
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Nightingale

[image: image]

Melissa Mickelsen


NIGHTINGALE

Copyright © 2012 by Melissa Mickelsen

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. 

The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

Book Cover by Lara Wynter

Edited by Kim Vandervort

First published by

Hadley Rille Books

Eric T. Reynolds, Editor/Publisher

PO Box 25466

Overland Park, KS 66225 USA

www.hadleyrillebooks.com

contact@hadleyrillebooks.com



  	
	    
	      Also by Melissa Mickelsen

	    

      
	    
          
	      Nightingale's Song

          
        
          
	          Nightingale

          
        
          
	          Bones of the Vale

          
        
          
	          Queen of Stone

          
        
          
	          Crown of Stars

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Melissa Mickelsen’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



  	
        
            
            Content Warning: 

This novel includes depictions of the physical and emotional abuse of a child, parent death, and murder. Reader discretion is advised.

For a more comprehensive list of potentially triggering content, please visit my website at

https://melissamickelsen.wordpress.com

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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THE MAN THREW THE SMALL, blood-soaked corpse into the marsh and snarled. He watched the body float in the tea-brown water, bending whipgrass under its slight weight. The air was silent. Behind him, his men were still, voices locked tight within their chests. The birds had vanished, and the frogs were hidden in the mud and under loose-packed weeds. The man turned, his leather gloves stained with filth and salt from the brackish waters of the bog.

“Fool,” he snapped in rage. “All this time spent hunting and you've killed it!” The man lashed out, catching the closest follower in the face with his fist. The bands of metal on his knuckles broke the flesh on the cowering man's lips and cheek, sending blood spurting red onto the black soil of the bank.

“Sorry, sir!” the fallen man gasped. “It was an accident, I swear.” He raised his mud-flecked hands to his face in supplication.

“Do you know,” the lord said, “how much effort it takes to find these places? Do you know how many years I've dedicated to this task? Do you know how often that worthless General Talros thwarts the raids?” The man brushed the blood from his knuckles, the lines in his face set deep. “An accident,” he repeated.

The downed man quavered, well aware of the usual consequences of his master's wrath. The death had been an accident, in truth. The bonds slipped when the small thing fought and the knots pulled too tightly in the waterlogged rope around the creature's neck. In the struggle, the knife had slipped, cutting flesh instead of cord. The great vein in the slender throat had severed, and the blood had rushed forth. The heart had stopped in moments.

The broad-shouldered leader lifted his head, clenching his fists in suppressed rage. He looked around him at the endless marsh and the piled, already stinking bodies. The blistering sun and the humid air were not pleasant to the deceased. “Burn the bodies,” the commander sneered. “That one as well,” he continued, pointing at the small, floating corpse in the bog. He strode past the man, ignoring him for the moment, and went to the captives, kneeling and bound, between his captains.

He eyed them, wondering. They were all stiff-necked, the master thought. Too proud for their own good. Two males, black-haired and pale-skinned, eyed him hatefully. No females, never any females. They always died too swiftly. The lord clenched his teeth. His task would be so much easier if he could take one alive. Twice he had succeeded, but the does had killed themselves soon after, not willing to become a part of his grand scheme. It was impossible to keep them alive if they did not desire it. Even the captured males would fade too swiftly, refusing to cater to his whims. These wilting people were so eager to cross the Plains, it seemed.

The lord knew of a stone—a myth, in truth—that might bind these creatures to his will, but he had not yet discovered it. His books had yielded little and the library only slightly more. Nothing solid, no actual facts. Only stories. Still, he studied, even late into the night. One day, he vowed, he would know. He would gain his weapon. He would achieve his dream.

He had obtained maps, and that was a start. He could continue the hunt and find the creature that eluded him. Surely, where there was one, there was more. The sullen leader turned to glare at the fool who had killed his mark. The hunt would have been over by now if not for him. He snarled, his heart aflame. The commander's head snapped up. To the captains, he said, flicking his fingers at the prisoners, “Kill them swiftly and put them in the flames.” The men nodded while the captives spit unrecognizable insults in their lilting language and struggled at the ropes. They were of no use to him. They would refuse the breeding and die anyway. Why delay their fate?

The master turned away. “Varlo,” he said, and the kneeling fool shuddered at the sound of his name.

“Yes, sir?” he asked cautiously.

“That was a priceless creature. Perhaps the only one in the world. Did you think of that?”

“No, sir,” the man said quietly. “It was a demon, sir.”

“A demon I desired, Varlo. And you've killed it.”

“An accident,” Varlo said again, clenching his scarred fingers in the mud.

The lord shook his head. “One I will not forgive,” he said, and flicked his fingers.

The sword fell, taking Varlo's head half off his body before the man fully realized what was happening. Blood spattered from the slashed neck baring bone and wet, red muscle under the scorching midsummer sun. The body quivered, twitched, and fell to its side in the moist, dark soil, the fluttering fingers scraping grazes in the dirt. The booted feet drummed before falling still, showing mud on the heels like dark plaster.

“We are done here,” the master called to the rest of his men, “as soon as this corpse joins the rest.”

“Yes, sir,” they cried, scrambling to haul Varlo's body to the dancing flames. The bonfire was massive, vomiting oily black smoke that blanketed the sky. The air smelled of ash, charred meat, and burning hair, a nauseating stench that voided the stomachs of less-hardened men. The steel-bellied leader watched the flames eat the bodies of the anthelai. Behind the pyre sat the ruins of their village, splintered and broken. Its inhabitants were vanquished. Soon, the twisted platforms would be torched so that nothing but charcoal remained. The lord smiled.

Now there was one less place for such creatures to hide.
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PRIESTS TOLD STORIES in Carfuinel, by fireside and under moonlight and in the depths of the wood. Colorful, vibrant stories filled with courage, fortitude and deception, darkness, fright and bravery. I cannot recall the tales verbatim anymore; I have spent too many years avoiding memories of my childhood. I do remember, however, that my father told tales to me as I fell asleep at night. My favorite was the legend of Brandin the Thief, an anthela or cardea, according to whoever told the tale—turned brigand in the highlands of the northeast. He was said to have a dagger with three interwoven blades of the purest gold. Instead of killing men, the dagger put them into a deep slumber at the merest touch. Brandin, apparently invulnerable to its contact, was then able to pick apart the unfortunate victims’ possessions at his leisure. Sometimes he gave the valuables to people who needed them, while other times he left his victims’ coffers intact, leaving only his mark as a lesson to those who would venture without fear into his territory.

