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Chapter One
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Aren awoke to darkness. Terrified, she sat up as she tried to recall where she had placed the light orb. Where was it? Where had she put it? 

She heard something in the darkness and flung her blankets to the side, searching more furiously through the bedding. Fear drove through her, but she refused to allow it to keep her stuck in one place. She wanted to stay still in the darkness and listen to the sound, but she knew better.

It had surely all been a dream. Av, the palace, the return to court—all of it a dream created by her desperate desire to escape. Nothing more. She had woken back in the cave. 

Where was the damned light?

Light flared around her, momentarily blinding as every light orb and reflective surface in the room lit up. Aren ducked her head and covered her eyes with her hand. Giving herself a moment to recover, she cautiously removed the hand and looked around her. 

She was not in the underground cavern. She was in the queen’s rooms at the palace. The blankets she had tossed to the side were not the rough woolen things she had used for months, but the finer things that could only be found at the palace. If she had taken a moment to feel with her hands instead of allowing a dream to overcome her, she might have realized that as she awoke. 

The air was warmer, the bed held her warmth, and her head had been on a pillow, not a folded blanket. There was no dampness to the air. 

There were tens of things that should have alerted Aren as to where she was, and yet registering those things had been impossible in that moment because she had awoken to complete darkness. 

“Lady?” Wena asked cautiously from the bathing room door. 

The handmaid was still in her night clothing, but her hair had been combed and there was a shoe brush in her hand. Wena preparing for the day, brushing dust and dirt from her shoes, had been what had awakened Aren. The queen’s rooms were not meant to house servants with the queen, but until everything was sorted out and Aren was mated, Wena would sleep in the room meant for children and use the bathing room for her needs. 

“I’m fine,” Aren said, mustering every bit of courage she had. “Only a nightmare. Is it time to get up?”

“For me it is, but it would be best if you rested and recovered after your months away,” Wena said.

There was no hiding the annoyed edge to Wena’s words. The earlier Aren awoke, the less time Wena had to prepare for the day ahead. Or, alternatively, Wena truly believed Aren needed sleep.

“I’m fine, really,” she responded. 

Slipping out of bed, Aren collected the blankets she had tossed on the floor and began putting everything to rights. Wena hadn’t been serving her long, didn’t know her desires yet, but the young woman at least had the good sense not to demand the bed be left for someone else to put together. The handmaid walked around the bed and grasped the end of the blanket Aren was trying to straighten. 

Together they settled the first blanket. 

That was as far as they got, because there was a terrible banging on the door. 

Wena glanced at the door, to Aren, then to the light stick on the nightstand by the bed. The young woman plucked up the stick, which was made to be as heavy as a candlestick to prevent the valuable glass orb on the end from toppling. Wena carefully removed the orb from its enclosure and set it gently back on the nightstand before she walked to the door. 

All the other lights went out besides the small chip of glass set into the stick itself, giving Wena a reasonable excuse for carrying the light stick. 

She opened the door and allowed three guards in. Each had their hands on their swords, looking around the room for enemies. The lights moved back up when one raised his hand. They weren’t asking if anything was wrong, they were looking for enemies. 

“It’s fine, I’m fine,” Aren said, drawing the eyes and anger of three men. They didn’t believe her, so she tried again. “Just a nightmare is all.”

The guards didn’t move to leave. Their hands tightened on their weapons as if they expected enemies to fall from the ceiling itself. 

It did occur to Aren that, were there an intruder, a lady might claim a nightmare for the sounds or emotion coming from her room. 

“Honestly,” she said, trying to put a bite to her voice, “it was only a nightmare.”

Url strode into the rooms and ducked out of the way when Wena attempted to club him with the light stick. The high lord turned, plucked the stick from Wena’s grip and grabbed the handmaid by the throat with the other hand. Frowning, Url stared at her for a long moment as the guard turned from Aren to him. 

He released Wena slowly, looked at the light stick, then handed it back to the young woman.

“My apologies,” Url said, raising both hands slightly in surrender. “You swung. I reacted on instinct. You should train, if you really want to hit a man with anything more than your pretty face and wit.”

“You cannot just invade my lady’s rooms,” Wena said. Her back was straight, nose in the air as she tried to stand up to Url. 

The man laughed in response and patted Wena on the head as one might a dog that did something adorable. He turned to the guards, who were still watching him, and held his hands away from his sides. Url had no weapon on him, which meant that he had been in a room someplace in the palace. Which also meant that he had arrived either the night before, or sometime in the night and no one had bothered fetching Aren to tell her. 

