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      “By the Goddess’s gold necklace, how did Chatain’s forces capture my daughter?” Katerin ea Miteal, Leader of Medvara, dug her fingernails into the pine chair’s arms. She glared at the shamefaced Council. It had taken her five days to get back to Medvara from Waykemin so she could learn just exactly what it was that had happened to Witmara.

      Five days.

      The need to know her daughter’s fate kept building once she had arrived in Medvare-the-city—and not one word had been said about her daughter.

      Five days.

      Why won’t they tell me what happened?

      Granted, Witmara was almost eighteen and married to Toran, but…it was hard to be just the Leader and not mother as well.

      She would have yelled, except that her cousin Rekaré, Medvara’s former leader, straightened up from slouching against one of the Great Hall’s support posts and shook her head at Katerin.

      Maybe you should return as Leader!

      Katerin scowled at her cousin.

      Not that Rekaré would do that. She made her choice seven years ago. And after recent events in Waykemin, it was even less likely that she would return to the Leadership.

      Katerin sighed and softened her grip on the chair. “Witmara should not have been so easily taken prisoner,” she said in a quieter tone.

      Rekaré nodded approval of her softer voice.

      Katerin resisted the temptation to rub her aching forehead. It wasn’t going to relieve the dull throbbing caused by three days travel on water—waterstruck, an ailment limited to sorcerers—and a fast, hard military campaign requiring her to wield far too much magic for—oh Gods, she couldn’t remember the exact number of days since she’d ridden out with a small force to confront the Witches Council of Waykemin.

      Too many days had passed, filled with worry and sleepless nights. Not just about Witmara, but about Waykemin, and war with Chatain, Emperor of Daran, on the other side of the ocean—just how are we to fight an enemy overseas?

      But battling Waykemin had to be done, for the future of the lands of Varen. It was a first step toward confronting Chatain. He wasn’t going to stop meddling in Varenese politics. He manipulated Waykemin into that battle. He had sent an apparent exile, Chiral, a distant Ralsem cousin, to destroy Rekaré’s leadership of Medvara seven years ago. It was possible he was organizing a larger invasion fleet than the one that had kidnapped Witmara.

      More than Chatain, there was her worry about Rekaré.

      Katerin let go of the chair and tapped her right fingers on the arms as no one responded. Rekaré resumed her slouch.

      Am I really that frightening?

      She wouldn’t think so. Then again, if her face was as lined and grim as Rekaré’s, even without the red cap and cowl her cousin wore—that might be good reason for her Council to hesitate before answering.

      She eyed Korien, commander of Medvara’s defense forces. He glanced sideways at the other Council leaders as he flinched under her scrutiny, clearly waiting for them to speak. Tilyet and Tilvi, the twins who had stepped up to manage Medvara after Witmara’s abduction, nodded at each other, then both looked at Korien. Tilvi gestured toward Korien to indicate that it was his position to speak.

      Korien frowned at them, then heaved a heavy sigh. “We miscounted the surviving number of iron ships that pursued Witmara and the sailships upriver, Leader Katerin. There were seven, but we only accounted for five during the battle. Afterwards, Toran waited only to have his wounds treated before he set sail, hoping Setkin’s sorcery could drive the Heart’s Desire to a faster speed than Chatain’s magitech-powered iron ships can sustain.”

      Setkin was the most adept of the Sorcerer-Captains. Katerin let herself hope. Perhaps Toran had succeeded in rescuing Witmara and they were on their way back.

      “How did the abduction happen?”

      Tilvi cleared her throat. “We found signs where two of the ships pulled ashore on the other side of Rocky Point, stole some horses—or possibly had horses waiting for them—and rode cross-country to the battlefield at Melanut Plains. They captured Witmara from behind. An unexpected attack.”

      “Was anyone injured?”

      “Two of Witmara’s guards were killed. Witmara’s daranval Daro and Toran were wounded.”

      “So they knew enough to separate her from Daro and Toran.”

      Tilvi nodded. “They rode back to their ships once they had Witmara. No messages. No ransom demands.” She looked directly at Katerin. “I had warned of the likelihood of just that sort of attack. Suggested that Witmara needed a heavy guard.”

      “After Witmara left to lure the ships into the Chellana, the Tapestry warned us of approach by land,” Tilyet added.

      “And Finniarn did not listen to you?”

      That didn’t sound right. Chancellor Finniarn was cautious. He should have listened to the twins’ warnings, especially since the alert had come from the magical Tapestry that tied the land’s magic to its leader—or her surrogate. Why hadn’t he?

      And why had the Tapestry chosen to speak to Tilvi and Tilyet, and not Finniarn? He was the one who had been given the authority.

      “He argued that we needed more forces to deal with the ships,” Korien said. “And I was in the field, preparing for battle, implementing Witmara’s plan to lure Chatain’s forces to Melanut when Tilyet tried to tell Finniarn about the Tapestry. Had I known sooner, Witmara would have had a heavier guard.”

      The Tapestry hanging on the wall to her right billowed slightly, as if to confirm Korien’s words.

      Gods, didn’t Finniarn have more sense than that? Then again, he had gotten himself killed in the battle at Melanut.

      Fabric rustled to her right as the veiled Hidden One, Leader of the sagebrush desert Saubral and a recent ally, shifted her weight.

      “Finniarn brushed Tilvi and Tilyet off as nothing more than mere record keepers,” she said, scorn echoing through her harsh and scratchy voice. “And would not listen to any of us who clearly saw that they spoke with the authority of the land. But because Witmara had left him in charge while she lured in the ships, we couldn’t do anything else. Not without violating our honor.”

      Katerin inclined her head respectfully toward the Hidden One. “I thank you for respecting your honor and the land. You could have chosen otherwise.” She softened her voice so it would not be seen as a rebuke. The history between Saubral and Medvara was fraught and the recent alliance so very new.

      The Hidden One waved a red-gloved hand dismissively. “Let it not be said that we Saubral are a dishonorable people. Though in this case, perhaps I should have pushed. I am sorry I did not, Leader Katerin.”

      “Not much to be done about it, but I thank you.” Katerin scratched her chin thoughtfully. “This does not sound very much like the Finniarn I have known and worked with for seven years.”

      “It wasn’t like him,” Tilvi said.

      “And of course we can’t figure out why he did it since he’s dead,” Katerin growled. “I suppose no one examined him or his belongings to see if he was possessed?”

      “Alas, no,” the Hidden One said. “There was a wrongness about him, but not something I could identify. He was also quite worried about the approach of the Darani fleet, and that sort of concern can sometimes project as wrongness.”

