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      ‘Green Rider is a wonderfully captivating heroic fantasy adventure. Kristen Britain’s fast paced plot kept me eagerly turning pages. This
         is the rarest of finds: a truly enjoyable read’
      

      
      Terry Goodkind

      
      ‘This captivating fantasy is filled with adventure, action, and heroes. Karigan grows tremendously as a person and in the
         end finds her own place in this world. The characters, including minor ones, are well-developed and the plot is complex enough
         to get the reader thinking. This is a real page-turner’
      

      
      Voya

      
      ‘Kristen Britain is one of the most astonishing fantasy writers working today. She has created a richly imagined world where
         magic is as real as courage, and where a young woman’s heroism can change the course of history’
      

      
      Tess Gerritsen

      
      ‘Britain keeps the excitement high from beginning to end, balancing epic magical battles with the humour and camaraderie of
         Karigan and her fellow Riders’
      

      
      Publishers Weekly

      
      ‘The gifted Ms. Britain writes with ease and grace as she creates a mesmerizing fantasy ambiance and an appealing heroine
         quite free of the normal clichés’
      

      
      Romantic Times

      
      ‘Stunning … a really talented new writer’

      
      Anne McCaffrey

      
      ‘Continuing the epic tale begun in Green Rider and First Rider’s Call, Britain’s latest novel combines familiar characters with new allies and enemies as it builds to a crucial point in the history
         of the land. Readers of epic fantasy and series followers will want this finely honed, skilfully rafted tale’
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      As one, Grandmother’s retainers glanced down at the puddle of blood soaking into the duff of the forest floor. It was all
         that remained of Regin.
      

      
      “Do not step outside the wards,” Grandmother said, “where I cannot protect you.”

      
      As if to augment her words, a bestial cry rang out from the forest. Sarat whimpered, and the others shifted uneasily.

      
      Grandmother said some appropriate words in memory of Regin. He’d been a good, strong porter, always helpful with camp and
         obedient to her every wish and devout in the ways of Second Empire. During their break, he had left them to relieve himself.
         By necessity, the warding Grandmother set when they were stopped for a mere break was not great in circumference. Regin had
         taken but a couple steps too many past its protection. They heard his scream, its sharp cutoff, and he was gone.
      

      
      Blackveil Forest was dangerous. Perhaps the most dangerous place on Earth. Grandmother frequently reminded her people of the
         forest’s treachery, but Regin proved that a moment of inattention could be one’s last. A harsh lesson to them all.
      

      
      It did not help anyone’s flagging spirits that they were lost. Again.

      
      Grandmother pulled her hood up against the unceasing drizzle. It was late winter, but snow never seemed to reach the ground
         here. It was as if the whiteness of snow was too pure, too clean, to exist within the darkness of the forest. The drizzle seeped through the canopy of crooked tree boughs and matted clumps of pine needles, and anything that dwelled
         here lived in perpetual dusk. At night, the blackness was total.
      

      
      Blackveil was the product of conquest and defeat. Long ago, Grandmother’s ancestors, led by Mornhavon the Great, sailed from
         the empire of Arcosia to the shores of the New Lands seeking resources and riches. Not only did they find these in abundance,
         but they also found resistance from the native people, who rejected the will of the empire, sparking a hundred years of war.
      

      
      The first land to fall to the empire was the Eletian realm of Argenthyne, which covered the whole of a peninsula that bordered
         Ullem Bay to the east. Mornhavon made it his capital and renamed it Mornhavonia. At first his campaigns to quash rebellion
         and dominate the New Lands went well, but then supplies and reinforcements stopped coming from the empire.
      

      
      Abandoned, with dwindling forces and many enemies arrayed against him, Mornhavon fell in defeat.

      
      The Sacoridians then walled off the peninsula, trapping within the residue of darkness left behind by Mornhavon. The perversions
         he created with the art festered here for a millennium. The forest rotted amid etherea defiled by the use of the black arts
         during the war, gripping the land and spreading like a disease; ignored, neglected, and forgotten, until an Eletian coveting
         the residual magical power of the forest breached the D’Yer Wall three years ago.
      

      
      Their journey through the forest was not only dangerous, but toilsome. They attempted to follow an ancient road of upheaved
         cobblestones. Sometimes it vanished into bogs or was swallowed by masses of thorny undergrowth. Patiently they sought ways
         around the obstructions and more than once found themselves led astray along remnants of side roads, or following paths toward
         traps set by wily predators.
      

      
      This time an impenetrable thicket of scrubby trees, exhibiting wicked daggerlike thorns, had blocked the road and sent them
         off course. During trials such as these, Grandmother began to believe their situation hopeless, for she could not even consult the sun or stars for direction in this cloaked, shadowed place. She thought they’d die, forever lost in the
         tangled wilderness of the forest. She assumed they might yet. Their chances of survival, even if they found their way back
         to the road, were not good.
      

      
      She was careful never to convey her doubts to the others. She could not. She must hold them together. They expressed complete
         faith in her, believed she would bring them through this. But if she fell apart, they’d fall apart, too, so she maintained
         a facade of confidence, even though it was a lie.
      

      
      She gazed upon her weary retainers. There were only five of them now. Five, plus her true granddaughter, Lala, who sat upon
         a slimy log playing string games. Lala never issued any complaint, remained implacable as ever, trusting in her grandmother.
      

      
      To find the road again, Grandmother would have to use the art, and do so before Regin’s death, and fear, had a chance to grip
         her people. From the basket she carried over her wrist, she removed a skein of red yarn and cut a length of it with a knife
         that hung from her belt. Her fingers were cold and stiff, but moved nimbly to tie knots, and as she did so, she spoke words
         of power.
      

      
      In Blackveil, she was cautious when it came to using the art. The etherea of the place was unstable, tainted, and apt to warp
         even the simplest spell. She’d discovered this the hard way when she tried to ignite an ordinary campfire with a touch of
         power to the kindling. A tree beside her exploded into flame, almost torching her skirts. Fortunately the forest was so damp
         the blaze did not spread to a full-scale forest fire, but after that, she did not draw upon magic except when needed for wardings
         and wayfinding, and even then it was reluctantly.
      

      
      When she finished tying the knots, she breathed on them, and they tightened of their own volition, flexing and melding together
         into a single mass that transformed into a luminous red salamander perched on her palm. Her people, she knew, still only saw
         a snarled wad of yarn.
      

      
      “Find the road,” she commanded the salamander, for it was a compass.

      
      
      It gazed at her with eyes of coal and lashed its serpentine tail this way and that until it settled on a direction, pointing
         the way with its tail. The others probably saw nothing more than a loose end of yarn lifting in an air current.
      

      
      “We must carry on,” Grandmother said to her people. “We must continue our journey. Regin would wish it.”

      
      Swiftly they took up their packs, one or two with tears in their eyes. They redistributed Regin’s burden, setting aside personal
         items of his they could not use. Grandmother then turned, stepping carefully through the forest, following the direction indicated
         by the magic salamander’s tail.
      

      
      In a moment Lala was there beside her, grasping her free hand. Grandmother smiled down at her. Lala gave her the strength
         to carry on, as did her conviction that the empire must rise again.
      

      
      After an hour or two of bushwhacking through undergrowth and wading through muddy, sluggish streams, they found the road.
         The salamander had led them true. They all cried out their thanks to God and Grandmother. Grandmother then released the salamander
         to the wind, and it vanished in a quick, brilliant spark. Only when she stood firmly upon the wet, mossy cobblestones of the
         road did she close her eyes and loose a sigh of relief.
      

      
      Her relief turned to a cry of joy when the shifting of mist unveiled a huge, stone figure ahead of them. The statue, carved
         in the likeness of Mornhavon the Great, marked the joining of the Circle of the Ways. The salamander, it turned out, had led
         them better than true.
      

      
      The roads they traversed were not built by the Arcosians, but by the Eletians of Argenthyne long before Mornhavon’s arrival.
         When Grandmother and her little group left Sacoridia by passing through the breach in the D’Yer Wall into the forest, they
         followed the Avenue of Light, the main artery heading south to the center of the peninsula. There it terminated at the Circle
         of the Ways.
      

      
      In the chronicles of Grandmother’s people were maps of the peninsula and the Eletian roads. Apparently Eletians rarely built
         in straight lines, for the Circle was indeed a circle, and from it spun six main roads, including the Avenue of Light, that tailed off in graceful spirals where once there were
         major settlements. Her ancestors had not straightened the roads. Perhaps with the Long War raging, they hadn’t the resources.
      

      
      “Here we shall pass the night,” Grandmother announced. After the day’s exertions and loss, they needed rest, time to collect
         themselves and prepare for the next leg of their journey, which was to follow the eastern half of the Circle toward the south.
         They’d bypass the junction of Way of the Dawn and continue to Way of the Moon.
      

      
      Yes, they would spend the night beneath the statue that to her was like a guardian. Mornhavon: strong, heroic, the heir to
         an empire, his gaze stern and looking outward toward the Avenue of Light, with shield and sword at hand and hair flowing back
         from his face. His boot crushed the bodies of his enemies, the faces of those souls contorted in agony. According to the chronicles,
         each junction of the Circle had such a statue to greet travelers and to remind them of who ruled here.
      

      
      The pedestal had once held some other statue, something Eletian. Whatever it was, it was toppled and replaced long ago, as
         well it should have been.
      

      
      The statue filled Grandmother with pride, never mind Mornhavon’s nose, and most of the sword, had crumbled away, and the stone
         was darkened with moss and lichens, vines creeping up his legs.
      

      
      Mornhavon may have been defeated, but that did not mean he hadn’t fought valiantly, despite great adversity. No one knew why
         Arcosia abandoned him, and perhaps they never would, but Second Empire lived to resurrect the ideals of Mornhavon and the
         empire, to continue the conquest and make it succeed.
      

      
      We will make things right, Grandmother promised the statue. I shall see to it.

      
      Setting up camp was a well-practiced routine, though now they had to attend to Regin’s duties as well. Deglin attempted to
         build a fire with the sodden wood collected from around them. He did carry a faggot of dry kindling, which he used sparingly. He struck steel to flint with a resolute expression on his face, for he knew Grandmother was reluctant to
         help after what happened last time. She did not doubt his efforts would prove successful, and she looked forward to the warmth
         of the resulting fire that would chase the damp chill from her bones.
      

      
      Griz and Cole set up their tent shelter. The oiled canvas could not dry out and smelled of must and mildew. She thought wistfully
         of her small but cozy house with its kitchen garden, now probably blanketed by snow, that she had abandoned in Sacor City
         when the king started running down members of Second Empire. She must not dwell on the past, however. There was much to look
         forward to.
      

      
      Min and Sarat sorted out pots and pans, and discussed what supper would be. Either a thin stew, or gruel. They, too, must
         be careful with their stores, for much of the vegetation in the forest was poisonous, and the creatures too dangerous to hunt.
      

      
      With these reassuring and accustomed chores taking place beneath the statue, Grandmother focused on her own task, which was
         to set wards in a perimeter around the campsite. She removed small balls of snarled yarn from her basket: red, indigo, sky
         blue, and brown.
      

      
      She placed them in a wide circle around their camp, murmuring a word of command as she did so. Each glowed briefly, then faded.
         When all were in place, she shouted, “Protect!” The forest rippled around them as though viewed through water, then stilled,
         all appearing normal. The eyes of wild creatures might glow yellow and green around them in the night, but nothing would pass
         the invisible barrier she had created. At least, nothing had thus far.
      

      
      Weary beyond belief, Grandmother hobbled over to the statue and sat at its base, watching her retainers continue with their
         duties, not really taking any of it in or listening to their chatter. Lala sat beside her and leaned into her. Grandmother
         put her arm around the child. “Not an easy journey for little girls or old women, eh?” she murmured.
      

      
      Lala did not answer, for she never spoke. Grandmother stroked her damp hair. “It will be worth it,” she said. “This journey, even Regin’s passing. He died for a just cause. We shall awaken the Sleepers as God instructed, and they will be
         the weapon that allows Second Empire to rise up and claim what is ours. Our legacy.”
      

      
      Yes, the time had come. Colonel Birch would be organizing their people on the other side of the wall, building their army,
         while she raised a weapon that would shatter the Eletians and terrorize all of Second Empire’s enemies.
      

      
      The incessant drizzle, the damp cold, the sacrifice of her people, all would be worth the fall of Eletia and Sacoridia.
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      [image: image] The house strained against the onslaught of the gale, its timbers groaning and windows rattling. The wind sheared some shingles
         off the roof and they whirled away, vanishing into the maelstrom of blinding snow squalls. Winter was reluctant to loosen
         its grip on the world this year.
      

      
      The house, fortunately, was sturdily built with its coastal location in mind by one who understood the sea in all its fickle
         and hazardous moods. Stevic G’ladheon, the foremost merchant of Sacoridia, also possessed a fortune that ensured his house
         was built with the very best materials by the very best carpenters—shipwrights, mostly.
      

      
      A cold draft seeped through the room where he sat reading. He shivered and turned up the flame in his oil lamp, welcoming
         the extra illumination and warmth it emitted. A robust fire burned on the hearth, and he wore layers of woolens and a scarf,
         but he still couldn’t keep warm enough.
      

      
      He had sensed the storm building all day, saw the leaden sky fill with heavy clouds and spit fitful flurries. He smelled the
         damp of the sea mixed with the bite of the cold, and he knew they were in for a real blow.
      

      
      Sure enough, the storm shrieked up the coast with a banshee’s fury. If he chose to part the drapes from his window and peer
         through the frosted glass, he’d see only a wall of white.
      

