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Chapter 1

 

Twenty Years Ago

Lightcastle Island, Tanglesea

 

"The wail-beasts must sing," Ageana said, stretching herself out along the beam that supported the fury bird figurehead of the Sea Storm.

As if they heard her, the nerve-shredding wails and snarls that filled the night air grew louder, and the water between the ship and the shore of Lightcastle Island churned with writhing bodies. The wail-beasts had been roused long before the Sea Storm made its way through the secret channels of clear water that allowed safe passage through the weed-choked currents of Tanglesea. The reason for the unseen creatures' fury became visible with the first streaks of bloody sunrise, which revealed the wreckage of a longboat and the bodies of nearly a dozen men lying far too still within the reaches of the receding tide. All eyes had turned to Harper, Ageana's older sister and the acknowledged keeper of seafarer lore.

"They knew the law," the sharp-featured woman had said, her voice soft with sorrow. "Only smallboats anointed with the prayer oil may approach shore, and it's a one-way voyage until the high captain is chosen and confirmed. They tried to all come in a longboat, probably bringing weapons with them, to fight for the duty as captain."

The crew of the Sea Storm watched as the sun rose, waiting until other ships arrived before putting their smallboats into the water. Only two of the still forms on the shore stirred and moved out of the reach of the water, to stagger up and over the ridge of the shoreline that hid the interior of the island from view. When the other ships tried to put their smallboats into the water, slick with the anointing of prayer oil, the wail-beasts had grown even louder and troubled the water so that some sailors claimed they saw the huge, oval purple eyes, finned backs and claws of the beasts that guarded the island. Silas, captain of the Sea Storm by virtue of being the previous captain's son and heir, initiated communication with the other ships as they arrived. At midway between high noon and sunset, more than thirty ships of the seafarer nation waited at the edge of the clear water surrounding the island. They did not dare go any closer and put down anchor until the wail-beasts ceased thumping against the keels of the ships that drifted out of the weed-choked water into the clear.

Sunset approached. The wails and gnashing and snarling of the wail-beasts grew louder and more furious. Ageana, Silas's bride of only three moons, had stayed at the prow all day, silent and watchful. She didn't turn to her sister when Harper joined her, and leaned out a little further as if she would climb out along the beam supporting the figurehead as her husband approached.

"I need you to go below and look after Ebon," Silas said after waiting several long moments, when his wife didn't acknowledge him.

"He doesn't need me." Ageana smiled and finally turned to look over her shoulder at him.

Harper and Silas gasped in unison, making her smile widen. She spread her fingers, showing the webbing that had appeared between them, then fluttered her eyelashes, emphasizing the change from stormy sea blue to deep water green. Her pupils had elongated so they were horizontal slits.

"Am I?" she asked her sister. Harper could only nod.

"Ageana..." Silas's voice caught as if he fought not to wail fit to join the beasts that quieted, as if to listen to the conversation on the ship. "I didn't marry you for your sea-folk blood. You don't have to do this."

"What if this is what Yomnian gave me to do before I was born?" She stood, her long hair fluttering out behind her on the freshening breeze. "Silas, my love, even up here, I can hear what the crew are saying. They're afraid that Harper and I have angered the wail-beasts, because our sea-folk blood isn't pure. Or the greater fools have convinced them that the old prophecies call for a sacrifice of blood, rather than sea-folk blood risking all they are to reach the island and re-light the beacon."

"The blood of Sandor and sea-folk blood and the Sword Bearer's blood and Sword Bearer's blade will re-light the beacon," Harper said. "That is the prophecy. We only have half the required list." She sighed in response to her sister's challenging stare. "Yes, some prophecies speak of bringing the pieces together, one at a time, and testing each piece." She hunched her shoulders against Silas's glare that was half anger, and half pleading. "And some of the ancient tongue could be interpreted to mean several voyages here, testing, proving the blood, and generations before all comes together. There's only praise for those who try. Nothing about punishment for those who fail."

"Punishment for those who are unworthy," the captain growled. "Ana..." His eyes glistened and he blinked it away. "Yours is the purest heart I know. Don't break mine."

"Let the wail-beasts calm down from the sacrilege," Harper urged. "Let the smell of disobedience and fear fade from the air and the water. Tomorrow, all could be calm and clear, and we will go to the shore for the testing and choosing of the captain like we have done for generations, time out of mind."

"Nothing will happen if we don't try. Let the wheels of time and prophecy begin to turn once more." Ageana spread her arms and took a step backward, up the sloping beam. Her slim, bare feet were sure, and the legs of her borrowed trousers had been rolled up scandalously high, to her calves. She laughed as her husband and sister cried out and lunged forward, reaching to stop her. Two dancing steps further backwards and then she leaned out, arching her back, arms spread as if in flight.

Silas roared fury and fear and nearly fell in after her as she slipped gracefully backwards into the water. Kingsby, his First Mate, caught hold of his arm, stopping him, his face stark white in fearful contrast to his ebony beard.

Silence spread across the water, so that even the creaking of the boards of the many ships and the groan of the ropes and slap of the sails seemed to stop for a few agonized heartbeats. The water went still as the churning and thrashing of the wail-beasts stopped entirely.

The wails and howls and snarls of the wail-beasts shifted, first into discord and then into a chorus, a chord, a hint of song that grew louder, staying on that one perfect note until it vibrated through the hulls of all the ships. Silas and Harper went to their knees, pressing their hands to their ears as the wooden pegs holding the ship together vibrated and buzzed as if they would pop from their spots. The sound grew loud enough to overwhelm, to make gold teeth vibrate in their sockets.

Then--silence. As sudden and soft as a bubble of soap popping on the breeze.