He had left the North when winter had still held tightly to both their lands. 

“I came for the same reason you did,” he said to the guards. The man glanced around them, to Aren. “Though she seems fine now. Likely just a nightmare.”

“Nightmares don’t cause that.”

“Then search the rooms, stupid,” Url said, dropping his hands. “Settle your own minds. I know there’s no danger here. Not for her, anyhow.”

The guards split up and each took a different room as Aren picked up another blanket and held it in front of her, self-conscious as she realized that she wore little more than a nightgown.  

“I was drinking with Av,” Url said, looking Aren up and down thoughtfully. “He would be here except he seems to think the one who sits the throne doesn’t want males around until she’s mated. Tell me, is anyone still alive after your months away?”

“One is, and she’s in the healer’s hall,” Aren said quietly. 

Watching Url, she felt as if he were lying. He hadn’t seen Av yet, or he wouldn’t have been there. Url would have still been with Av, dealing with his cousin’s feelings. Av had been off upon their return to the palace and the conversation the night before hadn’t helped matters. 

It had to be done, however, to keep them both safe over the next few months. It wouldn’t do to have Av hounding after her while the court returned, when she had to be the most alert. 

“Av mentioned a woman there. I’ll go see to her then.”

If Av had mentioned Danya, then Url wouldn’t have become aggravated at the mention of a survivor. 

“Url,” Aren warned as the high lord turned to leave. 

“Yes, Lady?” Url asked, turning part of the way back. 

Which, if what Aren understood was correct, meant that he was willing to listen, but not willing to allow her words to sway a decision he had already made. 

“She was brought back with us because Av judged her not to be at fault,” she said. 

She held eye contact with Url until the man looked away. Maintaining eye contact for more than a glimpse was difficult for Aren. She was proud of herself for pulling it off but was also aware that, given Url’s temper, the warrior should not have given in so easily. 

“As you say, Aren.” 

Url left the rooms as she pondered what the change from title to name meant. It might have meant that Url was submitting to her will because of their personal connection, but that couldn’t be right because there was no personal connection between the pair of them. 

It might also have meant that Url was bending in the hopes of creating a personal connection. Which was foolish because Av wouldn’t allow such a connection to be made. 

“All clear,” one of the guards said cautiously to Aren as the other two slunk from the room. 

They were obviously afraid of her reaction, now that she had been proven right. Aren sighed out loudly. There were a few hours still until she had to be up, several more before she would be expected by the court and a great deal more before anyone gathered their courage and came looking for her. She could sleep more and rest, perhaps even drive the weariness from her limbs. 

“Thank you, for checking on what might have been a problem,” she said.

They left and Wena closed the door behind them. Sliding the lock into place, the handmaid turned to Aren and crossed her arms. 

“That was not just a nightmare,” Wena said sternly. “Not if the guard arrived and a warrior on top. They felt you all the way out at the barracks. What happened?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Aren said. 

She turned to the second blanket. She dropped it onto the bed and smoothed it out as best she could. Two would be enough. Climbing under the blankets, she was resolute to ignore the rest of the world and sleep the day away. 

Wena approached the bed and snapped up the final blanket. The woman dumped it on Aren’s head, causing Aren to fumble to pull it off. Pushing it to the side, she glared up at her handmaid. Wena glared back, crossing her arms as she set her weight on one hip. 

“You didn’t take me on because I’d give up that easily,” Wena said. 

“I’m going back to sleep now,” she said. 

“Maybe I’ll just go join the guard instead,” Wena growled. 

“That’s an idea,” she said with a smile. “Maybe I’ll join the guard as well.”

“The one who sits the throne can’t be part of the guard.”

“Can’t be part of her own guard. I can serve the palace guard and so can you. We’d also be taught how to take down warriors.”

“You mean...” Wena trailed off and then sat on the edge of the bed. “You mean to say that we would be taught to defend against any attacker? We could stand our own ground?”

“The more we talk about this, the better it sounds,” Aren said with a chuckle, rolling onto her side to face Wena. “Once I wake, we’ll go see the guard.”

“They start training at dawn,” the handmaid said with a motion towards the door. “If we’re serious, we should go now.”

“If we go now the captain might say it’s an impulse, a reaction to a nightmare in the night,” she said. “If we go in the afternoon, the excuse of a nightmare frightening me is out of the question. He would then judge us based on our capabilities as possible guard.”