      
      He could, he supposed, abandon his icy office for the kitchen, the warmest room in the house, but his sisters were in there,
         and the servants, too. All that female energy crammed into one room was more than he thought he could bear.
      

      
      
      He hunkered more deeply into his armchair and glared at Brandt’s Treatise of Commerce. It was impossibly dry, and Brandt such a self-absorbed egoist that Stevic considered throwing the volume on the fire more
         than once. But books were precious, and he’d as soon burn one as he would his own house. He could always set it aside, but
         he was far too obstinate to give up on it now. He’d read the entire thing even if it killed him.
      

      
      He gazed into the golden flames on the hearth and thought of the Cloud Islands, and of how easily he could have assigned himself
         to this winter’s trading mission there, but he’d sent Sevano instead. His old cargo master deserved the voyage to the tropics.
      

      
      Stevic sighed, thinking of the glorious sunshine rippling across azure waves, waves that rolled onto fine sand beaches; of
         luscious, sweet fruits always in season. He missed his good friend, Olni-olo, who welcomed him into his home—really a hut
         on stilts situated on a tranquil cove—as one of his family, a family that consisted of five wives and dozens of children.
         He remembered all those children charging across the sand toward him because they knew he brought candy, and there were the
         hugs and the laughter. All beneath the tropical sun.
      

      
      Aaaah, the sunshine …

      
      Someone pounded on the front door, jarring Stevic from his reverie of balmy island days. What fool is out in this storm? he wondered, and he rose from his chair and left his office for the entry hall to find out. His butler, the ever efficient
         Artos, swept by him and yanked the door open.
      

      
      Snow rushed inward with a bitter gust and a figure of white, like a frost wraith of myth, emerged from the tempest and stepped
         across the threshold. Stevic helped Artos heave the heavy door closed against the wind.
      

      
      Whew, he thought when that was accomplished. He turned to their visitor who set a pair of saddlebags on the floor and commenced
         brushing snow off him-or herself. Quite a lot of snow, actually, but it did not take long for Stevic to discern Rider green
         beneath.
      

      
      “Karigan?”

      
      The figure turned to him and tossed back her hood. “Father!” She started toward him, pausing only to slip out of her snowy, dripping greatcoat and hand it to Artos. Even as Stevic held
         her in his arms, he couldn’t believe she was there.
      

      
      “What are you—” he began, but just then all four of his sisters spilled into the hall, their voices raised in astonishment,
         happiness, and consternation, and asking a flurry of questions Karigan had no hope of answering. Just as suddenly as she had
         come into his arms, she was gone, embracing her aunts and kissing their cheeks.
      

      
      “Artos!” Stace snapped. “For heavens’ sake, man, don’t just stand there gawping. Go tell Elaine to ready a bath for Karigan.
         She’s an icicle!”
      

      
      Artos obeyed immediately.

      
      “What on Earth were you doing out in this storm, girl?” Gretta demanded.

      
      “I thought I could outride it.” Karigan’s reply was met by tsking from all her aunts.
      

      
      “You’re as daft as your father,” Tory said.

      
      “Now wait a—” Stevic began.

      
      “I shall have Cook stuff a goose,” Brini announced, and she bustled back toward the kitchen.

      
      Stevic watched helplessly as Stace, Gretta, and Tory commandeered Karigan and urged her toward the stairs.

      
      “You need dry clothes, girl,” Gretta said.

      
      “And slippers,” Tory added.

      
      Stevic scratched his head in bemusement as his daughter and sisters disappeared up the stairs. “Breyan’s gold,” he muttered.

      
      He stood there alone in the hall for some moments, still overcome by the unexpected appearance of his daughter. Only puddles
         of melted snow and the saddlebags remained as evidence that Karigan had really come through the door. He thought to pinch
         himself to make sure it was not some dream. She’d felt real enough in his arms … Usually she sent word ahead if she planned
         a visit. Either advance word had not arrived for some reason, or she was here on business.
      

      
      It was hard enough to know what his daughter was up to all the way in Sacor City, and she hardly ever wrote, and when she did, it was often a reassurance that all was well and that the king kept her busy.
      

      
      He did not doubt her duties were demanding, but vague reassurances about all being well only served to rouse his suspicions.

      
      He decided to make himself useful and grabbed Karigan’s saddlebags. He carried them upstairs and left them outside her bedchamber.
         From within came the voices of his sisters rising and falling in good-natured scolding. Stevic smiled. His sisters were a
         force to be reckoned with, and it was no surprise that under their supervision Karigan had grown up to be the spirited and
         rather hardheaded young woman she was.
      

      
      Stevic headed back downstairs to his office. He’d pass the time there until Karigan sought him out, as she always did, as
         soon as she was able to escape her aunts.
      

      
      Stevic tried to engross himself in the Treatise of Commerce while he awaited Karigan, but he repeatedly set it aside to pace, the wind howling without. He was anxious to see her and
         discover what, precisely, brought her home.
      

      
      And, as he often did, he wondered why she had to be a Green Rider when a relatively safe and prosperous life as a merchant
         was ready and waiting for her here at home with her clan. She’d explained the calling to him, the magical compulsion that
         made her a Green Rider, but it only further appalled Stevic to know his daughter was snared in some spell that forced her
         to serve the king. Well, maybe force was not the right word, but one could not trust magic. He’d thought all remnants vanquished long ago and was content in that
         belief, but oh, no, there was just enough to take his daughter away from him.
      

      
      He hated worrying about her, that she might fall prey to brigands along the road, or tumble from her horse, or foolishly freeze
         to death in a blizzard. He ground his teeth, then paused his pacing to gaze upon the portrait of his wife behind his desk.
         Kariny was gone so many years now. The light was dim in his office, but even so, she looked out from the canvas luminous and breathtaking, almost as if she were about to step through the gilded frame and be there with him alive and laughing,
         chiding him for worrying so much.
      

      
      To a casual viewer, her countenance appeared as serious as that of any portrait subject, but he saw the hidden smile, the
         glint of humor in blue eyes. Eyes the artist captured so well. She’d been amused when he commissioned the portrait, and during
         the sitting, she teased him it was too much of an indulgence to hire such an artist of renown to paint a wife as “unworthy”
         as she.
      

      
      Never unworthy, he thought.
      

      
      She died within a year of the portrait’s completion, and Stevic was grateful he’d commissioned it. Otherwise, he feared losing
         the details of her features in his memory. Whenever he wished, he had but to look at the painting and Kariny came back to
         life for him in some small measure, the living, breathing woman, her touch and mannerisms, her chiming laugh, the feel of
         her hair flowing between his fingers.
      

      
      And there was his daughter, who so strongly resembled her mother. Karigan was now about the age her mother had been when this
         portrait was painted. So young.
      

      
      Stevic would never see Kariny grow old. He knew she would have done so with grace, her beauty only refining, not fading, as
         the years passed. Instead, she was stopped in time, captured forever in youthful potential.
      

      
      He shook his head. In a sense, he too, was stopped in time. Stopped in time when Kariny, along with their unborn child, died
         from fever. It made him determined that their first child would go on to live the long, fruitful life denied Kariny. But now
         that Karigan had grown up, it was impossible to protect her. It did not help that she worked in the king’s service, in a profession
         that was dangerous.
      

      
      Stevic tore his gaze from the portrait of his wife, and his restlessness led him out into the main hall. He was met with the
         aroma of roasting goose. His stomach rumbled and he decided to brave the kitchen. There he discovered not only his sisters,
         but Karigan, gossiping over tarts and tea. Cook stood at the hearth turning a goose on its spit. As one they looked up at
         his entrance.
      

      
      
      Why hadn’t Karigan come to see him first? He found himself a little hurt that she had not.

      
      “It’s about time you decided to join us, Stevic,” Stace said.

      
      “I was awaiting Karigan.”

      
      “What? And you expected us to allow her into that ice shed you call an office with her hair still wet? She’d catch her death
         of cold. She’s been drying her hair in here, where it’s warm.”
      

      
      Stevic glanced at Karigan, bundled in civilian clothes and woolens, and saw that her hair was indeed still damp. And he let
         out a sigh of relief. He’d had a fleeting notion that maybe she was avoiding him for some reason, but that was preposterous.
         What cause had she? Still, he wondered why no one bothered to at least inform him she was done with her bath. “Well, I didn’t
         know I was invited.”
      

      
      “Oh, for heavens’ sake,” Brini said. “As if this weren’t your house.”

      
      “Sometimes I’m not so sure.”

      
      Brini made a sound of disgust and fetched him a teacup, but did not pour for him. He half-smiled and pulled a chair up to
         the table. All his sisters were older than he, Stace being the eldest; all unmarried and showing little inclination for it.
         And why should they when he supported them in relative luxury?
      

      
      When they came to Corsa to live under his roof, their backward island ways had vanished in due time, but not their pragmatism;
         nor did they stand on ceremony with their little brother. Often, just as when they were children, it was four against one
         when some argument came up. At least they no longer sat on him to force him to submit to their wishes.
      

      
      Henpecked though he might feel from time to time, he was grateful for how they stepped in when Kariny died. Karigan had been
         so little, and he so lost. They provided that maternal core for Karigan, took over when his own grief made him incapable of
         minding his affairs. They raised Karigan while he traveled on merchanting ventures. While he traveled to escape the pain.
      

      
      Yes, he owed his sisters much. He grabbed the teapot and filled his cup.

      
      
      “Karigan is too thin,” Gretta said. “I do not think much of that Rider captain if she cannot keep her people properly fed.
         Now don’t you roll your eyes at me, young lady.”
      

      
      Stevic assessed his daughter and he did not think she looked as starved as Gretta suggested. Karigan’s hair hung long and
         loose, and had acquired a funny cowlick, but essentially, she looked unchanged. The same, but now that he thought about it,
         different. Something in her eyes. He could not put a finger on it and frowned.
      

      
      “So, what brings you home?” Stevic asked Karigan. “If we’d known you were coming, we could’ve readied your room.”

      
      “Sorry,” Karigan replied. “I’m actually here with messages.”

      
      Business, then, Stevic thought in disappointment.
      

      
      Karigan smiled. “Though I may not be able to leave for a couple days with this weather.”

      
      As if to accentuate her words, the house shuddered with another blast of wind. Stevic sent a prayer to the heavens that the
         storm would not abate too soon, stranding Karigan for an extra day or two. Not that he had any faith in the gods, but it couldn’t
         hurt to ask, could it? He missed her!
      

      
      “Have you been well?” he asked.

      
      “Yep,” she replied, and she reached behind herself for the message satchel hanging over the back of her chair.

      
      “How are things?” he pressed. “They aren’t working you too hard, are they?”

      
      “Weapons training is not fun,” she replied with a grimace, “but otherwise things slow down in the winter. I’ve been helping
         to train new Riders.”
      

      
      The chair creaked as Stevic sat back and folded his arms. It wasn’t a very satisfactory answer to his thinking—he wanted details.
         What might she be holding back?
      

      
      She did have a knack for finding trouble. He’d heard all about that swordfight she got into with some brigand at the Sacor
         City War Museum. The story was all over the merchants guild, and of course he’d received a detailed letter of the event from
         his Rhovan colleague, Bernardo Coyle, who, as a result, did not consider Karigan a proper match for his son. Stevic had crushed the letter and cast it into the fire, thinking Karigan deserved far better than some ignorant Rhovan
         for a husband anyway.
      

      
      In contrast to what he heard from his fellow merchants about the museum incident, he found Karigan’s own accounting rather
         lacking. All she ever said about it was that the outing with Bernardo’s son hadn’t gone well. Nothing about any brigand, nothing
         about a swordfight.
      

      
      “You are scowling,” Brini told him. “Careful, or your face will freeze that way.”

      
      “I am not scowling.”
      

      
      “Hah.”

      
      By now Karigan had undone the flap of the message satchel and drawn out a letter sealed with the familiar gold imprint of
         the winged horse. She passed it across the table to him. He assumed it was the usual request from Captain Mapstone for supplies.
         Almost three years ago, Stevic pledged to outfit the Riders if Captain Mapstone helped find Karigan, who, at the time, had
         gone missing from school. She had managed to get mixed up in Rider affairs and had played a part in preventing a coup attempt
         against King Zachary. When Karigan had turned up alive after all her adventures, the captain had made sure Stevic followed
         through on his pledge.
      

      
      He cracked open the seal and found Captain Mapstone’s neat, precise writing within. Dear Clan Chief G’ladheon, she began. He wished she’d be more informal with him by now, but he supposed familiarity was inappropriate in official correspondence.
      

      
      The letter was, as he thought, a request for additional supplies, but the quantities she asked for took him aback. Over the last year, she wrote, our complement of Riders has grown significantly, to which Karigan can attest. We’ve been grateful for your generous donations
            of supplies in the past, but the king and I understand this sudden increase in demand may pose a difficulty for you. Therefore
            the king proposes to compensate you at tax collection time with relief on your annual burden, or to provide a direct payment.

      
      Then, to his delight, she chose to address him personally and in his mind’s eye, he imagined her leaning closer and lowering her voice as if to take him into her confidence, but his pleasure proved short-lived as he read on: Stevic, the king is preparing for future conflict. Opposing forces are on the move—old enemies of the realm. I cannot say
            more about it here, but I wish to impress upon you the deep need for these supplies. We look forward to the earliest delivery
            as weather and your schedule permit.

      
      Stevic rubbed his chin and read the last line of the letter to the sound of Cook chopping parsnips at the sideboard: Whatever may come, you can be sure my Riders will be in the thick of it. Their readiness to face all enemies depends on you
            furnishing the supplies they need.

