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Chapter 1

 

ARRIENA STARED A MOMENT LONGER at the bound books sitting on the shelves behind her cousin Mordon's desk in the Traxslan estate's combination library and study room. She could almost smell the dry, exotic, intoxicating perfume of ink and paper and leather binding, from six paces away.

She knew better than to come any closer to his desk or touch his books. A mere woman who dared to be a scholar had to be content with old parchment bundles and scrolls. Sighing, she turned her back on the forbidden half of the long study room and returned to the padded bench and racks of scrolls permitted her.

Arriena knew she was lucky she hadn't been sold into some unpleasant marriage alliance. Lucky she hadn't been handed over to a cloister after her parents' death when she was nine. She and her cousin, Mordon, were all that remained of the direct line of the proud Traxslan family. He had taken her in first because the king expected it. Then he made her his ward to frustrate several Traxslan offshoots who wanted her and hoped to use the fact that she was the previous heir's only child for their own profit. And most important of all his reasons, he put up with her presence and hid her away on the estate to save her for some future task to profit him. He reminded her of that fact quite often.

But what could he expect her to do? Arriena wondered how her cousin expected to marry her off to profit him if he never took her to court. Not that she wanted to be a painted doll, to dance on command, stand silently and endure the attention of men like a slave on the auction block. No man who considered her as a wife would actually talk to her and examine her mind, her beliefs, her hopes and dreams. All that mattered was her poise, her body, how she would be an ornament to his home and reputation, and if she could produce healthy, handsome sons--and daughters to sell into marriages for political alliances. Noble marriage was only a step or two above being sold to a bordello, she suspected.

"Do not complain," she quietly scolded herself. 

She clenched her fists to keep from raking fingers through her hair in frustration. Arriena had learned early to always be dressed to welcome her cousin home and entertain his guests. Not one hair or ribbon could be disturbed until she retired to her room and locked her door at night. Much as she wanted to lie down on her padded bench and sprawl to read in comfort, she settled herself daintily to keep her three-seasons-behind-fashion dress from wrinkling. Mordon constantly reminded her that a noble woman only had three functions: to manage and be a decoration for her family's household, to make a good alliance for her family, and to provide her husband with sons. As long as she performed the first without cause for complaint, Arriena could pursue her scholarly studies until Mordon sold her to an ally to fulfill the other two.

Was it too much to hope he would give her to some old man with an enormous library, who would leave her alone?

"Please, Yomnian, if you ever listen to a woman's prayers..." Arriena closed her eyes and took deep breaths to quell the pressure inside that threatened to burst out of her in anger. She smoothed the dark blue panels of her dress and reached for the scroll she had been forced to put aside to attend to her household duties yesterday afternoon. She would not allow anger to eat up her precious hour of allotted study time.

Reshor. Yet another dry, dusty, meandering scroll dealing with the ancient enemy to the south, Reshor. Arriena wondered how many scrolls in her ancestors' library covered the subject, and how many held even a grain of truth. So many scholars painted Reshor as a land of gluttons, libertines, and shameless women, yet a logical mind had to ask how a dissolute nation could produce such magnificent soldiers and warriors and a navy second only to Eretia. The glasswork and woolen goods of Reshor were prized everywhere. Healers trained in Reshor's holy retreats were desired in royal courts all over the world.

The Sword Sisters originated in Reshor. 

Arriena glanced toward the door, as if thinking of the women warriors would bring the seneschal running to beat the words from her mind. Every Lector in Sendorland preached against those abominations; dark spirits in the bodies of women, who carried swords and dared to raise their hands against men in battle.

Arriena had only asked once, when she was twelve, why the noble soldiers of Sendorland shuddered at the mention of the Sword Sisters. Only Mordon's need to preserve her looks had saved her from being beaten. She had gone without her scrolls for a month, and only had bread and water at her single meal each day for two weeks. 

No one had ever answered her question. She hoped someday, in all the scraps of information she gleaned from neglected scrolls, she might find the answer. After all, if Yomnian had chosen Sendorland as the scourge of the world, then why should the soldiers of Sendorland fear anyone, even soldiers supported by dark spirits? The answer she rarely let herself consider was that this, too, was a lie, and Sendorland was not Yomnian's beloved nation, charged with purifying and punishing the world.

If everything she had been taught was a lie, would it be a sin, rebellion worthy of the vilest punishment, to hope, to pray to Yomnian, for some chance to escape and find a life elsewhere?