Brandin was a careful, cautious thief. At seven years of age, I often wondered why he did not merely rush in and tap the travelers with the dagger instead of stalking them for days at a time. My father explained to me time and time again the usual need for stealth. “It is wise to be cautious,” he pronounced, “as you may never know if the thing you hunt is stronger, faster, or more agile. Would you challenge a bear face to face, little one, or would you keep your distance until it left the berry patch?”

“I would wait,” I answered. “A bear would eat me!”

“Indeed, it might,” my father answered. “You must always be careful. That is why you must learn to defend yourself. Tomorrow, you will learn to use a dagger.”

I remembered pausing for a long moment, feeling my heart pound in my thin chest. I had always wanted to learn to use a weapon. My father excelled with the bow and shortsword, and I idolized him. If he used weapons so skillfully, then I wanted to do that as well. Even my mother, whom I had never seen kill anything, practiced with a dagger occasionally. My young friends in the anthehome, of my size and mentality if not my age, often carried small daggers on their belts. I had wanted one for some time, and now it seemed as if my dream would come true.

Still, haltingly, I said, “Mother has said I am too young for a dagger. She will be angry.”

“Do not worry about your mother, Sa’tiul. She has given her assent.”

“Truly?” I could not keep the smile off my face.

“Yes, truly,” my father answered, grinning down at me. He ruffled my hair, and I could see him looking at my ears. An odd look came over his face, one I could not comprehend. All I knew was that it both frightened and saddened me. “It will be good for you to learn to defend yourself and I wanted you to learn as soon as you are able.”

“I am able now, Senou. I promise!”

“I know you are, little one. I have seen you run through the trees as if you were one of the barking squirrels, and I have seen you tickle fish from the water. You learn swiftly and with little instruction. That is good, indeed.”

“Could I learn to use a bow, too? I want to go hunting with you.”

My father laughed, a deep chuckle comforting in its familiarity. “Later, child. That will come later.”

He kissed my brow and left me alone in the darkened corner of the tarsul. I snuggled deep into my blanket, shielding myself against the chill of that late spring night. I could hear my mother moving just beyond the small divider that separated my sleeping quarters from the larger one that belonged to my parents. Staring through the dimness, I watched the subtle shadows twist and writhe on the wooden wall, touching the myriad of dried leaves I had pinned there before slipping away again. Cicadas, crickets and frogs filled the twilight air with their songs. The noise was unceasing and raucous, but I loved it. It was when the sounds stopped that one should worry, my mother explained once. If the creatures of the forest were frightened, then they usually had good reason.

I turned in my blanket, burying my head under the soft fabric, and yawned. I do not remember falling asleep, but I recall waking the next morning in a flurry of excitement and mingled nervousness. Today I would finally receive my dagger!

The sounds of insects and amphibians in the night had transformed into a cacophony of birdsong by sunrise. It was a normal occurrence for me, and as such, I paid it little heed. I threw off my blankets and rushed into the next room, only to be herded back to my sleeping quarters by my mother. She insisted that I dress properly first before accompanying my father to the practice field and forcibly combed my hair. I always hated this morning ritual. She pulled too hard at my delicate scalp and pinched at my softly pointed ears, but on this particular morning I gave in to her ministrations with a halfhearted struggle. Even at seven years of age, I realized that the sooner I let my mother have her way, the sooner I would be free.

Dressed in a grey tunic and leggings, I pulled on my tall leather boots and let my mother tie my hair back from my face. She pressed an apple into my hand when she finished and made me promise I would not forget to eat. I often did that when overexcited, and I recollected a time not long before when I managed to forgo eating for a full three days.

It had been late winter. The snows had thawed for the most part, but there were still areas of deep snow that refroze on brisk mornings. A group of hunters were in the deep forests, tracking elk that would undoubtedly be trapped in the lingering snow. My father was among the group, and my mother was worried. I overheard them arguing one night. I tried not to listen, but I could not stop myself. She said that there was no reason for him to go, and that he should think of his safety and ours. I understood that something had happened in their past to make her think this way, but I did not know the reason. When I asked my mother, she refused to tell me, and that made me wonder all the more. For two days, I asked after my father and the other hunters that had left. When she raised her voice at me, I stopped asking.

I had gone to my special tree and huddled on my own private branch high above the ground to pout when the messenger came. I saw him from my perch and recognized him. He was the older brother of one of my friends, and also a hunter in my father’s party. Without word to anyone, he went straight up the spiral stairs to our tarsul.

I could hear hushed voices but could not make out the words. They were swift and distressed, and I understood that something had gone awry. I could only think that someone was hurt, perhaps badly. Mayhap it was my father who was injured. 

I slid down the tree in order to hear better what my mother and the messenger said. As I listened to the soft voices through the noise of wind and birdsong, I caught the gist of their conversation. Cardeai bandits had attacked the party, swords and knives singing through flesh before the rest of the band had overcome them. Several of my father’s party had been injured, some gravely. The messenger, sent out at the height of battle, said he did not know who was severely hurt or if anyone had been killed. He requested aid in the form of horses and healers. My mother granted his petition immediately. The messenger set off without delay to the residence of Carfuinel’s talented healers and to the stable filled with small dun ponies.

I followed him. So intent was he on his errand that he did not notice a small, gangly child tagging behind him like a wary dog. I watched as he gathered two healers—older men with streaks of gray in the dark hair that hung over their sharply pointed ears, dressed in the brown and burgundy robes of their office—and swiftly made his way to the stable built into the trunk of a massive tree. I often played around the stable and so I knew the safest niches in which to hide and watch. The stablemaster chose five of the strongest and fastest ponies at the messenger’s behest, moving swiftly when the messenger invoked my mother’s name.

I watched as he mounted the lead pony. The healers followed suit, taking the halters of the remaining ponies in hand, and begun to move down the slight ramp that led out of the living-wood stable. I bounded down the path. I had wanted to hear mention of my father, but so far there had been none. Heedless of my own safety, I bolted in front of the messenger’s pony.

Startled, the sturdy beast reared up, neighing and nearly throwing its rider. However, the messenger was skilled and regained control of his mount. He stared down at me with angry, inquiring eyes.

“My father,” I demanded, panting. “Is he hurt?”

“I know not for certain,” the messenger answered, eyes softening just slightly, “but worry not, child. The healers will do their job.”

“Indeed,” one of the healers added. “If the Lord Cerin is hurt in any way, we will attend to him directly.”

“I am coming with you,” I said. “I want to see my father.”

“Oh,” the other healer gasped. “We cannot allow that. Your lady mother will be furious if we were to permit such a thing.”

“She will not know until I am gone,” I retorted, climbing onto the back of one of the spare ponies before the men could react.