      Before anyone else could speak, Rekaré straightened up again. “What was done with the items on him at his death?”

      Korien turned to face her. “I had them secured in the treasury vault in hopes that either Katerin or you could examine them later, Lea…Rekaré. The priests of Staul guard them. They examined his possessions but other than a sense of wrongness—they could not identify more.”

      “Then I will look at his effects after we are done here to see what I can discern,” Rekaré said. “By your leave, cousin.”

      “Gladly. We will do this together.”

      Their eyes met, and Rekaré nodded in agreement. Since she was no longer Leader Rekaré couldn’t use Elithtra’s Veil and Gloves to examine Finniarn’s possession, but Katerin could under her guidance—she had never tried to manipulate them herself, fearing to bring on the circumstances that had forced Rekaré out as Leader.

      “And Korien,” Katerin continued. “By the Goddess’s golden tits, why was my daughter on a ship going out to sea instead of staying safely on shore?”

      “She had worked out a defense using a projection of herself to attract the Darani forces upriver. She and Toran worried that the Darani warships might attack Cooscol, for one. Or Florinol,” Aldan, the heir to Larij as well as the older brother of Witmara’s husband, Toran, said.

      Katerin exhaled slowly, hissing softly through her teeth. Witmara and Toran were adepts at mixing technology and magic. That part of the plan was sound, even though she still didn’t like it. And a Darani attack on Cooscol—or Florinol, two of Medvara’s limited ocean ports—would have wreaked much more havoc on her land.

      But as a mother⁠—

      And then there was the land. Why hadn’t it defended Witmara? She was sworn to be its Regent, after all. Or had the temporary transfer to Finniarn broken that link?

      Her token of Leadership, the citrine pendant known as the Light of Medvara, pulsed twice on her chest. Her sense of the land stirred, a presence nuzzling her legs like a friendly housecat. Then Medvara manifested itself more fully, taking the form of a frowning dust-brown boy with black hair and troubled malachite-green eyes, lingering near the Tapestry.

      
        
          
            
              
        I could not see them until it was too late,

      

      

      

      

      

      Medvara complained, a petulant note in their young voice.

      
        
          
            
              
        Their magic hurt me. It stung.

      

      

      

      

      

      The Hidden One next to Katerin roused, staring toward the Tapestry and Medvara’s manifestation with a surprised expression on her face.

      Can she see it?

      Normally only the Leader could see such solid manifestations of the land. Katerin sent thanks to Medvara and turned her gaze back to those standing before her.

      “The land tells me that they could not see those attackers. That the magic hurt them.”

      “That would make sense,” Tilyet said.

      He and Tilvi exchanged glances, and a faint buzzing sensation briefly added to the throbbing in Katerin’s forehead. Katerin pursed her lips thoughtfully. Mindspeaking? It felt like it. Still—mindspeaking was not common between humans. She and Rekaré occasionally mindspoke—but not casually, and it drained their magical strength.

      Still. Twins. Twins with magic are different.

      “The land was very distressed when the Tapestry spoke to us,” Tilvi added. “Not only was it in pain, but it couldn’t sense Witmara. With you gone….” She shrugged as her voice trailed off.

      “We were here, guarding the Hall and the Tapestry,” Tilyet said.

      “And so the land picked you two.” Katerin bit back another sigh.

      Another problem. While Leadership was often hereditary, it wasn’t always so in the lands of Varen. Leaders needed to be able to control and manipulate the land’s magic.

      How do two Agricultural Record Keepers end up being selected by Medvara to run it when I am not here?

      Oh gods, this land was complicated. With Witmara gone and Finniarn dead, she needed the twins. The land had chosen them. Why? Not that Tilvi and Tilyet were incompetent—they knew the agricultural production of Medvara and Medvara’s trading status by heart—but could they lead? Was their magic strong enough to deal with the land?

      Then again, if they can mindspeak to each other….

      Twins were supposed to possess special skills. This pair might well have mindspeaking capabilities.

      “There is another issue,” Tilvi said. She exchanged another one of those looks with her brother, accompanied by that same buzzing sensation. “We have reason to believe that we have Darani spies at high levels in our councils.”

      “Not just war councils. Trade,” Tilyet said.

      “How can that be?” Katerin asked. “Every one of my appointees has been vetted. Korien, is this possible?”

      “Unfortunately yes,” Korien snapped, turning sideways to glare at the Council members behind him. “It’s not the appointees and the leaders themselves, but their high level staff. Some of us were not cautious.” He glowered at Mekenth and Fisan, respectively Chief of Manufacturers and Chief of Lumbering.

      A flush darkened Mekenth’s olive skin. “Inwhal came recommended by Larij! How was I to know?”

      “If you had asked, one of us could have told you that he left my father’s service in disgrace,” Alden said. “I would not have issued him a recommendation.”

      “Poliniece did have approvals from Keratil,” Fisan said. He twisted some strands of his dark curly beard around a finger only a couple of shades paler than his hair. “I confirmed them myself. We have just discovered that an impostor replaced Poliniece before he came here.”

      “How bad is our infiltration?” Now Katerin let herself sigh, slumping.

      Gods. Such a mess.

      She rested her right elbow on the chair’s arm and leaned her head on her hand.

      I should not have gone to Waykemin. I should have realized this was happening.

      But she was the only one who could have overthrown the Witches. How far back did these problems go? Rekaré and Cenarth as Leaders…perhaps even further back? She glanced at Rekaré but her cousin’s face remained tight and expressionless.

      I will ask what she thinks later.

      Rekaré’s last years as Leader had not gone smoothly. Perhaps this explained why.

      “Possibly a quarter of the high-level staff has disappeared since the battle at Melanut,” Tilvi said. “Not all were on the battlefield.”

      Katerin raised her head again. “Were they in different sections or concentrated in one or two areas?”

      “Concentrated,” Tilyet said. “Lumbering. Manufacture. Treasury.”

      “Standard manufacture or magitech?”

      “Magitech.”

      Gods.

      Of course Chatain would want to know how advanced their magitech was. How much had he learned about Witmara and Toran’s skills? And Treasury…. Yet there was one area as yet unmentioned.

      “What about Agriculture?”

      How much had Chatain learned about the magical properties of the Coos berry bushes? Medvara’s production of magical fleeces? Gods, if he had spies in Treasury, he had to know just how valuable agriculture was to Medvara.

      Tilvi pursed her lips, lowering her eyebrows in annoyance. “That area is one that Tilyet and I can vouch for. No spies in Agriculture. Those were the first records we checked.”

      Well, that was a relief. “So. A quarter of our Treasury, Manufactures, and Lumbering staff have disappeared. Is there any idea of where they went?”