Metal-toed boots clattered against the stone floors as someone approached the wooden door. Arriena's hands trembled as she rolled up the scroll, tied it tight and slid it back into its proper place in the rack. She straightened her dress, took a deep breath and prayed. Surely Mordon was wrong and Yomnian did listen to a woman's prayers. If not, perhaps there was a bright spirit assigned the unpleasant task of answering women's prayers?

"Arriena." Mordon paused in the doorway as the heavy oak and bronze panel swung open. He glanced toward his desk first. The unpleasant twist left his mouth when he saw she was not there. She took a step forward and bowed her head to get his attention. "Yes. Properly dressed and ornamented. She is as I promised, my friends." 

Footsteps scraped on the stone floor, then were muffled on the carpeting around the desk. The heavy oak chair thudded as Mordon pulled it away from his desk. More chairs scraped. How many people had he brought with him?

"Obedient and modest, I see," another man observed. His rich voice had a touch of humor.

If she was about to be sold, did she dare hope someone with a sense of humor would buy her? Or would that humor be the vicious kind that found laughter in the misery of others?

"Arriena, approach the desk," Mordon said after a moment.

She obeyed, raising her gaze enough to ascertain where the men sat around the desk. There were four, two on either side, creating an aisle and an open spot to step right up to the edge of the rug. From her glimpse of tooled leather boots and silver threads embroidering the hems of their cloaks, they were noblemen. Perhaps members of Prince Drahas' entourage. The last time Mordon had made the half-day journey from the capital to Traxslan, five months ago, he had boasted that he would soon be the Crown Prince's most trusted advisor and closest friend.

"Is she virgin?" another man asked. His voice scraped.

"Of course. She was raised properly. If any man tried to force her, she would kill herself before she would let our family name be dishonored. Isn't that right, Arriena?"

"Yes, my lord cousin," she responded immediately. Her face burned. Oh, most definitely, she was on the auction block.

"Lady Arriena, what do you think of Reshor?" the first man asked.

Muffling a gasp of surprise at the unexpected question, she lifted her gaze to Mordon for instruction.

For once, her cousin's smile held no anticipation of catching her in a sin. He looked pleased that she waited for his permission to speak. Their long, chiseled features were near mirror images with the same brilliant, gray-blue eyes and thick, golden, curly hair. Arriena wondered if he hated her for that resemblance. Her life would have been so much easier if she had been a boy. Mordon would have welcomed her presence in his house.

If she had been a boy, she would have inherited her father's estate and duties as the head of the Traxslan family. Then again, if she had been a boy, Mordon would not be Lord Traxslan now.

Or the boy she should have been would have been killed in a convenient accident, to get her out of his way, just like the suspicious, convenient accident that had killed her parents.

"You may answer Lord Zuran, Arriena," Mordon said.

"My lord, I know little of Reshor. All my studies say it has always been the enemy of Sendorland. The people of Reshor sorely test Yomnian's forbearance. Sendorland is Yomnian's sword of justice and though Reshor may resist, Sendorland will devour Reshor and teach them right living someday."

May it be never, she silently cried. May there always be at least one land in this world where there is joy and the freedom to dream.

"Ah, yes. You have taught her very well, Mordon," Lord Zuran said. He heaved himself from his chair and approached Arriena. 

From the corner of her eye she saw his velvet longcoat and trousers, the color of dried blood, trimmed in silver. His glossy black boots had silver spurs and a long courtier's sword hung from his draped belt. His gloved hand filled her vision as he gently touched her chin and raised it, turning her head to force him to look her in the eyes.

Never show fear, Mordon had told her. Even if a man holds a knife at your throat, never show fear and never surrender your body. You are a Traxslan, even if you are a woman, and you will not dishonor us in your death. Be sure I will follow your soul to the Netherhells and make you suffer if you fail us.

She held her head still, refused to tremble, and met his gaze straight on. She held still as Lord Zuran looked her over, and tried to feel nothing, hear nothing, think nothing.

"She will do very nicely, Mordon," Zuran finally said with a chuckle. He released her chin with a caress across her cheek.

It seemed as if ice hid inside his glove, sending a chill through her.

"If she is still pure when this is over, and has performed heroically, I might take her for myself. Your reward for serving the kingdom so well," he added.

"Thank you, my friend." The smile Mordon turned on Arriena held rare warmth. "Do you hear that, Arriena? You will benefit our family by strengthening the alliance between two noble friends. What do you think of that offer?"