“She will know now,” a voice said flatly. My mother rounded the wide path, coming into view beyond the rough, reddish bark of the stable. Her voice was hard, like chips of flint, and there was a glint in her eyes that stalled my protests. “Sa’tiul, you waste these men’s time with your childish requests. They could have been on their way by now had you not halted them.”

My throat closed at her words. I knew she was correct, but her tone caused a puerile distress to well up within me. “Mother—”

“Come with me now,” she demanded, holding her hand out to me in a way that brooked no protest.

I slid off the pony, embarrassed and ashamed to the marrow of my bones. I heard the steady, dull clomping of the ponies’ hooves as the men moved onward without word. They had witnessed my mother’s anger at me. I had delayed treatment for the wounded in my father’s party, maybe even of my father himself. My mother’s eyes bored into me like awls; I felt them in the pit of my stomach, in the back of my throat. “I am sorry,” I whispered, shrinking into myself. In that moment, I was terrified of my mother.

She merely motioned to me, beckoning me to follow her like an errant pup. I slunk up the narrow spiral stairs after her. She glided in front of me, legs hidden behind the waves of pale fabric that made up her dress. My mother was the Lady of Carfuinel, and she dressed the part.

We climbed the spiral stairs higher and higher, moving through the boughs and dancing leaves, moving effortlessly from tree to tree. The thin steps were made of twisted vine and creeper, still living for the most part, with planks of smooth redwood and fir. It seemed they would shatter under our weight; the planks were so thin the light could be seen shining through, faint as the gossamer strands of cobweb and cloud. Miraculously, they bore our weight with surprising ease.

I thought we would go back to our tarsul for my inevitable scolding, but to my shock, Mother took the left path instead of the right. The left path led up and away from our tree, heading instead to a massive redwood that housed the library and solar. When we reached the substantial tarsul, she pushed aside the heavy curtain that served as a door and bid me enter first.

I stood just beyond the doorway, anxious and still. The room was not dark, for a wide balcony took up most of one wall, the railing made of slender twisted branches bleached white by the sun and wind. Shelves of leather-bound tomes, treatises, and omnibuses lined the walls, protected from the elements by a trellised partition. Ivy sprouted from soil-filled pots at its base, twisting upward through the pale slats of wood, a stark contrast against the deep green of the leaves. I looked at the books askance. I had never read any of them, mostly because they were too advanced for me, but also because I was not allowed to touch them. I had a tendency to squirrel things away with dirty hands. I thought nothing of it, but apparently other people did not enjoy finding their missing belongings days later stained with little fingerprints.

My mother walked deeper into the room before turning to watch me. I stood still, hunched at the shoulder, with my hands grasping my elbows. Why had she brought me here?

“Sit,” she commanded, motioning to one of the cushioned chairs beside a section of especially old tomes. I did, hauling myself into the nearest one. It was too high for me; my feet dangled in the air. I had to struggle not to swing them in an infantile manner. 

“Little star,” my mother said, not unkindly, “do you know who you are?”

I cocked my head, confused. “I know my name, Mother,” I said.

“I know that, child, but do you know who you are?”

I paused, wondering. I did not know what she was asking. “I suppose not,” I answered.

She sighed, eyes shadowed underneath her dark blonde sweep of hair. “Sa’tiul, you are the daughter of the lord of Carfuinel. You are heir to the circlet. Do you understand what that means?”

“That one day I will be the Lady of Carfuinel,” I replied. That was something I had been told since I was very young.

“Yes, that’s true,” Mother answered. “But it also means that you must behave in a manner that befits that title. You cannot force your way into things, child. People will one day look up to you, and they will depend on you. You must learn to control yourself.”

“What if I do not want them to?” I sulked. 

“You have no choice,” she said. “It is something that will happen whether you want it or not.” She swept a hand through her hair, exposing the slender silver band across her forehead—the symbol of her office. Turning, my mother pulled a chair close to me and sat. “Sa’tiul, I know that you are still a child and I want you to have a childhood, but this is the way things must be. Your father might be hurt, and you did something that directly affected his care. What would he say if he knew?”

“He would be angry,” I said, looking between my swinging feet at the wood grain of the floor.

“Yes, he would,” she answered. “Now, what is it that you should do?”

“Apologize,” I answered.

“And?”

“And make my oath to Lenos that I will keep my word.”

“That’s right.”

I sighed. The wind had picked up, and clouds skimmed across the blue bowl of the sky. Mottled sunlight touched the smooth floor and danced across the waving leaves just beyond the balcony. The cheerful sounds of the birds belied the heaviness of my heart. “I am sorry for what I have done,” I murmured. “May Lenos hear me and witness.”

“Good.” My mother smiled and brushed a hand over my hair. “All is forgiven.”

I wanted to believe her. But Lenos was the wolf-god, the steel blade in the night, and Her yellow eyes saw everything. She was merciless, in the manner of hunting beasts, and gave Her prey no quarter. My parents had gifted me to Lenos at my birth and, because of that, I was a god’s creature sworn to obey Her will if she made it known. But I had always been stubborn and willful, and Lenos never spoke in a way that I could understand, if She spoke at all.

For the next three days, we waited for word of my father’s party and of his condition. I could not shake the feeling that I had caused him trouble, and I obsessed over it. If he was injured, I could not but blame myself. I did not eat. I barely slept. For three days I was as one half-gone. My private branch became a place of refuge, and I rarely left it. My friends could not entice me to play. Indeed, I did not have the heart for it. My mother tried to coddle me, but after that moment in the library, her mind was more on the predicament of my father than on me. I did not begrudge her that.

I was not the first one to notice the arrival of the hunting band on the eve of the third day. One of the other children scrambled up to my branch, calling to me that my father was home. I do not recall who told me, or if I asked questions, nor do I recall leaving my branch and sprinting through the anthehome. All I remember of that moment is the sight of my father, safe and hale, upon the back of one of the ponies.

I did not rush up to him, but stood in the crowd, almost lost in the press of bodies. He greeted my mother first, with a kiss. I noticed other people moving forward, eager to see their loved ones and to make certain of their safety. The healers led several injured scouts back to their remedy-filled residence, and the families of the wounded followed. There was no wailing, no lamentations, so I figured that no one had died. A breath of deep relief left me.

Then my father turned, and somehow he found me in the throng. Swiftly, he came and swept me up in his arms. I clasped my arms around his neck and hugged him tightly. I thought I would never let go.

“Sa’tiul,” he said, “do not cry. There is no need for tears!”

“I thought you would not come home,” I replied haltingly. “I was afraid.”

“I am home now,” he answered, squeezing me. “I will always return home to you.”