“I can stand on my own,” Wena said. “You, on the other hand, look like you’ve been through the wringer. No meat left on your bones.”

“Meat on the bones can be fixed.”

“I’ll arrange for a nice breakfast once you’re awake,” Wena said as she stood, patting Aren on the shoulder. “Then we’ll go see the guard.”
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Av spent the night wandering the palace hallways. He didn’t feel like sleeping, and even while travelling sleep had been hard to come by. Every time he closed his eyes he saw the man’s face, the one he had destroyed in the village. 

It was early morning when the wave of fear rippled through the palace. He saw it pass through the serving staff, who suddenly bolted from him, and in the few lords and ladies who were up, who screeched at the sight of him. The terror didn’t grip him. He did not feel any different than he had a moment before. 

This was what it meant to be a hole. 

Understanding that, he turned towards Aren’s rooms, knowing where that feeling must have come from. For Aren to affect everyone said something about the depth of her feeling. The court was not usually moved by her moods. Even when her parents were sending her into momentary rages, Aren hadn’t affected the court. 

Just inside the family area, he rounded the corner and came to a full stop. 

There was a head in the middle of the hallway. Av approached cautiously. He looked around for an attacker but there was nothing in the hallway for anyone to hide behind. No doors in this stretch. Whoever had left the head was long gone. 

Looking at the head again, he took a step closer and around to peer at the face. 

It was Rewel. 

Av stumbled back, away from the head as the eyes snapped open and looked at him. The mouth opened, a scream filling the air as Av bolted from the hallway. He stumbled to a stop some distance away, gasping for air as he considered his surroundings. 

There was blood all over the walls. Gritting his teeth, Av hardened his resolve and pressed his hand into the blood. It came away red. Sniffing his hand, all he smelled was hand. Not blood. His hand wasn’t sticky or wet feeling. 

The walls whispered his name. 

With a shudder, Av swallowed his fear and turned towards the healer hall. He focused on getting there, resolute on ignoring all else. 

Except there was nothing else to ignore. Suddenly the walls had decided they were simple plaster. The whispering voices must have found someone else to pester because all he heard was the sound of his feet on the soft rugs and the thunderous beating of his own heart. 

Av walked into the healer hall and stopped at the desk as the healer stared up at him. 

“Problem?” she asked. 

“I, uh...” Av trailed off, uncertain how to describe his symptoms.

“Where are you hurt?” the healer asked very slowly. 

“My, uh, my head?” he said.

“Were you struck? Did you fall?”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m not certain...”

“If you aren’t bleeding or physically damaged, there’s nothing we can do for you,” the healer said with a loud sigh. “Please return to your rooms and sleep off whatever you’ve taken. Sleep can do wonders for a tired body.”

“I need a healer.”

“The type of healer you need, the spirits don’t make,” the healer growled. 

“I demand a healer.”

The healer gave Av a look that clearly stated he should go end himself before she did it for him. She sat back in her chair and looked up at him. Av refused to budge, bargaining on the fact that she would know who he was and would fetch someone, if only to shut him up. 

He also knew that making the demand would cost him if there was nothing wrong with him. The healers would report this incident to Telm, as they did all problem visits. 

“Fine, I’ll get someone,” she said finally, motioning to the closest private room. “You wait in there. I have to wake her, and she doesn’t like being awoken this early in the morning.”

Av did as he was told, taking a seat on the available bed. The wait seemed to be forever. When the door finally opened, he stood, only to watch the healer escort an elderly woman into the room. She was hunched over with age, hair completely white. The elder shook as she took the seat by the door, leaning heavily on the healer. 

“You said you’d get somebody,” Av protested.

“You wanted help,” the healer snapped back. “She’s got the most experience out of anyone here. She trains us all.”

“What’s the problem then?” the elder demanded. 

Her voice was clear and authoritative despite her age. The woman’s body might have been failing her, but her mind worked fine. 

“I saw something in the hallway that wasn’t there,” he said, taking a seat once more.

He didn’t have a choice. If he wanted answers the only way to get them was to tell the woman exactly what was going on. Even if it sounded crazy.

“Who did you see?” 

“A man I killed, days ago. His head was just...” Av struggled to find the words he wanted but couldn’t. In the end he sighed. “In the middle of the hallway.”

“The state of this head?” 

Av frowned at the elder. “What’s it matter the state of the body?”

“A body breaks down, returns to the earth, when it is not burned on the pyre. What was the state?”