"Yes, thank you, my lord cousin. What must I do to serve?" tumbled out of her mouth. She wished she could take back the words; could almost feel the rod slapping the bare soles of her feet, her usual punishment for excessive curiosity. Then Arriena saw the pleased brilliance in her cousin's eyes.

What was so important that everything she did suddenly pleased him? Or did he only hold up a false mask in front of his lordly friends?

Even as she wondered, the other three men stood. Arriena bit her tongue against crying out, to beg them to stay and shelter her from her cousin's coming anger. Only a fool would expect sympathy or support from a friend of Mordon. She stayed firmly planted before the desk, waiting as he ushered his four guests out of the study room and called a servant to escort them to their rooms.

Silence, as her cousin settled down at his desk. She studied the whirls in the wood grain surrounding the paper he spread out on the desk and studied. They had played this game before down through the years; he waiting until her curiosity burst, and then punishing her for speaking before he gave her permission.

"I had thought to give you three choices, little cousin," Mordon said. "Perhaps I shall still. When this is over, Zuran may not be in the highest favor with either the king or the prince. Three choices: marriage, the cloister, or the chance to repay your debts to me by serving the kingdom. I'm sure if I told Zuran you were incompetent for the task, or that you feared too greatly, he might still be interested in you." A dry chuckle escaped him. "The man might beg for you, to bolster his standing in court, when this is all over."

"Please, my lord cousin, let me serve. Even if I die," she added on a whisper.

"Ah, but you might. These Reshor villains might kill you for the part you play. They think women have the strength and intelligence to decide their own course in life. They dignify them with men's punishments when they are caught in some crime." A sigh escaped him. Weariness, down to the bone. Anyone else, Arriena might have pitied him. "Odd, is it not, how Yomnian sometimes turns our burdens into weapons against our enemies?" His chair groaned as he pushed it back from the desk. "Look at me, Arriena."

She lifted her gaze, bracing herself. She barely breathed as her cousin examined her visually, from head to foot. It was some matter for pride that he showed no distaste.

"You have a most unwomanly curiosity, and a tendency to think beyond the limits of your world. You have passion, but it is a passion for righteousness, and that is a forgivable flaw. It pleases me that you work so hard to overcome your flaws. That is your Traxslan blood." He rested his head against the padded back of the chair and studied her again.

"It pleases me that you care little for your beauty, yet you make yourself pleasing to look at because I wish it. Yomnian has formed you as a tool perfect for this time. These Reshor villains will find you amusing and endearing and, dare I hope, a distraction. I set you free to indulge your curiosity, Arriena. You shall have access to the king's library. You shall indulge your notions of scholarship and offer your assistance and friendship to Reshor's ambassadors. Most especially Edrix Faxinor, who pretends to be a scholar." His smile turned down in one corner when Arriena nodded that she understood but said nothing. "Have you no curiosity why you were chosen?"

"Yes, my lord cousin, but it does not please you when I ask questions."

"Hmph. Yes. No matter. Torment others with your curiosity. I will be near you in the palace, but we shall tempt the sympathy of these Reshor fools by making you seem abandoned by your family."

A bitter bark of laughter pressed at her throat. Had she been anything other than abandoned since her parents were killed?

"Lord Edrix Faxinor suffered a terrible blow only a year ago. His betrothed bride died of the winter fevers. She had your coloring. She wore flowers in her hair--so shall you. She loved to dance--so shall you." He stopped short, his teeth nearly clicking together. "Can you dance, Arriena?"

"To please you, my lord cousin, I will learn."

"Yes, you will." But he laughed instead of his usual growl of threat. "We want you to trap Faxinor in an indiscretion. Shame him into betraying Reshor. Perhaps badly enough to force him to ask sanctuary with us. Be careful you don't soil yourself, or you will have no future. Not even the cloister will take you."

Arriena quelled a shudder. Many women in Sendorland considered the cloister the only shelter open to them, but she had heard too many unpleasant rumors about the enslavement of cloister women to believe that. She would run away if that were her only choice in life. She would rather run away and risk being caught, beaten, branded and given to a bordello, than go to a cloister. Bordello women were at least allowed to speak and laugh and have friends.

