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      It was the sharp crack of her head against wood that jarred Emlyn into consciousness. It was the complete and utter darkness surrounding her when she opened her eyes that sent her into a full-blown panic.

      She jerked upright. At least she tried to, but her forehead bashed into a solid wooden plank before she’d made it halfway up. She opened her mouth to scream, only to have a hand clamp down over her face.

      “Shut it, Emlyn. Yer no alone, but ya need to shut it right now, ya ken?”

      Recognizing the peasant accent as that of her fellow Temple trainee, Ailith, Emlyn nodded, and the hand was removed. Only then did she have enough wits about her to realize Ailith was lying half on top of her. Although she was slowly getting used to having other people touch her, this type of contact made her extremely uncomfortable. “Ailith? What’s happening?”

      “I don’t know. I were runnin’ on th’ edge of th’ Codpiece and saw ya and couldn’t figure out why ya were down there on yer own. Then I saw three nobs and a pidge followin’ ya, and before I could do anything, one of ’em knocked ya on yer noggin’, and they drug ya into an alley. They had ya in this box before I could get there, and they’d just whipped th’ horses pullin’ th’ wagon, and I barely had time to dive beneath th’ floorboards and hang on.”

      Emlyn rubbed the back of her head where a goose egg had appeared. “How long?”

      “Can’t tell time in th’ dark, but we’re no in Sarlogne anymore. What’s happenin’, Emlyn? Why were ya alone in th’ Codpiece?”

      Both women were relatively new shivs or trainees in the Temple of the Daughters of Elyon. Ailith, who’d grown up on the streets and in the brutal world of the Dreyuthan army, was used to navigating the perils of places like the Codpiece. Emlyn, who’d grown up mostly sequestered in the Kibrunian royal palace, usually only traveled to the rougher quarters of the city accompanied by her handler, Killian.

      Even though it was pitch black in the box, Emlyn covered her eyes with her hands. “I don’t….my head…”

      “Aye, like I said, ya got knocked on th’ noggin’.”

      “Something’s wrong.”

      “Aye, ya got knocked on th’ noggin’.”

      “No, I mean…something…Tomisa.” An unexpected surge of emotion rose up inside her, accompanied by a slight feeling of nausea.

      “Yer princess?” Ailith heard a quick intake of breath followed by a quiet mewling and growled, “Fowk, Emlyn. Cry when yer with th’ Arch Priestess, but get yerself together now, or we’ll be toast. Or as th’ Priestess once told me, we’ll be dead toast.”

      The condescending tone Ailith used brought steel back into Emlyn’s spine, and she tried to focus her bleary mind. “And do what?”

      “We get th’ fowk outta here, that’s what. I’ve been tryin’ to wake ya fer Goddess only knows how many candlemarks. I was worried they’d cracked yer skull with that egg ya got growin’ on th’ back of yer head. At least ya woke up before we stopped.”

      The wagon lurched when the wheels hit a rut in the road, and both women smacked their heads on the wooden top. Ailith rubbed her head. “Okay. We’re in a wagon covered with a tarp. That means we can slip out onto th’ floor of th’ wagon without nobody seein’ us. We’re movin’ along at a good clip. I’ve checked a couple ’a times, and their outriders are ridin’ to th’ front. Once we’re in th’ back, we roll off into th’ dirt and lay there like logs. Ya ken? Like logs.”

      Ailith couldn’t see Emlyn nod, so she repeated, “Ya ken?”

      “I said yes.”

      “I fergot yer head’s ringin’, and yer not all there. If ya nod in here, I don’t see ya.”

      Emlyn growled at her own stupidity and realized she was hurt worse than she’d originally thought.

      Ailith twisted around, lifted the lid up at the back of the box, and slid out. She held it up for Emlyn, who climbed out after her. When Ailith saw the green pallor of her skin, she grabbed Emlyn’s hair and tugged hard. “Emlyn. Hold it in, girl. Fer fowk’s sake, hold it in until we’re in th’ woods.”

      Emlyn nodded, and Ailith pointed to the back of the wagon. “Slither over like yer a snake, land on yer belly, and lay like a log. Lay there ‘till I tell ya to move. Go now.” Emlyn did as instructed, with Ailith sliding out immediately after her.

      Ailith wasn’t happy to see they were traveling through an open plain which meant anyone looking back, even from a distance, would see them if they made a move. They lay in the dirt for a good quarter candlemark until the dust from the wagon’s wheels completely settled, and Ailith could no longer hear the rattle of the harnesses or the clanking of the metal staves holding the wagon together.

      Ailith shook Emlyn’s shoulder. “Ya still with me, Emlyn?” When she didn’t get an answer, she rose onto her forearms to check. Blood seeped from the back of Emlyn’s head, and she was unconscious again. “Fowk.” She glanced around, needing to get a better feel for where they were other than that they were in an open plain.

      Nothing lay to the west but wide-open grassland. Waving stalks of green timbre weed rose to about mid-calf. She glanced the way they’d come and saw the same. The east looked promising. The tops of trees rose in the distance, and behind them lay hills and a tall mountain range she’d never seen before. “Well then, I guess we move east then, eh?”

      Glancing down at her unconscious companion, Ailith sized up her weight and height. “Well, I’ve carried bigger than yer carcass across a battlefield. We’ll just go one battlefield distance at a time, eh, and hope they don’t stop to check on ya in th’ back of th’ wagon anytime soon.”

      Rolling Emlyn over, Ailith lay with her back on Emlyn’s chest, ran her arm between the other shiv’s legs, and grabbed the outside of her pant leg. With a mighty heave, she rolled onto her knees, bringing Emlyn over and up onto her shoulders. Ailith used her powerful legs to lunge up so that she was balanced on her two feet. “Not too bad. Okay. Let’s go then.”