      
      He glanced up at Karigan, who was laughing at something Gretta said.

      
      Captain Mapstone’s Riders—his daughter—would be in the middle of this conflict, this threat, facing these enemies the king was preparing for.
      

      
      Despite the warmth of the kitchen, his insides turned as cold as the storm that raged outside.
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      [image: image] Karigan watched as her father folded the letter from Captain Mapstone, running his fingers over the crease again and again,
         his expression grave. It seemed more lines were scribed into his forehead and around the edges of his mouth than she remembered;
         that more gray swept from his temples.
      

      
      She didn’t know what the captain wrote in that letter, besides the request for more supplies. Obviously something that disturbed
         him, and she wondered what it could possibly be, but protocol required she not ask—not even her father. It was up to the recipient
         to decide whether or not to speak of a message’s contents.
      

      
      It had been quite a while since Karigan last visited home. Except for her father looking a little older, the rest seemed unchanged,
         including her aunts. Well, maybe Aunt Tory had grayed a little more, too, but everything in the kitchen was in its place,
         pots and pans hanging where they’d always hung, the same old farm table of amber wood beneath her hands, Cook at the sideboard.
         Nothing in her bedchamber had been touched either, her old clothes were still hanging in the wardrobe, a couple years removed
         from the latest fashions. If anything, the house seemed just a little smaller, as if it had shrunk the tiniest bit. Or she
         had grown.
      

      
      Maybe I’m just used to the castle, she thought. Her father’s house was large; the castle was rather larger.
      

      
      It was comforting to be in the familiar confines of the home she grew up in, to be among people she knew and loved; a completely
         different world from the fast pace of Sacor City and the castle, where she was surrounded by so many strangers.
      

      
      
      At the same time, she felt uneasy being home, even on official business, for there were other matters she needed to address
         with her father. Matters of a personal nature. He’d kept secrets from her, and not good ones.
      

      
      She twisted her teacup in her hands, gazing at specks of tea leaves swirling in its depths. Her aunts chattered on beside
         her, and she only half-listened. She managed to put off coming home for months, thanks to winter storms that kept everyone
         cooped up in the castle, but suddenly Captain Mapstone needed the one message conveyed, and it was time, she said, that Karigan’s
         father receive the others, as well, and who better to bear them than his own daughter?
      

      
      Her father cleared his throat and Karigan looked up. “You mentioned there were messages,” he said. “More than one?”
      

      
      “Oh!” she replied, and grimaced. She withdrew from her satchel the lesser of the two that remained, and passed it to him.
         “From Lord Coutre.”
      

      
      “Lord Coutre?” he asked, raising his eyebrows in surprise. Her aunts ceased their chattering. He took the letter and broke
         the seal. He read rapidly, and exclaimed, “Order of the Cormorant? You’ve been granted lands in Coutre Province?” He read
         on, then gazed at her, his eyes wide and full of questions.
      

      
      Aunt Stace snatched the letter right out of his hands and read it for herself. When she finished, she was the mirror image
         of her brother. Aunt Brini grabbed the letter next, and the others, including Cook, clustered around her to read over her
         shoulder.
      

      
      “You rescued Lady Estora from abductors?” Stevic asked faintly.

      
      “I, er, helped,” Karigan replied, her cheeks flooding with warmth. The other reason she didn’t want to come home was having to explain her
         deeds without causing them all to faint. Just remembering the dangers she faced was enough to make her shudder.
      

      
      When her father and aunts recovered, they demanded details. Karigan kept her responses vague: “I was on a message errand to
         Mirwellton—right place at the right time.” And, “No, Lady Estora was not harmed.” She emphasized the role others played in the rescue and left herself out of much of the story.
      

      
      She told them how the traitorous group, Second Empire, used the abduction as a ruse to distract the king and his Weapons so
         its members could infiltrate the castle for “information.” She did not bring up the book of Theanduris Silverwood, and in
         fact managed to avoid referring to any supernatural or magical elements of the story altogether, knowing her father’s dim
         view of such things.
      

      
      Nor did she speak of her adventures in the royal tombs beneath the castle. The realm of the tombs, while not precisely a secret,
         was not something casually discussed.
      

      
      Her explanations appeared to satisfy them: evil plot, abduction, infiltration—all thwarted, and Karigan helped! She was afraid,
         however, her third message would only provoke more questions, and with a sigh she withdrew it from her satchel. It bore the
         royal seal of the firebrand and crescent moon. Her father stared in disbelief.
      

      
      “More? The king’s seal?”

      
      Karigan nodded, waiting in a sort of dread while he read it.

      
      When he finished, he looked at her with a stunned expression, and passed the letter to Aunt Stace without a word. Her aunts
         and Cook gasped as they read, and gazed at Karigan as if seeing her anew.
      

      
      Her father then laughed. It was a mirthful laugh that filled the kitchen with warmth. It wasn’t exactly the reaction Karigan
         was expecting.
      

      
      “I don’t think it’s funny,” Aunt Tory said, with a sniff. “It’s a great honor to Karigan and our clan.”

      
      Stevic G’ladheon continued to laugh, wiping tears from his eyes, and Karigan could only shake her head in disbelief.

      
      “Great honor, yes,” he said. “I’ve always been so proud of my daughter, no matter what odd course in life she chose. But never
         in all my existence would I ever imagine a G’ladheon being knighted. Not only that, but it’s an honor not conferred upon anyone for hundreds of years.” Karigan’s father was not overly fond of the aristocracy, and she had recognized the irony of the
         honor the moment she received it. Not that knighthood exactly raised her to the aristocracy, but still …
      

      
      “My daughter, Rider Sir Karigan G’ladheon!” He grinned. Then sobering, he said, “Karigan, I understand the Coutre award, but
         this is above and beyond. What aren’t you telling us? Did you save the entire kingdom again?”
      

      
      Karigan squirmed in her chair. “Well, Lady Estora is the king’s betrothed …” When she saw this wasn’t going to mollify him, she added, “I helped stop the Second Empire thugs
         in the castle. The king was very pleased.”
      

      
      Her father sat back in his chair. Wind gusted down the chimney, scattering ashes on the hearth and causing the fire to flare.
         The juices of the roasting goose hissed.
      

      
      “That’s it? You’re not going to tell us how? Is it a secret?”

      
      She almost said, Well, after I helped rescue Lady Estora, the death god’s steed came to me and led me through the “white world,” where we bypassed
            time and distance to reach the castle. I was then made an honorary Weapon and got to wear black, so I’d be permitted to enter
            the tombs without being forced to become a caretaker and live out my life dusting the dead. I chased the thugs through the
            royal tombs while pretending to be a ghost. I fought them and rescued a magical book that may or may not help us repair the
            breach in the D’Yer Wall. If it does, then we’re all saved!

      
      I then took a nap in the future sarcophagus of our future queen because I was very tired and bleeding all over the place—oh,
            did I mention almost having my hand chopped off earlier? But that’s a whole different story! Anyway, I dreamed about the dead
            rising. That’s what I remember, and is it surprising considering where I was? When I woke up, the magic book gave us quite
            an eyeful.

      
      And that, she reflected, was not the half of it. However, rather than reveal her true thoughts, she asked, almost pleading, “Can’t
         you just be happy for me?”
      

      
      “I am, I am!” he replied. “I just worry, and you never say much about your work.”

      
      “She’s got another land grant with the knighting,” Aunt Brini broke in, as she scoured the king’s letter. “Anywhere in the
         realm.”
      

      
      
      Karigan saw the light flicker in her father’s eyes, the slight smile, as if he calculated to what advantage he could use her
         land grants for the clan business. It was a wonder he wasn’t rubbing his hands together. The diversion, however, proved short-lived.
      

      
      “Will you not tell us how you inspired such notice from the king?” he asked.

      
      If only her father knew how loaded a question that was, and how much she wanted to pound her head on the table. “There’s not
         much to say about it.” The lie rang hollow even to herself.
      

      
      “I don’t believe it for a minute,” her father said. “You are keeping things from us.”

      
      Karigan squirmed in her chair. Why couldn’t he leave off? He certainly kept his own share of secrets, so how dare he demand
         that she reveal her own?
      

      
      “Like how you never bothered to tell me you crewed a pirate ship?” she blurted.

      
      Ominous silence followed.

      
      Oops, she thought. She hadn’t meant to broach the subject so abruptly, but there it was now, right out in the open. No preamble,
         no gentle prodding, no hiding.
      

      
      Cook hastened to the cutting board and her parsnips, and her aunts scattered, making themselves busy elsewhere in the kitchen,
         but all within earshot even as they pretended not to be listening.
      

      
      “I planned to tell you about that,” her father said after a few moments.

      
      “When?”

      
      “Well, I … Soon. I wanted to wait till you were old enough.”

      
      “How old? Like when I’m eighty?”

      
      “No, of course not. I—How did you find out?” He glanced at his sisters in accusation, and they filled the kitchen with loud
         denials, waving spoons and knives in emphasis.
      

      
      Before someone got hurt by an errant utensil, Karigan said, “You don’t realize how close this information came to damaging
         the clan. The king knows.”
      

      
      That quieted everyone down.

      
      
      “What? How?”

      
      “The Mirwells dug it up, a crew list for a known pirate ship, the Gold Hunter. Timas—Lord Mirwell—sent it to the king.”
      

      
      “But why? Why would he?”
      

      
      “I’m not sure,” Karigan said. “Except Timas Mirwell hates me. He has since school, and he probably decided to get back at
         me by trying to disgrace the clan.” He’d given her the message to deliver to the king. She, of course, had no idea of what
         she carried at the time. It was only after the knighting ceremony that she learned of it from one of the king’s advisors.
      

      
      “Damnation,” her father muttered. “Aristocrats. Aristocrats and their games of intrigue.”
      

      
      “We’re fortunate the king thinks highly enough of your service to the realm that he’s dropping the matter,” Karigan said.
         “But if Mirwell, or someone else, decides to make public accusations, it could be embarrassing. I destroyed the crew list,
         but it could still look bad even without the proof.”
      

      
      “I see.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry you learned about it this way. I should have told you.”

      
      “I wish you had,” Karigan murmured.

      
      “At least you know now,” he said.

      
      “Yes, but none of the details.”

      
      “It was a long time ago.”

      
      “Then you should have no trouble telling me all about it now.”

      
      He raised an eyebrow. “I see knighthood has done little to gentle your tenacious curiosity.”

      
      “Father.”

      
      “Tell me, in court do they address you as Sir Karigan? Shouldn’t it be Madam Karigan, or some such? Maybe Madam Sir Karigan?”
      

      
      “Father.” She might be tenacious in her curiosity, but he was exasperating. “This is serious.”
      

      
      “Yes, yes, of course it is. Very well. I suppose there is no avoiding it.” He paused, turning more reflective, his hands loosely
         clasped on the tabletop. “As I said, the Gold Hunter was long ago, and I was an ignorant young boy fresh off the island when Captain Ifior’s men snatched me from a tavern and forced me into service.”
      

      
      “A press gang,” Karigan murmured, a little mollified her father had been taken against his will.

      
      “I didn’t fight it, I will admit.”

      
      “What? Why not?”

      
      “I saw it as an opportunity.”

      
      “Opportunity? A pirate ship?” Ignorant boy, indeed.
      

      
      “Now, now,” her father said. “The Gold Hunter wasn’t a pirate to begin with, but a privateer with letters of marque to seize ships violating the blockade of the Under
         Kingdoms.”
      

      
      “How’d it become a pirate?”

      
      “The embargo was lifted,” he replied, “and Captain Ifior decided to keep taking ships. It was profitable.”

      
      “No doubt.” Karigan’s head throbbed, and she rubbed her temples. She was weary from her long journey through the storm, and
         it was no easy thing hearing from her father’s own mouth he’d been crew on a pirate ship. All she knew of pirates was that
         they were unruly, bloodthirsty cutthroats, and she did not want to believe he was of that ilk, no matter how far distant in
         his past it may have been.
      

      
      “Kari—”

      
      “So you stayed on even after the captain turned to piracy,” she said.

      
      “Yes. Captain Ifior had a good head for business, and I learned much from him.”

      
      “Like how to steal? And kill?” Karigan winced as soon as the words left her mouth. She hadn’t meant to speak so brashly, but
         she needed to know. Needed to know who her father really was.
      

      
      He did not answer, but sat there absolutely still, his expression stony and white-edged. Karigan held her breath, bracing
         herself for the storm that was certain to come, but he abruptly stood and left the kitchen without a word.
      

      
      His silence, Karigan thought, was more terrible than any mere eruption of anger could be.

      
      One by one her aunts turned to face her. Cook studiously ignored the scene, keeping busy at the sideboard. Well, she’d done it this time—turned a reunion with her family into a disaster.
      

      
      “What?” she demanded of her silent and forbidding aunts. “I have a right to know.”

      
      Aunt Stace’s mouth turned to a grim line before she spoke. “Your father talks little of the past, even to us, but we do know
         he was caught in circumstances not of his devising.”
      

      
      Karigan could relate to that, but surely her father had more choice than she ever did with the Rider call. “He could have
         run away when their ship made port.”
      

      
      “True,” Aunt Brini said, “but he had his reasons for staying. You see, Captain Ifior was more a father to him than our own
         was. His mentor and guide.”
      

      
      “Who taught him to kill and steal.”

      
      “Oh, child, you can’t know—”

      
      “I am not a child,” Karigan said. No, not after all she’d experienced in her own life since becoming a Green Rider, but they’d never
         understand, even if she told them every detail of her exploits. No matter what she did with her life, they’d always see her
         as their little niece, not mature enough to deal with more adult matters, like her father’s past.
      