Fifty paces out in the water beyond the prow of the Sea Storm, water churned and erupted in a spout. Ageana soared up in the air, laughing. Below her, covered by the falling water, were the humped, scaled, finned bodies and massive purple eyes of the wail-beasts that had thrown her out of the water. She arched backwards and dove down headfirst into the water. The water stilled once more, and those waiting on the ship held their breaths. Harper gripped her brother-by-law's arm, his muscles rigid and hard as sword steel.

Ageana returned to the surface and trod water for a few moments, wiping her hair out of her face. She turned until she found the Sea Storm, then beckoned, three waves of her arm, before stretching out and swimming for shore. Silas kept his gaze fixed on her as his crew lowered the specially prepared smallboats. No other waiting ship followed suit until his smallboat was halfway between the Sea Storm and the shore of Lightcastle Island.

The wail-beasts had vanished as if they had never been, though the vibrations of their single note of celestial song still thrummed silently through bones and flesh and wood.

By the time Harper and Silas joined Ageana on shore, she was dry and her eyes and hands had returned to normal. Silas growled and swept her up in his arms, while the crew climbing out of the three permitted smallboats cheered. Some laughed when she demanded to know why no one brought her a change of clothes, but the rest fell silent in awe and a little wonder, a little fear.

The other captains and crew who reached shore in the smallboats were quieter than normal for the regular gathering on Lightcastle Island. Some grumbled and insisted that tradition should be followed, and all the contending captains had the right to see how close they could get to the vine-tangled plateau before the castle's gates, to prove their worthiness. Others told them to shut up, to check with their ships' lore-masters for traditions older than the convocation of testing. After all, some of the better-educated reminded them, once they hadn't needed the testing of the vines and the plateau and the gates. Long ago, before the seafarers fell away from Yomnian's favor and grace, they had been able to go through the gates. Long ago, the captain who led them all had proved his worthiness by climbing the stairs all the way to the top of the castle, to relight the beacon.

Silas walked alone when he climbed the tangled pathway that was once clear and smooth, paved with crushed seashells in gold and white, and reached the plateau before the castle gates. Ageana and Harper and Kingsby walked fifty paces behind him, as tradition required, and all the other captains of the seafarers walked behind them, to stand as witnesses. He crossed the plateau that was covered with vines as thick as a man's torso, and was halfway across before the first leaf twitched without a breath of wind to stir it. He paused, waiting. More leaves, bigger than a man's head, twitched and raised, curling upward like cobras rising from sleep. On the far side of the plateau, the gates of the castle of their ancestors waited, dull and dark.

"Someday," Harper murmured after Silas rejoined the witnesses at the top of the pathway, "when prophecy has reached fulfillment, the stones of the plateau will be hot and the gates will shine like sea jewels once more."

"Perhaps our son will walk up to the gates themselves," Ageana said, and smiled up at Silas. He tightened his right arm around her, picking her up for a few steps so her feet didn't touch the ground. They laughed quietly together.

"Then we need to listen and ask questions and gather up all the news at every port, perhaps even go inland," Captain Lestob said, stepping up next to Harper, who walked on Silas's left. "The next element in the prophecy is the Sword Bearer's blood and the Bearer's sword. May Yomnian bless us that it happens in our lifetime."

"Yomnian bless us indeed," Kingsby said, and spat for punctuation, walking behind the four. "All the Spirit Swords have vanished. No word of them has come for centuries, except in Reshor. Common sense says we need Eretia's Spirit Sword. Even if we could find Rakleer, who hasn't been seen or heard from in decades, why should Reshor's Sword Bearer help us? Eretia's rulers are of our blood. We need Eretia's sword."

"Oh, Yomnian will bless us," Harper said. "If we have to, I will walk the entire kingdom on foot to find Rakleer and ask him to help us find Eretia's Spirit Sword. And if that is gone beyond all retrieving, then I will ask Rakleer to sail with us, for the next convocation and testing."

"If it is Yomnian's will," Silas said.

"If it is Yomnian's will," Lestob echoed. He let out a single bark of laughter. "If it is the All-Maker's will, Rakleer will come in search of us, in answer to a vision from the Spirit Sword."

 

 

Eight Years Ago

Archive Island

Swan let down the sail of her dayboat once it came around the protective walls of volcanic rock into the lagoon, and shuddered. The other ten children, who had gone out with her before dawn to fish, fell silent. They had come back around the island thinking the darkening clouds presaged an incoming storm, despite the gentleness of the warm breeze. Now, they could see the dark clouds hanging over the island sanctuary of the seafarers weren't clouds, but smoke. It curdled across the beach, hiding the wall-less shelters and the tents from sight, so that the lush jungle seemed to rise from stormy gray waters. The few shallow docks stuck out of the churning mass over the water, empty and somehow obscene. The swirling gray and black shifted for a moment, revealing the smoldering wreckage of the other four dayboats that served the island's inhabitants, sitting far from the reach of the tide, just as Swan and her playmates had seen them when they left that morning.

Her gaze followed the rising swirls and eddies of smoke, to the four towers built of volcanic rock that held the archives of the seafarers. The windows gaped empty, like eye sockets of skulls. No welcoming banners, no lanterns with colored glass shields, no garlands of flowers. A gasp escaped her when she saw smoke trickling from one window. No, two, three windows. Swan held her breath as she checked all the windows. No more windows released smoke, but any smoke at all was a bad sign. It meant fire among the archives holding the gathered history of the seafarers since the days of good Captain Sandor.

Who would attack Archive Island? Who would want to burn the archives?

There were always nations that tried to either coerce the seafarers into allying with them, or tried to turn to piracy. Perhaps the seafarers had diminished in strength so they didn't stand against pirates as Captain Sandor had commanded his descendants, but who would have the piloting skills to follow a seafarer ship here, in the first place? When they found Archive Island, who would have the gall and nerve to attack?