      And why Lumbering if not Agriculture?

      An attempt to figure out what was happening with Agriculture?

      “As Tilvi said, the invaders may have had help. We think that some of those helpers were on the two ships that escaped,” Korien said. “And as for the others—my suspicion is that they have slipped into the desert and mountains around Medvara, hoping not to be found.”

      “I’ve had Shadowwalkers and Houndriders tracking several leads,” the Hidden One said. She cackled mirthlessly. “Those in flight will soon learn they cannot outrun my riders. If they haven’t been taught that already.”

      “All right.” She turned her attention back to Tilvi and Tilyet. “Do we know yet how compromised our systems are? What’s been sabotaged, if anything, and who we can or can’t trust?”

      “We are almost finished examining records,” Tilyet said. “We should be able to report by morning.”

      “I will plan to hear from you then.” Katerin sighed again. “I’m assuming we have had no ransom messages from Chatain?”

      Other than his gloating projections when the abduction happened, that is.

      “None, Leader Katerin,” Korien said.

      “Then we will meet again in the morning. Rekaré. Let us take care of this business with Finniarn’s effects.”

      Her cousin nodded. They waited until the others had left the Great Hall. Katerin finally stood. Instead of going directly to Rekaré, she went to the Tapestry and stroked it.

      Sadness and regret mixed with shame came to her.

      
        
          
            
              
        You tried to warn us. It is not your fault that your warnings were not regarded.

      

      

      

      

      

      The Tapestry nuzzled her hand. Katerin kept her hand on the fabric, letting it draw reassurance from her. She had woven it early in her Leadership, infusing the fabric with magical links to her, part of the proof of her ability to be the Leader of Medvara. The contact soothed both her and the Tapestry. As it settled, so did her throbbing head.

      Rekaré clucked impatiently. Katerin patted the Tapestry, promising more contact later, and turned to Rekaré. Her cousin studied her, brows arched quizzically, lips tight.

      “Is your Tapestry always like that?” she asked.

      “Oh yes,” Katerin said. She stroked it again.

      “My Tapestry was never that friendly,” Rekaré said wistfully.

      She turned away from the Tapestry. Katerin gave it a final pat and walked toward the door.

      “You still have custody of those items?” Rekaré asked as they left the Great Hall, clearly not wanting to refer openly to the Veil and Gloves.

      “In my office, locked in a drawer.”

      “Just like I used to do.”

      Katerin wasn’t certain if she heard approval or concern in Rekaré’s voice. Not that it mattered.

      Her Leadership is not mine.

      But she still didn’t have a solution for retrieving Witmara. Rekaré would go to Daran to help Toran if necessary, as part of her vow to kill Chatain. What Katerin didn’t know was how to successfully retrieve Witmara from Daran—especially given what resources Medvara possessed.

      I hope Toran finds Witmara soon, and brings her back home before any of us leave Varen.

      More than leaving Medvara, the thought of any of them traveling across the ocean to Daran bothered Katerin. She wasn’t sure if that worry came from the land, or her own fretting.
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      Betsona ea Ralsem struggled to force her wicker and iron wheelchair down the stone pathway from the main house to the outdoor kitchen required in the heat of these damnable islands, sweat already forming under her sleeveless silk tunic. Her cousin Larien used to push her wheelchair along the stone walk. But now he⁠—

      She flinched away from that thought.

      Why had she sent staff away for the next few days? She clearly hadn’t thought things through in her rush to get her people safely gone before Chatain’s men took a notion to harass them. She wasn’t going to risk her people after Chatain had screamed at her about Larien’s death, raging that Larien had lost the foreign princess he had been sent to capture. She wanted to get them away and dispersed, not stopping to think about what that might mean for her daily routines.

      Spells couldn’t completely protect memories, and she didn’t want any of them seeing the hoped-for arrival of that fugitive foreign princess late this afternoon or early evening. Bad enough that Seijina and Petronin were with—Witmara, was it? Her memory was fuzzy after countering Chatain’s psychic battering this morning.

      I hope she’s worth the price we’ve paid to bring her here. Oh Larien….

      But at least Seijina and Petronin had sufficient magic of their own to keep Chatain from ripping their minds apart should he decide to question them. Not so the rest of her staff. They might be her property, but Chatain showed no regard for anyone else’s possessions, living or inanimate.

      And never has.

      Even with gloves, the iron wheels were already almost too hot to handle as she tightened her hands to stop the wheelchair just before reaching the kitchen. Betsona drew a deep breath. She snapped her fingers to open the magical shield around the thatched, open cooking area that kept bugs, snakes, birds, rodents, and larger scavengers out of their food. It was the least she could do for her staff in this bug and critter-cursed exile imposed on them.

      She wiped the sweat off of her brow, wrestled the wheelchair over the threshold of the cooking area, and snapped the shield shut behind her. Maybe if she thought more about her cousin’s laughter, his pranks, his earnest support of her goals, she could shove the fact of his death away. And yet she couldn’t. Betsona buried her head in her hands.

      Oh cousin… I thought you were stronger. That you could keep evading Chatain.

      Her stomach rumbled. Betsona wearily raised her head, the slightest throb of a hunger-induced headache pressing behind her left eye. She had been in such a hurry to dismiss her people for their own safety that she hadn’t thought about feeding herself, the most complicated part of being alone in this abominably hot place. It would be a problem if Seijina and Petronin were delayed beyond this evening—entirely possible given Chatain’s anger. It would take them longer to evade both his magic and his men.

      Get on with it, she goaded herself. You put yourself in this position. Now find yourself some food.

      She parked the chair by the post where a set of crutches hung for just this sort of circumstance. For once she got the crutches down without dropping them. Pulling off her gloves, and struggling to her feet, she hobbled over to the tin-lined cabinet for prepared food. Maybe Mayte had left rice balls stuffed with yam paste to tide her over. The thought of yam paste rice balls made her stomach rumble louder. She hoped something edible was there. Stasis spells didn’t keep food palatable for long in this heat, and she hadn’t lived in the Islands long enough to figure out survival food that would last.

      Betsona leaned her right crutch against her left arm and fumbled with the hook and eye clasp on the cabinet.

      I thought heat was supposed to be good for stiff joints!

      The fingers on her withered right arm didn’t want to flex enough to lift the hook out of the eye. She fumbled with her free crutch and thumped it against the bottom of the stubborn hook. One. Two. Three. The hook flew free and Betsona lost her balance, falling hard on the cobblestone floor.

      “Gods damn it.”