"The prince, I think, will take a fancy to you, and I will rise to the right hand of the throne by giving you to him. After a year or two, he will lose his interest and you will be allowed to hide in the library and pretend to be a scholar for the rest of your life. I will no longer be responsible for you." Mordon's warm, bright smile made her sick to the pit of her stomach. Arriena bowed her head, refusing to show weakness by the tiniest flicker in her eyes or twitch of a muscle.
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EDRIX FAXINOR, HEIR to Lord Cernan Faxinor, was bored.

By the fires on the altar in Cereston, when will this blessing service end?

He couldn't even sigh or shift to a more comfortable position or even scratch his itching nose. He felt like a criminal on display, with every servant, landholder and ally of Faxinor spread across the outer courtyard of his father's castle. He knelt on the top step in front of the main doorway, facing them all, with King Davnell's other ambassadors spread out on either side of him. The king had sent his personal Shepherds to lead the ambassadorial party in prayers and blessings; he had sent his only son, ten-year-old Rafnar, and his niece, Junior Commander Jeshra of the Sword Sisters, to show the high regard he had for the nobles going to Sendorland to work for peace.

Edrix could not yawn or even look away from the Shepherd. Even with every eye watching him, his father would likely swat him with the flat of his blade for such a lapse in decorum. Not hard. Done with affection. Even teasing. But enough to embarrass him into acting the part of a high-blooded nobleman, even if he still felt inadequate.

He had his brother, Maxil and Maxil's wife, Gersta to consider. Maxil had always fussed and fidgeted and whined during worship services, and Edrix had always been held up as an example. Edrix loved his mischievous brother and still hoped someday he would learn compassion beyond his circle of friends and admirers. Maybe fatherhood would push him into maturity. Maxil had toned down his vocal support of renewed war with Sendorland after Edrix was chosen to lead the ambassadorial party. That was an improvement. Whether he was proud of the honor granted to Faxinor, or Maxil simply didn't want to be embarrassed by the disparity in their viewpoints, Edrix didn't care. As long as Maxil stopped endorsing the entire annihilation of Sendorland, that was good enough for him.

"May Yomnian's light shine before you," Shepherd Aneer said, taking the massive, four-wick square candle from Shepherd Dairu's hands. She climbed the steps to the ambassadorial party, holding the candle out before her without trembling, though the cube of pine-scented beeswax had to be as wide as a man's waist. She blew out the four flames and knelt.

Each member of the party held out his right hand. Aneer dripped wax on each hand and pressed the ten-point star emblem of Yomnian into the wax, sealing them to holy service to Reshor and Yomnian. Jeshra was the last. The tall, bony young woman flushed red and bit her lip against a grin of pure excitement as she took the wax. She stood, her warrior braids swinging in the bright sunlight. The purple and gold cords binding her braids, for the Sword Sisters and for her royal blood, gleamed bright against her red-gold hair. Shepherd Aneer winked at her as the warrior woman reached down a hand to help her stand. The rest of the ambassadorial party climbed to their feet.

Edrix let out a muted sigh of relief and fought not to bend over to rub life back into his knees. He glanced to the right at the bottom of the steps, where Lord Cernan, Maxil and Gersta waited. Gersta wore a puzzled little frown, as if she had never considered the spiritual truths Shepherd Dairu had spoken in his homily. Knowing what he did about the Henchvery family, Edrix suspected they neglected even basic spiritual training. He hoped his sister-in-law had learned something today, if only for the sake of the child she carried.

Lord Cernan met Edrix's glance and nodded. He raised his sword and tipped it forward in salute. Then he sheathed it, adjusted his crutches and swung his way across the courtyard to speak with the two Shepherds. His longcoat barely hid the absence of his left leg.

That dreadful wound had hung at the back of Edrix's mind as he deliberated accepting the king's invitation to head the ambassadorial party. If he could find a way to bring lasting peace between Reshor and Sendorland, and stop others from suffering loss of limb and life, fathers and sons, sisters and daughters, he would do it. 

"Yomnian's light guard and guide us all," Edrix whispered. He had never felt so unprepared, though it was his analysis of the generations-long dispute with Sendorland, and his proposals for settling it, which had prompted the king to have him lead the ambassadors.

Could he serve his king and kingdom as ably as his father had done before him? What sacrifice would the peace demand of him? There were far worse things to lose than a leg.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

DANICE HELPED ARRIENA dress for dinner with Mordon's guests. The scarred, white-haired woman walked with a limp, but she had proven herself agile and swift in the eight years since she became the orphaned girl's companion and servant.