I buried my face in his neck, not listening as he spoke to Mother. I was conscious of movement, of cold air finding a way down the neck of my thick tunic. I remember my father taking me to the tarsul, watching me as I ate my first meal in days.

“There are times when hunger is inevitable, Sa’tiul,” he told me. “Do not go without if it is unnecessary.”

And now, in the tarsul, I remembered that statement still, and so I ate the apple my mother pressed into my hand. I was not hungry—I was too excited—but I ate the flesh, core included, and spit out the seeds into the leaf litter of the forest floor as I dashed to the practice field.

As I ran, my friend Sellien passed me. She was taller and a little older, with gleaming brown tresses and bright eyes. “Where are you going?” she called, turning on her heel to run alongside me.

“The practice field,” I replied. “I am getting my dagger today!”

“Oh, good for you!” Sellien exclaimed. “I wondered when it would happen. I almost did not think it would.”

“What?” I asked, stung. I planted my heels in the dirt and stared. “Why do you say that?”

My friend hesitated. “Well,” she replied faintly. “You are... you are different.”

“How?” I frowned, my hands clenching at my sides.

“You know how,” Sellien answered. “You cannot say you do not. Your ears are shaped strangely; your mother... You hear what they call you sometimes.” She threw the last words out in defense even as she raised her hands to me in unselfconscious supplication.

I turned away, my shoulders drawn up to those marked ears. “Halfblood,” I whispered. “I know.”

“I am sorry,” Sellien said. “Truly. I did not mean to cause pain.”

“I know that, too.” Above all, she was my friend and I could forgive her almost anything. “Will you come watch?” I asked.

“I was going to help load the trading carts, but I truly would rather come with you,” she answered, feet landing lightly on the matted leaves of the ground. She made no noise when she ran, except for the light hiss of her breath. Side by side, we dashed over the arched bridge that spanned the burbling stream and on into the clearing half-shaded by black walnut and horse-chestnut trees.

My father stood there, speaking with a tall, light-haired man. I recognized him after a moment: Rellas Thorntree. He had recently come to Carfuinel from Havosiherim, another anthehome far to the northeast and located deep within the sandstone cliffs and twisted pines and cedar. He often told tales of his former home, but never where the children, myself included, could overhear. Or so I had been told.

He was a weaponsmaster, more skilled at swordplay or archery than even my father. He was older too, with strands of grey weaving through his yellow locks. Wrinkles bunched in the corners of his eyes and at the creases of his mouth. A scar, thick and silvery-white, spiraled down his left forearm, and Rellas often wore his sleeves short to display it as if it were a trophy. I had overheard mention that he had fought in a war, but I knew of no war that had taken place anywhere in my memory.

Rellas was in charge of training younger men in matters of blades and bows. I watched him whenever I could, perching high in the branches above the practice field or sitting in plain view just beyond the undergrowth. I never knew if my attendance was unwelcome or distracting, but I was certain that Rellas always detected my presence and subsequently ignored me. He never included me, although I desperately wanted to join. I had the feeling that he did not like me, though I could not say why. He never chased me away or forced me to leave the practice area, so I did my best not to annoy him.

I did not know why I loved to watch weapons practice, but I did. Mother once told me that it might be because I was born under the sign of Lenos, who was the goddess of steel. I knew nothing of the gods, except that there were four. Lenos Nightblade was the only one I felt I understood. She was mine as much as I was Hers. Stars, steel and the creatures of the night. Even my own name, my true one, reflected Her nature. I was Starlit Blade in Caesarn, the cardea tongue. Starlit Blade. It was a name I liked immensely, but in my native language of Anilo, it rolled more easily off the tongue. The Anilo pronunciation was prettier, my mother said. She rarely used my name, however—most did not—as names held a certain kind of power. Names were a means of binding, of conquest and control. Enemies should never learn someone’s true name, if it was in one’s power to conceal it, I had been told. To give one’s true name was an act of intense trust in the nature of the other person. 

Rellas was now watching as Sellien and I approached. We had settled into a more sedate pace, though it was a swift walk that did little to hide my excitement. I wished to run, to stretch my legs and sprint as fast as I could, but to do that in my father’s presence was unthinkable, even more so when he was granting an audience to another high-ranking member of our community. I was supposed to act the part of a young lady, a child of noble birth, but I did not often achieve it. To be truthful, I could have tried harder—I did attempt when the occasion demanded it—but sometimes I could not reign in my exuberance.

I stopped before Rellas and my father. “Good morning,” I bid them both, trying to be poised. Sellien echoed my greeting, drawing her fist across her chest in a gesture of respect.

“Pleasant morn to you both,” my father said. Rellas nodded but said nothing as my father faced me. “Sa’tiul, today you are old enough to receive your dagger. You may choose the one that fits you best.”

I watched as Rellas drew a bundle of wrapped leather from behind him. Kneeling, he unrolled it, exposing three shining knives against the dewy backdrop of the grass. I could hardly breathe, not yet daring to believe that this was happening. I had not known I would get to choose my dagger!

The first knife gleamed in the sun. The hilt was dark, hard mahogany polished to a brilliant shine. The blade was some strange dark stone with subtle reddish tints. There was a small symbol carved into the wood, a curving mark like a falling star. It was a short knife, only the length of my palm. I paused on it for a moment and then slid my eyes to the next in the procession.  

The second knife was longer, though not by much. The hilt curved to better fit the shape of a hand. I could not discern the material, for it was wrapped in lengths of taut leather, but I thought it might be an antler. Two tassels of shredded deerskin dangled from the handle, tied off with red cord. The small design on the handle was the silhouette of a bird with outstretched wings, a black impression without detail. The blade was tapped from flint, evidenced by its oily sheen. I could see evidence of use in the chips on the blade, and the sheen of oil on the leather. I looked at the next dagger.

I could not take my eyes off the blade. It was fashioned from some sort of spiraling horn the length of my forearm that had been bisected and set into a hilt. Cream, copper, and pinkish hues danced and flashed through the horn like sunrise on clouds. It was the most beautiful blade I had ever seen. The hilt did not do it justice; it was an unadorned fabrication of poured bronze. I picked it up, feeling the cool metal on my fingers. The dagger was much heavier than I had imagined. Tendrils of bronze curled at the base of the blade like writhing fingers. 

“What horn is this?” I asked, addressing Rellas instead of my father. Part of Rellas’ occupation was to create the daggers used in this tradition. I also thought it might please him if I asked for his expertise.

“Inukern,” he answered, no emotion detectable in his deep voice.