      She scrabbled for the offending crutch. Using both crutches, she pushed herself to her knees, struggling to keep the bulky fabric of her culottes from interfering with legs and crutches. Then she got her good left leg in position and, leaning against the cabinet, started to work her way to her feet.

      She banged her head on the cabinet door as it swung toward her, and collapsed back to the stones. Drew several deep breaths. This time she scooted over to the central worktable. Bracing herself against one of the posts, keeping her head away from the lip, she managed to scramble onto her feet and hobble back. Gasping for breath in the heat, she leaned her head against the cabinet.

      Larien had been so proud to find it in one of the secondhand stores on the main island. Had replaced the tin, outlining her initials BR in delicate perforations to let air into the cabinet, enhanced by depictions of the raucous, brightly colored local birds that thankfully were silent today. Her pounding head couldn’t stand their screeches. Maybe Chatain had driven them off. She wasn’t going to thank him for that favor, though, because if it hadn’t been for him, she wouldn’t be in this situation.

      Larien is dead.

      That thought pushed her into action, any action to keep from thinking about Larien. Opening the door wide, she spotted the rice balls and picked one up, checking it for mold first. Nothing. She gobbled the rest down right there. Mayte deserved a reward once she returned. Freedom for her young daughter with Larien, perhaps, with her own release to come in later years?

      Larien is dead.

      The thought was no more palatable than it had been. Betsona leaned against the cabinet. She sank to her knees and buried her face against one of the bottom drawers.

      Larien is dead, and it would not have happened except for my ambitions.

      She pounded her good left hand against the wood.

      Gods, when would something go right?

      As if in answer to her not-quite prayer, one of her wards tingled. Betsona sat up. Had Chatain returned?

      She extended her awareness to investigate the link. A familiar, warm presence sent reassurance.

      Seijina.

      Betsona crawled to her chair and wrenched herself back into it. She spun it around, barely remembering to open the protective shield, then close it behind her before wheeling back to the main house.

      Gods. Gods. Gods.

      Hopefully Seijina and Petronin would figure out quickly that she was alone. If they didn’t already know. There were several of her people, Mayte amongst them, who might have drifted down to the secret dock in the tiny cove to warn them. But if they saw—Witmara, was it? Then her actions in trying to keep them safe would have gone for nothing, and she’d have been deprived of staff for no reason.

      Their own choice at this point.

      She had to get ready for Witmara’s arrival. She didn’t want the woman’s first sight of her to be in this wheelchair. Not with what she wanted Witmara to do.

      Heat against her hands reminded her of the forgotten gloves. Betsona bit her lip and continued to wrestle the chair up the ramp into the long, low building that was her Island exile home. It was bigger than her house in Adalane, but more open, with shutters on the doors and windows that would be closed during storms. Rickety wooden shades hung at the openings to provide privacy—otherwise, the house was open, save for the interior bedrooms.

      Easier to be spied upon.

      One reason, for sure, for Chatain to exile her here.

      She wheeled her way into the large great room that served as a reception area, heading for the windows, unfastening the ties which controlled the shades, rolling them down for a limited privacy. That done, she spun her chair, looking around the room for things to straighten up from Chatain’s tantrum this morning. She couldn’t do anything about the broken vase, not unless she wanted to tire herself out using magic. Nor the scattered flowers or the water stain over the table. Or the books scattered on the floor—at least they were by the couch. She could reach some of them from her chair, but not all. He had knocked over a basket-type chair before leaving. At least it was wicker. She could right it from her wheelchair.

      Sharp pain lanced through her back as she bent over to right the chair. Betsona hissed as her eyes watered. But she got the chair upright and managed to shove it back close to where it was supposed to be. Then she rolled her wheelchair over and reached down to pick up the books and papers scattered by the couch as best as she could.

      “Betsona?” Seijina’s voice echoed from the front entry.

      “In the parlor,” she called back. She pushed the wheelchair against the wall, and grabbed two of the waiting canes, hobbling over to her preferred wicker chair on a platform.

      She heard steps, but only two sets. Had Seijina failed? Then they entered, Seijina first, followed by Petronin carrying a tall, dark-haired woman who leaned her bandaged head against his chest. Her skin was lighter than Seijina’s, a soft rich true brown the shade of mainland dust, lighter even than Petronin, but definitely still brown.

      Brown skin. That could be a problem.

      Betsona’s golden skin had caused issues with the Succession, perhaps even more than her withered arm, leg, and twisted spine.

      But she is one of the Miteal, Betsona reminded herself.

      Granddaughter of Alame en Miteal. One of Elithtra’s descendants. That should count for something. Even if her skin was something other than Aireii fishbelly white.

      Witmara raised her head, blinking her eyes.

      “Where are we?” she asked in old, formal High Aireii.

      Not completely uneducated, then.

      Her correspondence with Witmara had raised Betsona’s hopes—good to see that they were justified.

      “Welcome to my humble abode, such as it is,” Betsona said, also in the High Aireii. “I am Betsona, and you must be Witmara?”

      “Yes.” The girl—because now she did momentarily look very young—sighed. “I do not know much Darani. Yet.”

      Petronin jerked his head toward the couch and scowled at the pile of books on it. “That’s the best place to put her.”

      “Taking care of it.” Seijina hurried over and started picking up and organizing things. “Betsona, what happened?”

      “Chatain. He burst in here this morning to accuse me of harboring her.” Betsona nodded toward Witmara, whose eyes were now closed again. “What’s wrong?”

      “Heat, a head injury, and the land is pulling hard at her,” Seijina said abruptly. “We dare not let her feet touch the ground. Not unless we want to let Chatain know where she is. Until she’s stronger, she can’t control her magic.”

      Seijina stepped back as Petronin eased Witmara down on the now-cleared couch.

      “I am sorry,” Witmara said faintly, again in the old High Aireii. “Once my head settles, then I should be able to control the land’s response to me.”

      Betsona bit her lip.

      The land reacts to her?

      Chatain must have sensed it. Oh, that would drive her half-brother wild. Clearly had driven him to worry. The land of Daran was indifferent to him and was only slightly more interested in Betsona when she poked at its magic. For it to get excited about a new person….

      Despite everything, hope started to rise in her.

      Maybe she is what we hoped for, after all.

      “Petronin,” Seijina said. “Bring me water and healing supplies from the infirmary, please.”

      “What happened to her?” Betsona rolled close as Seijina unwrapped Witmara’s head.

      “Rearnex was more enthusiastic about knocking her out than he needed to be when he captured her,” Seijina said curtly. “It took me two days to convince Larien to let me tend to her. The compulsion that Chatain put on him this time was very strong.”

      Betsona gulped. “Chatain told me that Larien was dead.”