Near the border of Sendorland, in Reshor's part of the Snowy Mountains, Snowy Mount was a retreat and house of scholarship. Danice had studied there, learning to understand her gift of visions. She had gone back there when she needed to rest from life as a traveling healer and scholar, obtaining an accurate picture of the kingdom through drawings, songs and stories for King Davnell. A raiding party ended her dream of spending her declining years as a teacher.

A soldier raped her. Danice knew enough about Sendorland's laws to report the attack to his commander. The captured women were the property of the commander, and destroying a woman's virginity lowered her value in the slave market. The soldier was punished. In return, he whipped her brutally. Danice was scarred, reducing her value even further. The soldier was sent to a prison ship to serve five years for damaging his commander's profits in the slave market. 

The commander showed some mercy by selling Danice to the seneschal at Traxslan for the price of her healing. He could have had her killed, like a damaged horse he couldn't sell.

Danice never revealed she was a healer, and when she could take up duties, the seneschal assigned her to Arriena. The two became instant friends, recognizing bereft souls no matter their station in life. Danice taught Arriena healing, music and drawing, and Reshor's belief that Yomnian valued all souls, whether male or female, child or adult, slave or free, noble or common, Sendorese or Reshorian.

As Danice helped her prepare for tonight's dinner, Arriena told her about the guests and her cousin's plan to use her to distract Reshor's ambassadors. She didn't mention the true details of her mission, refusing to harm her faithful servant by burdening her with information she couldn't use to help anyone.

Or could she? What were the chances Danice could warn someone if Arriena took her to court? Would it hurt Danice, to be so close to her countrymen after all these years?

Could she free her friend? The ambassadorial party would come by ship, rather than the arduous passage through the mountains. If Danice went out to the ship and stayed, only Arriena would miss her. When the Reshorian party went home, Danice would be free.

I owe it to her, Arriena told herself, even as tears bit at her eyes. It was a far better fate than what waited for Danice. Would Arriena be allowed to take her servant to her husband's home, once she was given in marriage? If she were given to Prince Drahas as a plaything, would she be allowed any personal servants? Far better to set Danice free while she still had the power to do it.

"I won't have a chance to study for the rest of the month," Arriena said on a sigh. "My cousin is sending for the seamstress to make me a dozen new gowns, and I am to learn the latest dances. Isn't it odd how in one day, your entire life--"

She stopped, startled when Danice put down her brush and pressed a thin finger to Arriena's lips. A shiver ran up her spine when she turned and saw that dazzled light in her servant's eyes. 

Danice had experienced another vision.

Arriena slid off her narrow bed and hurried to the cabinet that held all their meager supplies of ink, paper and colors. She guided her faithful friend to a chair and put quill, drawing board and paper on a little table before her. Arriena whispered a prayer of entreaty to Yomnian as her friend had taught her, and brought over the inkpot. Then she turned resolutely around, to keep from seeing what Danice drew until she was finished. She had to dress herself for the formal dinner with her cousin and his guests, after all.

She had her wine-colored dress and matching slippers on, only needing help with the lacing, and had started re-braiding her hair when Danice put aside the quill and slumped in her chair with a gusting sigh. Tears touched Arriena's eyes. She wished she could send for the healers to tend her friend, because the visions always took so much out of her. She knew better, though. The Lectors maintained that such gifts as visions were never granted to women. Therefore, Danice's visions came from the dark spirits and she was a tool of the darkness, not a servant of Yomnian. The old woman would either be burned alive or beaten until the dark spirits left her, if anyone ever found out. In such instances as now, it was best to let her rest and regain her strength, and try to slip her extra wine and fruit in the next several meals.

"May I see?" Arriena asked, when she finished tucking the last golden curl into place ten minutes later. She turned and smiled to see her friend sitting up, normal color in her face.

Danice picked up the scrap of paper and held it out to her, murmuring, "Now is a good time for fervent prayers."

The drawing was of a man, standing in the shattered gap in a wall. Behind him lay a rolling meadow, and a corona of light surrounded him. Before him, everything was black with shadow. He held out his left hand, beckoning.

Beckoning to the one holding the picture? The eyes were drawn so they seemed to stare right into her, no matter what angle she held the paper.