      
      “I suppose you are not,” said Aunt Stace, “but you are acting like one.”

      
      Karigan’s mouth dropped open.

      
      “Only a child would utter whatever came to her mind without thinking first. I should have thought you learned better in the
         king’s service.”
      

      
      Karigan sat there stunned that her aunts would take her father’s side in this. It wasn’t her fault he’d been a pirate.

      
      She pushed her chair back and stood. She grabbed her message satchel and left the kitchen, heading for the stairs. She took
         the steps two at a time, and when she reached her bedchamber, she slammed the door shut behind her.
      

      
      If her aunts couldn’t handle her asking about the pirate ship, just wait till she brought up the brothel.
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      [image: image] Karigan couldn’t sleep. She tossed and turned beneath her pile of blankets, listening to the wind slam into her window. She’d
         risen a time or two to stoke the fire, but the cold drove her back beneath the covers, despite the woolens she wore over her
         nightgown and her heavy stockings.
      

      
      It wasn’t so much the storm that kept her awake, but thoughts of her father and how the evening ended so badly before it had
         even begun. She chose to close herself in her room, with Elaine bringing up her supper. Her aunts did not even stop by to
         wish her a good night.
      

      
      They’re mad at me, she thought, even though it wasn’t her fault her father had served on that pirate ship. And still, as justified as she felt
         in her own judgments, she was assailed by a sense of guilt, as if she were the one in the wrong simply because she needed
         to know the truth of the matter.
      

      
      Her aunts were right on one point, she admitted after some reflection: her tendency to open her mouth without thinking. She
         could have approached the whole mess in a more circumspect manner that would have alleviated some of the hurt feelings. But
         her father had pushed her just a little too hard about her own life, and she had pushed right back.
      

      
      The thing was, she loved her father—loved him powerfully and had always admired him as the dashing, strong, and successful
         man he was; the man who loved her mother so much he never remarried. She wanted to be like him when she grew up, planned to
         follow in his footsteps. Until the Rider call changed everything. Still, she’d considered him a paradigm of what a father
         and merchant ought to be without question. Until she heard about the pirate ship. Until the brothel.
      

      
      She gathered from Elaine he hadn’t attended supper, either, and ate alone in his office. Karigan sighed. They were too much
         alike for their own good.
      

      
      Finally, when she couldn’t take the twisting and turning anymore, she braced herself against the cold, threw off her blankets,
         and dressed by the fire.
      

      
      Karigan trudged through drifts that were as high as her thighs, from the house toward the stable, her lantern providing a
         meager glow against the night, large snowflakes beating against it like moths. The wind sucked her breath away.
      

      
      When she reached the stable and stepped inside, she found stillness, and her restless mind calmed a notch. The glow of her
         lantern enlarged, providing golden warmth, and she released a breath she did not know she’d been holding.
      

      
      Her father’s horses occupied almost every stall; sleek hacks he rode for business and pleasure: his favorite, a finelimbed
         white stallion named Southern Star; matching pairs of handsome carriage horses; and several drays who hauled cargo-laden wagons
         during the trading season. Standing among them was one that did not quite fit in, an ungainly chestnut messenger horse. All
         were blanketed and bedded with fresh straw and snoozed in contentment, some snoring, hooves shuffling, all apparently oblivious
         to the storm raging outside.
      

      
      And why shouldn’t they be when the stable was as sturdily built as the main house? There was nary a draft in the place.

      
      Often Karigan sought out the company of her horse, Condor, when troubled. Somehow being in his presence calmed her, soothed
         whatever agitated her. She moved down the central aisle, leaving clumps of snow behind her, until she came to his stall.
      

      
      Sensing her approach, the gelding poked his head over the stall door and gazed at her with sleepy eyes, his whicker of greeting
         half-hearted.
      

      
      “Woke you up, did I?” she asked, stroking his nose.

      
      
      He whiffled her hand, his breath smelling of sweet grain.

      
      Karigan chuckled and hung the lantern on a bracket beside his stall. She pulled a freshly baked oat muffin from her pocket.
         She’d found a pile of them on the sideboard where Cook left them overnight to cool. Condor grew decidedly more alert.
      

      
      Now she laughed and fed him half. It vanished almost instantly and he nudged her for more.

      
      “Greedy beast,” she said and gave him the rest.

      
      She checked his water bucket—it was full and hadn’t frozen over. His blanket was straight and secure across his back. When
         she rode in, he’d been one tired horse after pushing through all those snow drifts. Ice had clung to his muzzle, making him
         look a hoary old man. The stablemaster had helped rub him down, wound his legs with quilted wrappings, and prepared him a
         warm bran mash. When Karigan left him, she had no fear he was in any discomfort and knew he was as happy and snug as a horse
         could be.
      

      
      She yawned, patted his neck, and sat on a nearby pile of hay bales. She found a discarded horse blanket and pulled it over
         herself, and before she knew it, with the soothing sounds of slumbering horses all around her, she, too, fell asleep.
      

      
      “Karigan?”

      
      She’d been dreaming. Something about sunny, gold-green grasslands, where wild horses roamed …

      
      “Karigan?”

      
      Her eyes fluttered open and she lifted her head with a grimace. She had a crick in her neck from sleeping at an odd angle,
         and lantern light glared into her eyes. Her own, hanging by Condor’s stall, had sputtered out.
      

      
      “Father?” she said. “What are you doing here?”

      
      “That’s what I meant to ask you.”

      
      “I couldn’t sleep,” she replied.

      
      “Me either, so I decided to check on things. When I stepped out, I saw your tracks in the snow and followed them here.” He
         hung his lantern on a bracket and sat next to her on a hay bale. The light reached Condor’s eyes as he gazed at them.
      

      
      
      “I’m sorry—” both father and daughter began at the same time.

      
      When Karigan opened her mouth to speak again, her father forestalled her with a gesture. “I admit I should have told you about
         the Gold Hunter long ago,” he said. “I never wanted this ill feeling to arise between us, but it has, and all because of my silence. If I
         tell you more about it now, will you hear me out?”
      

      
      Karigan nodded, vowing to keep quiet and not interrupt him this time with accusations.

      
      “Good, good. Perhaps you will come to understand, then, why I chose to remain with the Gold Hunter even after she became a pirate. I will warn you now, however, that there will always be some details I will never speak of.
         Even your mother did not know everything. Just as I expect you’ve secrets you will never tell me.”
      

      
      Karigan scowled, but he was right, and so she held her tongue.

      
      “Ready?” he asked.

      
      She nodded emphatically, more ready than he could ever imagine.

      
      He inclined his head in formal acknowledgment. “Very well, then,” and he inhaled deeply to begin.

      
      “The captain of the Gold Hunter,” he said in a voice that took on the tone and cadence of a storyteller, “was not an evil man, but deeply motivated by profit.
         And so, yes, when the embargo was lifted from the Under Kingdoms, he continued to seize ships. He was as good a naval tactician
         as he was a businessman, and the Gold Hunter, well, she was a beauty in her day, with swift, trim lines. In barely a puff of wind she’d skim the water, overtaking any
         other vessel in sight, especially those heavily laden with cargo.”
      

      
      His hands moved to illustrate the ship’s size and dimensions as he spoke. Karigan did not doubt he envisioned the Gold Hunter before him, felt the wind in his hair and the sea spray against his face; saw dolphins leaping the waves that curled from
         the prow.
      

      
      “We took merchant vessels plump with cargos of every description,” he continued. “Casks of Rhovan wine, bundles of tobacco leaves, metal ore, spices, ceramics … anything you can imagine. Even a ship full of goats.”
      

      
      Karigan almost questioned him about how many sailors had to die when the pirates “took” a vessel and its goods, but she managed
         to remain still and just listen. She glanced at Condor, and his unblinking gaze steadied her.
      

      
      “The Gold Hunter was fitted with an iron ram,” her father said, “and crewed by hands who were well-armed and skilled fighters. Few vessels
         outran us, and because of the reputation we attained for fighting fierce battles, Captain Ifior convinced most merchantmen
         to yield before combat even began. He was fair with defeated crews, especially those who surrendered, and they were free to
         go as they willed once we made landfall. Some chose to remain with the Gold Hunter.

      
      “I myself was a mere cabin boy, and I will not claim life on board was easy or pleasant. It was hard work and the captain
         stern. He had no patience for slackers and he was quick to flog any sailor he deemed wasn’t moving fast enough.” He rubbed
         his shoulder, grimacing with some memory. “Likewise, since I was the smallest on crew, others saw fit to kick me around for
         no particular offense except I was there.”
      

      
      Karigan found it difficult to imagine her father as a boy, for he’d always seemed so tall and indomitable to her, not one
         to be pushed around. Those boyhood experiences must have forged him into the man she knew. They certainly did not break him,
         nor did they turn him into some monster that gave back the same as he got. It was amazing, really, and she, who had a gentle,
         loving upbringing, could only admire him for it.
      

      
      “But as difficult as life could be on the Gold Hunter,” he said, “it was no worse than I experienced fishing with my father. Easier in many ways. More lucrative, too, and so I
         stayed.” He paused, loosing a breath that was barely perceptible to her, like a light slackening of the wind in the sails,
         a release. She glanced at him and saw he was far away, far off on the sea, perhaps, watching gannets plunge from the sky into
         the waves after fish, and the sun lowering beyond the horizon of the world, not sitting anchored in a stable in the middle
         of a snowstorm. She wondered at the memories she forced him to dredge up, wondered what parts he recalled but chose not to tell her.
      

      
      “The most important reason I stayed,” he said, “was because of what I learned—not just the writing, reading, and figuring,
         but what I observed when I accompanied the captain to market. Remember those goats I mentioned? Not worth a great amount here
         in Sacoridia, or other ports on the continent, but on Mallollan Island? A different story.”
      

      
      Mallollan, Karigan knew, was part of the Cloud Island archipelago, where her father maintained ties to this day.

      
      “There were no native livestock animals there,” he continued. “They did have some scrawny cows and hogs acquired in direct
         trade, but most had to be brought over on the long and dangerous passage from Pikelea, where the customshouse was based and
         all the international and legal commerce occurred. Which meant the purchasing of goods was more expensive and heavily taxed, and the returns more modest.
      

      
      “Captain Ifior, however, stayed away from the main island, thus avoiding paying duty and evading any officials seeking his
         arrest for piracy. Instead, he sailed directly to Mallollan, where he was welcomed by people with little access to trade goods,
         but who were eager to obtain them.
      

      
      “I watched him barter with the chiefs of various villages on the island. The captain had been right—they wanted those goats.
         Not only for milk and meat, but because owning them would elevate their status across the whole archipelago. What the captain
         received in return were goods plentiful to the islanders, but in demand elsewhere: sugarcane, pearls, nutmeg, cinnamon …”
      

      
      Those items were still in high demand in Sacoridia and elsewhere, and brought princely sums, creating huge fortunes for several
         merchant clans. Karigan’s father still traded with the islands, and even pioneered the shipping of ice harvested from Sacoridian
         ponds and lakes to the tropics, yet it was textiles that had brought him his greatest wealth. She shifted beneath the horse
         blanket, realizing she’d never heard precisely why and how textiles, and not those other things, had become the core of her
         father’s business. There was much, she supposed, she had taken for granted.
      

      
      
      “You see,” her father said, “it was the captain’s genius for knowing the markets I wished to emulate, and from then on, I
         worked hard; became the best cabin boy he’d ever known, and soon he entrusted me to keep his ledgers. He even showed me how
         to save and invest my share of a prize. Best of all, he continued to take me to market where I watched and learned.”
      

      
      He then sighed, his gaze cast downward. “The end came when merchantmen, aware of the Gold Hunter’s reputation, started hiring protection when traveling the routes Captain Ifior prowled. Our prey, with its extra protection,
         turned bold, more aggressive, and our battles more pitched. In what would become our final voyage, the captain was slain in
         a clash with a Tallitrean ship, and he wasn’t the only one we lost. The fighting was vicious, and the Gold Hunter was badly damaged.” He shook his head. “We limped into port, all scorched and nearly dismasted. If it weren’t for Sevano,
         we wouldn’t have made it home at all.”
      

      
      “Sevano?”

      
      Her father smiled. “He was first mate and took command when the captain died.”

      
      “I knew he’d sailed with you, but not on—not on—”

      
      “You didn’t picture him a pirate, eh? No more than me, I suppose.”

      
      She pushed a stray lock of hair out of her face. The cargo master was like a part of the family, and was the first to show
         her how to defend herself from anyone who might do her harm. He was proficient with weapons, but she hadn’t thought it unusual
         for a cargo master. He must have learned those skills as a mariner.
      

      
      “Where Captain Ifior was a father to me,” he said, “Sevano was an elder brother. When fights broke out over whatever cargo
         remained in the hold, he managed to claim some of it for me, me being the scrawny boy I was back then. No one wanted the bolts
         of beautiful cloth we’d taken off a Durnesian merchant, especially when there were other goods of more obvious value, so
         they were mine, and I took them to market. I guess I had an eye for quality, and with my training, I got a very good price.”
      

      
      
      When Karigan’s father fell silent, she could only gape. This was the origin of Clan G’ladheon’s wealth and prestige? Stolen
         bolts of cloth? This was her father’s first step toward becoming the premier textile merchant of Sacoridia?
      

      
      If he hadn’t taken that step, where would she be now? Probably back on Black Island, a fishwife, and constantly pregnant,
         living in a modest cot already full of squalling children.
      