      Seijina sighed. “I was afraid of that. He expected to die. I hope he didn’t suffer too badly.” Petronin returned with supplies in a bowl and a pitcher of water. Seijina poured the water into the bowl and washed the deep cut on Witmara’s head. “Thanks to this one, not only was the compulsion removed long enough for us to discover who his controller was, but his memory of seeing us was destroyed.”

      “Securely?”

      “If you call the work of the Messenger of Staul and the Speaker for Dovré secure, yes.”

      “She did that?” Betsona looked again at the young woman lying on her couch. She didn’t appear to possess that much power. Did she?

      “My late father is Staul’s Messenger,” Witmara whispered. “And my mother was the healer for Dovré’s Speaker.”

      Chills needled through Betsona in spite of the muggy, cloying heat.

      Gods, the possibilities.

      Betsona eyed Witmara with a more discerning eye as Seijina worked on her wound. High cheekbones—definitely of the Aireii, despite her tan skin. Aireii eyebrows and chin. More than that, Witmara reeked of magic. Even with her eyes closed and lying still on the couch, the young woman projected an aura of graceful strength. Her hands were slender and refined but not soft, a small tattoo between the thumb and first finger of her right hand. No excess fat or loose skin on her arms, right arm slightly more muscular than her left—an archer? Power swirled around Witmara, a silvery-blue aura that reminded Betsona of the Star of Elithtra, the token that her late father Dunaran had given her to provide protection against Chatain. Black edged the silver-blue of her aura, the black of the God Staul in his aspect of the Balancer.

      She must be dedicated to the Two-faced God.

      Staul the Balancer, Staul the Destroyer. Witmara seemed to be more of the Balancer than the Destroyer.

      Another shiver overtook Betsona and it was all she could do to choke back her glee.

      Oh brother of mine, be afraid, because I have finally found the tool to counter your tyranny. Vengeance will be mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            INVESTIGATING BETRAYAL
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      Rekaré had thought it would be harder to return to Medvare-the-city. Even though she knew that Katerin had rebuilt the Leader’s House and Great Hall after a massive fire, she still dreaded the prospect of return.

      At the very least, when Rekaré had stepped off of the sternwheeler dock that afternoon, her daranval Basnen beside her, she expected to encounter the same violent reaction of burning, pushing, the land all but shouting get out of here! that she had experienced the past few years whenever she set foot on Medvaran soil.

      She put one foot down tentatively, waiting for the land to react, holding Basnen back in case they needed to retreat to the ship. Katerin waited for them impatiently, tapping one foot, scowling, fretful about the lack of information about what had happened to Witmara.

      The land pulsed against her foot, a faint warmth but not the shocking heat from before. Then it withdrew. Rekaré dared another step. No further reaction. She let Basnen step off the dock. Her mare also delicately placed first one foot, then the other, before completely stepping off of the dock. Then they had rushed to the Leader’s House to meet with the Council, looking for answers.

      Not that Rekaré liked what they heard in the meeting. She hadn’t brought her Mer Galad Seconds Sesenth and Detaluna into the discussion, directing them instead toward settling their tens and preparing to leave Medvara for Daran. But Gods, after the way Katerin was acting once they were done, she wanted Sesenth with her. Not that Senth could be a part of this scrutiny of Finniarn’s effects, but she would have been a steadying influence next to the tension that Katerin projected.

      Katerin’s in a fell mood today.

      To be expected—but Rekaré dreaded what that could mean based on recent experience. Immediately after Katerin had learned of Witmara’s capture, she had almost burned her birth town of Chiyan in her initial anger. This mood was close to that reddest of red days, and kept Rekaré close to her cousin, just in case she reacted in a similar mode. The contact with her ruling Tapestry seemed to settle Katerin—but there was still that warning edge that kept Rekaré alert.

      At least Katerin’s House was a different place from the old Leader’s House, haunted as that place had been. It didn’t trigger memories. Still, the contrast between the Leader’s Houses struck Rekaré hard as she followed Katerin to her office. This building was smaller, no longer the grandiose would-be palace that her great-grandfather Alexran had built and her father Zauril had turned garish with gold foil and gaudy wallpaper.

      She liked this version better. No more gloomy dark wood paneling with shadowy corners that no light could quite reach. Light-colored pine paneling, pine floors covered with boldly colored rugs, ample lighting, and light green draperies. Very much a Katerin sort of place, almost reminiscent of the Leaders’ House in Dera. Open, airy, and full of light.

      New paintings on the walls, depictions of Medvara’s various products the most prominent. No family portraits—hadn’t Katerin said they disappeared in the fire? No loss. The damned paintings had haunted Rekaré during the eleven years she ruled as Leader. But she had been hesitant to dispose of them, the land’s subtle disapproval stopping her whenever she contemplated doing so.

      Different for Katerin.

      She was Alexran’s granddaughter, so not a direct descendant of most of those pictured. Katerin’s father Alame had been painted out of most portraits when he had been exiled.

      Rekaré’s musings halted when Katerin stopped at a door guarded by two women in the blue and green of Medvara’s Home Guard.

      “It is good to see you back, Leader Katerin,” the woman wearing the higher-ranking silver-edged patch on the left shoulder of her jacket said.

      “It’s good to be back, Delria,” Katerin answered. She held out her right hand and Delria placed a key in her palm. After unlocking the door, Katerin handed it back to Delria. She opened the door.

      “Lady Rekaré,” Delria said politely as she passed. Rekaré nodded in response, startled by the title, rarely used for anyone short of a God in Medvara.

      Lady? Me? At least she didn’t call me Rekaré Kinslayer. But I am no Goddess.

      She stopped just inside the doorway as Katerin snapped on a glow light.

      Katerin’s office was big, in one of the building’s corners, with shuttered windows on both outside walls and a little stove against the west-facing wall next to a window. Bookshelves filled the spaces under the windows, except close to the stove. Rocks, bags, and what looked to be a small shrine to Katerin’s long-dead beloved Metkyi, Witmara’s father, dominated those shelves. A table held papers and assorted leather bags. The third wall had two great bookshelves and a worktable with bottles of herbs and oils on racks above it. Katerin’s Blue Starry Robe clan mask hung on the wall above the racks.

      Katerin still makes her own potions.

      Not surprising. Her cousin clung to pieces of her former identity as a Healer.

      Katerin left the office windows shuttered. She snapped on another glow light before reaching for a small cedar bentwood box sitting on her desk. Rekaré swallowed hard, recognizing it.

      Inharise’s gift to me.