He was not a handsome man, she decided immediately. Thick, curly hair. Big, dark eyes, wide cheekbones, wide shoulders, and a strong chin encased in a neatly trimmed, short, dark beard. Something about him drew her. The slant of his mouth said he would smile if she gave him reason. He wore the elegant but sturdy clothes of a nobleman in his travels; long, hooded cloak, quilted vest and trousers tucked into high boots. A sword hung at his hip and his right arm crossed his chest so his hand rested on the pommel of the sword.

A man ready to defend. A man capable of fighting for what he believed in. A man to depend on? From his gentle eyes and imminent smile, perhaps a kind man?

Across the bottom, Danice had written: Possibilities. Freedom. Joy.

"What are we to do with this?" she asked, turning to Danice.

"Wait and pray," she whispered. Then she folded her hands to pray.

"Wait and pray." Arriena muffled a snort of exasperation. If only she could trust Yomnian enough to pray. If only Yomnian listened. What would she give to have someone powerful to depend on, who would listen, who would care?

Danice insisted that Yomnian cared about all peoples, no matter their race or rank or gender. Arriena wanted to believe, but it was hard. After all, where was Yomnian when Danice had been kidnapped, raped, beaten, and forever scarred?

"It seems all we ever do is wait and pray," she added, when her old friend just smiled. "Come, my cousin shall send for me soon. Make sure I am pleasing to him?"

Danice's dark eyes sparkled with secrets as she helped Arriena lace up her dress and pin into place the gold lace collar and cuffs, and dressed her hair to golden perfection.

Arriena had little chance to think about the vision during dinner. Her cousin's guests would not let her be a silent decoration. They constantly asked her questions, to determine her attitudes and reactions to all sorts of situations. Arriena repeated what Mordon had always told her, keeping silent when she didn't understand or when her cousin's beliefs contradicted what her heart insisted had to be right. She couldn't let her mind wander for a moment, even when it seemed the men had forgotten about her. They could include her in the conversation at any moment and she knew she dared not hesitate.

At the end of the long evening, she felt soiled, as if their hatred for Reshor were a fire that spewed filthy ash into the air, to cover everything. Arriena hoped they saw her only as a young woman fiercely loyal to Sendorland, to her crown prince, to her family line. A young woman who would by her very innocence tempt the unprincipled Reshorian noblemen until they dropped their masks and revealed their true, vile natures. Then, she was promised, her kinsman and his friends would swoop down to rescue her and shame the enemy Reshor nobles into helping Sendorland. Truth and virtue would triumph, and she would be honored for her part in it.

How could truth and virtue triumph, Arriena wondered, when she was to play at deception every time she went about in public?
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IN THE MORNING, ARRIENA gladly immersed herself in her household duties and prayed she would be too busy and not presentable when Mordon's guests gathered for breakfast and then to leave. She wore her oldest dress and clumsy wooden clogs on her feet when she stepped outside to the herb garden to gather the day's requirement of herbs for the cook. To her dismay, she found one of her cousin's guests waiting for her.

"Lady Arriena." Lord Carrtim, the youngest man of the group, slid off his seat on the short stone wall around the herb garden. He bowed to her, baring fine, even white teeth.

Arriena muffled a sigh and made her face pleasant. She would have preferred to go about her morning chores without an audience. Seeing Carrtim was not a pleasant surprise in the least.

"Good morning to you, sir," Arriena murmured, and stepped further into the herb garden, putting herself far out of his reach. It disturbed her to find the handsome, golden-haired, blue-eyed man awake so early and wandering one of her few sanctuaries.

"No one asked you last night, but how do you feel about this duty your cousin has put on you?" he asked, after watching her work for a minute or two.

She wondered if he truly cared. Did he fear for her safety? Did he think the Reshorians would abuse and soil her, so no decent man would want her, no matter how great a service she rendered Sendorland?

No, Arriena decided while she studied her muddy clogs and wished she had put a shawl over her thin dress, against the early morning chill. Lord Carrtim might care, but only because she was unknown, and he wanted to know all about the tool chosen to protect the throne. He was like all other noblemen in Sendorland, with no use for women beyond the services they could perform. Only commoners allowed women to think for themselves. Only commoners and Reshorians thought women had souls and minds and a hunger to know Yomnian face-to-face.

"I live to serve Sendorland and honor my family line, sir," she murmured, and brought her gathering basket around so he could see the little knife and the cloth packets to hold the herbs she harvested. Arriena couldn't tell him she had work to do; that would be rude, but she could hint and hope he would leave.