      
      Would she have heard the Rider call?

      
      She didn’t know.

      
      It was odd how a single decision, or a chance meeting, could change the course of not only one life, but that of others. If
         her father had not run away from Black Island, had not learned all he had from Captain Ifior, her vision of herself as a fishwife
         would likely be all too true. Instead, because of her father’s choices, she’d grown up privileged, very comfortable, and well-educated.
         In light of all that, it was difficult for her to stay angry at him for being a cabin boy on the Gold Hunter. She still didn’t approve of piracy, but she couldn’t blame him.
      

      
      Condor shook his head, ears and mane flopping. He gave her a sleepy look, then turned inward, toward the depths of his stall.

      
      “There is shame in being involved with piracy,” her father said in a quiet voice. “It is wrong, and I see it now with maturity,
         especially now that I wear the cloak of a merchant. Ironically, I deplore those who would attack my caravans, or ships I’ve
         invested in. They are criminals, as I once was a criminal.
      

      
      “A part of me wonders if I would have achieved success without all I learned from my association with the Gold Hunter. I think I probably would have—I am a persistent sort, and determined to succeed. But it would have taken longer, and the
         success might be less.” He smiled. “I was motivated to achieve because I knew a beautiful girl waited for me back on the island.
         I would not take her as my wife until I’d proven myself a man—shown that I could support her, and support her well. She deserved
         no less. I vowed she would not be a poor fisherman’s wife. The Gold Hunter allowed me to bring her to Corsa and marry her all that much sooner. I cannot say what would have happened if I’d chosen some other path, but your mother and I, we had dreams …
      

      
      “In any case,” he said more brusquely, “piracy is not an admirable thing. And … and I was ashamed of what you would think.
         Seeing disappointment in your eyes when you confronted me earlier—that was the hardest thing I’ve faced in a long while.”
      

      
      “If only you had told me sooner.”

      
      “I believed you were too young to understand the implications.” He paused. “I know now you are not, but I fear I can’t help
         but still see you as my little girl in her party dress and ribbons, with scraped elbows.”
      

      
      Karigan thought as much.

      
      “You’re frowning,” he said. “Be careful or your face will freeze that way.”

      
      She only screwed up her face more.

      
      “Well, if that is all, perhaps we should retire to our beds. I didn’t work so hard for so many years for my daughter to be
         sleeping in the stable.” He rose and watched her.
      

      
      The wind had quieted. Karigan wondered if it was a lull in the storm, or if it was actually dying out. “There’s one more thing,”
         she said.
      

      
      Her father stood there, just waiting.

      
      Before she lost her nerve, she said, “When I passed through Rivertown last fall, I met a friend of yours—Silva Early. In fact,
         I stayed at her … her establishment, the Golden Rudder.”
      

      
      The blood drained from Stevic G’ladheon’s face.
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         silence was excruciating.
      

      
      Finally her father spoke. “What were you doing at the Golden Rudder?”

      
      “My Rider-in-training, Fergal, almost drowned in the river during our crossing.” That was definitely the short version of
         the story. “Cetchum brought me to the Golden Rudder after. I didn’t know what kind of place it was. Not at first.”
      

      
      “Cetchum,” her father murmured. The ferry master would, of course, be well known to him. Cetchum’s wife was a maid at the
         brothel, so he’d seen it only as natural to take Karigan there.
      

      
      “I was surprised to learn from Silva,” Karigan continued, her voice trembling, “that my father was a favored patron.” Incensed
         and betrayed was more like it.
      

      
      He placed his hands on his hips and turned away, gazing into the dark. When he faced her again, he replied, “I said there
         were things I’d never explain, and certainly not to my daughter.”
      

      
      “What about Mother?” Karigan demanded. “Did she know?”

      
      “This has nothing to do with her.”

      
      It has everything to do with her! Karigan wanted to scream.
      

      
      But her father simply walked away. Walked away and out of the stable, and out into the snow.

      
      What had she expected?

      
      She expected a lot, actually, especially of her father. Expected him to honor her mother, to be truthful and upright. Not a … a patron of brothels. Not a pirate. It felt like he’d lived a whole secret life without her. If he kept those secrets, what else might
         he be hiding?
      

      
      Her father had become a stranger to her.

      
      With a sigh, she tossed off the horse blanket and shivered in the cold. With one last pat on Condor’s neck, she grabbed both
         lanterns and left the stable. To her surprise, the pitch black of night was lightening to dusky gray, and the wind had died
         almost to a whisper. Fat flurries descended in lazy swirls from the sky, nothing like the earlier squalls.
      

      
      She used the trail her father had broken between the stable and house, thinking they needed to talk things out, not avoid
         one another. So when she entered the house, she lit a lamp and looked for him in the kitchen and his office; went from room
         to room, finding only darkness and silence. Upstairs, she heard snoring from behind the doors of her aunts. She halted at
         her father’s door, which stood ajar. No light shone from within, and she heard nothing.
      

      
      Hesitantly she pushed the door open and peered inside, thrusting the lamp before her. The blankets on his bed were rumpled,
         but he was not in it. Where could he be?
      

      
      She stepped inside, letting the lamplight fill the room. Her father’s bedchamber was spare and neat, just as she always remembered.
         There were a couple paintings of maritime scenes hanging on the wall, and a ship model was displayed on the mantel. It was
         not the Gold Hunter, but the river cog Venture, the first vessel he’d built as the primary investor.
      

      
      A few faint embers glowed on the hearth, and Karigan threw some kindling on them and fanned the fire back to life. Once she
         had a satisfactory blaze going, she glanced around the room again.
      

      
      Had it always been this spare? Was it like this when her mother was alive? She found she could not remember.

      
      Her gaze fell upon the chest pushed against the far wall, beneath the window. Her mother’s dowry chest. There had been, in
         fact, no dowry, for Kariny’s father had not approved of Stevic G’ladheon as a husband, and so the couple ran off sometime
         after his voyages on the Gold Hunter.

      
      
      Her father commissioned the chest so her mother would at least have a sense of coming into the marriage with the goods a bride
         needed to begin housekeeping. Karigan remembered the chest as filled with fine linens. She had not looked in it since she
         was a child.
      

      
      Now she took tentative steps toward it, setting her lamp on a bedside table. She knelt beside the chest and passed her hand
         over the mahogany, running her fingers over carvings of seashells and ships. To either side of the latch stood a man and woman
         with hands joined, seabirds circling overhead, and clouds billowing in the sky, a sunburst rayed behind them.
      

      
      The latch was not locked and Karigan lifted the lid, inhaling the strong scent of cedar.

      
      She found inside not only the expected linens, but other unexpected items, as well. There was a large conch shell as one would
         find on the beaches in the Cloud Islands. Karigan had some, too, that her father brought back from his voyages, and they were
         displayed on the mantel in her bedchamber. This one, however, was enormous. She took it out and carefully set it aside.
      

      
      Beneath it was an infant’s gown, crisp and white, with a blue and yellow needlework design around the hem. Begun, but not
         finished.
      

      
      “Oh, gods,” Karigan murmured. This had not been one of hers, but one her mother made for her forthcoming child, the babe that
         had never been born.
      

      
      As she continued to explore the contents of her mother’s chest, she found dresses, some let out to accommodate pregnancy.
         Beneath them, she found an elegant gown of ivory silk. She could almost feel her mother’s presence there with her, and she
         crushed the dress to her as though hugging her mother. They’d had so little time together.
      

      
      Karigan sat on her father’s bed, trying to imagine her mother wearing the dress, meeting her father at the altar of Aeryc,
         reciting their devotions before the moon priest and witnesses.
      

      
      She sighed and pressed her face into the silk, perhaps trying to feel some essence of her mother in it, but only inhaling the scent of cedar clinging to a garment left long in storage.
      

      
      She curled upon the bed with the gown, and finally, exhausted, she dropped into sleep.

      
      Karigan awoke to daylight filling the room. For a moment she forgot where she was and sat up shaking her head. She pushed
         aside her blanket. No, it was her mother’s gown. Then it came back to her—she was in her father’s room. She rubbed sleep from
         her eyes.
      

      
      “Well,” Aunt Stace said in an acerbic tone from beside the fireplace, startling Karigan. She held a poker, and was hale and
         quite wide awake. “Good morning to you. It is the tenth hour of the day.”
      

      
      “Doesn’t feel like it,” Karigan mumbled.

      
      “I imagine not. It seems both you and your father kept late hours.”

      
      “Where is he?” Karigan asked, wondering why he’d not evicted her from his room.

      
      “Out and about on his snowshoes. He came in briefly at eight hour for tea and a muffin, then headed straight back out.” Aunt
         Stace shook her head in bemusement. “Said he was out checking the grounds and roads.”
      

      
      Karigan raised her eyebrows in incredulity. “Why?”

      
      Aunt Stace rolled her eyes. “If I knew that one, Kari girl, I’d tell you. You know how he gets when he’s some notion in his
         head—whatever it is.”
      

      
      Karigan nodded. She did know. Nothing would stop him no matter what obstacles lay in his path—not even a snowstorm. She glanced
         at the window as if to catch a glimpse of him tramping around on his snowshoes, but saw only frost coating the glass.
      

      
      Probably checking if the roads are passable so he can be rid of me.
      

      
      Aunt Stace set the poker aside and came to Karigan, smoothing her skirts as she sat on the bed. “What brought this on?” she
         asked quietly, touching the gown. “Something your father said?”
      

      
      
      “No. I … I don’t know. But Mother—I miss her. I hardly remember her.” Then, out of nowhere, tears came and Aunt Stace wrapped
         her arms around her, holding her close. She smelled of soap and cinnamon.
      

      
      “I know, dear, I know.” Aunt Stace rubbed her back. “You do realize she loved you very much, don’t you?”

      
      Karigan sniffed and nodded.

      
      “Good. That’s the most important thing.”

      
      “I remember she liked to sing to me.”

      
      “Yes, she did, and she sang sweetly.”

      
      “One thing I didn’t inherit from her,” Karigan said, and she laughed.

      
      “But you’ve her eyes, her hair, and many of her lovely attributes,” Aunt Stace said. “Never forget she lives on in you.”

      
      Karigan almost started sobbing again, but swallowed it back, and wiped her nose with her sleeve.

      
      “I think,” Aunt Stace said, “a hearty breakfast would make you feel much better.”

      
      Karigan nodded. She was hungry.
      

      
      “Good. Then let me help you fold this.” Aunt Stace smoothed a sleeve of the gown. “Your mother was so beautiful in this. Absolutely
         radiant. Your father on the other hand …” Aunt Stace chuckled, and it grew into a hearty laugh.
      

      
      Karigan’s aunts had told the story of her father’s wedding enough times that all one of them had to do was say the word wedding and they’d all break out in helpless laughter. Except her father who would usually groan and leave the room.
      

      
      “He—he turned white as the belly of a rayfish when he saw Kariny.” All of Aunt Stace jiggled. “He was so nervous!”

      
      It was amusing, Karigan thought, to imagine her father sprawled in the moon priest’s arms while the lord-mayor of Corsa and all
         the elite of the merchants guild looked on. She couldn’t help but join in with Aunt Stace’s laughter.
      

      
      When they’d mostly recovered, they lifted the gown to fold it, and something solid tumbled from it and plopped onto the bed.

      
      “What in the heavens … ?” Aunt Stace scooped up the object.

      
      
      “What is it?” Karigan asked as she finished folding the gown and placed it carefully in the chest.

      
      “A crystal of some sort.” Aunt Stace opened her hand to reveal a clear, rounded crystal that glinted brightly as the light
         hit it. She rolled it atop her palm and it seemed to collect all the daylight and firelight in the room and recast it in rainbow
         hues that shimmered on the walls and ceiling. “Pretty thing.”
      

      
      “Muna’riel,” Karigan murmured, shocked to stillness.
      

      
      “Say again?” Something odd lit in Aunt Stace’s eyes.

      
      “Muna’riel.” Karigan knew exactly what it was for she had once possessed one, but what in the name of all the gods was an
         Eletian moonstone doing here among the folds of her mother’s wedding gown?
      

      
      “Moona-ree-all,” Aunt Stace muttered, scratching her head. “Now that jogs something from a ways back …”

      
      “What?” Karigan asked.

	  “I’m thinking.” Aunt Stace glanced down as if searching her memory. “Moona-ree-all. It was something
         your mother said …”
      

      
      “Mother?” Karigan trembled, resisting the urge to shake her aunt to jog her memory.

      
      “Aaah, that’s it,” Aunt Stace said, as if to herself. “We’d wondered what she was talking about, but put it down to the fever.”

      
      “What? What do you mean?”

      
      “It was near the end,” Aunt Stace said, and she sat on the bed again, patting the mattress to indicate Karigan should do likewise.

      
      A moonstone, Karigan thought as she sat. My mother had a moonstone.
      

      
      “Your mother was so very ill,” Aunt Stace continued. “In and out of delirium. She sang in words we did not know, pointed out
         dead relatives in the room no one else could see. She sings to me, she kept saying. Who? we’d ask, but she’d only answer, Like when I was pregnant with Kari. She sings to me.” Aunt Stace shrugged. “We didn’t know who she meant, but then she pointed out her grandmama and grandpapa, long dead of course.
         Maybe it was her grandmama that did the singing?”
      

      
      
      Karigan shuddered, wondering if she weren’t the only one in her bloodline with a talent for seeing the dead.

      
      “Then quite suddenly,” Aunt Stace said, “she grabbed Stevic’s wrist—made us all jump. Makes me shiver to remember. Stevic
         leaned down close to her to hear what she said.”
      