      The grass made the bumpy terrain look deceptively flat, and Ailith sprawled forward more than once after catching her toe on rises where she’d anticipated level ground. Then there was the painful time her foot caught in an unseen tangle of milkweed, and she’d crashed to her knees and onto her chin where the ground left an impressive, bloody abrasion. It took far longer than she hoped to reach the trees, mainly because she had to stop every quarter candlemark or so to rest.

      That, coupled with the fact that after carrying Emlyn off the road, she’d doubled back to scuff out the blood from Emlyn’s head wound and rake over their tracks, had slowed their escape even more. But she didn’t see any way around covering their tracks because she didn’t want them to know that Ailith was helping her. She had no intention of leaving evidence that two people had escaped instead of one.

      As they neared the edge of the tree line, Ailith studied the forest, trying to gauge the best place to enter. Not paying attention to her feet, she caught her toe on a rock and once more fell onto her face. The momentum shifted Emlyn’s body forward onto Ailith’s head, and the weight drove her face down into the dirt.

      Ailith involuntarily sucked in a breath, inhaling a mouthful of dirt instead of air. She rolled Emlyn over her head and propped herself on her elbows while frantically wiping at her face and mouth so she could breathe without pulling in stray dirt and grass.

      It was a good thing there hadn’t been any sign of the riders or the wagon because she couldn’t stop her body from hacking out whatever it was she’d sucked into her lungs. The barking cough seemed to go on for much too long, and she hoped she wouldn’t choke to death before she could get Emlyn to safety. After that, well, the way her hacking cough was flaying her throat into painful, swollen strips of flesh made her wonder if a quick death might be preferable to this slow, agonizing chokehold the dirt had on her lungs.

      The cough subsided just as dusk began to settle over the grassland. She needed to get Emlyn somewhere safe for the night. With her back aching and her leg muscles growing weaker by the step, she lay back onto Emlyn’s chest, wove her hand around her leg, and lurched up onto her knees one more time.

      It took two tries to get her feet under her, a testament to the distance her aching legs had traveled carrying Emlyn’s added weight. If she didn’t find a safe spot soon, they’d have to camp on the open forest floor, a sure way to either be caught by the kidnappers or be mauled by hungry forest predators who preferred hunting for their meals in the dark of the night.

      The darkness closed in around them the deeper they ventured into the trees. Thick canopies of leaves blocked out the last feeble rays of the sun, making it nearly impossible to see where she was stepping. Off to her right, an ancient hardwood tree stood where it had sprouted as a seedling several hundred turns earlier. She moved toward it, hoping to find a way to climb into its upper branches with an unconscious woman slung over her shoulders.

      Instead, she found the next best thing. The trunk was massive, easily big enough that it would take four or five full-grown men to completely encircle it with their arms stretched wide and their hands joined with the men standing to either side. A dark emptiness gaped at her, starting at about chin height.

      She kicked the trunk several times, giving notice to any animals who’d claimed the hollowed-out trunk as their own. She heard a scrabbling inside and then could barely make out an angry chittering creature who scurried out of the hole and up into the branches of the tree. “I’m sorry, little friend, but we need yer home fer a while. Come back once we get settled if ya like.”

      Turning sideways, Ailith managed to lift Emlyn’s feet into the hole and then carefully lowered her down. She had to crawl in on her stomach and hold onto Emlyn’s arms so she could ease her the rest of the way to the bottom of the tree. When she could, she backed out, climbed partially up the trunk, slipped her feet through the hole, and then slid down next to her friend.

      Putting her arm around Emlyn’s shoulders, she pulled her close until her head rested on her chest and then settled in for a long, not-so-restful night. Luckily, Ailith was used to the nighttime sounds of the forest creatures, or their haunting sounds might have spooked her. An owl hooted as he began his evening hunt, but she was especially gratified to hear the far-off singing of frogs, telling her they’d be able to find water in the morning.

      The cicadas, grasshoppers, and crickets were especially noisy, with their various chirps and buzzing songs blending in harmony with one another. A soft wind picked up, and there was the occasional crack of deadwood as it fell to the forest floor. Now and again, a mockingbird sang out, followed by the haunting sound of a whippoorwill hunting for insects in the bark of the trees and jumping through the leaves hunting for their own sources of food.

      Realizing there was no need for her to stay awake, Ailith allowed her eyes to drift shut and, with the skill of any soldier, immediately fell into a light but restful sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Someone knocked on Sábria’s door, and she set down what she’d been reading and padded barefoot across the floor, wondering what emergency she’d need to handle at this time of the night. She wasn’t surprised to see Shirin when she opened the door since everyone knew her formidable second was the gatekeeper to Sábria’s inner sanctum. What did surprise her were the two Blades standing behind her. Both Killian and Jenx should have started their deadnight shift already, and the fact that they were here without their shivs made tiny sparks of alarm run up her spine.

      “What’s the matter? What’s happened?”

      Shirin looked over Sábria’s head into the living room. “May we come in?”

      Sábria stepped back and held the door open. She stared into each woman’s face as they filed past, trying to ascertain just how serious the problem was. When she closed the door, Shirin crossed her arms and indicated Killian with a lift of her chin. “Why don’t you start?”

      Killian lowered her brows and shook her head. “I hope it’s nothing, My Lady, but I can’t find Emlyn anywhere. Usually, she and I walked to briefing together. When she didn’t show up, I assumed that maybe she’d gone on ahead or that she was doing something in town and would meet me there.”

      Sábria shook her head, “That doesn’t make any sense. The shivs are supposed to be back in the Temple by the time the sun goes down and the gates are locked. Why would you assume—” She stopped herself from berating Killian, knowing her anxiety over a missing shiv had unsettled her enough to cloud the issue with unimportant details. “No, disregard that. I know you’re an excellent handler. Please continue.”