Sellien gasped behind me, covering the sound of my own. A dagger made of inukern horn? I had never seen a living forest-horse, but I had seen illustrations in the library. Inukerns were near mythical creatures. Dark brown horse-like bodies were striped with pale grey and cream, while short manes bristled from muscular necks and long tails tufted with silky hair. Their crowning glory was a spiraling horn up to three feet long that sprouted from underneath the forelock. The horn shone like the moon on a dark night, and it was for that horn that the inukern had been hunted to near extinction. Cardeai did not know that the horn could be harvested without killing the animal, and neither did the doshen, the rock people. It was said that the spiraling projection had magical properties and was consequently used in home remedies—for a heavy price. 

I could not believe that Rellas had created a dagger from part of the mythical creature. How had he come across such a valuable item? The dagger’s value rose in my eyes. I could not fathom owning this creation. It was much too expensive, much too grand for a child like myself. What if I broke it? The very thought filled me with panic.

I had hoped for a dagger like the thief, Brandin, all shining gold and twisted blades. I never hoped for this pearlescent jewel. I realized then what my choice must be.

I picked up my choice, took one step back, and heard Sellien’s faint breath.

“A good choice,” my father said proudly.

“You have chosen a weapon that has proven its worth,” Rellas stated, “instead of an untried blade. You have passed your first trial of the knife.” There was a hint of a smile on his face, and I could not believe it.

“My trial?” I questioned, feeling the tassels of leather hanging from my new dagger brush against my arm.

Sellien smiled broadly and touched me on the arm. “Luck to you!” she laughed before dashing away into the trees.

I stared after her, puzzled, then turned my attention back to Father and Rellas. I could not think of anything now; I could only wait for what might come next. I gripped my new dagger, feeling the leather-wrapped hilt in the palm of my hand. It was a good feeling, and I quite enjoyed it.

“Your second trial,” Rellas began, “is to prove that you are capable of using a dagger.”

“But...” I replied. “I have never held one before now.”

“That is no matter,” Rellas answered. “If you are meant to use one, I will know it.”

I glanced at my father, but discerned nothing in his face. He stood at the tree line in the shadows, his arms folded before him. He was watching intently, but I had the feeling he would not interfere with this trial.

“Show me a defensive stance,” Rellas commanded.

I mimicked a stance I had seen while watching the young men in their practices. I crouched, bending my knees so that my weight balanced on both legs, and stabilized my posture. I twisted my upper body, turning my shoulder toward Rellas, making myself a smaller target. I brought the dagger up in a diagonal position, ready to guard against a blow from an opponent.

“Good,” he said. I thought I detected a hint of pleasure in his voice, but could not be certain. Then: “Offensive stance!”

I brought my rearmost foot closer inward, setting it almost directly underneath my body. I leaned forward so that my foremost leg held most of my weight. With both hands on the hilt of the dagger and my right elbow high in the air, I raised it up beside my face, the blade horizontal and facing my imaginary enemy. I appeared ready to lunge forward in a heartbeat, and that was the way I wanted it. That was the way the men looked at practice.

Rellas nodded. “A decent attempt, young one. Not perfect by any means, but decent. I see your intrusions into our practices have not been for naught.”

I colored, feeling my cheeks burn, but I would not apologize. I had learned, that much was clear, and I would not be sorry for that. I looked at Rellas, refusing to break my stance or my silence. He eyed me for a long moment, and then nodded.

“Lord Cerin,” he called. “Your daughter will do.”

I allowed myself to relax, but tensed again as soon as Rellas returned his attention to me.

“You do not have to watch our practices from afar from now on, if you like,” he said, and this time a clear smile was visible on his face. “How would you like to learn true blade-play?”

“Oh, I would like it very much!” I cried, grinning.

“Then if your lord father agrees, we will meet tomorrow,” he finished.

I turned to my father, smiling widely, although a tinge of worry thrummed within me. Surely he would agree. He wanted me to learn to use a dagger. He had told me that in his own words. I stood, holding my new dagger at my side, waiting.

“Of course I agree,” Father answered, grinning.

I hesitated, something just coming to mind. “There is no third trial?” I asked. “In the tales, there are always three.”

“Life is not a tale, child,” my father answered.

“No one said your trials were over,” Rellas stated. “It is tomorrow that they begin.”

I knew this day—these trials—had seemed too easy. The next day, the true work would begin. I had seen enough of weapons practice to know what was in store for me. It would be hard, filthy work and I could not wait for it to begin. When my father and Rellas dismissed me, I dashed off to tell Sellien the news and to glean any information I could from her. She had already gone through her ordeals and I wanted all the information I could get. I wanted to be ready.

And at this moment, I wanted to flaunt my new dagger.

––––––––
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Once, in his childhood, Astin Talros had glimpsed a captured anthela in the markets. Tied hand and foot, the creature exuded preternatural calm even as it was hounded on all sides. It made no move to dodge the stones or rotten fruit heaved its way, nor did it turn aggressively on the captors that held fast to the ropes and billhooks. No amount of prodding or taunting would break the anthela’s eerie motionlessness.

The crowd grew bored with the lack of action and slowly began to drift away. For half an instant, one guardsman turned his back to the creature. That was when the beast struck. Even with its hands bound, the anthela killed four men before it was brought down and dispatched in the market square. The tree-swinger had snapped their necks like half-rotten sticks and had not spilled one drop of blood in the process. Talros remembered the screams of the panicked crowd once they finally realized what was happening. He remembered the flat deadness he had mistaken for calm in the anthela’s eyes. The beast had killed indiscriminately and in the coward’s way—waiting until the enemy was unaware of the danger. To strike at an unprotected back was unforgivable to Talros. It was something predators did to prey; it was not something to be done to people.

But that did not seem to justify what these men had done.

“Raids are illegal,” he stated, one hand on the hilt of his sword. “King Cosian has declared it.”

The three men set down their burlap sacks, the contents poking against the rough fabric. They looked at him, but refused to meet Talros’ eyes. The general noted their bony frames, unkempt hair, and dirt-crusted skin. Vagabonds or grubbers, selling the spoils of the hunt to seedy merchants or backstreet apothecaries. A merchant doubling as a fence would pay a great deal for anthela-made items; an unscrupulous apothecary would collect the ears or bones for use in so-called medicines that did more harm than good.

Talros frowned. “Dump the contents.”

“But, sir...” one protested.

“Do it.” General Talros crossed his arms, waiting, and was glad for the four Weapons at his back. If these raiders were desperate, then there was no telling what they might do.