      
      “And what did she say?” Karigan asked, almost whispering.

      
      Aunt Stace’s eyebrows drew together. “Give Kari the moona-ree-all. That’s just what she said. Give Kari the moona-ree-all. She kept saying it till she dropped Stevic’s wrist in exhaustion. She went peacefully after that, simply faded in her sleep,
         almost … almost smiling.”
      

      
      Karigan had heard a little about her mother’s final moments, how she died peacefully surrounded by those she loved. Never
         did she hear about her mother seeing dead family members, or about her request that Karigan receive the moonstone.
      

      
      “I guess this is yours,” Aunt Stace said, holding the crystal to the light, entranced by its beauty. “It is yours, come to
         you after all these years. At the time, we had no notion of what your mother was talking about, nor were we aware of the crystal’s
         existence, so we could not give it to you as she requested, and we thought … We thought it best not to tell you about her
         last words, because we could only guess it was the fever that made her speak so, and we did not want an account of her confused
         state to sadden you.”
      

      
      More secrets, Karigan thought, but she was not angry. Just stunned. Stunned and perplexed.
      

      
      “Here you go, dear.” With some reluctance, Aunt Stace rolled the moonstone onto Karigan’s outstretched hand.

      
      The moment it hit her palm it illuminated with such brilliance they both had to shield their eyes.

      
      “My heavens!” Aunt Stace exclaimed. “How did it do that?”

      
      “It’s Eletian,” Karigan replied. “A muna’riel is a moonstone—it contains a moonbeam.”

      
      “Eletian magic?” Aunt Stace asked in a hushed voice.

      
      Karigan nodded, and the moonstone’s radiance faded to a soft, silvery glow. It sent warmth through her palm and up her arm.
         She had not been sure if it would light up for her, but it had, just like the very first moonstone she touched. That one had belonged, originally, to a pair of eccentric, elderly sisters
         who lived in the heart of the Green Cloak Forest. It was one magical artifact among many others their father, Professor Berry,
         had collected over his lifetime. The Berry sisters had been so impressed it lit up for Karigan when it never had for them
         that they had given it to her.
      

      
      She was never clear why the magic worked for her and not others, but a while after she had acquired the moonstone, she had
         met an Eletian named Somial who had told her the moonstone’s favor meant she was “Laurelyn-touched,” a friend of the Elt Wood.
         Exactly what that meant, she could not say, especially when some Eletians treated her more like an enemy.
      

      
      Laurelyn the Moondreamer was a fabled Eletian queen of old, queen of the legendary, lost realm of Argenthyne. Fabled until
         Karigan learned both Laurelyn and her realm had truly existed. Argenthyne had been conquered by Mornhavon the Black and transformed
         into Kanmorhan Vane, the Blackveil Forest. Laurelyn’s fate was unknown, even to the Eletians.
      

      
      At the moment, however, she was more overcome by the idea that this moonstone had been her mother’s. How? Why? And Kariny
         had wanted her to have it, which only prompted more questions.
      

      
      When she glanced up, her aunt had that look in her eyes again. “It is strange,” she said. “Strange your mother should possess
         such a thing. Eletian, for heavens’ sakes! And yet … And yet, it is in a way not strange to me.”
      

      
      Karigan waited, not daring to interrupt.

      
      “Your mother, as sensible a woman as she was, also had another side to her. A bit dreamy. Came down the maternal line, no
         doubt.” Without explaining the last, Aunt Stace continued, “That’s where all the songs and stories came from, from that dreamy
         part of her nature. How she loved to tell you those stories and sing to you!”
      

      
      It occurred to Karigan, with a prickling on the back of her neck, that her mother most often sang of Laurelyn the Moondreamer
         and Argenthyne.
      

      
      “Then there were the times,” Aunt Stace said, “when she’d ride out at night. To sing to the stars, she told us. Stevic often joined her, and they were like two youths caught up in
         love for the first time, rather than married folk with responsibilities and a child to attend to.”
      

      
      “I don’t remember,” Karigan said.

      
      “There is much a child will not remember, especially when it’s something that happened after her bedtime! And, actually, they
         went out like that well before you were born. Two young lovers. It would not surprise me in the least if you were conceived
         during one of their jaunts.”
      

      
      Out in the woods? Her parents? Among the trees, ferns, and wild creatures? Karigan’s cheeks warmed. Knowing her parents were
         her parents was one thing, but thinking about the act that made them her parents was quite another. She rubbed her eyes with
         the heels of her hands as if to banish the image now planted in her mind, of her parents joined together on the mossy floor
         of some forest glade with the moonlight beaming down on them …
      

      
      Aunt Stace smiled in amusement, seeming to know exactly where Karigan’s thoughts ventured, but then she sobered and resumed
         her story. “Even when Stevic was away, Kariny rode out into the night alone. Sevano used to have fits over her safety, but
         she refused his escort and always returned unharmed and happy. She especially loved full moons. It makes me wonder …”
      

      
      “If she was having an affair?” Karigan demanded, her mind still stuck in that moonlit clearing.

      
      “No,” Aunt Stace replied thoughtfully. “It was not in her, I think. She loved your father wholly, was devoted to him. But
         I wonder if, in her wanderings, she met Elt out there.” She gestured vaguely to indicate the countryside. “Ever since the
         trouble at the D’Yer Wall, you do hear about more sightings of the Elt. Even near Corsa. But maybe they’ve always been out
         there and just didn’t show themselves. Maybe they befriended your mother and that’s how she came to possess the crystal.”
      

      
      It was as good an explanation as any, Karigan thought. Eletians did wander, and had, as her aunt suggested, always been “out
         there,” even though for most Sacoridians, they inhabited only legends. They’d become more apparent after the D’Yer Wall was breached, no longer characters in fairy tales and songs,
         but very alive, and very real.
      

      
      She tightened her fingers around the moonstone and rays of light thrust out like blades between them. Her mother wanted it
         to come to her. Her mother had called it by the Eletian name, muna’riel.

      
      And Karigan had thought her father kept secrets.
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         she ate, Aunt Stace insisted she show the moonstone to her other aunts. The moment it left her hands and passed into theirs,
         its light extinguished and it became nothing more than an exquisite lump of crystal.
      

      
      She did not know what to make of it. Why, she wondered yet again, did moonstones light up for her when they would not for
         others?
      

      
      Laurelyn-touched, Somial had said.
      

      
      It filled her with a sense of something larger going on, something beyond her own ken. She felt caught in a story not of her
         own making, powerless to direct her own destiny. She shuddered. She did not like it when outside forces intervened in her
         life, like the Rider call.
      

      
      “Ugh,” she said. Maybe she was reading too much into it, but so much had happened in her life in recent years that the feeling
         wasn’t easy to dismiss.
      

      
      After breakfast, she wandered from the kitchen into the main hall, fiddling with the moonstone in her pocket, and soon found
         herself standing in the doorway of her father’s office. Since she had no ready answers for the mysteries surrounding the moonstone,
         and little else to do with her idle time, she decided to at least try to distract herself by looking through the family collection
         of books.
      

      
      Her father was still out and about and so she had no compunction about entering his domain. She strode in and over to the
         shelves, and as her gaze slipped across the spines of numerous leatherbound volumes, she was conscious of the portrait of her mother behind her father’s desk. She almost felt a sensation
         of being watched, of someone peering over her shoulder. Maybe it was having handled her mother’s gown earlier and talking
         about her that made her feel so present. Karigan tried to shake off the feeling, but couldn’t quite, so she focused her attention
         as best she could on the books.
      

      
      The G’ladheon library held numerous old ledgers and her father’s copy of Wagner’s Navigation. Karigan used to love leafing through it to look at the charts bound within, with their vibrant colors and drawings of fantastical
         sea creatures. There were also some histories and books on commerce on the shelves, and another favorite, Amry’s Book of Leviathans, which contained intricate prints of all the porpoises and whales that inhabited the deeps. It was a venerable guidebook found
         on many a whaling ship.
      

      
      There were few novels, but Karigan’s gaze was drawn to her favorite, The Adventures of Gilan Wylloland. She pulled it off the shelf; the leather cover was dyed a deep green, and the pages were edged with gold.
      

      
      She sat with the book in her father’s armchair, flipping through pages worn by her own numerous readings. The book told of
         the unlikely exploits of Gilan and his sidekick, Blaine, as they traveled around the imaginary land of Arondel slaying dragons,
         rescuing princes and princesses, running off outlaws, and the like.
      

      
      It occurred to Karigan that Gilan and Blaine did not seem to have any family or home, or any reliable way of supporting themselves,
         except for the occasional award of gold from a grateful prince or a treasure found in a goblin cave. They escaped every adventure
         more or less unscathed, more than ready for the next.
      

      
      There appeared to be few lasting consequences for their actions, even for the blithe killing of villains. And while women
         continually swooned into Gilan’s arms, poor Blaine was permitted no such romantic attention. The author, however, made sure
         Blaine was devoted to Gilan and admired him with the whole of her heart, no matter he was, Karigan reflected, a self-absorbed
         boor.
      

      
      
      Funny how her perspective on the book had changed with her own experiences. If she were to write a sequel, she’d have Blaine
         smarten up, leave Gilan to his own folly, and work for a more noble purpose than simply gadding about the countryside in hopes
         of encountering adventure. No, she’d have Blaine offer her sword to the good prince who ruled his lands with a fair hand.
         Blaine’s adventures would have more purpose, be more realistic.
      

      
      Maybe she should make Blaine a royal messenger? Karigan laughed at herself.

      
      She removed the moonstone from her pocket to better view an illustration of the mighty, impossibly muscled and handsome Gilan
         clasping a sword in one hand and the bloody head of a monster in the other while Blaine gazed upon him with typical adoration.
      

      
      The light dazzled, brightened the office as it never had been before. Objects leaped into brilliant relief, and the colors
         of the illustration jumped off the page. The gold edging sparkled.
      

      
      On impulse, Karigan craned her neck around to gaze at her mother’s portrait. It was almost as though her mother came to life,
         the flesh so warm and real looking, her hair shining and eyes alight. There was more of a smile to her lips than Karigan remembered.
         She glanced away with a shiver and stared into the silvery white luminescence of the moonstone, the book forgotten on her
         lap.
      

      
      She could almost hear her mother singing to her, singing to her of Laurelyn:

      
      
         The Moonman loved Laurelyn, brightest spirit

         beneath the stars, and he built her a castle

         of silver moonbeams tall,

         in sylvan Argenthyne, sweet Silvermind …

      

      
      Karigan couldn’t help but glance once more at her mother’s portrait, remembering the warmth of her mother’s arms around her
         as she sang of Laurelyn.
      

      
      That, combined with the discovery of the moonstone, was, she thought, a remarkable coincidence. Too remarkable.

      
      
      Did her mother meet with Eletians in the woods as Aunt Stace suggested? How else would she have received the moonstone? The
         Berry sisters said an Eletian gave their father the one they possessed. If that was the case, then perhaps it was not so extraordinary
         that her mother had acquired one.
      

      
      And yet, it was.

      
      As beautiful and as useful as a light source moonstones were, they were powerful when unleashed. The one given her by the
         Berry sisters had ultimately become a weapon when she fought Shawdell the Eletian, who had breached the D’Yer Wall. She had
         wielded its light like a blade, sharper and stronger than any earthly steel. When the wounded Shawdell fled, all that remained
         of the moonstone were crystal fragments on the palm of her hand.
      

      
      She could not imagine the Eletians giving away moonstones to just anyone. What was their purpose in giving one to her mother?
         So that it would eventually come to Karigan, as Professor Berry’s had?
      

      
      She closed her fingers around the moonstone, the sensation of being part of some greater plot washing over her once again.
         Her aunts were pleased the mystery of Kariny’s final words was resolved, but for Karigan, there was no resolution, just more
         questions.
      

      
      Secrets, she thought. Too many secrets.
      

      
      She was jarred from her thoughts by the sound of the front door opening and closing, and feet stomping in the entry hall.

      
      “Stevic?” Aunt Stace called from somewhere deep within the house, followed by footsteps as she strode down the corridor.

      
      “Snow’s stopped,” he answered. “The clouds look like they’re breaking up.”

      
      “Good, good,” Aunt Stace said. “Then maybe you’ll take a few minutes to visit with your daughter. It isn’t often she’s home.”

      
      Karigan pocketed her moonstone and crept to the doorway of the office. She peered into the entry hall and saw her father heavily
         cloaked and holding a pair of snowshoes. Snow crumbled off his boots and shoulders. Aunt Stace faced him with her arms crossed.
      

      
      
      “I will,” he said. “But I still need to—”

      
      “You need to talk to your daughter. About certain things.”

      
      “Certain things? What things?” Then Stevic G’ladheon’s features clouded over. “She told you about the brothel?”

      
      Aunt Stace’s eyebrows shot up. “Brothel? What brothel?”
      

      
      Silence filled the hall as brother and sister regarded one another.

      
      Aunt Stace shook herself and Karigan could tell she was just bursting with questions, but instead said, “You need to talk
         to Karigan about her family. Kariny’s family.”
      

      
      “Why? What for?” Stevic’s manner was guarded.

      
      “She’s a right to know,” Aunt Stace replied, “about what was said back on the island concerning the Grays. How some of the
         women of that line—”
      

      
      “No.”

      
      “Stevic—”

      
      “No. I will not talk about those lies. None of it was true, and I will have no such talk in my house.”

      
      “But you—”

      
      “It’s bad enough my daughter is cursed and that damn Rider call has taken her from me.”

      
      His words stunned Karigan. Cursed? He believed her cursed? She tightened her grip on the moonstone in her pocket.
      