      Blushing, Killian pulled in a breath before continuing. “I know, My Lady, Emlyn is so solid, I couldn’t believe that she’d brazenly flaunt our rules and stay out without a good reason. I wanted to give her the benefit of the doubt.”

      Sábria rubbed her forehead. “Yes, I can understand that. I probably would have come to the same conclusion. So what’s happened to change your mind? Did she not show up to briefing?” She looked at Jenx. “And I assume since you’re here, Ailith hasn’t shown up either?”

      Jenx shook her head. “No, My Lady. But⁠—”

      Sábria interrupted again, “And don’t try to tell me you wouldn’t expect Ailith to break the rules. Why didn’t you raise the alarm when she wasn’t back in the Temple by the time the gates closed?”

      Shirin spoke up then. “She did. Well, at least she did when she couldn’t find Ailith to walk with her to briefing. She came to me immediately after she found Dina, who told her Ailith hadn’t come back through the gate before she pulled them closed. We went around to the side gate and were speaking with Tanna when Killian arrived to ask about Emlyn. When we found that neither shiv had returned, the three of us searched the Temple grounds. We found this in Emlyn’s room, but nothing else seemed out of place.” She handed Sábria a small folded packet commonly used to send casual correspondence.

      Sábria took it and walked to where her gas lamp was burning brightly on the side table next to the sofa. She held it beneath the light and saw Emlyn’s name written in neat cursive text across the front. “What’s this?” She unfolded it, but there was nothing written inside.

      All three women shrugged, and Shirin said, “We’re not sure. I spoke to Harkins, who said the courier packet arrived a few days ago. She didn’t remember specifically delivering anything to Emlyn’s room, but she said she would have taken it the same day it arrived.”

      Sábria set the packet on the table. “Did you find anything in Ailith’s room?”

      Jenx shook her head. “No, My Lady. Deena said Ailith went out for her run as usual right after dinner, and she called over her shoulder that she’d be back before the gates closed. She never returned and Deena assumed she’d come in through the back gate.”

      Sábria looked at Shirin. “Did anyone check with Lady Farryn?”

      Glancing at Jenx, Shirin said, “Jenx and I just came from there. She says she hasn’t seen Ailith in a fortnight because she’s had out-of-town guests.”

      Taking a moment to gather her thoughts, Sábria turned her attention back to the packet. “Shirin. Let’s go back to Emlyn’s room. You two, have you told Geller, Sela, and Terrowyn why you aren’t at briefing?”

      Killian nodded, “I did. The Commander sent me there when she and Jenx went to talk to the Lady Knight. I spoke with both Sela and Geller. They told me to come here and look, and if I couldn’t find her, to let Commander Shirin know.”

      Turning to Jenx, Sábria lifted a brow.

      “No, I never made it to the briefing.”

      “Then I want the two of you to go find Prime Geller and⁠—”

      There was another knock on the door, and Geller called out, “I’m here Milady. Can I come in?”

      Shirin reached back and pulled open the door. “Welcome to the party.”

      “Aye. I came back to find out what these two have found so far, and several people told me th’ three of ya were lookin’ fer th’ two shivs. I figured I’d see if ya were in yer rooms, but when I heard voices in here and then heard my name, I guessed what was up.”

      Sábria hoped they wouldn’t have to call an emergency “all Temple” search. That meant every woman in the Temple would be roused to search the Temple grounds and the city until some clues could be found as to the whereabouts of her shivs. “Ursuna, take these two with you and organize a search of the city using only the deadnight Blades. If you haven’t found anything within the next two candlemarks, you’re to come find me. If I’m not here, send out the relay with my whistle sequence, and I’ll meet you at the gates.”

      Geller straightened and brought her fist to her chest. “Aye, Milady.” After Jenx and Killian had gone through the door, the Prime hesitated, “Ya probably know this, but…well, if it were just Ailith, I wouldn’t be too worried, but with Emlyn gone, too….”

      Since both Sábria and Shirin had come to the same conclusion, they both nodded. Sábria wasn’t willing to let that niggling bit of panic roiling in her guts loose just yet, though. “If they’re in trouble and not simply delayed for some strange reason, I see two scenarios here. First, Ailith got herself into some kind of trouble, and Emlyn tried to help. If that’s the case, we have more reason to be concerned because although Emlyn was Tomisa’s bodyguard, her duties were mainly confined to the palace. She’s an interesting combination of deadly skill and naivete.”

      Geller and Shirin were listening intently. Neither one spoke, preferring instead to know what their Arch Priestess was thinking.

      “If it was the other way around and Emlyn somehow got into trouble,” she glanced at the empty packet again, “and Ailith tried to help her, then that would give me hope. Ailith is street savvy, and if anyone can keep them both alive, it’s her.”

      Geller growled, “Unless she does somethin’ lame-brained and gets them both killed. I swear, we all keep our eyes on Ailith ’cause we don’t know what she’ll get up to next. I say she’s th’ one who got in trouble first, then Emlyn tried to help.”

      Pursing her lips, Sábria held Geller’s gaze. “Let’s hope that won’t be the case, Ursuna. Now, go get that search organized while we do a second one here at the Temple.”

      Geller dipped her chin. “Milady.”

      After she’d gone, Sábria picked up the packet again, hoping there was some clue she might have missed the first time she’d given it a cursory glance. When Shirin stepped up beside her, Sábria pointed to the lettering. “I would guess this was written by a woman, judging by the flowery presentation of the letters. Very few men add those curlicues at the beginning and end of the word.”

      Bringing it to her nose, she breathed in deeply, knowing it would be nearly impossible to smell a lingering scent if the letter had spent any amount of time at sea traveling between one of the kingdoms, Kibrun, for example, and the Empire. Her brows rose with surprise when she caught the barest scent of a woman’s perfume.