Why would the deep-darklings allow an attacking ship to pass the reef around the island, much less get close enough to let down their boats to attack? Not even Sendorland or Bayardain, the two largest and most bitter enemies of their race would be able to succeed.

So who had attacked? That question kept rising up through Swan's fiercest efforts to analyze and think and gather facts to find answers, as her father had taught her. She wished her cousin Ebon were here. He could get away with raging and spilling out threats against the enemy who had come and destroyed and, to all appearances, vanished. However, Ebon was on the Sea Storm with her father. Swan was in charge of the children in her boat. What was she going to do?

"What do we do?" Pearl said, turning from the sobering sight to look at Swan in the stern of the shallow-draft boat.

"We go for help," her younger brother, Peyton said. "Our ship is..." He sighed. "At least three days away."

The dayboat was called a dayboat because it was made for daytime excursions, for short trips, fishing beyond the barrier reef, but no further. Lightly built and shallow in the draft, with short sails, it wasn't made for long trips or crossing the vast distances between the archipelago, of which Archive Island was the northernmost tip, and the nearest continent or the next chain of islands. Its anchor chain was short, it had no sea anchor, and most important of all, no provisions for more than an overnight trip at best. Swan, ten years old, was the oldest of the children. Peyton was the oldest boy, and he was only six.

"We go in and we go in carefully," Swan said, "and we find out who needs the most help." She gestured to Seely, whose birthday today was the reason for the outing. "Navigator, take us to Sneakfoot."

Seely nodded soberly and shifted from her seat to take over the tiller, while Swan moved up in the boat to change her control of the sails. Sneakfoot was a narrow inlet that cut through the barrier walls of volcanic rock that ringed the island. Only a dayboat could navigate the stream that led into the heart of Archive Island. Eleven children, all under the age of ten, wouldn't weigh it down enough to endanger the bottom of the boat on the rocks. Seely was the best navigator among them all, and her night vision was so good that all their playmates teased her she had deep-darkling blood in her, rather than sea-folk blood.

Swan raised the small sail, keeping watch on the churning smoke that covered the shore. Sneaking into the center of the island wouldn't do them any good if the attackers who had set the fires saw them sailing along the rocky perimeter before they vanished into the darkness of Sneakfoot. The other children stayed silent and watchful, scouring the shore for signs of movement, watching the gap in the barrier wall for signs of other ships. When their boat slipped into the shadows of the inlet, they visibly relaxed. Then as darkness lit by streaks of phosphorescent lichen and seaweed enclosed their boat, and the current pulled it forward, they found their voices.

She wished they hadn't. In whispers, they voiced their fears for their mothers and older sisters and grandparents, the only inhabitants of the island this late into the sailing season. Everyone who could be out on the water, fishing or exploring or hauling cargo for landfasters or performing their duties as guardians of the far seas, was out. Only the keepers of the archives, students of the prophecies, and healers-in-training--and their children--inhabited the island. Swan's mother and aunt were here, serving their terms of duty as keepers.

A sob escaped her, which she muffled as quickly as she could and tried to hide under the sounds of lowering the sail. Swan had tried as hard as she could not to think of her mother, who was seven moons along with child.

"It's okay," Pearl whispered out of the darkness, and a little hand rested on Swan's knee. "Nobody would be so mean they'd hurt your mama. She's magic."

Swan patted the younger girl's hand, because she didn't trust her voice. The supposed magic that resided in her mother's blood was exactly why she feared someone would attack. Ageana had proven the purity of her sea-folk blood by calming the wail-beasts and ensuring Captain Silas inherited leadership of the seafarers. Swan listened when other captains met with her parents on board the Sea Storm and reported on the troubles throughout the alliance of ships. Too many captains wanted to break free of the alliance and the ancient vows. They wanted to shrug off the duties given them by good Captain Sandor and look to their own profit. Despite the tales of ships that turned to piracy and were abandoned, sometimes even wrecked by the deep-darklings who protected them, more the ships and crews allied with pirate fleets. Some of those crews who weren't punished claimed that the curse and commands placed on their ancestors by Captain Sandor had no more power over them. They laughed at the seafarers who tried to keep to the ancient vows. Their survival despite their treachery made others question what they had been taught all their lives, for generations.

When the convocation of ships met again at Lightcastle Island in eight more years, the next captain of the alliance could release all the crews from their vows, dispelling the alliance. Captain Silas was considered a threat and a danger by those who wanted to change everything. Those who looked far ahead were plotting now to keep him from reaching Lightcastle Island. His sea-folk wife and her lore-master sister, according to rumors, had given him the leadership twelve years ago. With a son to inherit his ship, strong in sea-folk blood, he would be almost guaranteed to continue his leadership, a direct descendant of Captain Sandor.

Ageana had lost two children since Swan was born, and the girl overheard enough whispers and rumors, asked enough questions, she feared her mother had been poisoned to make her lose those babies. This third pregnancy had been hard on Ageana, so she chose to take her duty on Archive Island earlier than normal, to be close to the healers, and to spend her days resting at the water's edge, protecting the child. Swan had nothing against her cousin, Ebon, but she hoped this baby would be a boy, to inherit the Sea Storm from their father and carry on the traditions and burden of leadership handed down by Captain Sandor. The law of the seafarers and of the sea-folk prohibited daughters of sea-folk blood from captaining a ship because of the sacred nature of their duties to all seafarers. And because of the hope that when she was grown, Swan would prove her sea-folk blood and perhaps even return to the sea, not bound to any vessel. That would signal the return of the glory days of the seafarers. There were few enough seafarers who could trace their line of descent to Captain Sandor's sea-folk bride, and as far as Swan knew, only a handful who were female. Sometimes she thought that the declining numbers of sea-folk daughters was a large reason why so many ships and crews wanted to abandon their traditions and duties. The old ways were passing away, so why cling to them any longer?