      
      “But Kariny—”

      
      “Do not speak of her—do not even bring up her name—not when you discuss magic. She was untouched by the taint. She was perfect.”
      

      
      Karigan swallowed hard, feeling as if the floor beneath her feet were falling away. She knew her father’s views on magic,
         an antipathy borne of fear. It was not uncommon among Sacoridians whose ancestors suffered so under the depredations of Mornhavon
         the Black.
      

      
      Yet the vehemence in his voice, the hate—it took her aback. He saw her as cursed, as tainted by evil. A small cry escaped
         her lips.
      

      
      Her father and aunt both looked toward the doorway where she stood.

      
      “Karigan?” Aunt Stace said.

      
      
      Her father blanched.

      
      Karigan barely registered the tears on her cheeks.

      
      “Karigan,” her father said. “I didn’t mean to say—”

      
      But then she removed her hand from her pocket, the moonstone on her palm. It lit the entry hall in a brilliant silver-white
         hue, illuminating her father’s flesh with a deathly pallor.
      

      
      The snowshoes crashed to the floor.

      
      “No,” he whispered.

      
      Before Karigan or Aunt Stace could say another word, he flung the front door open and bolted out into the wintry landscape.

      
      Karigan sank to her knees, the moonstone clenched in her fist. In two strides Aunt Stace was there, holding her.
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      [image: image] Karigan’s aunts had always been of the opinion that applying food to a problem usually solved it. They placed before her a
         bowl of goose and leek soup from the kettle simmering over the fire, as well as peach preserves, tarts, and muffins.
      

      
      Aunt Tory uncorked a bottle of pear brandy. Tea, she declared, just wasn’t efficacious enough to succor the distress caused
         by her brother, and after splashing a dram into a goblet for Karigan, she poured herself a cup near to overflowing. Then she
         took a long, hard draught of the stuff, ending with a satisfied sigh. She refilled her cup while her sisters looked on in
         astonishment and severe disapproval.
      

      
      For Karigan’s part, she sat at the kitchen table with head in hands, the fire warming her back. She had no appetite whatsoever
         and sat mute while Aunt Stace recounted her confrontation with their brother.
      

      
      “We should sit on him,” Aunt Tory said.

      
      “I’m not sure that would help Karigan,” Aunt Stace replied.

      
      “She could sit on him, too. The more of us, the better.”

      
      Aunt Gretta snickered, a mischievous glint in her eyes.

      
      “He believes I’m cursed,” Karigan said plaintively.

      
      “Do not take it to heart, Kari girl,” Aunt Stace said. “He’s just angry the Rider magic took you away from him. He fears for
         your well-being, for he knows your work can be dangerous.”
      

      
      When Karigan finally succumbed to the Rider call, she had to explain to them why she had to leave to be a king’s messenger, why she must go to Sacor City. She had to explain why she could not be a proper merchant’s daughter, working with
         her father and marrying to produce heirs that would carry on the line and clan. Her announcement predictably upset her family,
         especially her father.
      

      
      “I know he doesn’t like magic,” Karigan said, “but I’ve never seen him like that.”

      
      “It was very much part of our upbringing to regard magic as evil,” Aunt Stace replied. “Our father was strict on the matter
         and every rest day we had to listen to the moon priest rail against the evil of the old days. He preached that if it were
         ever born upon the Earth again, it ought to be destroyed, along with anyone with the ability to use it.”
      

      
      Green Riders kept silent about even their minor abilities because of this sort of irrational fear and intolerance. What would
         her fellow citizens think if they learned magic users served the king? How could they trust the king or his messengers?
      

      
      “Our father,” Aunt Stace continued, “was particularly fervent in his beliefs and used a switch liberally if any one of us
         even uttered the word magic. All we knew was that it was vile and corrupt.”
      

      
      “And of course,” Aunt Brini said, her gaze focused on her needlework, “Stevic was smitten with Kariny Gray.”

      
      “What does she have to do with it?” Karigan demanded, turning to Aunt Stace. “You were telling father to talk to me about
         her.”
      

      
      “Yes, so I was. And since he’s seen fit to run off into the snow again, I daresay we’ll do the telling for him.” Her sisters
         murmured in assent.
      

      
      “Your mother’s line,” Aunt Brini said, “has always been known on the island to be a trifle …” And here she whispered, “fey.”

      
      “Uncanny,” Aunt Tory added.

      
      “Just a touch,” Aunt Stace emphasized. “You see, there was not so much written history on Black Island, but quite a lot of
         spoken lore that has been passed down through the generations and discussed as if something that happened a century ago happened
         only yesterday. Your thrice-great grandmother, for instance, is said to have had conversations with fishermen who never returned from the sea.”
      

      
      “Their spirits,” Aunt Tory interjected, features animated, “would come to shore on foggy nights, it is said, smelling of brine
         and moaning like the wind, seaweed dragging at their feet!”
      

      
      “Tory!” Aunt Stace snapped, and her sister subsided. She turned back to Karigan with an annoyed expression. “You see how these
         stories get embellished?”
      

      
      After Karigan’s own experiences with the spirits of the dead, she could not discount Aunt Tory’s description, but she simply
         nodded.
      

      
      “There were others in your mother’s line,” Aunt Stace said, “who were held to be uncommonly knowing.”
      

      
      “Uncommonly knowing?”

      
      All four aunts nodded.

      
      “Knew things beyond normal ken,” Aunt Gretta explained. “About the weather, the fishing, and peoples’ lives. The future.”

      
      “Your mother,” Aunt Brini said, glancing up from her needlework, “laughed when she heard such talk, and said they were just
         stories. She was a very practical woman with her feet planted squarely on the ground, except for her penchant for riding out
         at night as Stace already told you. Of course, we all have some odd habits, like Gretta who must make her bed at least three
         times before she is satisfied.”
      

      
      “I do not!”

      
      “Hah! You do, too! I’ve counted.”

      
      “Well, you only eat one thing on your plate at a time,” Aunt Gretta said.

      
      Aunt Brini sniffed and punched her needle through cloth. “It’s a texture thing.”

      
      Aunt Stace rolled her eyes. “Your mother’s family,” she told Karigan, “was mostly well-regarded on the island, for not all
         held as harsh a view toward magic as our father did. There were a few, certainly, who might smile to your grandmother Gray’s
         face, then make the sign of the crescent moon when she looked away, and some whispered of witches in the family and other
         rubbish. But on the whole? They were considered law-abiding, productive members of the village who followed the traditional ways. They even endured the rantings of the moon
         priest on rest days.”
      

      
      “Why didn’t anyone ever tell me this?” Karigan asked. Magic in her mother’s line? The brandy was beginning to look good.

      
      “You never asked,” Aunt Stace replied. “And no doubt our own antipathy for our past on the island made us reluctant to discuss
         it. But getting back to your father, he was so smitten by Kariny, he’d defend her and her family’s honor if he heard someone
         make a remark about their more uncanny side. This usually led to fights.”
      

      
      “Black eyes and bloody noses,” Aunt Brini intoned, nodding.

      
      “Not to mention an additional beating from our father,” Aunt Stace said, “who believed all the lore about the Grays and did
         not approve of Stevic’s interest in the youngest girl. If he spoke her name, or even glanced her way, out came the switch.”
      

      
      “Which of course,” Aunt Gretta said, “did not stop Stevic one jot. One evening our father spotted Stevic carrying some burden
         for Kariny from the village mercantile. The whipping he received—it was ferocious. That’s when he left the island.”
      

      
      “He promised to come back for Kariny,” Aunt Tory said, “as soon as he found work, made his way in the world. We had no hope
         of ever seeing him again, but his love for Kariny made him true. He came back and sailed away with her. We soon followed.”
      

      
      “Kariny never doubted him,” Aunt Gretta mused, and the others murmured in agreement.

      
      And that brings us back to you,” Aunt Stace said. “Taking into consideration your own touch of magic, it is our belief that the lore about Kariny’s bloodline
         wasn’t just stories as she claimed. That uncanny touch has come down to you.”
      

      
      Karigan had already arrived at the same conclusion. It only made sense. How else could she explain the Rider call and her
         minor ability with magic? Where else would it have come from?
      

      
      She wondered how powerful her ancestors were, but she was sure her aunts would have told her if they knew; if there was anything of note from the island lore. Perhaps, just like
         Karigan, their abilities were minor, remained buried just below the surface, dormant until awakened. Karigan’s own surfaced
         because of the Rider call. The Green Rider brooch she wore, a winged horse, augmented her ability to fade from sight, seemingly
         to vanish.
      

      
      She brushed her fingers over her brooch, the gold smooth and cool. Her aunts probably saw some other piece of jewelry, or
         maybe nothing at all, for a spell of concealment had been placed on the brooches long ago allowing only Riders to perceive
         them properly.
      

      
      “Your father,” Aunt Stace said, “loves you. Loves you deeply. He was not thinking when he spoke out earlier.”

      
      Despite her aunt’s reassurance, her father’s words still hurt. Karigan’s hand went to the moonstone in her pocket. She believed
         her father was very much in denial about her mother. Perfect, he had called her. Pure from the taint of magic.
      

      
      Karigan shook her head, thinking she should just pack up her scant belongings and begin the journey back to Sacor City. Coming
         home had been a mistake, though she wasn’t sure how she could have gotten out of an errand assigned her directly by the captain.
         All she had done was stir up turmoil. The brothel and her father’s pirate past no longer seemed to matter.
      

      
      Then she remembered she couldn’t leave without her father’s reply to the captain’s message. That meant having to face him,
         but at least it would be as a king’s messenger, not as his daughter.
      

      
      Just as Karigan resolved to leave as soon as she could, the kitchen door opened and her father entered, cold air drafting
         around him. “I have hitched up the sleigh,” he told her. “Grab a coat. We are going into town.”
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      [image: image] Karigan outfitted herself in an old wool coat, wrapped the scarf that Aunt Brini insisted she wear around her neck, and pulled
         on heavy mittens. In the sleigh was a thick, coarse blanket she and her father could throw over their laps, and sea-rounded
         cobbles that had been heated at the hearth to keep their feet warm.
      

      
      Her father took up reins and coach whip, clucked to the pair of drays, Roy and Birdy, and the sleigh lurched forward. The
         sun had broken clear of clouds and clumps of snow dropped from fir boughs along the drive as they glided along.
      

      
      The air felt lighter, not so bitter, and the chatter of birds reminded Karigan the worst of winter was done and spring was
         on the way.
      

      
      “Why are we going to town?” Karigan asked.

      
      “You shall see.”

      
      Karigan settled beneath the blanket, slightly annoyed. She said no more, however, figuring her father would reveal his purpose
         in his own time, and no sooner, even if she pestered him. So she kept her peace as the horses paced steady on through drifts,
         their brasses and harnesses jingling in a cheerful rhythm.
      

      
      The G’ladheon estate sat in the country just outside of Corsa, and once they joined the main road, they picked up speed, for
         the road wardens had already knocked down drifts and compacted the snow. Such maintenance was spotty throughout the realm,
         but Corsa was prosperous, and the city masters paid attention not only to the harbor, but to the roads as well, knowing that
         while a great deal of trade happened along the waterfront, goods must also be transported to and from the harbor overland. Proper road upkeep, they asserted,
         could only promote the city’s continued prosperity and its reputation as the foremost merchant port in the lands.
      

      
      Soon the woods thinned, opening up to field and pasture, the snow smooth across the landscape like thickened cream and undisturbed
         save for the meandering tracks of hare and fox. Houses appeared with more frequency as they approached Corsa. Karigan could
         sense the ocean, too, feel the moist draft of it upon the air. And still her father did not speak. He just sat there, subtly
         guiding the horses, his gaze fixed on the road.
      

      
      In Corsa proper, the streets were lined with homes and shops, folk sweeping and shoveling snow off front doorsteps. Children
         played in the street throwing snowballs at one another, and a few shoppers struggled along on uncertain footing.
      

      
      Her father halted the sleigh before a poulterer’s shop with plucked chickens, geese, and turkeys displayed in the window.

      
      “I’ll be back momentarily,” he said. He hopped out of the sleigh and entered the shop, returning minutes later with a large,
         dressed turkey, and deposited it in the back of the sleigh.
      

      
      He left her again for other shops, returning with a huge wheel of cheese, a sack of flour, a jug of molasses, a tub of butter,
         and other foodstuffs to amply fill any larder. Karigan could only watch in astonishment as the back of the sleigh was filled
         up. She did not think Cook’s pantry had been so barren.
      

      
      “What is … ?” she started to ask, when finally he sat beside her again and collected the reins.

      
      “You’ll see,” he said.

      
      He guided the sleigh onto Garden Street. It wasn’t a particularly gardenlike neighborhood, even when it wasn’t winter. Still,
         it was a solid street of middle-to lower-class merchants and tradesmen. Their houses stood tightly together, smoke issuing
         from chimneys.
      

      
      
      Her father brought the drays to a halt in front of a tall narrow house sided with cedar shakes, just like all the others.

      
      “This is Garden House,” he said, startling her. “We shall go in for a brief visit—it’s time I brought you here, because as
         my heir, you will one day become its steward.”
      

      
      What was he talking about? Before she could ask questions, however, he said, “Look and listen, and you shall see.”

      
      He spread blankets across the backs of the horses, then removed a basket from the sleigh, leaving the rest of his purchases
         in the rear. He strode toward the house and Karigan could do nothing but follow.
      

      
      Her father bounded up the front steps and knocked on the door. Within moments it was opened by a matronly woman with steel
         gray hair. At once she smiled.
      