      She held it up to Shirin’s face and spoke while her second pulled in the same scent. “Does that smell familiar to you? I can’t quite place it.”

      Shirin was the fifth daughter of a royal family and had grown up learning the nuances of being a high-ranking woman among the fashion elite. Pulling in a breath, she detected a scent but hadn’t caught enough to identify it. She put her hand beneath Sábria’s and breathed in again, opening her mouth to take full advantage of all her senses. “Ihemma Bissa. Very elite and expensive.”

      “From where?”

      “Most of the noblewomen I know bought it from one specific jeweler who imported it into Tuviste. I don’t know from where, though.”

      “Would Lady Octavia know?”

      “Most definitely. I learned the fragrances by sitting at the dinner table with my sisters. My mother insisted they coordinate the fragrances every evening, or else we’d just about gag on all the competing scents. I’d be in my room dressing for dinner, and I’d hear Cecilia, the oldest, call out to the others, “Jouve Dian or Cupé Arlough.” Sure enough, the upper halls would begin to be saturated with one specific fragrance, and that’s how I learned to differentiate between them.”

      Smiling, Sábria retrieved the packet. “I wondered. I never would have guessed you’d be a perfumista, even with growing up in the royal family.”

      Shirin rolled her eyes, “Not hardly. Octavia, on the other hand, is an elitist when it comes to who is wearing what fragrance to this ball or that dinner invitation. If it wasn’t the most expensive or the newest fashion, the whole Kingdom would know about it by the following morning.”

      “That’s going to be your first assignment, then. I want to know where that fragrance originates from.”

      Shirin’s nose wrinkled in disgust. “That means I have to actually make contact with Octavia.”

      A half-smile lifted the side of Sábria’s mouth. “It does. But it’s all for a good cause.”

      “Well…” Shirin’s brows rose, “…at least I get to wake her up in the middle of the night. All is not lost.” She put her hand on the doorknob. “Where should I meet you with the information?”

      “I’ll be in Emlyn’s rooms to start with. I know you’ve already searched, but you were in a hurry and may have missed something. After that, I’m going into Ailith’s room. You can find me in one or the other, and we’ll go from there.”
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      Following protocol, Sábria knocked on Emlyn’s door even though she knew the shiv wouldn’t be inside. She waited the requisite count of five and then let herself in. She’d been in Emlyn’s rooms many times, offering comfort or counseling as the need arose. The immaculate organization, therefore, didn’t come as any surprise to her.

      Some of the Blades, especially the shivs, kept a messy room throughout the sevenday and then hurriedly ran around shoving dirty clothes into a bag and tidying up whenever Mistress Ingry declared an inspection day. One of Sábria’s predecessors had instigated weekly room checks after discovering that if she left cleaning up to the individual Blades, many would leave their room in such a mess that it wouldn’t be long before fleas and other nasty bugs moved in. Once they took over one room in the dormitory, they spread with alarming speed and numbers.

      Not Emlyn, though. She had such a need to control everything about her life that even her books were color-coded and lined up by size and shape. Curious, Sábria ran her finger along their spines. “Psychology of the Assassin, The Finer Points of Kibrunian Primogeniture, Inside the Deadnight Moon.”

      Her finger stopped, and she pulled that one from the shelf. She’d seen all the others before, but this one was new. Leafing through the first few pages told her nothing. Neither did thumbing through it nor holding it upside down reveal any pieces of parchment hidden within its folds. On the off chance her search might be easier than she could have hoped, she brought the book close and sniffed.

      Tiny particles of dust flew up her nose, and she immediately began sneezing with all the gusto of a blacksmith’s bellows run amok. Taking a square of cloth Emlyn had folded in one of her drawers, she wiped the tears from her eyes and rubbed her nose. “Well, that’ll teach me.” She’d hoped to catch the perfume scent again, but a second, more judicious whiff told her there was nothing there.

      Still, she tucked the book beneath her arm and stuck her head out the door. Prita was just hurrying down the stairs from her fifth-floor room, and Sábria stopped her. “Prita.”

      The dawning shift Blade stopped and immediately retraced her steps. “My Lady?”

      Holding out the book, Sábria held the young Blade’s gaze so she understood the assignment was important. “Listen very carefully. Take this book to Mistress Comeau and ask her if it’s one of ours. If it is, ask her when shiv Emlyn borrowed it. If she’s unsure or if she doesn’t know…” She’d intended to send her to ask Master Lowenbrow if he’d sold it to Emlyn, but then it occurred to her that such a young Blade—Prita had only just turned twenty-one a sevenday ago—would have no clue where he lived. “If she’s unsure, then bring it back to me, please. And do it on the run.”

      Seeing pride rush into Prita’s eyes over the fact that the Arch Priestess had singled her out for this assignment, Sábria stifled a smile as the young woman brought her fist to her chest and ran off without verbally acknowledging the order. She waited a few beats until the youngling realized her mistake and came running back up the stairs. With pink suffusing her cheeks, she came to stand in front of Sábria and once again brought her fist to her chest. “Yes, My Lady.”

      Now Sábria awarded her with a smile, which brought an even deeper shade of red creeping into the young woman’s cheeks. Prita’s parents had privately told Sábria that their daughter had idolized her from the time she’d first heard stories of her as a small child. Because of that, Sábria was careful to limit physical contact with her until she matured enough to understand the difference between puppy love and the benefits and physical desires associated with the Kiprian arts.

      Returning to Emlyn’s room, she methodically searched the bed, the closet, and any other conceivable place a shiv might conceal a forbidden correspondence. She’d done enough of these searches over the turns to know all the nooks and crannies these rooms provided for hiding food or weapons or, in rare cases, illegal drugs. She was about to admit defeat when her gaze fell on the only window in the room.