That reminder didn’t make him feel any better. Of course, Av knew how much a body could change even a few days after the spirit had left. If the head had been decomposed at least he could still argue that someone was trying to trick him. 

“Same as last I saw,” he said. “There wasn’t any blood around it. There was plenty on the walls around the corner though. At first, I thought someone had brought it here from there, but there was only one villager and she’s here, in the hall. She brought nothing with her but the clothing on her back and a few small books.”

“Danya is the girl’s name. She brought us books on the ranks and the rights, old things that we thought lost. She is a good girl. Did you kill the one named Rewel?”

“Yes, I killed the man that was there,” Av said. 

Maybe if he never said the name himself, the images would fade from his mind. Maybe he could forget the man’s face, forget the name so that it wasn’t on the tip of his tongue constantly. 

“It is my understanding there was also a curse on that land. Perhaps on Rewel himself, no? Perhaps also, this is not a mind problem, but a magic-borne curse.”

“Or it’s the blooding,” the healer snapped from the elder’s side.

“Let them of the North be judge to that, but it is known that when one kills a man who has been cursed, before time has allowed the curse to be carried through, the one who did the killing takes on the curse.”

“I killed Rewel and—” A kiss, wasn’t that what Laeder had said? Av had thought it meaningless nonsense. This was not some myth or wild story. In the real world a kiss from true love did not release one from a curse. “—and so, you think I took on his curse?”

“It is possible,” the elder said. 

Av turned to the healer. “And what did you say about blooding?”

“Sometimes when a warrior bloods a man, he is marked by it for the remainder of his days,” the healer said sternly. “The mind breaks.”

“Then you can heal me,” Av said.

“I can administer the standard cure for a hurt of the mind,” the elder said, standing shakily. 

She shuffled over to the bed, swaying slightly as she came to a stop before Av. 

And backhanded him with a strength she didn’t appear to have. Av sucked in a breath and stared at her, questioning her sanity.

“Suck it up, like one who has bitten into a lemon. It will pass.”

“That’s it?” Av protested as the elder took her seat again. “But you’re healers!”

“We can heal breaks and snaps and cracks,” the elder said. “Infection, disease, consumption, and the mind are beyond our capabilities.”

“Normally if one comes to us with complaints such as yours, we send them to bed,” the healer said. “We are then to find the steward or head of house, who assigns a rank to them. It is the task of the ranks to settle the minds. It is our task to keep the body alive until that can be done.”

“A nice, social time, you mean,” Av growled.

“Usually that is all that is required to cure a sadness or a missing of home,” the elder said. “There are some who see strange things or hear what is not there. Those ones we care for as best we can, submitted permanently to the healer hall, they are placed in halls far from the palace, where they cannot hurt the court and the court cannot hurt them in return. There, they find some solace and hopefully peace.”

“Those who are mad, you mean,” Av squeaked out.

“Yes, there is no way to heal the mind,” the healer said, her voice quiet and suddenly respectful.

“There are ways, but they are all but lost to us,” the elder said. “Sometimes a woman might be hysterical but only around her mate, so removing her to another hall heals her, though it is some years before she is ready to step away from the hall. At that time, we assign a warrior to her, depending on her strengths and beliefs. It works out quite well for both parties.

“There are old stories of a healer once, one of the mind. Her mother birthed her too early and she was near death upon birth, enabling her to see the spirit of a person, or so the story goes. She was never well, always ill in some manner or another. She could heal the spirit, but still not the mind.”

“Yes, but that’s the story of the mad queen,” the healer sighed out. 

“No, of the warrior queen.”

“What’s the difference between a hurt of the spirit and a hurt of the mind?” Av asked. 

“Seeing things is a hurt of the mind,” the healer said. “Seeing the dead man you killed because you are suffering from the blooding is a suffering of the spirit.”

“Once there were words to describe a hurt of the mind. But the mind is a funny thing. It can be broken and it can be a hurt of the spirit. Yet the spirit can be broken, and it is considered a hurt of the mind. Only one who can help the spirit would be able to tell you the difference.”

“Where does that leave me?” Av asked. 

“Clinging to sanity until Aren is mated, I suppose,” the elder said and chuckled. “If you’ve taken on the curse, you will be cured then.”

“And if it’s the blooding?”

“Then the spirits have mercy on you.”
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Url walked into the healer hall and found the desk empty. He tapped the bell once, indicating a visitor, and waited politely for the young healer to slip out of one of the private rooms. Her eyes flitted over him, over his clothing, over his face, then settled on his eyes. 