The darkness of the passage through the volcanic rock gave way to the thin, silvery light that filtered through the opening far above, in the chimney of the dead volcano. It hung thick with vines and foliage. The strongest healing plants grew here, inside the cone, nourished by the volcanic soil. Swan held her breath, waiting for the scrape of the dayboat's bottom on the crushed coral and sand of the hidden cove. When it came, Peyton and Pearl were the first to jump out and grab hold of the boat by its prow and pull it up out of the water.

"Knives," Swan whispered, as the other children grabbed the sides of the boat to climb up and over. She slapped the long knife hanging from her belt. All of them wore knives, to clean and gut the fish as they were caught. Swan met each one's somber, wide-eyed gaze, not moving on until they nodded that they understood. She pulled the basket of cleaned fish out of the boat and deposited it in one of the smooth, rocky basins dug into the landing space. The cool water and shadows would keep the fish fresh. The plan had been to have a feast tonight, for Seely's birthday. She thought a quick prayer to Yomnian that they would still be able to have a feast, with something to celebrate tonight.

Then, single-file, each child with a hand on their sheathed knives, they followed her up the wooden ramp that hugged the inside of the cone. Halfway to the top, a V-shaped crevice in the cone wall had been widened to create a passageway three men wide, to get out to the island.

Light flared inside that passageway when Swan was only a few steps away from it. She stopped and spread her arms, to keep the other children back. Something scraped against the rock, then there were footsteps.

"Thank Yomnian," Leisha, Seely's mother cried, as she stepped out of the passageway and lifted her lantern high to cast light on all the children. "Grandfather thought he saw your sail, but then you were gone and..." She went down on one knee and spread her arms wide, and sniffed to hold back sobs as Seely ran to her.

"What happened?" Swan asked, after giving mother and daughter a few seconds together. She spoke to hold back the other question pressing on her tongue: Was her mother all right?

Leisha explained as she led them down the passageway and the slope past the towers and healer's training hall. An unfamiliar ship had come in flying flags signaling disease and injury on board. No one responded to the queries from the sentinels, who assumed they were too busy dealing with the ill and dying. The ship was battered as if it had come through a terrible storm, missing even its figurehead. No one noticed until later that the name had been scraped off its prow and stern. That might have warned them, because a ship that tried to erase its name and identity was a ship and crew bent on the most heinous of missions, and tried to escape the cursed fate of traitors.

Harper had argued against sending the usual two boats of healers to offer help. She wanted to send fighters to check out the ship first, because she had had a dream several nights in a row of men all in black, with skulls for heads, bursting from a ship and attacking the island. The island's leaders had listened to Harper, sending fighters in the green tunics of healers. When they climbed up onto the deck of the ship, they were attacked. While the battle raged on the deck, more fighters came across the island, having landed at a minor cove, most likely during the night, when sentinels wouldn't have seen them. They attacked on the shore while most of the fighters were still busy with the ship. Only because they were warned by Harper's visions had the inhabitants of Archive Island been ready to defend themselves.

The smoke had dissipated during the time the children were inside the water tunnel, though acrid plumes and swirls still streaked the air. Parents and grandparents cried out when they saw the children and came running to greet them. Everyone had feared that the children had been captured when they set out on their fishing trip that morning, while the attackers were getting into position. In moments, every child had been taken away by their grateful families. 

No one came running to Swan. She saw some of the answer in Leisha's gaze as the woman wrapped an arm around her shoulders and led her to the healer's hall. Half the cots in the long, airy room were filled with injured island defenders, their bandages streaked with blood or glistening with healing salve. Knowing her aunt led the island's defense, Swan wasn't surprised by her injuries. She shuddered when she saw the woman, unconscious, her face and her left leg hidden under bloody bandages.

Movement in the shadows startled her. Swan muffled a cry that was half-sob and half-wonder, as a tiny, white, long-tailed chirper monkey climbed up and settled on the pillow next to the undamaged side of Harper's face.

"Yomnian has called her," Leisha whispered, nodding at the monkey.

Swan held back a torrent of bitter words. Harper herself had taught her that when Yomnian called people to holy service, there was often some price to pay. The girl knew enough of healing arts from helping her mother on board their ship or listening to the healers teaching their students, she knew her aunt would be badly scarred from today's battle, maybe even lose her leg, judging by all that blood. Chirper monkeys lived only on Archive Island and could never be caught, only befriended. They were considered signs of a spirit of prophecy and vision, a gift sent from Yomnian, just like the fury birds that guided the seafarers since the days of Captain Sandor. Swan thought such an honor demanded too high a price. Then another question drove those thoughts from her mind.

"Where is my mother?"

 

[image: Image]

 

The Sea Storm returned to Archive Island before dawn the next day. By then, Swan had struggled through her fury and tears to an exhausted calm, so she could help in washing her mother's body and gathering mounds of flowers to decorate the funeral pyre for the island defenders who had died in the battle. She couldn't find any tears when her father splashed through the surf, shouting for her mother and for her, but she found a strange kind of aching comfort in the bruising tightness of his arms as he sobbed and cursed the attackers who had violated the sacred boundaries of the island. Archive Island was a safe haven, neutral ground for all seafarers, where they came for counsel and for justice and to settle disputes.

Justice didn't wait for Captain Silas's curse. When the island's defenders left the ship to join the battle on shore, the invading ship tried to flee. The men who swam after it, or managed to get into a longboat and pursue it, were soon either lost to the waves or the arrows of the defenders. The island's defenders rallied to get their own longboats and row out after them, but Harper was still upright and able to shout loud enough to stop them. The chirper monkey sat on her shoulder, its long tail wrapped around her neck, and everyone who saw it stopped and listened to her. Then they saw the odd, distant light in her eyes, and quieted so everyone heard when she commanded them not to follow, but to watch for Yomnian's justice. Then she collapsed. 