      Remembering where she used to hide secret love notes she’d received as a young shiv, she pushed up the window and was rewarded with a piece of parchment that had been folded lengthwise to the exact width of the bottom of the sash. Taking the parchment, she lowered the window and then sat on the edge of the bed.

      She sniffed it, careful not to repeat her earlier mistake with the dust on the book. The same sultry musk Shirin had identified as Ihemma Bissa rose into her nostrils. With the excitement of the hunt stirring in her veins, she unfolded the letter and stared down at it in dismay. Sábria had never been good at codes, but she knew enough to recognize that the words she was reading had nothing to do with what the sender intended to convey.

      She heard someone coming up the stairs and was gratified when Shirin walked through the door. “Anything?”

      “You mean besides wishing Octavia’s parents had drowned her in the Resicant River when she first slithered out from between her mother’s legs?”

      “Shirin.” The word came out as a laugh, and Sábria held up the parchment she found. “Here.”

      It only took Shirin one quick sniff to identify the scent. “Ihemma Bissa.” She studied the note and, without lifting her chin, glanced up at Sábria. “A code of some kind, although I don’t recognize it. Do you?”

      “No, and Sonsa is in Frayham for a fortnight.” Sonsa had studied code breaking in the Emperor’s cadre of spies prior to giving it all up to become one of Sábria’s Blades. “Marne is probably in bed. Please wake her and send her to the Seneschal’s home. Have her ask him if he’d be willing to send Drékin to me to look at this.” She held up a finger. “I specifically want Drékin. He worships Elyon and is more loyal to me than to Aloric.”

      Shirin handed the parchment back to Sábria and headed for the door. She stopped and turned back. “Where did you find it?” All Sábria had to do was point to the window, and Shirin rolled her eyes. “I guess I wasn’t as thorough as I thought. I used to hide my notes there, too.” Shaking her head at her carelessness, she hurried out to fetch Marne.

      At the last minute, Sábria remembered why she’d sent Shirin off in the first place. “Wait.” When the Commander stuck her head around the door, Sábria asked, “Other than the fact that Octavia is as obnoxious now as when I sent her to Jestína, what did you learn?”

      “Oh. Just what you suspected, I’m sure. It’s a prized perfume in Tuviste because it’s one that’s prepared in Kibrun and only worn by the royal family.”

      “Tomisa.”

      “That was my guess.” When Sábria had nothing more to say, Shirin left to find Lord Dunham.

      With one last look around, Sábria moved one room over to search Ailith’s room, although she doubted she’d find anything. Ailith kept her room neat but not nearly as meticulous as Emlyn. Her whetstone and cleaning cloth were left lying out on her desk, her old, worn-out Dreyuthan military boots were lying on their sides in a corner, and a worn tunic was draped over the back of a chair.

      With a sigh, she recognized the disorder for what it was. Before Khaldo and the other Blades had destroyed her room upstairs, Ailith had proudly brought people there to show them her home. It had been the first room she’d ever been able to call her own, and as such, she’d taken great pride in keeping everything neat and ordered. Here, Sábria heard her proclaiming loud and clear that this wasn’t her room. It was temporary quarters that could be taken away at any time.

      Hoping Emlyn and Ailith would suddenly appear and she’d get the chance to talk to her shiv about the room situation, she once again systematically searched all of the places where they usually found contraband. She blinked when she discovered a phallic device buried in one of the drawers in the closet. Using a stocking to move it aside, she found a pair of nipple clips wrapped in a cloth and neatly tucked inside the leg of one of her stockings.

      It took most shivs several turns to discover the small shop in the dingiest, grungiest alley in the Codpiece. It was the only one in Sarlogne that sold items with the pointed petals of the Baccharis lobata stamped on them. Most shivs, most Blades, for that matter, steered clear of the place because of the unsavory people who frequented the establishment. They simply didn’t want to be associated with them. Apparently, Ailith had not only discovered the shop but had begun frequenting it as well. Sábria knew Ailith hadn’t had them when she’d first joined the Temple, and she rubbed the back of her neck while she stared down at the two objects.

      Sliding the drawer shut, she felt down the legs and arms of Ailith’s second uniform and then moved out of the closet and back into the main living area.

      “My Lady?”

      Realizing she’d forgotten to tell Prita she’d be changing rooms, she stepped to the door and looked out into the hall. “Here.”

      Inordinately relieved that she’d found the Arch Priestess, Prita stepped to Ailith’s door and motioned for someone standing in the shadows to come forward as well.

      The librarian, Mistress Comeau, dressed in a full-length heavy bathrobe and slippers, moved forward into the light of the nearest hallway lantern. With the sharp features of a mouse, her round, dark eyes completed the casual observer’s impression that one of the barn rodents had suddenly grown to a woman’s height and learned to walk on its two hind legs. She held her hands clasped in front of her breasts and kept her eyes riveted on Sábria’s boots.

      Her history was one repeated so many times here at the Temple. Several turns earlier, two Blades had stopped the woman’s abusive husband from beating her senseless. When Sábria had met with her to find out where she could go to be safe, the woman had quoted an obscure text from one of Sábria’s favorite philosophy books.

      She’d spoken barely above a whisper and uttered a truth so profound, especially for the woman’s situation, that Sábria had sat down and really focused on what she had to say. She’d said, “True safety is not found in the physical escape from an abusive husband, but rather in the courage to confront and break free from the mental and emotional chains that kept you bound to him.”

      The result of that conversation had been for Sábria to assign Mistress Comeau to the Temple’s library, where she’d worked as an assistant to the elderly head librarian until the woman’s death two turns ago. “Vessa. You didn’t need to come. Prita could have brought the message.”