The grey Marilton eyes that she would recognize above all else. Few on palace lands had the grey eyes but many bloodlines in the North claimed them. 

She sat at the desk and drew in a small breath. “Reason for visit?”

“I was informed that my cousin, Av, might be found in the healer hall. By chance he may be drunk off his rocker and possibly started a fight with someone?”

“No, Av is sober,” the healer said, motioning to the room she had just left. “He is in need of rest, however, and cannot accept visitors until after he sleeps.”

Which meant that the healers had given Av something to make him sleep. 

Url glanced around the hall, then back to the healer. “Can I ask the nature of his visit?” 

In the North he wouldn’t have had to ask, he would have demanded. Most of the time even that wasn’t necessary. If one of his blood visited a healer, the entire bloodline knew about it before the person left the healer’s side. Everyone knowing was the only way for one of them to mend. 

They were just too damned stubborn to stay in bed long enough to heal otherwise.

“You cannot,” the healer said. “However, we have been told to make exceptions to your bloodline based on your own traditions. In this case I believe it may even help, as your bloodline is well known for what I believe he is suffering from. Not—I’m sorry—not from what he’s suffering from, but well known for what got him there in the first place.”

“What got him here?” Url asked, a cold tingle working its way up his back.

“He’s suffering from the blooding.”

“The blooding?” 

“The blooding.”

He wondered if the healer was daft, stupid, or perhaps she was actually a lady who had been submitted to the hall on a permanent basis. Sometimes those folk were permitted to wander freely and had strange beliefs. Such as the one who thought he was the king of some island that the North had sunk below the ocean to punish him for denying them his daughter. 

Only, the man had been born and raised at Castle Grey. 

“Wait, do you mean he blooded a man?”

“Ripped a man to shreds?” the woman asked, apparently understanding that there had been some confusion over her words. “Yes, he came to us because he saw the man’s head sitting in the hallway. Sometimes warriors have lapses with the present after doing such a thing, unable to live with their own actions.”

“And besides me, you are sworn to complete secrecy?” Url asked. 

“Absolutely. I only agreed to tell you because you are blood. Your bloodline is known for that specific action, and you might actually be able to help him.”

“I’ve never done it,” Url murmured. “All right, fine—can’t see him, but what about the survivor, a woman? Is she taking visitors?”

“I believe she is up. I will check to see if she wants a visitor,” the healer said, and then walked off. 

Without asking his intent? 

She returned a moment later and motioned for Url to follow her, stopping just outside a door.

“Now, I do need to tell you that the young woman will be under our care for some time. I realize your rank enjoys eye contact, but she cannot make it. There’s something wrong. The eyes are there, they appear to be working, but there’s nothing getting through to her.”

“You’re saying she’s blind?”

“Yes, otherwise she is well enough, considering everything. But the point really is, she cannot make eye contact. Her eyes may look like they work, but they do not. Please do not take offense and start a fight or an argument with her, as she is under our protection.”

Meaning if Url did try such a thing, the wrath of all the healers of the palace would come down on his head. They might not have been able to mend bone, but that had never stopped a healer from killing a man with a touch.

“Fair enough, then I will behave,” Url said.

The healer shook a finger at Url. He shrugged in response and opened the door to enter the dimly lit room. Closing the door behind him, he considered his options before he turned to the occupant. 

She had turned her face towards him, though her eyes were on the floor, not on his face. A small frown creased her brow as her face lifted higher, almost looking him in the eyes. 

“My name is Danya, and who are you?”

Url picked up the chair in the corner meant for visitors and set it by the bed, where he could sit and speak with her without feeling out of place. At least, that was his hope. 

Taking the seat, Url let out a small breath. 

“I am Url Marilton, High Lord of the North and son of Er Marilton and Olea—” Url stopped speaking, seeing the confusion on Danya’s face. “You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?”

“Do you really announce your family each time you speak?”

“Family?” Url almost spat out the word. “I suppose they are my family, but no. No one talks about family. We talk about our blood and our bloodline.”

“There’s a difference?” Danya asked. 

“Blood are those you are related to by birth, but our people have a long history. There are many recorded times when blood betrayed a body, but family does not. Family is not necessarily blood, but instead, are those who care for us.”

“Ah, such as Mar and Aren—they are family, no?”

“I believe so, yes, but no one would dare speak of it,” he said. 