Those who weren't tending to the wounded and putting out the last of the fires stood on shore to watch the fleeing ship. The tide rose, out of its normal rhythm. The waves were huge and dark, and too smooth. Cries carried over the water from the ship as it rocked, not from side to side, in the action of the waves, but from prow to stern. One wave twice as large as all the others lifted the ship. The cries turned to shrieks as the wave kept growing, lifting the ship high. It toppled it onto its side, and then another wave folded over it and carried it down. Those with the sharpest eyes swore they saw a fin, a huge silver eye, and the tail of a deep-darkling, the silent guardians of the seafarers.

Swan supposed someday she would find some comfort in knowing justice had come swiftly by Yomnian's own hand. As she stood on the beach with Silas and Ebon, and waited for sunrise and the lighting of the funeral pyres, she couldn't feel much of anything. Ageana and the baby were dead, and Harper would lose both her left leg and her left eye. Ebon would be the next captain of the Sea Storm--if he passed the test at Lightcastle Island. 

She wanted to open the gates of the castle at Lightcastle Island, relight the beacon, remove the curse that had fallen on the seafarers since they had fallen away from their vows, and have the power to bring punishment on all the traitors. To bring about the fulfillment of prophecy, she had to prove her sea-folk blood was strong. She had to find the Sword Bearer, Rakleer, and convince him to sail with them to Lightcastle Island. The Sword Bearer's blood and the Sword Bearer's blade were required to travel up the hidden pathway to the heart of the island, to the gates of the castle, before it would open. Then sea-folk blood would past the test and relight the beacon.

Swan had eight years to prepare. She hoped it would be enough.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

One Year Ago

The Sword Sister Chapter House

Cereston, capital of Reshor

 

"Interesting," Ambassador Arand ney Mahar murmured, gesturing with his chin at the knot of people waiting at the gates of the Chapter House.

"What is?" Derek glanced at his sister, Lorien, who rode between them, to see if she knew what her husband was looking at. He knew better than to stand in the stirrups to look over their heads. That would warn whoever had caught Arand's attention that they had been noticed.

Arand and Lorien had returned just yesterday from wintering in Eretia, and Derek still wasn't used to the changes in his sister, especially since they were more sensed than visible. Maybe marriage had changed her.

"That woman--the one with the red hair and eye patch." Lorien nudged her horse a little closer to Arand's. "Is that a chirper monkey on her shoulder?"

"Indeed it is." Arand glanced across Lorien to Derek. "I never thought I'd see a real one, a live one. They're so rare they're as legendary as deep-darklings."

"Since I don't know what either of them are, that doesn't help." Derek saw the signal from the sentinel at the gate. They had been sighted, and any minute now escorts would come out to part the people petitioning to enter the Chapter House, and bring them inside.

Just a month ago, he would have simply gone to the side gate of the Chapter House in his role as standard bearer for the Sword Bearer, used his own key to unlock it, and come and gone as he wished, as he needed. However, now his younger brother Martyn had been given the position as standard bearer. Derek had joined the Auxiliaries, a company of warriors in training made up of brothers, sons, and nephews of Sword Sisters. He was quartered in the barracks at the palace, rather than living in the Chapter House. Derek wavered between pride that he had been accepted in the ranks of elite warriors, training under Warlord Malgreer, or feeling as if he had been disinherited. He missed the Sword Sisters, the trick riding lessons, and being big brother to all the children in the nursery cottage.

"I'll explain later," Arand said, as the gates opened and six Sword Sisters in full regalia marched out, dark purple capes swirling in the spring breeze to officially welcome Arand and Lorien.

Arand was not just Eretia's ambassador to Reshor, but carried a healing Gift that had been the possession of the Sword Sisters of Reshor for several decades. Lorien had served as Sword's Voice for Andrixine during her pregnancy, deflecting court intrigue. She and Arand had earned the admiration of the Sword Sisters with their heroic rescue of Andrixine's newborn sons from Sendorese kidnappers.

Now, the twins, Rak and Cern, were a year old. The entire Chapter House was in an uproar, according to the escort warriors, planning for a birthing-day party for the boys. That was the reason for this visit, so soon after returning to Cereston, when Arand should have been scheduling meetings with the other ambassadors and the Council of Lords, and making plans for a trip to Faxinor. Of course, the entire Faxinor family was already at the palace, had arrived yesterday to participate in the festivities. Derek thought the whole idea of the party silly, because while he adored his nephews and thought them smarter than every child in the nursery cottage and the palace, how much would they remember? The party was for the adults, not them.

"The party is to slap some common sense and courtesy into the schemers and boot-licking toadies," Kalsan said a short time later, when Derek voiced his thoughts to him, Arand and Lorien. "Malgreer and some other friends caught wind of plans to throw a party to maneuver us into accepting friends and playmates for our boys, and earn points in the ridiculous, poisonous political gamesmanship the court plays."

"Choose friends for babies?" Derek shuddered and sank down into the wide windowsill of the council room. "I'm right here, but I didn't hear any of this. Should I be grateful I'm safe from those stupid games of power and influence and prestige?"

"Curse words," Andrixine said, joining her husband and brother. Commander Calleen, leader of the Sword Sisters assigned to Cereston, entered the room after her and pulled the door closed. "Go wash your mouth out, Derek."

"We're having this party to blockade the plans of the court schemers," Kalsan said.

"Among other problems," she added.