      Still staring at Sábria’s boots, Vessa shook her head. “When the Arch Priestess needs information from the library, it’s my responsibility to bring it to her, My Lady.” Out of habit, she wrung her hands continuously in front of her chest.

      “And?”

      “Trainee Shiv Emlyn came to the library yesterday morning at eight bells and asked if I had a copy of Inside the Deadnight Moon by Lady Minta of Strego. Strego’s one of the Trenchian Islands. Are you familiar with the book, My Lady?”

      “I don’t believe so.”

      “I wasn’t either until a copy was delivered to our library two full moons past. It’s a fictional story of corruption and greed, but it’s also one of an innocent girl in her mid-teens who somehow changes everyone she comes into contact with. Her very innocence chips away at the darkness of the kingdom one evil person at a time until, eventually, monumental changes begin to occur.”

      Books didn’t suddenly arrive on their doorstep, and Sábria’s brows came together. “Delivered by whom?”

      Vessa shrugged, “I don’t know, My Lady. I assumed you’d ordered a new book for the library, as you so often do.”

      “Did you ask Emlyn how she knew about the book or why she wanted it?”

      Mistress Comeau wasn’t slow by any means. When she dared to look directly into Sábria’s eyes, there was a definite look of concern. She held Sábria’s gaze for only a moment before once again staring down at the Arch Priestess’s boots. “I assumed, apparently more fool me, that you had ordered the book and intended for her to read it for some reason.”

      Sábria placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “As you’ve guessed, my friend, I hadn’t. Do you remember anything unusual about the book when it arrived? Something pricked the edges of your mind, perhaps?”

      Comeau’s brows came down while she thought back to the day the package had arrived. “Well, no, nothing…well, oh, nothing really.”

      “Vessa. I said anything. Not necessarily something you might consider important or relevant.”

      Vessa met her gaze again. “What’s happened, My Lady? What’s wrong?”

      Sábria knew rumors were already circulating about the missing shivs, so she wasn’t too concerned about saying too much in front of Prita. However, people rarely gossiped with or around her librarian, and she wanted the woman’s thoughts uncluttered by the news of the shivs’ disappearance. She smiled to soften her words. “Please just give me your unadulterated thoughts, and then I’ll happily fill you in.”

      “Of course. Well…oh, um….” she blushed, and the hand wringing increased twofold.

      Sábria shot an angry warning glance at Prita, who’d just rolled her eyes and smirked behind the woman’s back.

      Apparently, Sábria’s message was received loud and clear since the Blade straightened to attention and blanked her expression.

      Sábria returned her attention to the librarian. “Well?”

      “I…remember smelling something…oh, I don’t know, musky is the only word that comes to mind.”

      “A perfume, perhaps?”

      “Yes, but one that—” She glanced furtively over her shoulder to where Prita waited with her gaze locked firmly on the wall behind Sábria.

      No fool that one, Sábria privately thought as she saw that Prita realized she’d definitely irritated her with her flippant eye roll. When Vessa returned her attention to her boots, there was a subtle pink in her cheeks that hadn’t been there a moment before. “Prita, go wait by the stairs, please.”

      “Yes, My Lady.”

      When they were alone, Sábria prompted the woman. “One that?”

      The way Vessa’s eyes darted this way and that only served to accentuate the mouse persona. Even though Prita was standing several doors away, Vessa lowered her voice and leaned in. “One that was sensual. One might almost say libidinal.”

      “Ah. Thank you for clarifying that.” She wanted to stop the blush that was intensifying the more the woman spoke. “Did you notice anything else unusual?”

      “No, My Lady.”

      “Then thank you for making your report in person. You’re dismissed.” Only when the woman turned surprised eyes on her did she realize she’d left out what she’d promised earlier. “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m a bit preoccupied. I needed the information because Emlyn and Ailith are missing, and I’m trying to piece together where they might have gone and why.”

      Vessa’s brows rose, and her eyes rounded to an even greater extent than before. “Oh. If there’s anything else I can do to help….”

      Sábria put her arm across her librarian’s shoulders and walked her to the stairs. “I know that, my friend. And again, I thank you for such a detailed report.” She watched as Vessa descended the stairs and then pointed to Ailith’s room. “Inside.”

      Prita’s lips thinned, but she did as ordered.

      Following her inside, Sábria closed the door, drew her sword, and spun her finger in a circle. “Turn around.” Once Prita turned, her Arch Priestess used the flat of her blade to deliver a sound and memorable lesson to her young Blade. After sheathing her sword, she grabbed Prita’s upper arm and pulled her around. “Now. Whose room is this?”

      Not expecting that particular question, Prita blinked and glanced around as she swallowed back tears. Whether they were from shame or pain, Sábria couldn’t tell, but either would do.

      “Ailith’s, My Lady.”

      “And what did Khaldo and her friends do to Ailith?”

      It was clear by her guarded expression that Prita’s brain was working overtime trying to figure out where Sábria was going with that question. “Bullied her, My Lady.”

      “And what do I do with bullies?”

      Understanding dawned, and real fear came into the girl’s eyes. “I’m sorry, My Lady. It won’t happen again. I’m not a bully, and…I guess, or I see now, that rolling my eyes⁠—”

      “And smirking.”

      Prita dared a quick look into Sábria’s eyes, “And smirking behind Mistress Comeau’s back was a kind of bullying, like I was laughing at her behind her back. I swear, it won’t happen again.”

      Pulling in a breath, Sábria placed a hand on her hip and caught and held Prita’s gaze. “It had better not. Do you think making derisive gestures behind someone’s back is something a mature Blade would do?” She sighed as she wanted to clarify the point and wasn’t sure Prita would understand the nuances she hoped to convey. “Mistress Comeau’s hand wringing is a result of turns of brutal abuse. It is her coping mechanism when she finds herself in stressful situations. And you belittled her for that.”