“And you and your father...?” Danya asked, frowning as if confused. “Url, Er. The names are almost the same.”

“To those of the North, if they were asked who my father might be, they know. Url belongs to Er, and anyone who tries me, must answer to my father.”

“A type of claiming,” Danya said with a smile. “Like Aren and Anue.”

“Somewhat, but they were named by their mother, who is from a region of the coast that hasn’t quite been claimed by either the Eastern baron or by palace lands. A type of no-man’s land that has no culture of its own, so it picks and chooses from other lands.”

“Such knowledge. And what is the purpose of your visit today, Url?” Danya asked.

“I came to ask about what happened in your village.”

Danya shook her head. “Like many children born to the world, I simply understood it to be true. I was born in that village, thought I’d die there. I knew things were different before, I knew they were different elsewhere, but I had no means of escape. Everyone who tried vanished. We could see travellers passing by the lines of the village, they could see us, but they never came close enough to speak. That was how we knew the others had vanished. 

“As to what happened, none could really say. Rewel knew the most, I think.”

“Due to the matters at hand, I need to press you for information about Aren specifically,” he countered. 

“Press me?” Danya asked, almost sounding amused. 

“Surely you felt the terror come through not long ago.”

“Terror?” Danya asked, shaking her head. “No, I awoke terrified. In a dark place. I thought for a moment I was back there and he...”

“He who?” Url asked. 

“That was her?” the woman asked. “That was Aren? She never felt like that in the village. I mean, she felt, but it never did that.”

“I need to know what might have put her in that mood,” he said. “I need to know how to keep her from feeling that way again.”

“Rewel brought her to the village. I knew she was not like the others, but I still allowed him to link her to the village. I was just so tired of it all, of the women dying, of having to clean and bury the bodies myself because ranks are the only ones able.”

Which was not true at all, but Url was not about to correct her notion on that. However Danya had been raised, there would be a lifetime ahead of her to correct the notions. She was young still, and she would eventually adapt to the new world she had been dragged into. 

“I had hoped Aren would end it or might even become angry enough to do me a mercy. Suppose I should have been careful what I wished for. 

“Rewel all but ignored her for months, visiting only to demand what was going on when the village and lines changed so quickly, but otherwise seemingly had no interest. When spring began to come, I suppose he became desperate. Wanted to keep the blood there. He tried to give her something, to make her go along with his plan, but she detected it somehow and threw it at him. Perhaps the throne did that, I don’t know. 

“He became angry and came up to demand what I had said to her. I had just discovered my herbs had been gone through and was gathering my courage to confront him when that gorgeous man showed up—Av. Rewel shouldn’t have gone out to meet him. Surely, he saw that Av was a warrior, but that didn’t matter for some reason. They didn’t even fight.”

Url watched as Danya fell silent. He closed his eyes and tried not to imagine what that must have been like for her. 

“You saw him do it?” he asked. 

He could count on one hand how many people witnessed such a thing and lived to talk about it. Even those not involved ended up being destroyed in the warrior’s rage, leaving no one left behind. 

“Yes, I saw him do it. I had heard stories about what warriors could do, but I always thought it was with a weapon. Surely that takes some kind of magic.”

“Surely it does, but no one who goes probing ever survives.”

“I know—I know that. The stories all said it. That was why I stayed put, why I didn’t run even though everything in me was screaming to. I just wanted to flee and hide and pray he didn’t find me, but I knew he would, I knew that if I moved, I would be no better off than Rewel. 

“When he was done, he held Rewel’s head in his hands gentle like, as if it were a babe. He set it on the ground, on its neck so that it sat there straight up, as if the rest of his body were beneath the earth itself. He made it balance there and had to pick it up and move rocks out from under it and try again in order to make it work. Once it sat straight, he went after Aren. 

“I was afraid for her, I was, but I still didn’t move. Tears blurred my eyes as they came back and they wanted to leave right away, but I said I was afraid I’d fall off the world, like everyone else. They agreed to stay the night, if only to get Aren drunk to find out if it were safe for me to leave. I didn’t tell them that I wanted to stay there because I was afraid of him. He was still covered in Rewel’s blood. It terrified me, the idea of going off with this man.”

“He cleans up nice,” Url said. “And most of the time Av is a threat to no one but himself.”

“I know and understand that,” Danya said quietly. “But my last clear vision of this world is hard to shake, and it was of him killing the only man I had ever known.”

“That would be hard to take, very hard.”

