brought the Faith from Illiou because the anointed rid them of a plague of marabbeccas, and the citizens made the city a refuge for anyone interested in being sanctified.” Ginnevra made a gesture meant to encompass the entire sanctuary. “This is just the bit you can see. Most of it is underground.”

      “That’s unusual.”

      “It reflects the early belief that the eye of the Bright One was harmful, that it could cause illness or disease, and people used to build shelters or basements so they could protect themselves during the three nights of the full moon. Over time, that turned into a superstition about the full moon causing bad luck, and the Blesseds of a few centuries back reminded everyone that we don’t believe in ill fortune. Now it’s only a few hardliners and people on pilgrimage who are strict about that custom.” Ginnevra shrugged. “And people who are afraid of werewolves.”

      Eodan chuckled. “That’s more reasonable a fear than of the Bright One cursing someone.”

      They rounded the corner of the sanctuary and came in sight of the stables. The warm smell of horses and manure wafted from them, drawing Ginnevra on faster. Men and women dressed in ordinary shirts and trousers or breeches and bareheaded despite the chill in the air moved in and out of the stables, intent on their work.

      One woman, her gray hair cut as short as Ginnevra’s, noticed their approach and walked forward to meet them. Her tanned, wrinkled face testified to a lifetime spent outdoors. “My lady,” she said in a strong voice thirty years younger than she was, “welcome to the sanctuary. Are you expect—” Her mouth fell open. “Ginnevra.”

      “Maribel,” Ginnevra said with a smile, and hurried forward to hug her old friend.

      Maribel thumped her on her left pauldron, sending up a dull clank, and released her. “I didn’t know you’d come home. Have you seen your family?”

      “I’m here on official business, so I have to report in first.” Ginnevra handed over Dauntless’ reins. “But the Hallowed is expecting me and my companion.”

      Maribel’s gaze flicked to Eodan, assessing him. “Your companion,” she said. “Never thought I’d hear you say that, not with how shy you always were. I guess seven years is enough to change a woman.”

      “For the better, I hope,” Ginnevra said. “This is Eodan. Eodan, this is Maribel Fettare. She taught me to ride and play cards.”

      “Taught you to spot a cheat, more like,” Maribel said. She extended a hand to Eodan. “I assume you’re worthy of my Ginna?”

      “I hope so,” Eodan said with a smile. “It would break my heart to leave her.”

      “Good answer.” Maribel whistled, bringing a couple of young stable hands running. She handed off Dauntless to one of them and told the other, “Go let the anointed know Prime Cassaline is here.” To Ginnevra, she said, “If what we’ve heard is true, Hallowed Gonfaniere will want to meet you. You and Eodan.”

      Ginnevra’s nerves twitched. “What have you heard?” she said in a voice too calm to be truly polite.

      Maribel pursed her lips. She eyed Eodan again. “That one of the Blessed’s own primes has taken up with a werewolf who isn’t evil. You can imagine how that set the cat amongst the pigeons in Talagne.”

      “I can.” Ginnevra met Maribel’s gaze coolly, ignoring the rapid beat of her heart. “And what do you think?”

      “I think,” Maribel said slowly, “you always did know your own mind, Ginna. And you were never one to give over what you knew to be right for the sake of a pretty face.” She looked Eodan up and down. “However pretty that face is.”

      Eodan said, “I’d like to think I’m more than a pretty face, Madama Fettare.”

      Maribel arched an eyebrow. “I don’t doubt you are.”

      Ginnevra choked on a laugh. Maribel grinned and punched Eodan’s arm. “A werewolf,” she said. “It certainly doesn’t show, unless you’re that big because of your race.”

      “No, I’m big for a werewolf, too,” Eodan said. “How far did that information you heard spread?”

      “I’m not sure.” Maribel shrugged. “Probably there are plenty of rumors going around the city, but werewolves in general are a distant threat. People care more about their own troubles, as I’m sure you know.” She hesitated, then said, “But you might have a lot to talk about with your family, Ginna.”

      The nervousness, which had nearly subsided, returned full force. “I guess,” Ginnevra began.

      Her keen hearing picked up the sound of footsteps approaching, a lot of footsteps, and she turned to face the sanctuary, counting. At least seven people, maybe as many as ten. She found she was holding Eodan’s hand, thought about letting go so she wouldn’t look uncertain, then decided she would rather not look as if she spurned him.

      A handful of anointed, all Revereds by the cut of their black full-sleeved robes, hurried into sight. They slowed when they saw Ginnevra and Eodan, though none of them looked nervous or afraid. Two women in the black gowns of Hallowed followed the Revereds. One was short and slender, the other as tall as Ginnevra and plump with a curvy figure. They were walking more slowly, resembling a couple of old friends out for a stroll in the gardens.