      
      “Master G’ladheon!” she exclaimed.

      
      “Greetings, Lona,” he said. “How are you?”

      
      “Never better,” the woman replied, “and now even better than better to see you. Come in, come in out of the cold!”

      
      Karigan followed her father into the dim entry hall and was conscious of others peering from doorways and around corners.

      
      Her father handed the basket over to Lona. “Fresh baked oat muffins,” he said.

      
      She lifted the cloth that covered them. “Ooh! They look delicious!”

      
      “There is more out in the sleigh,” her father said.

      
      “Oh, Master G’ladheon, you shouldn’t have!”

      
      He grinned. “Of course I should have.”

      
      “Jed! Clare!” A boy and girl came running down the stairs at Lona’s shout. “Master G’ladheon has brought us some things. Please
         unload the back of his sleigh for him.”
      

      
      Without taking the time to put on coats, the youngsters dashed out the door.

      
      “You must have tea with us,” Lona said, her gaze falling curiously on Karigan.

      
      “I’m afraid we must decline. Another time perhaps. But, I wish to introduce my daughter, Karigan. One day she’ll be watching
         over Garden House.”
      

      
      
      Lona gave Karigan a solemn curtsy. “I am pleased to meet you, mistress.”

      
      “Me, too,” Karigan said, much bemused.

      
      “We are grateful for all your father and Mistress Silva have done for us,” Lona said.

      
      Karigan glanced sharply at her father at the naming of the Golden Rudder’s madam. Garden House, however, did not have the
         air or appearance of a brothel. She didn’t know what to make of it.
      

      
      “Have we any new residents?” her father asked.

      
      Lona nodded and glanced down the hall. “Vera, dear, please come meet Master G’ladheon. Don’t be shy; he is most kind.”

      
      A figure emerged from the shadows of a doorway and limped toward them. When more light fell upon her, Karigan’s heart skipped
         a beat. Much of her face was a mass of burn scars. Karigan was immediately reminded of her friend Mara, whose own face was
         badly scarred when Rider barracks burned down. Karigan judged the young woman to be her own age. She did not approach closely.
      

      
      “Vera,” Lona said, “this is Master G’ladheon, our patron, and his daughter, Karigan.”

      
      Vera curtsied, but did not speak.

      
      “Hello, Vera,” Karigan’s father said with a nod. “I want you to know you are most welcome here. Welcome to stay as long as
         you need. And safe.”
      

      
      “Thank you,” Vera said in a tentative voice, and she receded back into the shadows.

      
      Lona drew closer to Karigan and her father, and said in a low, confiding voice, “Vera’s husband hurt her. Threw lamp oil on
         her and burned her for no reason other than his dinner was a little late.” As Lona spoke, Karigan could hear the fury behind
         her words. “He did that, and other things. One of Mistress Silva’s people brought her to us from Rivertown. It was best, we
         thought, she be hidden some distance away from her husband.”
      

      
      Karigan glanced at her father and saw his brows knitted together in anger. “You did right,” he said.

      
      
      Just then, Jed and Clare returned, arms loaded with some of the foodstuffs Karigan’s father had purchased.

      
      “Master G’ladheon, it’s too much!” Lona said.

      
      “There’s more out there,” Jed said, with wide eyes.

      
      Karigan’s father just grinned.

      
      Lona decided Karigan must meet the rest of Garden House’s residents, and one by one, they filed by to curtsy and bow to Karigan
         and her father. Mostly they were young women, some with children, a babe or two of suckling age among them.
      

      
      Her father greeted each of them by name, and received a kiss or smile in return, none so reticent as Vera had been. Meanwhile,
         Jed and Clare brought in the rest of the goods from the sleigh.
      

      
      There was much oohing and aahing over the size of the turkey, which seemed to dwarf Jed, and once again Lona asked that they
         stay for tea or supper, and once again, Karigan’s father declined.
      

      
      They made their good-byes and walked in silence back to the sleigh while the residents of Garden House watched and waved from
         the front step and windows.
      

      
      As Karigan’s father removed the blankets from the backs of the drays, she demanded, “What was that all about? Who were those
         people?”
      

      
      “They are those who’ve come on bad times; some profoundly hurt and mistreated by those who are supposed to love and protect
         them. Garden House provides them refuge, when they cannot find it elsewhere.
      

      
      “It was Silva’s idea, actually, and she founded the first in Rivertown. It’s called River House. She seeks out the abused,
         those with no place to go, and offers them a place for as long as they need. One in her profession has occasion to find such
         persons.” He set the blankets in the back of the sleigh and they both climbed up onto the bench. It was cold right through
         the seat of Karigan’s trousers.
      

      
      “But why … ?” she began.

      
      He clucked Roy and Birdy on. “Let us just say Silva was once in a position similar to those she aids today. She was inspired to help others because of a stranger who once helped her.”
      

      
      “You?”

      
      He smiled enigmatically. “Silva and I go back a long way.”

      
      Karigan was glad he and Silva helped those in need, truly she was, but she found it difficult to reconcile the Golden Rudder
         and Garden House as being part of the same equation.
      

      
      “Silva runs a brothel,” she said.

      
      “Yes, she does,” her father replied. “It’s what she knows. And, she is very good to those in her employ. She does not force
         them into labor or to stay as others do.”
      

      
      Karigan remembered Trudy, one of the prostitutes at the Golden Rudder, speaking well of Silva. But it was still a brothel, a business that traded in flesh. It was a demeaning profession, and just plain wrong.
      

      
      Her father drove the sled down the main street of Corsa, past shops where one could purchase exotic teas and spices and other
         goods from afar, and by landmarks Karigan knew well from her childhood: the counting-and customshouses, the stately residence
         of the lord-mayor, and the offices of important merchants, including her father’s. She picked out its bold, granite facade
         as they drove by.
      

      
      A branching street was inhabited by the guild houses of the merchants, coopers, and longshoremen, among others. Another street
         held housing for dockworkers and shipwrights. All appeared quiet, and would remain so until the spring trading season picked
         up.
      

      
      They paused on the brink of a hill before the street descended straight down into Corsa Harbor, to take in the view. The harbor
         bristled with masts, some vessels tied up to wharves, others anchored offshore or moored to buoys. The snow concealed the
         usual squalor of the waterfront, made it appear more quaint. Traps and nets, pilings and barrels, all the ephemera of a busy
         waterfront, were bumps beneath the covering of snow.
      

      
      Gulls lined up on the wharves and waves thudded against wooden hulls. A way off, Karigan could make out a raft of eider ducks
         adrift, undismayed by the swells the storm had created. It was nearing sundown and the edges of billowing clouds were tinted
         orange, while small islands across the harbor, with their crowns of spiky spruce and fir, fell into silhouette.
      

      
      A crumbling keep of the Second Age stood jagged on the headland of a larger island at the entrance to the harbor, maintaining
         a ghostly vigil over all who passed. Mordivelleo L’Petrie, a clan chief of old, had built the keep. He’d known the harbor’s
         importance and stoutly defended it from those who’d contest him for it, namely pirates and invaders from foreign lands. After
         repelling a particularly ferocious assault from the Under Kingdoms, he was formally invested as the prince of the region that
         included the harbor, today’s L’Petrie Province.
      

      
      Karigan’s gaze swept along the crescent contour of the shoreline, and there, near where the Grandgent River emptied into the
         ocean, were the warships of Sacoridia’s navy, and the yards that serviced them. It was a testament to Corsa’s importance as
         a port that the navy’s largest fleet berthed in its harbor, guarding it, the realm, and the all-important river from any enemies.
         Mordivelleo L’Petrie, she thought, would be pleased.
      

      
      “I was going to show you Garden House when you finished service with the king,” her father said presently, the sunset casting
         an orange glow on his face as he gazed out to sea. “But it seemed appropriate to take you there today. I hope you consider
         it a worthy endeavor, something to keep going when the time for you to inherit comes along. Many of our residents have moved
         on and done well for themselves.” After a long pause, he added, “I don’t suppose I’ve redeemed myself in your eyes at all.”
      

      
      “Is that why you brought me to Garden House?” Karigan asked.

      
      “I did not wish for you to judge my relationship with Silva based purely on your knowledge of the brothel.”

      
      “What is your relationship with Silva?”
      

      
      “We are friends of long standing.”

      
      “And you’re a client of her brothel.”

      
      Her father did not answer, but snapped the reins over the haunches of the drays and guided them away from the harbor.

      
      
      *  *  *

      
      They left the town behind, the sleigh gliding into the deepening dark. With the setting sun, the air chilled perceptibly and
         Karigan burrowed beneath the blanket. The cobbles at her feet had gone cold long ago.
      

      
      She would receive no real answers about the brothel from her father. He had told her there were things he’d never discuss
         with her. And, she supposed, she did not want to know the specifics. What she really wanted was for none of this to have happened
         in the first place. She wished she had never heard of the Golden Rudder; she wished he’d deny his connection to it and say
         that it was all just a huge misunderstanding.
      

      
      But he did not, and it was not. She could wish all she wanted, but it wouldn’t change a thing.

      
      And yet, she reflected, because of his association with the brothel and its madam, he was doing good works such as supporting
         Garden House, his efforts no doubt saving the lives of those like Vera. Karigan may have had a privileged upbringing, but
         she wasn’t so naive that she didn’t recognize the need for such places.
      

      
      As she thought about it, she realized she’d only known a single, narrow facet of her father. Now she had discovered he was
         just as complicated and complex as any other person.
      

      
      So absorbed in her thoughts had she been, that when the sleigh hit a bump, she was surprised to discover her father was not
         taking the main road home, but rather a narrow lane bordered by forest.
      

      
      “Where are we?” she asked.

      
      “Arrowdale Road,” her father said.

      
      Karigan’s disorientation faded immediately. Arrowdale was a meandering old track that was the “long way” home. She used to
         go riding on it sometimes, but to her it had always seemed so forsaken, a little spooky. There were only a few, long abandoned
         homesteads along it, taken over by the march of the forest. History held that some battle of the Long War had taken place
         in the folds of the land, hence the name Arrowdale.
      

      
      “Your mother and I used to ride out this way at night sometimes,” her father said unexpectedly. “The stars were always lovely, and no one bothered us out here.”
      

      
      Karigan glanced up, and between the bordering tips of evergreens, the stars were bright. The Hunter was making his seasonal
         trek to the west, and the Sword of Sevelon was in the half-raised position, slowly rotating upward from its winter’s rest.
      

      
      They entered a clearing and the full expanse of the heavens opened overhead. Her father halted Roy and Birdy to gaze at the
         stars and Karigan imagined her parents young and in love coming to this spot.
      

      
      “Now that you know I am quite imperfect,” he said, “can you accept that I misspoke earlier? I can’t say I like magic, or the
         fact it puts you in harm’s way, but I would never view my daughter as cursed.”
      

      
      “You never told me about mother’s bloodline,” Karigan said.

      
      “Stories. Stories told by superstitious islanders.” He paused, then said, “Tell me, where did you find the muna’riel?”

      
      “You knew of it then?”

      
      She perceived, more than saw, him nodding.

      
      “I found it in mother’s chest among her things.”

      
      “How did it … ? I had it locked in my sea chest, down in the study.” He shuddered beside her. “Magic. I guess it wanted to
         be found.”
      

      
      It was, Karigan thought, a perceptive statement from one with an aversion to magic. “You didn’t give it to me as mother wanted.”

      
      Silence followed her words, then he said, “I desired to protect you from the magic. Or, at least not encourage it. I even
         let your aunts believe your mother was speaking nonsense in the end.”
      

      
      Karigan wished she could see his features better in the dark, but she imagined his expression downcast to match his voice.

      
      “I see I was wrong,” he continued. “Magic found you anyway. Do you have the muna’riel with you? May I see it?”

      
      Karigan dug beneath her coat and into her pocket to retrieve the moonstone. She held it aloft on her mittened hand, the shock of light making the horses snort and bob their heads. The
         brilliance of the stone chased shadows deep into the woods, and the snow in the clearing intensified the silver-white light
         almost to blinding.
      

      
      Karigan’s father shielded his eyes until the light ebbed to a more gentle glow. The snow on the trees that ringed them glittered
         as if strewn with diamonds.
      

      
      “I forgot how bright it was,” he murmured. “I can’t remember when your mother first showed it to me. After we were married,
         of course, but before you were even conceived, I think. She never explained how she had acquired it, but she said it was Eletian.
         When I pressed her about it, she’d only laugh and find ways to distract me.”
      

      
      “She knew how you felt about magic,” Karigan said.

      
      “Yes, I suppose she did. And I suppose I chose not to see it in her, even though the muna’riel would light only for her and
         not me.”
      

      
      “I wish I could help you understand,” Karigan said, “that it’s not the magic itself that is evil or good, but the user who
         makes it so.”
      

      
      But he did not reply. He sat there, his eyelids drooping and head nodding until his chin rested on his chest. He breathed
         deeply as though asleep.
      

      
      “Father?” Karigan asked. She nudged him, but he did not stir. She jabbed him harder, and still no response. He seemed only
         to sleep, but …
      

      
      She glanced at the horses, and they stood with heads lowered as if also slumbering.

      
      A light blossomed in the center of the clearing. A silvery, fluid flame that flickered and grew into a column the height of
         a person.
      

      
      “Five hells,” she murmured.

      
      The light of Karigan’s moonstone spread toward the flame, surrounding it as if to embrace it.

      
      Finally, a voice said, you have come.

   
OEBPS/images/Art_Piii.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780575099661.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_Pvi.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P1b.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P1a.jpg