The men flipped the sacks over and tipped their contents onto the ground. Four hands, fine-boned and bloodless, and four sharply pointed ears caught Talros’ immediate attention. A sundry of other items fell free: a silver-wrought bracelet, two small rings made with beads of obsidian, a green tunic with a white-threaded design.

“How could you know?” asked one of the raiders, his hands clenching and loosening rhythmically at his sides.

“Deer poachers don’t wrap their boots in felt to soften their steps,” Talros replied, motioning for his soldiers to bind the raiders’ hands. That was not the only thing criminals did; they also darkened their faces with soot and mud to hide better in the shadows, wore mail silenced with linen and tar, and carried small bags for trophies instead of meat. The men protested, of course, when the manacles were clasped on their wrists, but Talros did not care. He was tired of chasing raiders and runaways and poachers.

The king’s law had been issued many years before. Fears based on myth and legend solved nothing; in fact, they only tended to make problems worse. The large-scale raids had stopped, from what Talros noticed, but the smaller jobs continued. Every so often, he came across a band of men in the forests of Caesia, hunting what they should not. He worried sometimes, in the darkness of his bed, that one day the anthelai might retaliate for all the ones they had lost. Though their numbers had dwindled significantly, the creatures could still claim a threat. It was said they had powers that men did not.

Turning away, Talros mounted his horse and called for the raiders to be put in the wagon. They would be taken to the nearest town gaol for sentencing. While the Weapons were the king’s blades, Talros preferred to leave the smaller tasks to the local guards.

The Weapons traveled as King Cosian the Second bid. They captured those who would spy on the kingdom of Caesia; they arrested those who sought to overthrow the crown; they executed those who brought danger and rebellion to the land. These small raiders were brought down before they could become larger threats, but Talros did not seek them out exclusively. These three he had come upon quite by accident.

He and his Weapons had received orders from the king to quell a blood-feud in the northern city of Luella. Traveling from the capital city of Dernwellen to the northern border of Caesia had its share of challenges: bandits, highwaymen, heavy snowfall, panthers, and raiders. Though anthelai were few and far between, there were sometimes enough to cause fear to spring up in the outlaying villages that perched at the edges of the deep forests. A goat would go missing, a child would die of blight, or a cow would fail to give milk. All these things were blamed on the anthelai. Talros did not see the point of it. If the people thought anthelai demons, let the priests handle them. Instead, men would sweep the forests and often find nothing. When they did, the local guards dealt with them accordingly.

In this case, Talros had happened to be in the right place and the right time to stop a few the guards might have otherwise missed. After dropping the raiders in the gaol in the village of Settler’s Ridge, Talros and his Weapons continued north to Luella.

It was not strange that there were problems in the city. Luella had a checkered past. Governed by two guilds and neighboring the kingdom of Yentille, Luella was ripe for disorder. King Cosian II disliked chaos, and so it fell to General Talros to stop the feud before it caught fire.

The Yentiliáne Guild provided the tinder. All the stonemasons and blacksmiths reported to the Guildmaster of Yentiliáne. He paid them wages if they joined his ranks. If they did not, then he made it so that they could not find work. It seemed common guild practice to do so. Other professions also gave their services to the guild first, taking what they could, then set up shop in the market section of the city. Without a guildmaster’s approval, a business could not open, a merchant could not erect a stall, a fishmonger could not hawk her wares. The barons and lords did little to change the practice; it had been in place for hundreds of years. Many had belonged to guilds themselves as former masters, earning their riches from the pockets of laymen, so they did not try much to inspire revolution.

Such practices were not Talros’ problem, yet. If the king decided change was in order, it would be done, but Talros would not take the initiative. He traveled north to confront Karibik Deomiel, current Guildmaster, and Warren Tarik, a rising contender for the title. Deomiel had not been Guildmaster long, perhaps three years, and it seemed that he was quite disliked by the factions in Luella.

Power meant much. It could build guilds, kill rivals, and gain riches and glory. Two guilds had dissolved and combined to create Yentiliáne. Dissolution meant weakness; it meant infighting and slander and unhappy deeds. Deomeil had taken that vat of bitter soup and created something edible, if not exactly appealing. His method worked, but Warren Tarik did not agree.

As possible instigators of rebellion, it fell to General Talros to stop them, one way or another.

The Weapons arrived in Luella a few days later, in the midst of a drizzling rain that soaked through their uniforms and flicked from their horses’ ears. The biting flies had gone, unwilling to wet their wings, and the hot sun retreated behind a thick wall of clouds.

Talros did not waste time. Instead of going to an inn or tavern for respite, he marched to Yentiliáne’s front door, followed by his willing men. The guild headquarters were located in a manor in the northern section of town. Hedges, neatly trimmed and uniform, lined the walkway. Clay pots filled with oil sat on the front step; Talros knew at night they would be lit like torches.

He rapped his knuckles on the heavy door and did not have to wait long for a servant to answer. “General Astin Talros of the Weapons,” he said to the peering face. “I am here to speak with Guildmaster Deomiel.”

“I’ll fetch him,” the servant said. “One moment.”

The man closed the door, leaving Talros out on the front stoop. The general was not accustomed to such treatment, but did not let it hinder him. People were often wary of authority, the king’s authority especially, and a guildmaster’s servant was no different.

The door opened again swiftly, and the servant appeared in the open entryway, his face red and worried. “I’m so sorry, General. Please come in. Deomiel has asked to see you right away.”

Talros stepped inside, his boots reflected on the shined stone floor. He followed the servant into a room, Deomiel’s study, by the look of it. Thick rugs, red and black and gray, covered the floor. The windows were open on the left wall, letting the gray light trickle in with the hints of a breeze. Talros could smell turned dirt from the gardeners below the windows; he could hear the scrap of shovels on stone.

“General Talros, what a pleasant surprise,” Karibik Deomiel said, rising from his seat behind a desk in the rear corner of the room. “I take it King Cosian has gotten wind of the spat brewing in Yentiliane.”

“Yes,” Talros replied. “I am here to decide what to do with you and Warren Tarik.”

“Tarik is the upstart,” Deomiel said, his face darkening. “There is no point in deciding otherwise.”

“Perhaps.” Talros crossed to the windows and looked down, watching the gardeners plant rosebushes in the dark soil. He pulled the glass down, cutting off the sounds from outside. “This situation bodes no good for anyone, including you,” he continued. “The king wants any hint of strife stomped out. Immediately.”

“I have done nothing wrong.” Deomiel set his hands on his desk, glaring. “Threaten all you want, but it doesn’t change anything.”

“So tell me of Tarik. Why has he suddenly decided that you are not fit to be a guildmaster?”