"Yes, but what do you want? I hear Mordon might let you choose either marriage, the cloister, or risking your life and purity in this mission." Carrtim settled down on the wall again and gestured down the rows of plants. "Please, don't let me hinder you in your work. Which choice would you make, Lady Arriena?"

"It does not matter what I want, sir. I must always do what is best for Sendorland." She risked meeting his glance. His big, blue eyes gleamed with life and humor. She offered a tiny smile and a curtsy and went down the row furthest from his seat. Never turning her back to him, she knelt in the moist soil and snipped the oldest leaves from the basil plant.

"Yes, but if you could choose otherwise, what would it be? Marriage or cloister?"

"I know nothing of the cloister, sir, but that would be an honorable service, wouldn't it?" she asked, while everything inside her recoiled from the idea.

Arriena knew the women were forbidden to go anywhere without their enveloping black veils. She had heard they lived in cramped, tiny rooms that baked in the summertime and froze in the winter, mortifying their bodies to purify their souls.

"You don't want that. Though I think one as lovely as you would find it far easier than others." His smile faded and the foot that had been slowly swinging with casual grace stopped. "You don't know what the cloisters are for, do you? No, or you wouldn't speak with such charming innocence. The Lectors won't soil themselves with the women in the bordellos. The cloisters ensure they have clean women for their use. Safe from disease and gossip."

"That can't be," she blurted, though she managed to keep her voice soft.

"It is very true. I found out the hard way, pretty Arriena. My cousin envisioned a life of quiet contemplation and working with her hands to heal the sick and comfort the poor and abandoned. Three days after she entered the cloister, she was given to the very Lector who had filled her mind with idiotic visions of holy service. She came home four months later, scarred, disillusioned, and dishonored because she was pregnant. The cloister said she had played whore for a soldier, and demanded that our family kill her to purify our souls. 

"My uncle chose to believe his daughter's words and let her live to deliver the baby. We found out the truth when the baby was born the very image of the Lector, and even then we had no justice. The Lector who raped my cousin was not demoted or punished. His family demanded custody of the baby, because it was a boy. My uncle fought long and hard to keep the child, for my cousin's sake. No man wants her as his wife now. She'll live and die in isolation and disgrace, when she did nothing wrong."

"Why are you telling me this?" She refused to look at him and stayed kneeling, hands digging into the moist soil to keep them from trembling.

"To warn you. Because I dislike to see anyone foolishly devoted to false purity and righteousness."

"It is not Yomnian's fault when his servants betray their vows and misuse their authority."

She nearly laughed aloud as she realized she parroted Danice's response to similar questions and accusations. What was the use of serving Yomnian, Arriena often argued, when there was only punishment and never reward? Why dedicate her life to the creator of all, when he had abandoned half his creation as worthless simply because they were female?

Danice always replied that Yomnian gave true laws and it was the responsibility of all his servants to know those laws--not to let others blind them to the truth, hiding behind intricate, smothering legalism and hatred.

Arriena longed to read the Holy Writ, but that was forbidden for women. The most she could ever hope for was a book of quotations, with long paragraphs of explanation, to help her 'limited' female mind comprehend the smallest fraction of the creator's wisdom.

Rubbish! something inside her cried. If the Lectors and nobles of Sendorland lie about history and the cloister and court life, then they lie about Yomnian, also.

What if Reshor had the right view of Yomnian, and Sendorland was the evil, twisted land that sought to destroy the entire world with lies?

"You are so innocent, little Arriena." Carrtim startled her by appearing at her side. She leaped to her feet and retreated several steps. "I like you. Very much. I only want to free you of your silly, infantile idealism. We could be friends, I think."

"I think not," Mordon growled from the doorway into the kitchen.

Arriena averted her eyes, expecting her cousin to rush across the herb garden and fling her against the wall in punishment. Had she kept enough distance between herself and Carrtim? How much had her cousin heard of their conversation?

"It is Arriena's idealism and pursuit of virtue which makes her the perfect tool and weapon in this war. Otherwise she would be a vain, rebellious embarrassment to my family. And I would have to kill her." Mordon strode across the garden, stepping on several plants, so Arriena smelled crushed rosemary and basil in the chill morning air. He caught hold of her arm at her elbow, startling a gasp from her.

His grip was gentle. Strong, too tight for her to escape, but gentle compared to the crushing hold he had used on her in the past.