      The shorter Hallowed stopped a few paces away from the rest of the anointed. The taller one continued to walk in that slow, measured pace until she stood directly before Ginnevra. “Prime Cassaline,” she said, not smiling.

      Ginnevra swallowed hard. “Hallowed Gonfaniere,” she said. “Am I still welcome?”

      “Did you think you wouldn’t be?” Hallowed Gonfaniere said.

      “You might consider me to have brought trouble home,” Ginnevra said. Her hand in Eodan’s felt hot and sweaty.

      Hallowed Gonfaniere flicked a quick glance at Eodan, then returned her gaze to Ginnevra’s face. “Oh, Ginnevra,” she said, finally smiling. “You brought yourself home. That’s enough. Welcome back.”

      She extended her arms to Ginnevra, and Ginnevra hugged her. “Thank you, aunt,” she said, blinking away tears.

      “Introduce us, Ginnevra,” Hallowed Gonfaniere said. “Rumor isn’t nearly enough when it’s family.”

      Ginnevra released her and took Eodan’s hand again. “Aunt Renatta, this is my companion, Eodan. Eodan, my aunt, Hallowed Renatta Gonfaniere of the Talagne sanctuary. And yes, Eodan is a werewolf.”

      Gasps rose up from a few of the stable hands who hadn’t been close enough to hear Maribel’s earlier words. The Revereds shifted uncomfortably, as if Ginnevra’s statement had confirmed what their senses told them. Renatta didn’t look at all discomfited. “You’re both at the center of great change,” she said. “Something I never expected to see. The Blessed’s message to the sanctuaries said only that we have been wrong about werewolves for centuries, but I imagine there’s more to it than that. Will you join me inside?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t enter the sanctuary,” Eodan said without a trace of self-consciousness. “They protect explicitly against the Bright One’s creatures, and they don’t distinguish between evil monsters and the ones who’ve turned their backs on Her.”

      “That’s what we’ve heard,” Renatta said, “though in hindsight it seems unfair that the warding isn’t attuned to good versus evil. On the other hand, think how many humans that might exclude. Still—” She put a hand on Ginnevra’s arm. “I’m guessing you came here first? I received word that you’re in Talagne searching for a criminal, and that doesn’t require my intervention, unless you want us to try a divination?”

      “I do, yes.” Ginnevra had decided during the journey to at least try to find Aliocte through divine intervention. Locating people, who were possessed of free will, was very difficult, and she didn’t expect it to work, but there was no sense rejecting anything that might help.

      “Hallowed Lentavalde and I can do that this evening.” Renatta nodded in the direction of the other Hallowed. Ginnevra had never met Hallowed Lentavalde, who must have arrived in Talagne during the years she was gone, but the woman smiled at her in a friendly way and showed no fear of Eodan. “If you return in the morning, we will have results, or not. But I think you ought to go home now.”

      Ginnevra, alarmed, said, “Why? Is something wrong?”

      Renatta made a decidedly unpleasant face. “No more than is ever wrong,” she said. “I don’t know if they’ve heard about Eodan. I hope they haven’t, since Belloza is likely to take offense at not having heard the news from you. You probably should have written home about him.” Her words sounded more like an acknowledgement of an unpleasant truth than a criticism.

      “I don’t write home often,” Ginnevra said. “But I was afraid of telling Mother the truth in a letter. I feared she would think I was trying to avoid the eruption the news would cause.”

      “That’s reasonable too.” Renatta sighed. “At any rate, they’ll be pleased to see you, whoever you bring with you.”

      “I hope you’re right.” Ginnevra had avoided thinking about her homecoming and the reception she might receive. She hoped they would all be as glad to see her as Renatta. Father would be, at least.

      She hugged Renatta again and saluted the other Hallowed, and she and Eodan set off across the garden again. “You never said the Hallowed was your aunt,” Eodan murmured.

      “Didn’t I? I suppose I’m so used to everyone knowing our relationship it slipped my mind,” Ginnevra replied. “She’s my mother’s oldest sister.”

      “And how is Caterrina related? Is she in the middle?”

      “No, Aunt Caterrina is my father’s younger sister. You can tell which side of the family a relation is on by the surname. In the Lordagne, a woman takes her husband’s surname, and their children have that surname too. My mother was a Gonfaniere before marriage.”

      “And Caterrina is still a Cassaline because she’s unmarried,” Eodan said. “That makes for an easy way to trace lineages.”

      Ginnevra closed her lips on How do werewolves keep track? It was a question she felt Eodan was likely to refuse to answer, and she wanted to keep the conversation going because it kept her from nervous consideration of what she might face when she reached the Cassaline family home. “The nobility of Talagne do it differently,” she said, “when it’s a matter of inheritances. If a woman is the sole heir, her husband will sometimes marry into her family to preserve the inheritance. Though often they’ll just combine the two family lines.”