      Unless Inharise had given Katerin one very much like it once she had become Leader. Katerin pressed the top in an unlocking sequence that Rekaré didn’t recognize, so perhaps it wasn’t the same—but then, why would she be able to see it? One property of those Clendan cedar boxes was their invisibility to all but those for whom they were intended.

      Katerin extracted a twisted iron key from the box. She inserted it into the lock on a lower drawer of the desk. After it opened, she pulled out a transparent veil that shimmered with a purple-edged green light.

      Elithtra’s Veil.

      Katerin delicately placed it on the desk, handling the veil as little as possible. Rekaré swallowed hard, fighting back a lump in her throat at its sight, remembering the last few times she had used these tools. The lump grew as Katerin brought out a pair of green-edged purple gloves.

      Elithtra’s Gloves.

      Magical heirlooms brought to Medvara by their ancestor Alexran, stolen from the Emperor Etikar before Alexran’s exile from Daran.

      Rekaré stared at the Veil and Gloves as Katerin closed and relocked the drawer, carefully replacing the key in the box. Her fingers itched to pick them up, to say the words that would activate these powerful tools.

      You are no longer Leader of Medvara. You do not have the right to use them anymore.

      Katerin cleared her throat and Rekaré jerked her focus away from the Veil and Gloves, acutely aware that she had been staring at them.

      “I’ve not dared to do anything with the Veil and Gloves,” Katerin said softly. “I don’t know what to do to activate them.”

      “I—I can tell you what to say and do,” Rekaré said, forcing words past the huge lump that choked her throat.

      Katerin gave her a sideways glance. “Sure you don’t want to do more than that?”

      Rekaré shook her head. “I no longer have the right to use them. They are the property of the Leader of Medvara.”

      Katerin nodded curtly in acknowledgment. She tucked the Veil and Gloves into a deerskin bag that she pulled out of another desk drawer.

      “Let’s go to Treasury and get this over with.” Her lips tightened. “Gods, if Finniarn has been co-opted….” She shook her head. “And I thought things were going so well.”

      “The land would not be as happy with you if they weren’t.”

      Katerin’s lips tightened. “Then why did this happen?” She headed for the door.

      “It’s not always what you do or don’t do that causes these things to happen,” Rekaré said softly as they left Katerin’s office.

      Katerin didn’t answer as they walked down the hallway.

      The Treasury was located in a stone building on the same grounds as the Leader’s House. They donned oilcloth slickers before going into the gray drizzle that was one of Rekaré’s least fond memories of life in Medvara.

      Nine months of this.

      She was glad she didn’t need to endure it anymore.

      Two other members of Katerin’s Home Guard fell in behind them as Katerin and Rekaré walked through the grounds. Katerin took a shortcut through one of the gardens. It had been primarily floral when Rekaré had been Leader. This particular garden had been replanted to thorny berry plants trained upon trellises and some sort of vines twined on lattices—hard to tell what those were but from the bark on the vines’ rootstock she suspected grapes. Further on, green shoots just barely poked out of straw-mulched beds.

      At Treasury’s door they hung their slickers in the entrance before going in.

      “Leader Katerin. Le—Rekaré.” One of the four men at the door stepped forward to greet them as the others saluted. “Commander Korien sent word that you want to examine the late minister’s effects?”

      “Yes.”

      He gestured toward a younger man. “Neskin will escort you to the vault.”

      Rekaré fell in behind Katerin as they followed Neskin down a flight of stairs into the basement, a passageway lit by glow lights that flashed on as they approached, switching off after they went by.

      That’s new.

      She shivered as they went underground, suddenly aware that Medvara still watched her warily, her skin prickling as if small, multi-legged insects were crawling over her now that she was below the surface.

      Not completely forgiven. Rekaré Kinslayer is welcome here with minimal tolerance.

      
        
          
            
              
        You belong to Katerin now,

      

      

      

      

      

      she mindspoke quietly to the land.

      
        
          
            
              
        I have no claim on you.

      

      

      

      

      

      The prickling sensation ended, but she still felt as if her every move was being closely observed.

      They passed by several closed doors, all lesser vaults that held Medvara’s treasury.

      Memories of auditing yearly accounts in this basement flitted through Rekaré’s thoughts. Gods. While there were things about being Medvara’s Leader she missed, those yearly audits in this clammy, damp basement weren’t one of them. Even with annual renewal of the spells to keep moisture at bay, they weren’t infallible…and there was always some damp down here.

      Actual torches burned at the end of the hall. A man and a woman attired in elegant Court blacks stood at each side of this doorway, both wearing tooth and bone necklaces. Neskin hesitated at the sight of the priests of Staul.

      “You may go back,” Katerin said to him.

      He bowed to her, then scurried quickly away. The man and woman bowed low as she approached them.

      “Leader Katerin. Rekaré Kinslayer,” the woman said as she straightened up.

      Kinslayer was not a curse in the mouth of one of Staul’s acolytes.

      “Has anyone else seen these items?” Katerin asked.

      “Not since they were placed here,” the man said.

      “Thank you for your service.”

      The man opened the door. “May Lord Staul guide your search.”

      “I thank you in the Lady Dovré’s name,” Katerin responded. Two more of Staul’s devotees awaited them inside the vault.

      “The items you want to see are here,” one of them said, gesturing at a table.

      “I see. Thank you. Now I must ask you to leave us alone.”

      “As you wish, Leader Katerin.” They bowed to her, noticeably ignoring Rekaré.

      Once the door closed behind them, Katerin sighed.

      “I hope these tools work underground,” she said.

      “No reason why they shouldn’t.”

      Rekaré took another deep breath, glancing around the room. Several sconces burned steadily, the flickering flames reflecting the flow of air through narrow vents near the ceiling. Simple items lay on the table before them. A pouch full of something—probably coins. A couple of daggers. A smaller folding knife. A handkerchief. A locket. A leather-wrapped metal flask. Nothing out of place, nothing Rekaré would find suspicious in any non-magician’s pocket. Except—next to the flask was a small, empty, glass vial with a carved wood stopper.

      Is that⁠—?

      If it was what she suspected, then that cast a different light on Finniarn’s motives.

      Katerin placed the deerskin bag on the table, then carefully extracted first the Gloves, then the Veil from it.

      “What do I do?” Her voice trembled slightly.

      “Veil first,” Rekaré said. “As you put it on, say ‘In the service of Medvara, I call upon the Seven Crowned Gods to heed my voice.’”

      Katerin nodded sharply, then carefully draped the Veil over her head. “In the service of Medvara, I call upon the Seven Crowned Gods to heed my voice.”

      The Veil flashed green, then went quiet.

      Did it do that with me?