Deomiel waved a hand. “Who knows? One small reason or another, it all ends up being the same: they think they can do better.” He sat back down in his chair. “I took this guild from the ruins and turned it into something greater, something that works. And all Tarik sees is that I got here before him. Well, too damn bad.”

“I see,” Talros said. His men were viewing the grounds of the manor, looking for anything suspicious. He did not think they would find much, at least not what Talros wanted. Despite Deomiel’s history as a hard and unscrupulous man, the general thought, in this instance, that the man was telling the truth. His gut instinct was usually right. “Very well. We will find Tarik and question him. Could you point us in his direction?”

“Like as not, he’s drunk. Check the taverns.”

“Is he often drunk?” Talros asked, frowning.

“When he hassles my servants on my front step, he is. When he hollers in the streets at night, he’s apt to fall on his face. When he’s not doing those, I don’t know.”

“And the blood-feud?”

Deomiel’s face went dark. “He killed my best footman on the pathway. I’ve put a bounty on his head. So far, there have been no takers.”

A murderer as well as an instigator, Talros thought, if what the guildmaster said was true. “Murder? How long ago?”

“A month. The priest that took the body can show you the grave if you want details.”

“And why has no one made an attempt on Tarik’s life?”

“I don’t know.” Deomiel smiled grimly. “Perhaps they like him better.”

“Understood.” Talros turned and went to the door. “Thank you for your time. If you have any plans on leaving Luella, I would stay them for the time being.”

“Under arrest, am I?” Deomiel inquired, his tone dry and flat.

“No, but we’re watching until this situation is resolved. If you run, that only implicates you.”

“I understand how this works, General. King Cosian’s strife will be stomped out, but I promise I won’t be the one under the boot.”

“Just remember what I said, Guildmaster,” Talros said, leaving the study and closing the door behind him.

He met his men on the pathway between the hedges and explained to them in detail of what he and Deomiel had spoken. They would search the taverns and inns of Luella and nearby villages. If they found him, Tarik would be brought to the Luellan gaol for questioning. If they did not, then they would search harder—house to house, if necessary. The king’s desire would not be thwarted.

The Weapons mapped their targets, mounted their horses and separated into groups. Warren Tarik had to be found; either he or Deomiel would pay for disturbing the balance of the kingdom.
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Chapter 2
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IT WAS AT THE PRIEST’S funeral that I first heard the word. The haunting cries marking his death had lasted for a full day and long into the next. He had died well, they said, and his bier would be lashed with ivy and mistletoe instead of hemp and flax. My mother had been the last one to speak with him and her eyes were red-rimmed and flat as she clutched my small hand in her cold one.

My father spoke the eulogy, as was his duty. “May Lenos Nightblade and Oryn Deepwater take you and keep you well, son of Carfuinel,” he said, his voice rising like a winged thing above the forest clearing. To Joilu Brightstar and the Dark God Énas, we did not speak. Joilu did not take the dead, and Énas craved them too strongly.

I peered up at the bier, a pale flimsy-looking construction of the twisted limbs of ash and birch, and saw the form of the priest draped in a loose shroud. His staff lay next to him, and the beads of his office. These tools he would take with him, finished and well-handled, to show that he had been important in life.

As my father stepped down from the head of the bier, his hair a dark rippling shadow in the moonlight, the eerie wailing closed with a trailing whisper. When the lamentation finished, the anthelai filed past the body. Each left a token on the wood—a carved bead, a pretty stone, a feather—and continued down the path back to Carfuinel. My mother stayed still and silent, clutching my hand. I wanted to leave. I did not want to think of the body lying there, almost asleep. I had not liked the priest in life, frightened by his countenance, and in death, he seemed otherworldly and strange.

“Lasbel,” I whispered, “What happens to him?”

My mother’s eyes glanced down at me and I did not like the strange glint in them. “They leave him. In a few months, someone will come and bury him.” She grimaced, sharp, even teeth nipping at her bottom lip. “We never did things like this in Stendel.”

That was unexpected. “Stendel?” I asked, seizing upon the unfamiliar word. “Where is that?”

“Far away,” she answered, her face turning away from mine as if she regretted her words. “You will likely never see it.”

“Why not?” I inquired, twisting my fingers against her grasp. I could feel my pulse throbbing in them.

“Because...” my mother muttered. Abruptly, she loosened her grip.

“Because it is a cardea settlement,” my father said, coming to stand beside us. “And we do not go there.”

“Why?” I asked again, my curiosity overcoming my fear of the dead man scant feet away. The eventual smell would not reach the anthehome, distant as it was from the graveyard. After several months had passed, the bier-tenders would make the trek back to the cemetery to bury the bones under the shadows of a shaded glen. There would be no fire to devour the bones, only animals and sunlight and the roots of ancient trees.

“You ask too many questions, child,” my mother said.

“Dendé,” my father, Cerin, said quietly, ignoring me. “He upset you when you spoke?”

We walked back down the narrow pathway to Carfuinel, to food and sleep and warmth. I stayed quiet, feigning disenchantment with my parents’ conversation, and danced along the path looking for stones and leaves and insects as my dagger bounced against my narrow hip.

“No, he only reminded me of what we had agreed.” She looked at my father with an expression I could not read. “He said nightingales were speaking to him—and I didn’t like it.”

Why should my mother not like such a thing? I thought. The birds had always, in my knowledge, portended good things to come. They were the voices of the gods. I did not realize then that was something of which to be wary. I went down the path, my parents following behind with their soft voices winding under the low-hanging boughs. I did not listen anymore; my mind was filled with other things.

My mother had once been in Stendel, a place of which I had never heard. She had not always lived in Carfuinel, then. I knew she was not anthela, but I had never known she had actually been to a cardea settlement before. They were a different people, according to the tales, and full of hate and hunger. The “deaf ones,” the word meant, because those strange people could not hear the whispers of the trees. Why had my mother been in such a place, with such people? Halfblood, my heart whispered. My mother was cardea, she had told me, and she was not full of anger and violence. What was I to believe?

The next morning, after a night filled with tossing and turning and dreams of dead men, I found Sellien and asked if she knew anything about a place called Stendel. I had asked in secrecy, behind the wall of ivy trellises in my parents’ solar. They were meeting with delegates from Nhoternis in one of the lower tarsuls so we were in no danger of being overheard.

“No,” Sellien answered. “The library might have a history, though.”

I made a face, hating the thought of the library. Reading the tomes and scrolls was usually one of my punishments when my mother decided I had been willfully disobedient in one situation or another. Sellien laughed at my grimace and tugged my hand, and together we slipped upward to the wide room.