Andrixine and Kalsan exchanged a long look. Derek knew that look. It was the same expression their parents had when they communicated silently. He wondered if the day would ever come when he would find a soul-mate who understood him so well, and who he understood, so they didn't need words.

"There is a...problem we need to deal with," his sister continued, with a shrug. "We're setting a trap, basically. With a courtyard full of people for the twins' party, it's easier to hide what we're doing."

"A trap for what?" Lorien asked, moving over on the bench so Andrixine could join her.

"Not what, but who," Kalsan said softly.

Soon Derek understood. He ached for his sister. Along with political games, she now had to deal with attacks and claims from delusional, self-proclaimed prophets who came from all over the world, drawn by the news that a new Sword Bearer had arisen. Every aspect of her life was on display for the world to pick and manipulate and criticize. Future generations would likely do the same, looking back to what she had said and done in Yomnian's service.

Two hours later, Derek escorted Arand and Lorien back to the palace. Before he could ask and remind them of the conversation that had started at the gates, Arand explained.

The deep-darklings were creatures known only through legend, and through mysterious rescues and encounters in the darkest hours on the high seas. They were said to swim as escorts to a nation of seafarers who owed no allegiance to any landbound nation. The deep-darklings were huge creatures that made their presence known by waves that moved ships when the wind had failed, uprooted anchors, kept ships from capsizing in perilous seas, and carried shipwrecked sailors across vast distances to inhabited shores. No one knew what they looked like, other than a glimpse of massive fins and huge, silver eyes.

Chirper monkeys had huge, blue eyes, tails as thin as a woman's smallest finger and longer than a broadsword, and snowy, silken fur. They were said to originate from an island that was as much legend as deep-darklings, an island sacrosanct to the seafarer nation, its name and location hidden. Legend said they were as magical in origin as the message-carrying chaldo that served holy warriors and the king. Legends claimed they attached themselves to visionaries, so those who had a chirper monkey riding their shoulders were considered mouthpieces for Yomnian. Those visionaries never left the seafarer nation, which avoided landfall and roamed the far distant seas.

"So why is she here, this woman with the monkey on her shoulder?" Derek said. "Maybe it isn't a chirper monkey, but just a baby, maybe an albino? Maybe someone pretending to be a prophet? We get enough of those. Andrixine has four more claims to worry about, from people who insist Yomnian has told them to take the Spirit Sword from her."

"Well, we have the arrangements in place to deal with enough possible problems tomorrow," Lorien said. "If she was waiting at the gates, she wants to talk to a Sword Sister. Maybe we should find out if she got in and who she talked to."

"And if she didn't get in yet?" Arand said, reaching across the gap between their horses to take her hand. Lorien sighed and shook her head, and they exchanged grins. "A word of advice, Derek. When you fall in love, pray Yomnian she is twice as smart as you are. It makes life so much easier."

Derek's face heated, but he laughed with them. He was far too young to think about finding a wife, and he had had far too much bad experience with courtiers' daughters and sisters, fluttering their eyelashes at him and making silly, simpering comments, trying to catch his attention. He knew they weren't interested in him, just the influence they could have over him, to profit their fathers and brothers and uncles. Since he joined the Auxiliaries, the flattery and flirting had been reduced, and he was grateful. He didn't have time for sweethearts who didn't see him, only his powerful connections. He didn't have time for sweethearts at all. He wanted to travel and have adventures and do something amazing before he thought about serious things like marriage.

When they reached the palace, Lorien made a sketch of the woman she and Arand had seen, but Derek had only glimpsed for a moment. When he saw it, Derek was amazed that he hadn't seen anything but the monkey and the shoulder-length red hair of the woman. He hadn't seen the green patch over her left eye, hadn't seen the lines of scars on the left side of her face. He certainly hadn't seen the peg extending from the left leg of her trousers. There was no mistaking the woman if she returned to the gates of the Sword Sister Chapter House and asked admittance, even if she didn't have monkey, small enough to sit in his two cupped hands, riding on her shoulder.
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Derek saw the woman with the peg leg and little white monkey on her shoulder late morning the next day, during the last-minute preparations for the twins' party. He stayed back in the shadows of the wooden-roofed pavilion in the center of the compound courtyard, watching her make her way around the perimeter of the yard, watching the preparations. The twins were the darlings of the Sword Sisters, and protected just as fiercely as King Rafnar's only son and heir, Prince Randon. Just because every Sword Sister in Cereston was ready to lay her life down to protect the twins didn't mean they could take foolish chances. Derek's lessons with the Sword Sisters and now with Malgreer told him a weapon could be secreted in the one-eyed woman's peg leg. Did anyone search her? Why was she allowed to wander around the grounds of the Chapter House, so close to the party beginning?

"Doesn't anybody learn?" he muttered.

"What has you looking like a storm cloud settled between your ears?" Nestra said with a chuckle, stepping up behind Derek. She rested a hand on his shoulder and shook him a little.

The scar-faced woman was the twins' wet nurse, and had become like part of the family over the last year. Derek didn't hesitate, but gestured with a jerk of his chin at what concerned him.

"Hmm, interesting." She pursed her lips as she watched the red-haired woman move closer to them around the perimeter of the courtyard. "I saw a copy of the sketch given to the sentinels."

Tayla, Commander Calleen's orderly, walked up to the woman and they stepped into the shadows of the buildings on that side of the courtyard.

"Whatever she's here about, the commander is willing to talk with her. That has to mean something."

Derek put the woman's presence in the Chapter House out of his mind as he crossed the courtyard, to the house set aside for Andrixine, Kalsan and their sons. Ordinarily, the Sword Bearer would stay in the palace to be close to the king, but because Sendorland continued to insist that the children of Lady Arriena Faxinor belonged to their country, prudence dictated their family take precautions. Besides, there was less intrusion from courtiers and politicians with the Sword Sisters and their sturdy walls in the way.