      “Ginnevra,” Eodan said, taking her hand and bringing her to a halt. “Why are you nervous?”

      “I’m not—” Ginnevra caught sight of Eodan’s expression, and sighed. “I don’t have any idea what to expect. Suppose my parents shun us, or⁠—”

      “You’re dwelling on a given future,” Eodan said. “You can’t know what will happen, and as I recall, it verges on blasphemy to act as if you do.”

      Ginnevra closed her eyes and threw back her head. The sunlight warmed her face and eased her tension somewhat. “You’re right. There’s no point imagining the worst.”

      “Except that we’ll have to find somewhere else to stay if they won’t host us,” Eodan pointed out.

      “If that’s the worst thing we face today, I’ll be happy,” Ginnevra said.
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      The closer they drew to the West District, the more Ginnevra’s nerves tingled, not from fear but from excitement. None of her sister paladins had ever mentioned what it felt like to see familiar landmarks, to take familiar turns that opened up on familiar streets. Even some of the people were familiar, though Ginnevra didn’t pause to say hello. None of them recognized her, no doubt because people generally didn’t look past the helmet to the woman behind it. She was just as happy not to draw that kind of attention, not when any delay burned inside her.

      They trudged up the Atlosan Hill, near the center of West District. Ginnevra looked about her eagerly, comparing memory to reality. Not as crowded as Southside, not as elegant and wealthy as the Eastern Hills, West District had always seemed perfect to Ginnevra when she was a child, with plenty of alleys and streets to run wild in, not to mention the untilled field behind her father’s smithy that belonged to the Faith. The paladins tethered their horses there when they came to have their weapons and armor silvered, and once a week the anointed from the nearby chapel used it to perform sanctifications. All the rest of the time, it was a haven for the local children.

      “There,” she said, nodding at a broad store front twice as long as its two neighbors. “Sieur Catallo always gave me a sweet when Mother or Father bought from him. His daughter Ellena was a good friend of mine—she moved to one of the outlying cities after her marriage. And we used to use that bath house over there before special occasions, like when Cristoforo and Tersa married, or my sanctification. I can’t believe they all look just the same.”

      “It’s remarkable,” Eodan said. “Like seeing your past, all around us.”

      “It is just like that, yes.” Ginnevra walked faster. “My—I mean, my parents’ house is around the next corner.”

      The sound of the smithy was audible well before it came into view, not just the plinking taps of the hammer on hot metal, but the noise of people talking and laughing. Ginnevra remembered so well how the smithy had always been a favorite gathering place for the men of the neighborhood, just as the community well was where the women met. She smelled hot metal, and her heart gave a little thump. Blasphemy or not, she couldn’t help fearing not being welcome, however irrational that was, because now that she was home, she couldn’t bear the notion that it might not actually be home anymore.

      She rounded the corner and slowed her steps, taking in the sight before her. Her parents’ house, larger than most on the street, looked the same as always, three stories of gray stone with a door opening right on the street and another leading down into the smithy next to it. The low-roofed smithy, unlike the rest of Talagne, had changed; it was longer, and the roof was higher, and there were two gaps in the rail surrounding it instead of one. But men still loitered at the rail, and smoke still issued from the forge chimney, and⁠—

      Again, her heart thumped at the sight of the stocky, muscular figure working a length of yellow-hot metal at the anvil, oblivious to everything else around him. His long black hair was lighter than it had been when she left, the streaks of gray more distinct, but he still wore it pulled back from his clean-shaven face and tied with a leather thong with ragged ends. No matter how often Ginnevra’s mother provided him with a new one, it always ended up looking like something he’d pulled off a trash heap by evening.

      Without looking to see where Eodan was, Ginnevra crossed the street, barely noticing the riders and wagon drivers she brought to a halt by walking heedlessly in front of them. By the time she was halfway across, the men gathered at the smithy rail were all watching her, their conversations cutting off one by one until the only sounds were the noise of the traffic she’d left behind and the unceasing chiming strokes of metal on metal.

      Ginnevra stopped in one of the gaps without entering the smithy and removed her helmet and coif. Still the smith didn’t look up. She waited for him to return the metal to the forge and cleared her throat. “Master smith,” she said.

      Her father glanced up. “One—” he began, and then his mouth fell open. “Goddess have mercy,” he said. “Ginna.”

      Ginnevra took a step forward as Piettro Cassaline crossed the smithy to sweep her into his arms, crushing her armor against her flesh. “Papa,” she said with a laugh. “So undignified.”

      “I’ve known too many paladins to be impressed by their dignity,” Papa said, “and my own daughter, come home at last—” He held her at arm’s length, looking her over. “Either you’ve grown, or I’ve shrunk.”