      Rekaré wouldn’t know. She never looked in a mirror when donning it.

      “Now what?” Katerin reached for the Gloves.

      “Stop!” The command came out sharper than Rekaré intended.

      Katerin jerked her hand back. “What?” Her voice was just as edged.

      “Before you put on the Gloves, you need to decide which Gods you are going to call upon, which one to protect you, which one to answer your question. The Gloves work with the Veil but while the Veil is general, the Gloves are specific.”

      “Does the hand and the order matter?”

      “Yes. The right hand belongs to your guardian. The left hand to the God you are querying. You can only ask one question.”

      Katerin nodded, chewing on her lower lip. She stared at Finniarn’s effects for what seemed to be a long time but was most likely only a thirty-count. Then she looked up.

      “I am ready.”

      “All right. Pick up the right Glove. Say, ‘In the service of Medvara I ask—whichever God you’re invoking for protection—to guide and protect me.’ Then put it on. Got that?”

      Katerin nodded again.

      “Before you pick up the left Glove, you say ‘Protect me in what I do next, oh God or Goddess—whomever you chose for protection. Then say, ‘In the service of Medvara, I demand that—again, whichever god you are choosing to answer your question—explain and answer my question’, and put the glove on.”

      Another nod.

      “Immediately after that, say ‘In the service of Medvara I use the Veil, the Right Hand, and the Left Hand to uncover these secrets. In the service of Medvara, I seek the open path, the way which serves and protects. In the service of Medvara, I ask for protection, command, and guidance. So do I request of the Seven Crowned Gods, with preference to—whichever gods you are invoking.”

      “And then?”

      “Depending on who you call upon—you may need to ask them to manifest themselves, if they are reluctant. Otherwise, you ask your question.”

      Katerin tightened her lips. She took a deep breath and picked up the right Glove.

      “In the service of Medvara, I ask Dovré to guide and protect me.”

      No surprises there. Dovré was Katerin’s patron Goddess.

      Katerin eased the right Glove on, flexing her fingers within it.

      “Protect me in what I do next, oh Dovré.” She picked up the left Glove. “In the service of Medvara, I demand that…” her voice faltered slightly here. “Artel explain and answer my question.”

      Rekaré raised her brows, surprised. She would have thought that Katerin would have invoked Staul. After all, Witmara’s late father had been a priest of Staul. But Artel? The Judge rarely responded to such queries.

      I should have warned her of that.

      Too late. It was done now.

      Katerin pulled on the left Glove, flexing like she had done before. “In the service of Medvara I use the Veil, the Right Hand, and the Left Hand to uncover these secrets. In the service of Medvara, I seek the open path, the way which serves and protects. In the service of Medvara, I ask for protection, command, and guidance. So do I request of the Seven Crowned Gods, with preference to Dovré and Artel.”

      For a moment Rekaré thought it wasn’t going to work, that her failure to warn Katerin about Artel’s probable refusal would doom their request. Then she felt the air grow heavy about her, cool and dense as befit an appearance by both Dovré and Artel. A silvery glow shimmered next to Katerin as rich wheat-gold light flared across the table from them.

      
        
          
            
              
        Katerin.

      

      

      

      

      

      The Goddess Dovré manifested in the silver glow, and Rekaré’s throat tightened. The Goddess had chosen features which resembled her dead mother, Alicira.

      Another death that Chatain must pay for.

      “I thank you, Goddess.” Katerin’s voice was low and husky. She had been Alicira’s personal Healer for eleven years before her death. Surely she also saw the resemblance.

      The Goddess bowed to Rekaré.

      
        
          
            
              
        It is good to see you in Medvara again, Rekaré.

      

      

      

      

      

      Rekaré swallowed hard and bowed back, unable to respond. Even the Goddess’s voice reminded her of her mother, made her miss Alicira’s presence.

      Pressure grew heavier. The golden light on the other side of the table took form, then the God Artel stood there. He had taken the shape of a stocky, mature man from the Two Nations, long dark hair plaited into two braids with a tall forelock, red-brown skin the shade of fire-struck pine. He looked so much like Alicira and Inharise’s husband Heinmyets, now bereft of both his wives, that it hurt Rekaré to look at him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Leader Katerin.

      

      

      

      

      

      Artel’s voice rumbled deep.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rekaré, sometimes called Kinslayer. You have a question for us.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Yes.” Katerin gestured toward the items on the table. “These items belong to my late prime minister, Finniarn. Reports were that his behavior was changed in the last days of his life, to the degree that he did not take adequate precautions to protect my daughter, Witmara, when she was serving as Regent.”

      
        
          
            
              
        We are aware of the situation, Leader Katerin.

      

      

      

      

      

      Katerin swallowed hard, then met Artel’s gaze fearlessly. “I want to know. Do these effects show any indication that Finniarn was under the influence of Chatain, Emperor of Daran, during his last days?”

      
        
          
            
              
        An interesting question.

      

      

      

      

      

      Both the God and Goddess studied the items.

      Dovré picked up the bag and shook it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Let us start here.

      

      

      

      

      

      As Rekaré suspected, the muffled clink-clank of heavy coins rattled inside the bag. The Goddess loosed the ties and poured the contents onto the table. Silver, gold, and copper coins clattered out, more than what had appeared to be inside the pouch.

      Artel bent over and picked up a silver coin. It glowed faintly red in his fingers. He put it to one side, fingering through the rest, sorting out two more silvers and four golds to go with the first silver. All of them shone red as he separated them from the others now glowing purple, green, blue, or yellow. He inspected the seven coins again, frowning, then handed them to Dovré. The Goddess winced as the coins touched her hands, quickly returning them to Artel.

      
        
          
            
              
        You agree?

      

      

      

      

      

      he asked her.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      

      The God turned to Katerin.

      
        
          
            
              
        These particular coins are Darani in origin. Not unusual, of course.

      

      

      

      

      

      “We have enough smuggling trade that the occasional Darani silver or gold shows up in our coinage,” Katerin said.

      
        
          
            
              
        And these others show signs of being part of ordinary trade.

      

      

      

      

      

      Artel pointed to a purple-edged gold, and three purple-shaded silvers.

      
        
          
            
              
        But these.

      

      

      

      

      

      He pointed to the seven.

      
        
          
            
              
        They have been part of a magic-based transaction. Not a definite answer, but one which suggests that yes, Finniarn was engaged with some sort of magical business. Chatain, or one of his agents, has handled these coins.

      

      

      

      

      

      Rekaré bit her lower lip as Dovré picked up the daggers. She examined them, then handed them to Artel. His inspection was shorter. He put the daggers by the ordinary coins. The God and Goddess went through the same process with the folding knife, the handkerchief, and the flask.