"Oh, good," Kalsan said, when he opened the door in response to Derek's knock. "I was going to go look for you." He stepped back to let Derek into the house.

Rak and Cern let out squeals when they saw Derek and toddled across the floor, little hands outstretched. He went down on the floor and let them climb all over him, glad for the bright spot in what promised to be a serious, tense day. The twins' giggles made up for the wet handprints on his best tunic and shirt, and messing his hair and yanking everything crooked. Soon enough, Rak scrambled away to play with the wooden horses that looked like new additions to the nursery, probably an early present. Cern plopped down in Derek's lap, giggling with triumph, even though his brother hadn't fought him for the position.

"Do you miss this?" Andrixine said. She and Kalsan sat curled up together in one of the deep, low chairs around the covered fire pit.

"Constantly." They laughed together, and laughed more when the twins joined in with their sweet giggles, not even knowing what the adults laughed about.

Too soon, Martyn came to fetch them. The time had come for the party. Derek thought about the noise, the press of people filling the courtyard, and the Sword Sisters who would be on alert and on duty, despite their festival clothes. He didn't know if he should pray for bad weather to interrupt the party, or hope the twins would grow cranky from being the center of attention, necessitating an early end to the festivities.

Derek paid more attention to the people gathered in the courtyard than he did to the twins. He stood to one side with the other members of their family. He wasn't really necessary to keep the twins under control, with his parents there to help Andrixine and Kalsan. Besides, the twins were on their best behavior. Who wouldn't be, with all efforts focused on entertaining them? They clapped and squealed with glee when a group of court entertainers performed acrobatics for them, and tried to sing along when a chorus sang a medley of blessing songs to them. He caught sight of the one-legged woman and her monkey, and didn't pay attention to the presentation of several presents as he watched her amble through the crowd to the edge of the open area in the center of the courtyard. Why was she there?

The laughing, chatting crowd quieted, catching his attention. A group of men dressed in the flowing formal robes of the Ontelli, the desert-dwelling horsemen, walked into the courtyard. One man walked in front, followed by two men leading two smoke-colored foals, their legs spindly, prancing nervously at the sound of the bells on their elaborate fringed harnesses in Sword Sister purple and noble blood silver.

A knot of men, maybe ten clustered together, walked behind the foals. Just past them, Derek saw the woman with the peg leg step up closer. She frowned at the men. Derek shivered, wondering what she saw from the other side of the courtyard. He glanced at Lord Jultar, just a few steps away from him to his right. Commander Calleen and Nestra stood directly behind Andrixine and Kalsan, who sat on a padded bench with the twins on their laps. Derek caught movement as all Jultar's Oathbound band stepped up, shoulders nearly touching, forming a wall behind Andrixine and her sons. But what was the use of that wall if the danger he sensed now came from the Ontelli in front of her? They weren't between his sister and nephews and the danger.

How could Ontelli be dangerous? They worshiped Andrixine as the Sword Bearer.

The question still spun through Derek's head as the knot of Ontelli men separated and a thin, barefoot man, with straggly, dirty-looking hair and a tangled beard emerged from among them. He let out a shout and darted forward, pushing the foals aside as he went between them. The foals let out squeals and darted into the crowd. Two Oathbound jumped forward and caught their halters, stopping them before they could hit anyone. Two more Oathbound caught hold of the men who had been leading them. Derek grinned, breathless, awed by their reflexes.

"Hear me, Andrixine Faxinor!" the ragged man shouted, raising his arms and tipping his head back, as if he wanted to shout so the whole city could hear him.

The courtyard fell silent around him. From the corner of his eye, Derek saw Sword Sisters slide forward and catch hold of the men who had surrounded the speaker just a few heartbeats ago. He shuddered, wondering why those men didn't fight. If anything, they looked rather smug. He turned his head to look at them while the speaker paused, turning his head to the right and left, visibly checking to make sure everyone was listening.

"I bring you the word of Yomnian. You must obey the words that I bring you, or forfeit your soul!"

The men who had hidden his presence with their bodies were too pale. Ontelli were blackened by the sun of their desert homeland. Their hair was long and looked greasy-dirty, just like the speaker, and under their Ontelli robes they wore vests and trousers in black and gray. They weren't Ontelli.

"Yomnian has chosen me as the Sword Bearer! You will give the Spirit Sword into my hand now. No delay! You have sinned already by refusing to obey the visions directing you to bring the sword to me. You have imperiled the safety of Reshor by disobeying. All of history will condemn you if you do not obey." He stomped forward two more steps and held out both hands.

Derek snorted. Did the idiot think Andrixine would have the Spirit Sword on her? That she would wear the sword to her sons' birthing-day festival?

Andrixine stood, shifting Rak to straddle her hip. Her face was calm. Somber, rather than the amusement Derek thought more appropriate to such a ridiculous demand. The courtyard quieted even more.

"Yomnian has not instructed me to relinquish my duty."

"You lie!" The man advanced two steps, halting with one foot in the air when Kalsan leaped forward, putting himself, with Cernan on his hip, between the man and Andrixine.

"No visions have come from the Spirit Sword, directing me to hand over Reshor's sword. You are not of Reshor. You have no right to claim the sword given for the defense of my country."

"Reshor's time has come to an end." He stepped around Kalsan and spewed a string of curses, visibly spitting, when Oathbound Brendan got in his way, seemingly from nowhere. "The Spirit Sword is meant for the defense of all nations who are loyal and obedient to Yomnian. It is my turn." He leaned around Brendan and held out his hand again. "Give it to me."

"No."