      The red in Prita’s cheeks couldn’t have gotten any more pronounced if she’d been dipped in a vat of tomato sauce, so Sábria backed off a bit. “There may have been times when you’ve seen one of the senior Blades roll their eyes at someone doing something foolish or stupid or arrogant. But we’ll never mock someone who is genuinely frightened or concerned. Do you understand the difference?”

      “Yes, My Lady.”

      There was a light knock on the door, and Sábria called over her shoulder, “Come.”

      Shirin opened the door, saw Prita’s red face, and turned to Sábria. “Problems?”

      Sábria hadn’t thought it possible, but the girl’s face seemed to glow even brighter. “No problems. You’re dismissed, Prita. Thank you for your help.”

      With a nervous glance at her Commander, Prita hurried from the room.

      Once the girl had gone, Shirin lifted a brow and asked again. “Problems?”

      “It’s been handled.” When Shirin glared over her shoulder at the now empty doorway, Sábria repeated herself. “Shirin. I said I handled it.”

      Relaxing somewhat, Shirin pointed in the general direction of the Citadel. “Marne’s back with Drékin. Lord Dunham came as well. I left them in my office.”

      Sábria’s head shot up at that.

      Shirin held up a placating hand. “With Marne there to make sure no one goes anywhere they shouldn’t or looks at anything lying on my desk.”

      “Of course. I’m sorry, I’m just a bit anxious about Ailith and Emlyn.”

      “Judging by the tears Prita tried so hard to hold in, I’d say you’re more than just a bit anxious. I’d appreciate knowing what happened.”

      Sighing, Sábria met Shirin’s questioning look with a serious one of her own. “Mistress Comeau came to give me a report, and Prita rolled her eyes behind Vessa’s back because of her nervous habit of wringing her hands excessively when she becomes frightened.”

      Shirin’s gaze hardened, and Sábria held up her hand. “You know I’ve adopted a zero tolerance for any kind of bullying after what happened with Ailith, no matter how small, and as I said, I took care of it.”

      “If her face was anything to go by, then I’d say she won’t be rolling her eyes at anything anytime in the near future. So, if you’re done here, Lord Dunham and Drékin are waiting.”
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      As was proper, Marne had provided the Seneschal and cryptographer with drinks while they waited. She wasn’t one to make small talk, however, and neither Shirin nor Sábria was surprised to find her standing with her arms crossed in front of the door to Sábria’s office as though barring their way from entering.

      Both men rose and bowed low when Sábria entered.

      She smiled and indicated their drinks, which they’d set on the low coffee table when she’d come in. “Please, let’s take our drinks into my office where we can be more comfortable. Marne, please pour the Commander and me some wine, and then wait for us here in the Commander’s office.”

      “Yes, My Lady.”

      Once they were settled around Sábria’s conference table, Lord Dunham got right to the point. “It’s quite unusual for you to summon my cryptographer in the middle of the night, My Lady. Might we know the nature of your request?”

      “Yes, and I’d appreciate your discretion on what I’m about to tell you, Tergin.” She looked at Drékin. “Garom.”

      Dunham waved away her concerns, “That goes without saying, My Lady. As one of my most senior cryptographers, Drékin is the soul of discretion, as, I think you know, am I.” Lying just beneath the surface of the words was the understanding that if there was any way of keeping Emperor Aloric ignorant of their meeting, Dunham would do just that.

      “Thank you.” She produced the parchment she’d found in Emlyn’s room and handed it to Drékin. “I’m aware there’s some type of code here, but neither Shirin nor I recognize what it might be.” She spoke directly to Drékin. “And unfortunately, as you know, Sonsa is in Frayham for the next fortnight.”

      Sonsa and Drékin had been coworkers and friends when the Blade had been at the palace, and Drékin merely inclined his head, acknowledging her absence. He unfolded the letter, and when he had it flat before him, he pointed to one of three lamps on the table. “May I?” Each one contained two beeswax candles, which gave off enough light to read by, but only if it was very close to the reader.

      “Of course.” Shirin moved one closer to him.

      After adjusting the lamp’s position, Drékin read through the message once to get a feel for the type of document he was looking at. Once he’d made it all the way through, he returned to the top, placed his finger on the first word, and slowly moved from one word to the next. His lips moved silently as he worked, and, as usual, he became totally oblivious to the presence of anyone else in the room.

      Sábria waited quietly, not wanting to disturb the man. She watched Lord Dunham out of the corner of her eye, though, hoping he wouldn’t ask for any more details about why she’d needed his best and most discreet cryptographer at such an ungodly hour.

      Unfortunately, Dunham cleared his throat. “My Lady, Sábria. I understand your need for discretion. However, as I am the spymaster for the Empire, I would appreciate knowing what this is all about.”

      Although Sábria trusted Lord Dunham, for the most part, she was a realist and knew he was loyal to the Emperor and would tell Aloric what he discovered here if pressed on the matter. She sat back and crossed her arms, trying to decide what she should tell him.

      Dunham mirrored her position. With his aristocratic, eagle-beaked nose and deep-set eyes, he looked exactly like what he was, a formidable, honest man who kept the Empire running smoothly despite the bumbling efforts of the current Emperor. The two of them had been wary opponents on many, many occasions, and while he always gave her the same respect he gave the Emperor, he was not a pushover by any means. “Lady Sábria, does this have anything to do with the welfare of the Empire?”

      “No. It’s purely Temple business, and if Sonsa were here, we wouldn’t have bothered you with our…needs.”

      “You know that Emperor Aloric will hear about our late-night outing, regardless of whether Drékin here or I tell him. Perhaps it would be preferable for you and me to discuss the reason we’re here so that I’ll have an acceptable answer for His Imperial Majesty when he asks me about our visit.”