Maybe he only feared bruising her where members of the court might be able to see? Arriena wondered if that cynical, questioning voice had been whispering for years, but she had been too cautious to listen. She would need it to survive in King Iren's court, dealing with the Reshorians. Perhaps this was a gift from Yomnian?

"You are no longer a welcome guest in this house, Carrtim. Take your sacrilegious lies and leave now," Mordon continued.

He held Arriena there, waiting and silent, until Carrtim stomped out of the garden and the kitchen door slammed. She hardly dared to breathe while she waited.

"Did you know I was listening, Arriena?" 

"No, my lord cousin."

She had been too shocked by Carrtim's words to remember what Mordon had told her last night--from now on, he or his friends would be listening, constantly watching, always there to trip up Reshor's nobles. To protect her purity, of course, but Arriena knew that was the least consideration. Was this how it would be until the Reshorian ambassadors went home? Someone listening and watching around every corner, behind every door, outside every window? She shuddered, and wondered if she could even bathe without someone watching her.

"You did well, Arriena. You honor our family." He released her arm and stepped back.

"Thank you, my lord cousin."

She waited until he had gone back into the house before she slid down to her knees again. Arriena hid her face in her hands, not caring that they were streaked with aromatic sap and soil. She shuddered, hating the images that swirled through her mind.

How had she lived for so long without losing her sanity? If she did not find a way to heal her life, Arriena suspected she would go insane.

Danice had kept her spirit from being broken years ago. Her scarred, abused servant had given her hope and joy and filled her mind with stories and images of beauty.

What would she do without her friend, once she had freed her?

Arriena vowed not to go to the cloister. Becoming the prince's temporary plaything would be no better. Marriage to a man her cousin approved of would only be another kind of prison. Was there no other option for a woman than to be the property and plaything of one man or another?

There had to be more. Just as there had to be more to Yomnian than what the Lectors said. Arriena knew in her soul that Yomnian wanted all his creatures to know him, to stand before him with their heads held high, not cowering in fear.

She knew this, because she knew nearly everything taught her all her life had to be a lie.

The problem now, she realized, lay in determining what was lie and what was illusion and if anyone spoke the truth. And perhaps in the process, she could find a life for herself.
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EDRIX CHAFED AT THE NUMEROUS delays in actually getting on the ship for Sendorland. The journey from Faxinor to Cereston had taken four days, thanks to numerous stops to confer with messengers who seemed to wait for various members of the ambassadorial party around every bend in the road.

When they reached Cereston, there was another dedication ceremony to endure, more prayers for safety and success, and a feast. Edrix silently vowed that when he returned to Reshor, he would stay on his ancestral estate and keep his brilliant ideas to himself. Traveling was fine, but not when he was the center of attention.

Certainly not when every nobleman with a marriageable daughter seemed intent on convincing Edrix to court the girl. It was only a year since Merriell had died. Couldn't the politicians and courtiers leave him in peace? What if he failed in his mission and returned in disgrace? Would any of them want a marriage alliance with Faxinor then? He thought not.

Besides, how could he properly court a girl when he was in Sendorland and she was here in Reshor? Edrix knew better than to say that. Those matchmaking parents would simply respond that he had better make the betrothal before he left.

Yes, his inner, sarcastic voice retorted. That would be perfect. Leave some poor girl wondering if he would get himself killed in a foreign country, or worse, if he would come home in disgrace and her family would regret the bargain they had rushed into.

"The sooner we get on this bucket and leave," Edrix muttered, the day he finally got a chance to go out to the ship, "the better for us all."

A rough chuckle answered him. He turned from the railing where he had been looking out at the open sea beyond the harbor, and found his unexpected companion sitting on the stairs from the upper deck. The old man had a tangled fringe of snowy hair around his glossy pate, and wore the leathers, dyed green and black, of the king's horsemen. Likely he had come on board to check the accommodations for the horses.

"Eager to fly and prove yourself, or just eager to get free of all the fuss 'n feathers of the court?" he asked. There was nothing malicious or mocking in either his voice or the twinkle in his eyes. Edrix relaxed a little and leaned back against the railing.

"The second, I think." He traded grins with the old man. "The longer we wait, the more I wonder what kind of mess I'll make of things."

"Nothing like the sea for making a man face himself." He nodded. "I've traveled for King Davnell and his father before him. Seen plenty of men head out in service to the throne."

"Were any of them as deep over their heads as me?" Edrix was rather proud that the frustration and fear lingering in his soul didn't come out in his voice.
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