      The golden locket glowed bright red as Dovré touched it. She bounced it back and forth between her palms, as if it were red-hot, then dropped it into Artel’s waiting hands. He scowled as he studied the locket, then popped it open. Magenta, purple, and red lines flashed out of it, snaking around each other like bees from a disturbed nest.

      
        
          
            
              
        Freeze,

      

      

      

      

      

      Artel commanded.

      The frantic twists of light stilled, forming a shape. A red-haired man glowered at them. She had never seen Chatain in real life, but he had appeared to her often enough in projections that Rekaré recognized him.

      “So it is true,” Katerin said slowly. “Finniarn was compromised.”

      Artel nodded.

      
        
          
            
              
        A device such as this is rarely given to one who cooperates willingly. I do not sense that Finniarn cooperated with Chatain of his own free will. You have not touched it?

      

      

      

      

      

      “No,” Katerin said.

      
        
          
            
              
        Good. It would still have an effect upon you if you had.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Do I need to fear for those of my people who emptied his pockets?”

      Dovré shook her head.

      
        
          
            
              
        Not unless they are sorcerers.

      

      

      

      

      

      “I’ll have them checked. Some do have magic.”

      
        
          
            
              
        That would be a good idea.

      

      

      

      

      

      “There still had to be a means for Finniarn to get it, and activate it,” Rekaré said slowly, looking more closely at the locket. She didn’t recognize the style.

      
        
          
            
              
        Items such as these are often passed from hand to hand without appearing to be magical until they reach an acceptable target,

      

      

      

      

      

      Dovré said.

      
        
          
            
              
        Once that person opens the locket—then they are captured by the sorcerer who sent it out into the world.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her fingers brushed against the outer case.

      
        
          
            
              
        There is a picture in there. Do you know who it is?

      

      

      

      

      

      Katerin leaned in carefully to study the picture without touching.

      “Finniarn’s wife and eldest daughter,” she said finally. “Lost at sea two years ago when traveling by sea from Cooscol to Medvare-the-city.” She paled. “The bodies were never recovered. Is it possible that Chatain holds them hostage?”

      
        
          
            
              
        They no longer live,

      

      

      

      

      

      Artel said softly.

      
        
          
            
              
        Our sister Terat gathered them in that storm. They have her mark in this picture. But Finniarn would not know that. This device carries a secondary enchantment that makes them appear to be alive, even make them seem to speak to him. Someone with more magic would see that they are not alive, but if your minister did not have that skill, he would not know.

      

      

      

      

      

      “He was not a magician. He could work small magics created by others, but nothing more than that,” Katerin said. “But he was a skilled negotiator.”

      The God shook his head, sorrow lining his face.

      
        
          
            
              
        This is foul. And it provides your answer. Finniarn was influenced and affected by Chatain.

      

      

      

      

      

      Dovré picked up the small glass vial. She pulled the stopper and sniffed inside. Her brows rose, and she handed it to Katerin.

      
        
          
            
              
        Be careful with this one.

      

      

      

      

      

      Katerin took a cautious whiff and flinched away, raising her free arm protectively to her nose. “Poison! Essence of Darsnai!” She handed the vial back to the Goddess.

      Rekaré’s skin crawled. Essence of Darsnai was a fast killer, highly toxic, and had been implicated in the death of their ancestress, the Empress Elithtra.

      
        
          
            
              
        I suspect that Finniarn either learned the truth about his beloveds or else decided that the price of betrayal was too high to endure,

      

      

      

      

      

      the Goddess said.

      
        
          
            
              
        It has been used. Do you know how he passed?

      

      

      

      

      

      “Only that he died during the battle.”

      
        
          
            
              
        That would be a good cover to consume it.

      

      

      

      

      

      Dovré sighed.

      “Chatain will pay for this as well,” Rekaré growled. “He owes me many lives. He will pay.”

      
        
          
            
              
        Thus speaks the Kinslayer,

      

      

      

      

      

      Artel said.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you reconsidering your previous vow not to ascend to Empire, Lady Rekaré?

      

      

      

      

      

      Rekaré shuddered, repelled by the idea.

      “No. I spoke truly when I said I would never accept Empire.” Her fists tightened. “Chatain has chosen to attack those I love. For all those deaths—my mother, my daughter, my husband—he will pay for what he has done. That is most important to me. What happens to Daran when he is gone is not my concern.”

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you certain of that?

      

      

      

      

      

      the God asked.

      “Yes. I utterly renounce any claim I may have to the throne of Daran,” Rekaré said firmly. “It is not mine, nor will it ever be mine.”

      
        
          
            
              
        But it could be.

      

      

      

      

      

      Rekaré shook her head, unable to speak for the sorrow and rage that washed over her at the thought of the Darani Empire.

      The God turned to Katerin.

      
        
          
            
              
        And you, Leader Katerin?

      

      

      

      

      

      “Medvara is more than enough for me,” Katerin said, her voice steady.

      
        
          
            
              
        Then we are done here.

      

      

      

      

      

      Artel turned to Rekaré.

      
        
          
            
              
        And as for you, Lady Rekaré….

      

      

      

      

      

      “I will walk whatever path comes my way,” Rekaré husked. “Where ever it takes me—except to the Throne of Daran.”

      A faint smile twisted the God’s lips.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lady of Sorrow, you could have made a great Empress.

      

      

      

      

      

      “And I would have brought much sorrow to Varen and Daran, along with the greatness,” she retorted. “You know the visions I have seen as benghaalph.”

      He bowed to her.

      
        
          
            
              
        A wise choice, Lady Rekaré. We shall meet again, Lady of Sorrow.

      

      

      

      

      

      Then he turned to Katerin.

      
        
          
            
              
        Leader Katerin, do you know the words to dismiss us?

      

      

      

      

      

      “I have not yet been told those words,” Katerin said.

      “You dismiss Artel in the name of the Left Hand of Medvara, and Dovré for the Right Hand,” Rekaré said.

      The God kept his eyes fixed appraisingly on Rekaré as Katerin dismissed him. Rekaré wrapped her arms tightly around herself once he was gone, shivering from the weight of the God’s scrutiny.

      Only the Gods were addressed as Lord and Lady in Varen.

      What does it mean that the Lord Artel called me Lady?

      Artel the Judge did not do such things lightly. Did that mean she would become Empress instead of Witmara? Or did it hint at something else?

      There might be worse fates ahead of her than becoming Empress of Daran.

      Rekaré shivered again, wishing for the comfort of Sesenth’s arms.
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