      “You look just the same as always.” He wasn’t much shorter a man than average, but Ginnevra had overtopped him at fifteen. “Papa, please tell me you got my message. I didn’t want to be a complete surprise.”

      “Your message? The uninformative, short message that said ‘I’ll arrive sometime after the first of the month, and I’m bringing a companion?’” Papa shook his head in mock despair and released her. “Your mother couldn’t decide which part of that to overreact to first.”

      Ginnevra decided not to worry about that, either. She turned to see where Eodan had got to and found him a few paces away. Extending a hand to him, she said, “Papa, I want you to meet Eodan, my companion. Eodan, this is Piettro Cassaline, my father.”

      Papa clasped Eodan’s hand firmly. “If you’re expecting some kind of paternal warning about the treatment my daughter deserves, you’ll be disappointed,” he said. “Especially since I daresay any physical threat I might make would bounce right off you. Big one, aren’t you?”

      “I always have been,” Eodan said with a smile. “It’s good to meet you. I can see now where Ginnevra gets her smile.”

      Papa’s smile broadened. “And soon you’ll see where she gets her height. Where is—” He looked around the smithy. “Cristoforo should have returned by now. I sent him after the new shipment of silver.”

      “Does he work with you now, then?” Ginnevra asked.

      “He does, and it’s a relief, I can tell you.” Papa stepped back to examine the metal in the fire, then pushed it deeper into the forge. “I’ll have someone to take over the business eventually.”

      “Cristoforo is the oldest of your brothers, yes?” Eodan said.

      Ginnevra nodded. She scanned the street and pointed at a small wagon whose horse plodded sedately toward them. “That’s him now. With his daughter Benedetta.” The little girl Ginnevra remembered wasn’t so little anymore; the child seated beside Cristoforo came to his shoulder. Eleven years old and already displaying the Gonfaniere tendency toward height.

      Cristoforo brought the wagon to a halt near the smithy and climbed down. His tremendous height was the same, but he’d put on weight since Ginnevra had seen him last, giving him a solidity he had lacked during her childhood. Now he looked like an oak tree rather than a willow. His gaze came to rest on Ginnevra, and he smiled. “Ginna,” he said in his slow, ponderous way. “I forgot you were coming. Benedetta, say hello to your Aunt Ginnevra.”

      Benedetta, her eyes wide, said nothing. Cristoforo chuckled, a sound like boulders rolling downhill. “She’ll remember you soon enough.”

      “Cris, this is my companion Eodan,” Ginnevra said.

      Cristoforo gave Eodan a slow, considering look. “Companion? I didn’t think paladins did that, what with company life.”

      “Ginna is a prime, Cristoforo,” Papa said. “She’s not part of a company anymore.”

      Understanding dawned on Cristoforo’s face. “I forgot. You’re not the same as you used to be, are you? I suppose you didn’t want Lucio waiting on you all these years.”

      Ginnevra blushed hotly. “That was—Lucio knows better.” She couldn’t look at Eodan. Lucio Garonne. She hadn’t thought of him in years, and she had no reason to be ashamed, but Cristoforo’s innocent comment made her want to hide rather than explain about Lucio to Eodan.

      “Of course he does,” Papa said. “Go see your mother. I have to finish this shovel head, and Cristoforo needs to unload the wagon.”

      “Let me help,” Eodan said.

      “Oh, that’s not necessary,” Papa said.

      “You’d deprive me of the chance to show how worthy I am of Ginnevra?” Eodan said with a grin.

      Papa laughed. “Very good answer. Cristoforo will show you where to put everything.”

      Ginnevra followed Eodan to the rear of the wagon, where Cristoforo had already hopped into the wagon bed. “Showing off to my family?” she murmured.

      “I want them to think well of me, naturally,” Eodan murmured back.

      Cristoforo lifted a small crate and handed it down to Eodan. Eodan took it and let out a hiss of pain, dropping the crate. It landed on the street and cracked open, spilling out fist-sized sacks that shimmered like moonlight. Eodan rubbed his left hand, wincing. “Silver dust,” he said. “That stuff gets everywhere.”

      “It’s silver for treating steel,” Cristoforo said, looking puzzled. “Nothing harmful.”

      Eodan and Ginnevra exchanged glances. Papa approached them and crouched to pick up one of the fallen sacks. “Something wrong?”

      Eodan raised his eyebrow, a clear indication that the next move was up to Ginnevra. Ginnevra surveyed the men gathered around, all of them watching without showing they knew anything was wrong. Well, Ginnevra had to have the courage of her convictions sometime, and why shouldn’t that time be now?

      “There’s nothing wrong,” she said to her father, but pitching her voice so everyone could hear. “It’s just that Eodan can’t touch silver, because he is a werewolf.”
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