"Every nation was given a Spirit Sword," Kalsan said. "Each nation lost its sword through rebellion and disobedience and pride. Why don't you know that, if you are truly called to be the Sword Bearer?"

"Yomnian has thrown away all the old rules and traditions. I am called to write new laws and a new way of life for all lands once they have submitted to my leadership." He sneered at Kalsan, then tipped his head back, hacked, and spat.

Kalsan dodged the spittle. Cernan let out a little yelp that could have been indignation, but didn't sound afraid.

"Give me my sword. Now. Or I will summon my servants to fall upon you all and..." He turned, gesturing at the men who had come with him, and his voice faded away as he saw that each man was held still, a Sword Sister or an Oathbound gripping each arm, and a knife held to his throat.

"Blasphemy!" he shrieked, followed by another string of curses.

Lady Arriena stepped forward with Nesta, and took the twins. Andrixine glided forward, between Kalsan and Brendan, and raised her arm over her head. Light filled the courtyard as the Spirit Sword flared into being in her raised hand. With her other hand, she swung with an almost leisurely motion, slapping the man so his head rocked back on his neck and he fell silent. Lady Arriena and Nesta vanished between two buildings, leaving the courtyard. Derek shivered, anticipating...he wasn't sure what he anticipated, but he knew it would not be pleasant. Andrixine looked too stern, her features bleached by the light of the Spirit Sword.

"Give it to me," the man snapped.

"I will never relinquish the stewardship placed upon me, until the day designated by Yomnian and marked by the visions of the Spirit Sword." Andrixine held out her other hand. Two Sword Sisters hurried forward with a narrow table, which they placed between her and the man. "Take it, if you can."

She laid the sword down on the table and took two steps back. The Spirit Sword flared, blue streaks reaching toward Andrixine, but red and black streaks reaching toward the man.

"Be warned," she said, as the man reached out both hands, opening and closing them like claws, as if he couldn't make up his mind to pick it up. "Trouble and sorrow rest on all who take up blades that do not call them, and claim weapons and burdens and duties that belong to others." Her voice turned hollow and echoed oddly around the courtyard and her head turned, just enough that Derek had to look to see what she looked at.

For a moment, the woman with the peg leg seemed to stand out from the crowd. Her sea-tanned face went pale and she held perfectly still when everyone else seemed to take a step backward away from the false Ontelli, the man claiming the sword, and the warriors who held them all still.

"Swords of heritage and bloodline return to the hands born to carry them, and woe to they who stand in their way," Andrixine finished, as the hollow sound faded from her voice.

"Don't think to frighten me, you deceived servant of the dark spirits. If you continue to stand between me and what is rightfully mine, plague and famine will fall upon Faxinor and all the villages and farms beholden to you and your family," the ragged man snarled.

"But I do not stand between you and the sword." Andrixine spread her hands and gestured at the sword on the table in front of her. "Whether it is yours by right is not mine to judge."

The man leaped, nearly knocking over the table as he snatched up the sword.

A muffled concussion filled the air, then a wave of heat, as a pillar of flame devoured him. Screams and shouts and curses erupted and everyone scattered back and out of the courtyard. Andrixine went to her knees and bowed her head and held out her hands, and the Spirit Sword tumbled twice as it floated down to land in her grasp once more.

"Well, that ought to cleanse the air," Lord Jultar said, stepping over next to Derek, who stayed, along with the Oathbound and the Sword Sisters restraining the aghast prisoners. "Why is it that those madmen always equate holiness with rags and stench and unwashed bodies?"

Derek wanted to laugh, but the stench of incinerated flesh filled the air with a fine, powdery black smoke, making breathing and swallowing difficult at best. 
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"I'm sorry," Andrixine said, her voice pitched soft and low in consideration of the sleeping twins in her arms. "Sometimes when the sword speaks through me, I'm not there, I'm not aware. Whoever this woman was, I didn't see her, even though I don't doubt that I was looking right at her, as you said."

"So there's no way of knowing what sword you were talking about?" their brother Eryk said.

"Perhaps she came seeking to make a claim on the Spirit Sword as well," Commander Calleen said, entering the conversation for the first time since she and Jultar joined the Faxinor family in Andrixine's quarters. "There couldn't have been two one-legged women with white monkeys on their shoulders who came within our walls today."

"She is the woman who you met with earlier?" Kalsan said.

"She is a seafarer, named Harper, and came here in obedience to dreams she has had. She said she had questions about the Spirit Sword." The commander shrugged. "Just questions. I sensed nothing dangerous or odd about her. I am sorry."

"A false claim to the Spirit Sword, you think?"

Andrixine frowned, slowly shaking her head. "I don't have that impression, but...well, I can't even remember what I said."

"Too bad you weren't talking about our sword," Martyn said. He hunched his shoulders when everyone looked at him. "You know. Grandfather's sword."

"Who knows?" Lord Edrix said. "Ancient weapons, handed down in one family for generations, used for noble purposes--or for evil purposes, unfortunately--they take on a life of their own. Your sister was upset when those ruffians who kidnapped your mother took our family sword, and I told her the same thing. Such things find their way back into the proper hands in due time."

"Wouldn't that be something?" Eryk murmured, turning to grin at Derek. "I'd like to go on a quest in search of our family sword, wouldn't you?"

Derek returned his grin. The thought stayed at the back of his mind as the talk turned to the success of the trap that had sprung on the latest enemy. Andrixine had been warned by the Spirit Sword, as well as King Rafnar's spies. Commander Jeshra and a dozen of her best warriors had been waiting at the gates of Cereston for the false Ontelli and discovered the identity of their allies. While the self-proclaimed Sword Bearer and his minions had entered and made their demands, Jeshra and Sword Sisters had captured nearly fifty enemy soldiers who were poised to attack if Andrixine didn't hand over the sword. 
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