Danya couldn’t stay at the palace. Not if she harboured such ill feelings towards Av, no matter how justified those reasons were. Just because she was now blind didn’t mean she was stuck in the healer hall, or any hall for that matter. She could learn to make her way through life as many elders and warriors had in the past after losing their sight to age or fighting.

“My parents will be arriving shortly. Would it be all right if they visited you?” Url asked. “They are good people, and they would take kindly to your presence I think.”

“They may.”

“And my uncle,” he said, thinking of Ervam. “He’s a trainer, I’m betting you’ve never met one of them before.”

“Oh,” Danya said, sounding genuinely interested. “No, I’ve never met a trainer before. I have read about them, though.”

“Good, they’re all good people,” he said, then hesitated and thought about their conversation. “How did you know I didn’t mean you or Aren harm?”

“You meant me harm,” Danya said confidently. “But Aren’s mark is on you. It’s like a beacon, I believe they are called. A light in the darkness. You barely know her and yet are loyal to her, just as she does not know you yet trusts you with her life. Like to like, you call to one another.”

“How...?”

“The healers say that without my sight, my other senses, the other ways I interact with the world, will grow stronger, keener. For much it will take time, but magic adapts very quickly, I think. I cannot see you.” Danya paused to turn her face to Url. “But I can see you. Does that make sense?”

Url shuddered. He had to find his uncle, before he did something brash and stupid. 

“It makes about as much sense to me as the rest of the world will make to you, I think,” he managed to get out.

“What was that tone for?” Danya demanded. 

“It’s...” Url struggled to find the appropriate word. “Creepy. I’ve never heard anyone talk like that. My father and uncle would know better. I consult them before I make any brash decisions.” 

“Does that mean I must die? To keep the blood pure?”

“That choice would be up to the mate to the throne, whose decision would likely be swayed by Aren’s. For now, you are an oddity, and I apologise, as I suspect you saw my reaction to your words.”

“I did, instinctual fear of the unknown. But I’m not one of the unranked ones. I’m just a healer who is re-purposing magic in order to interact with the world. I’m finally free after decades of being confined to one place with one man. I don’t want to be kept in this little room for the rest of my life just because I am unable to get around on my own.”
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Chapter Four
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Aren marched out to meet the guard with Wena in tow. Wena had protested, as she was having second thoughts, but Aren was not. She had wanted to be trained properly for months. If she had been trained properly, Rewel would never have gotten the upper hand. The entire winter could have been avoided. 

Which reminded her, she had to beat Av into the ground just as soon as she knew how to.

She came to a stop before the captain of the guard, who eyed her as if she were a deadly predator. Aren stood as straight as she could and motioned to Wena a step behind her.

“We want to apply to the guard.”

“No,” the captain said without skipping a beat.

“Why ever not? It’s your duty to review me as any other supplicant. I am now applying to you, and you are not reviewing me in the least!”

The captain held up his hands in his own defence, quieting Aren’s protest only because she suddenly felt like a lady throwing a tantrum just to get what she wanted. 

“I saw you last year and judged then. I will not take you on to the guard. That doesn’t mean I’m unwilling to train you like the guard, but Lord Av was right, Lady Aren, you cannot be a part of the guard. The guard walks the halls at night, normally to defend you, it stands at the doors of the throne room while you are holding court, it escorts drunks to their beds when you hold balls. It protects the ambassadors, sometimes from you. 

“You cannot serve on that which would cause conflict in your duties. So no, I will not take you on as the guard, but I will train you. 

“As for you, the handmaid, I won’t take you on to the guard because then you’d have to spend at least six months living in the barrack with the guard. There’s nothing wrong or dangerous in that for a woman, but you can’t very well serve your lady while living out here, now, can you?”

“No,” Wena said quietly.

“Even if you’re not on the guard, you come to train at dawn tomorrow morning. That is your training time. Dawn. Not early morning, not afternoon, not whenever you get your fancy backside out of bed—it’s dawn.”

“I can be up at dawn,” Aren said, turning to Wena. “Can you be up for dawn?”

Wena gave Aren a questioning look that seemed to imply she was stupid. “I’ve been a servant for several years now. My rising time is before dawn.”

“Not up at dawn, here at dawn,” the captain said.

Aren frowned at the man, then looked around the training yard, where men—who were usually there throughout the day—had paused in their training to watch Aren and Wena’s conversation with the captain of the guard. She motioned around them, to those men.

“I’ll still be here for dawn, but there are always men training here,” Aren said. “Why is training at dawn, then?”