It was unoccupied, except for two attendants dusting the leather-bound manuscripts and sweeping the leaf-strewn floor. They looked up when we came in, eyes carefully blank when they saw me. “Young mistresses,” the attendants greeted. “How shall we be of service to you?”

Sellien took the lead, using the advantage of her age over me. “We would like to see the histories, please.”

“Which one?” the older attendant asked, motioning with a hand toward the covered walls.

“Ah, of the cardea settlements,” I asked.

The two librarians glanced at one another. “I think you want this one,” the first said, going to the wall and lifting a thick, well-worn book and setting it on the small table nearest the window. Sellien and I went and perched on the stools, turning the pages with nimble fingers. The attendants retreated to a respectful distance, though I knew they would keep watch on us. Being young as we were, I could not expect otherwise.

“What do you see?” I asked when she stopped after flipping halfway through the tome.

She frowned, eyebrows bunching on her delicate brow. “I cannot read it,” she answered, turning her head this way and that.

I looked over her arm and read, “The coast is filled with cities of as many as ten-thousand people. Corvain is the largest seaside town, exporting all manner of goods from its port.”

Sellien was staring at me, eyes round with surprise. “That is not Anilo!” she said. “What language did you just read?”

I looked down at the page, at the tight, neat script. “My mother taught it to me. Caesarn, I think.”

“I think that is a cardea language,” she said, taking her small hands off the parchment with slow realization.

“Mother is cardea,” I murmured, understanding swiftly. A halfblood was an anthela and a cardea together. I was two things mixed in one body; two things that were supposed to be enemies. I bit my lower lip. “She is not bad,” I whispered to myself. 

But cardeai were supposed to be bad. Did that mean I was not a good person? Did my blood determine that? Sellien did not hear my plaintive musing. Instead, she continued to turn the pages.

“Look, some of it I can read,” she said. “The villages around Corvain are farming communities. There are no walls and very few guards, so Etamé Treemoss declares. Livestock is abundant and often free-ranging.” She glanced up at me. “I do not understand why this is important.”

“You do not see Stendel?” I asked, and she shook her head and slid the book to me across the smooth tabletop.

I flipped the pages for longer than I thought possible before giving up. “Nothing,” I decided, and sighed.

“Maybe we could look in the genealogies,” Sellien suggested. “If your mother came from there, mayhap it would say something.”

“Mayhap,” I answered and went over to the attendant closest to the table. He was studiously avoiding my eyes. “May I have the genealogy of my family?”

“Of course,” he answered and found a scroll in a fastidiously arranged compartment in the wall, but he withdrew his fingers when they accidentally touched mine. I bit my tongue, suddenly angry without knowing why. He seemed like he disliked me. I went away without thanking him and clambered back up on my stool, spreading the scroll out for Sellien to view. 

Together we pored over it, marking anthehomes in our minds. My mother had no anthehome listed. Stendel, cardea village was written below her name. It was not Dendé Teriel listed there. My mother was listed as Dendé Cowell, a cardea name. No lines traced behind her, no ancestors, no bloodline, no history. I narrowed my eyes at the parchment and moved my finger forward toward my name, but something stopped me in my tracks.

It was an odd thing indeed to learn that I had once had a brother from the genealogy tome and not from my parents. Nameless boy-child, the delicate ink traced on the parchment. Nine months of age. I frowned at the single line indicating the deceased son of Cerin and Dendé Teriel, my parents and ruling consorts of Carfuinel. My young eyes could not believe it. He had died before I was born. I had never known I had a brother.

I felt myself becoming engrossed in those small, seemingly insignificant words. Reading tomes and scrolls in the small library of the anthehome was supposed to teach me a lesson in doing what I was told. Never before had I read something of interest until now.

I had traced my father’s line back hundreds of years, ending—or beginning, one might say—at something called the Rift and a man named Lentan Yellosei. Those meant nothing to me except that my father was from old blood whereas my mother had no records in the genealogy tome. Her name was alone except for a small line joining her and my father. New blood, my mind supplied, meaning nothing.

“Lasbel,” I said as my mother entered the library, motes of dust dancing in the beams of light slipping through the open windows as she moved past the corner of my eye. “Why did you not tell me I had a brother?”

“Oh,” Dendè said, her brown eyes wide. “Sellien, would you leave us, please?” The two attendants slipped away, almost unnoticed, as my friend rose cautiously from her stool, casting a sympathetic glance at me as she nodded respectfully to the Lady of Carfuinel, and went outside. 

I sat in my place, straight-backed and silent, and waited.

My mother bit her lip, a sign of nervousness that I had never before seen from her, and took Sellien’s place at the table. “I did not know the time to tell you,” she said by way of explanation. “You are very young.”

“I am seven,” I replied. “Old enough to want to know things about my family.”

“Yes,” Dendé sighed. “That you are. Sometimes I forget you are so capable. When I was seven, I thought only of chasing horses and playing in the mud.” She smiled at me.

Still, I waited.

“Sa’tiul, your father and I did not think we would ever have children. There were many painful years for us. Your brother caught a sickness as a baby and died. It is a hard thing to think of even now. We did not even have time to name him.”

“Did he die because he was different?” I asked, feeling my throat close in sudden fear. “Because he was a... a halfblood like me?”

“Oh, Sa’tiul, no!” my mother cried, coming around the table to wrap me in her arms. “No, he was sick. It had nothing to do with that.” She pushed me back to look into my eyes, her hands tight and cold on my shoulders. “There is nothing wrong with what you are, do you hear me? Nothing.” She seemed so certain that I was almost convinced.

“The tales say cardeai are bad, lasbel,” I whispered. “And if I am half, then I might be bad, too.”

“I am cardea, dearheart. Am I bad?”

“No,” I said. “But you live here now.” My knowledge was the conviction of a child. “Maybe you were bad when you lived in Stendel.”

“I knew you would catch that name,” Dendé said, shaking her head in exasperation even as a small grin creased her lips. “Your father knew me in Stendel and he will tell you I was not bad then, either. There are good and bad people everywhere, child, cardea and anthela. It doesn’t matter what blood you have.”

“Senou knew you in Stendel?” I inquired, my fingers mindlessly running along the edge of the scroll until my mother pried it away.

“Yes,” she said, remembering. “I saved his life before I even knew his name.” She looked at me, brown eyes like polished acorns. “I knew he was an anthela, though, and still I risked my life for him.”

“Why?” 

“Because I had to. Because something in me demanded it. And if I had not, Sa’tiul, then we would not have fallen in love and you would not have been born. And because he loved me, your father brought me here among the people he cared for. We are different, but we are happy. You will be happy, too, despite what other people will say of you.”
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