      Translated, Sábria understood that to mean they needed to come up with a plausible, honest explanation for them being there that wouldn’t compromise the business of the Temple in any way. “Very well, I found this note in one of my trainee’s rooms and believe it is vital that I know what it means, both for her safety as well as the safety of my other Blades.”

      “And she’s refusing to tell you how to decipher the code?” In the silence that followed, Dunham’s eyes narrowed as he tried to decipher her meaning. They opened wide again, and he raised his brows and cocked his head to the side, silently asking the question he realized she didn’t want to explicitly answer.

      Sábria simply raised her brows in return and gave a barely perceptible nod. She was gratified to see concern flit across his face and grateful that he didn’t push the issue any further.

      Drékin sat back and rubbed his eyes. “It’s a fairly good cipher, My Lady. Would you have, by any chance, found a text to go along with it? Because without one—” His eyes landed on the book lying on the table in front of her. “Ah. May I?”

      The book wasn’t substantial. In fact, it contained fifty pages filled with small letters written in the Trenchian Isle dialect. Sábria placed her hand on the cover. “Do you read Trenchian?”

      “Out of necessity, I’ve learned to read in ten major languages and five other more obscure ones, My Lady. Trenchian is one I know well since I have an uncle who moved there and whom I regularly visited as a child.” He gave her a self-deprecating smile as she pushed the book toward him. Accepting it, he pulled a parchment, quill, and ink from his bag, opened the book’s cover, and began searching through the pages.

      It wasn’t as easy as moving chronologically from page one to the end. He started somewhere in the middle, found what he was looking for, and wrote it down. Then he moved back to the book, studied it a while, turned to a previous page, and repeated the process. The work was tedious and nerve-wracking for an Arch Priestess who had two missing shivs, but she dared not show her building anxiety in front of these two men.

      A knock sounded, and Marne opened the door and stepped inside. She looked at Dunham, then flicked a glance at Shirin, letting her know she’d like to speak to her in private.

      Shirin rose and stepped out of Sábria’s office and into her own. “Any news?”

      “Just that Ursuna says they’ve searched most of the upper and lower quarters and the Codpiece, and she’s now taking fifteen Blades from her shift to search the Foreign Quarter.”

      Shirin shook her head. “Go wake Osstendler and tell her I said to take fifteen of her toughest dawning shift people out immediately, including you, to back up Ursuna and her Blades. I want the Foreign Quarter torn apart. Tell her to look in every home, shop, and warehouse, and you know as well as I do that the Quarter’s residents won’t appreciate that.”

      “Yes, Commander.” She turned and left on the run. Marne was a lot of things, but she was excellent in a crisis, which this was beginning to turn into.

      Sábria caught her eye when she returned to her office, and Shirin simply raised her brows and took her seat. Translated, that meant she’d taken care of whatever the problem was, and Sábria didn’t need to worry, she’d fill her in when the men finished and returned to their homes.

      Finally, after what seemed like candlemarks but had in actuality only been about three-quarters of a mark, Drékin raised his head. “I have it, My Lady. It says⁠—”

      Lord Dunham raised a hand. “Hold, Drékin.” He stood and motioned for the other man to do the same. “Just give your translation to Lady Sábria and the two of us can take our leave.”

      Plausible deniability was a wonderful thing, Sábria thought as she gratefully accepted the translation from Drékin. She pulled a silver from her belt pouch and handed it to the cryptologist.

      He accepted it with a bow and slipped it into his pocket.

      There was no question that she wouldn’t offer to pay Lord Dunham, but it was understood that in their tit-for-tat relationship, she’d owe him a return favor sometime in the future. She held out her hand to him.

      He solemnly bowed over it and kissed her ring.

      “I’m honored that you trusted us to help you, Lady Sábria. We’ll do all we can to keep Temple business away from court politics. And…if we can be of service in this…matter, please don’t hesitate to ask. We’ll do whatever we can to help.”

      “Thank you, Tergin, from Lady Elyon and from me.”

      They showed the men out of the office, and Shirin accompanied them to the outer gates. Sábria met her in the Citadel garden when she returned. “Report.”

      Shirin explained about searching the Foreign Quarter, and they watched as Prime Osstendler and fifteen Blades left the Temple, jogging in formation as they made their way to assist Geller with her search. “What did the note say?”

      Growling quietly, Sábria handed her Drékin’s deciphered notes.

      Shirin read them out loud. “My Love. I can’t explain what happened. Hopefully, our childhood code will convince you it’s me. Meet me at the docks at ten bells on the morning of the fifteenth.” She dropped her hand to her side. “Well, that explains that. You don’t think Emlyn ran off with Tomisa, and Ailith somehow got wrapped up in the escape?”

      Sábria glared into the courtyard and shook her head. “No, I do not. Neither Emlyn nor Ailith would voluntarily break Temple law by running away. I know that deep in my soul.” She started for the gate. “Come on. Let’s go down to the docks and see what we can learn.”

      Not wanting to accompany Sábria through the Codpiece on her own, Shirin hurried beneath the archway into the courtyard and clanged a bell hanging on the wall twice. She waited for a beat and then rang it two more times. That was the prearranged signal for ten on-call Blades to hurry from their rooms to accompany Sábria into town.

      Sábria stopped and sighed irritably, knowing it would be peevish of her to continue walking away and have her guards running to catch up. While she waited, she thought about the implications of that note, written to Emlyn in code, purportedly from her ex-lover, the Crown Princess of Kibrun.

      As Blades began hurrying from the dorm, adjusting swords and combing fingers through hair mussed from sleep, her mind churned with dark scenarios she fervently hoped were far from the truth of what had actually happened to her two shivs.
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