“It doesn’t interfere with your courtly duties.”

“Does it go all day?” she asked. 

“No, only a few hours,” the captain said. He watched as Aren made the motion again. “There are four groups of guards. One serves the early morning, from dawn to early afternoon. Another serves from early afternoon to just before the middle of the night. The third serves from the middle of the night to dawn.”

“And the fourth?” Aren asked. “You said there were four groups.”

“I did. They serve a three-week working rotation: dawn, afternoon, night, then have a week off to do as they please.”

“That’s not very much time,” she said. 

“There aren’t very many guards. It’s not a noble profession at the moment—serving the short-lived queens. If we see an increase in numbers and if we gather enough men to create another group, then it will be three weeks on, two off. If there’s enough for yet another group, then it will be four weeks on, two off. Three working at the palace, one working the lands around the palace.”

“How long has the number of guard been low?” she asked.

“Several generations, but each captain is taught how it will go, should the number grow once more.”

“You could make it mandatory for lords at court to serve on the guard once they’re finished,” Wena said from behind Aren.

“But then their fathers will cry out, saying you’d never expect the same of the ladies,” the captain said. 

“I would be the wrong person to say that to,” Aren muttered. 

“And I wouldn’t want any of them serving on this guard. They cannot be trusted to act in the best interest of the throne, or the commoners. Half of them have another queen lined up to take the throne, and the other half are searching for one stupid enough to obey their will.”

The captain of the guard turned and called to one of the ones training nearby. He motioned the man over, who stopped just short of Aren and Wena. 

“Sir?” the new man asked. 

“You’ve been wanting to switch to the previous shift, no?” the captain asked the man, who went bright red and nodded in response. “Ladies Aren and Wena are looking to be trained as the guard are trained. Can you do that?”

The man looked Aren over critically, then turned to Wena. “This one has trained with us before, so I believe she can be taught. Lady Wena trains with the servants, I assume, given her status as Lady Aren’s handmaid. She can defend, that is absolutely certain, but whether or not she can attack is an entirely different matter.”

“Excuse me?” Aren asked, confused as to what the man meant.

“Guards attack and defend,” the man said, turning his full attention to Aren. “Ladies under Av were taught a little of both, but mainly defence. With Mar here you learned a few of our moves because she insisted, so I’ve seen you on the offence. Lady Wena, on the other hand, is part of the serving staff. They were only ever taught to defend, to hold an attacker off until the guard can arrive.”

“It’s such a waste of their time, to only teach them how to defend,” she said. 

“It would really be a waste to teach them both,” the man countered. “In times gone past, the servants and women were the last line of defence against intruders and rebellions. Without training, they massacre those attacking because typically the women contain queens and when a queen is attacked, she spreads her magic about, allowing servants to act almost as warriors, they become so enraged.

“Teaching them to defend, but not attack, is how we prevent the servants from ripping apart those we need alive to question.”

“Yet you’re willing to teach me to attack?” Aren asked. 

“Av expressed his desire not to teach you. Not only do I believe that you made your point to him quite well, but you are a queen. If you are not taught to attack, you will rely on your magic to defend yourself, which means not only is the attacker splattered across the field, but also anyone who was coming in to help you. Your magic can even turn on yourself. 

“So yes, I am willing to teach you to attack.”

“If you want to teach me, you have to teach her,” she said.

“I assumed as much,” the man said. He motioned to the two of them, then to their feet. “Stand with your feet apart, level with your shoulders at least. Hands clasped—no, Lady Aren, behind you, not in front. One who is in training stands with his hands behind his back. Once trained, most men prefer to keep their hands there, out of sight of any who might be watching.”

“Telm stands like that, with hands before her,” Wena said. 

“Telm is a trained queen. If she wants to run into war naked, we would permit it. If she wanted to go to war, we would encourage it. You are not Telm.”

Aren shifted her weight and placed her hands behind her back. She didn’t like the stance, didn’t like her hands being where she had to move them to stop someone who might come at her from the front. The man who was being assigned to them, who had yet to introduce himself, looked her over and frowned. 

“Ladies, let me make this very clear,” he said. “I am teaching you to attack, which means that if a body attacks you—man, woman, child, or spirit—you are to fight back. If I find out you have not attempted to stand your ground, then no amount of rank or magic—or Av throwing a bloody fit—will change the outcome. I will cripple you with my own hands, leaving you to live the pauper’s life for your own stupidity. Do I make myself clear?”
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