
  
    
      
    
  


  
    Table of Contents
  


  
    Synopsis
  


  
    What Reviewers Say About Merry Shannon’s Work
  


  
    By the Author
  


  
    Acknowledgments
  


  
    Dedication
  


  
    Chapter One
  


  
    Chapter Two
  


  
    Chapter Three
  


  
    Chapter Four
  


  
    Chapter Five
  


  
    Chapter Six
  


  
    Chapter Seven
  


  
    Chapter Eight
  


  
    Chapter Nine
  


  
    Chapter Ten
  


  
    Chapter Eleven
  


  
    Chapter Twelve
  


  
    Chapter Thirteen
  


  
    Chapter Fourteen
  


  
    Chapter Fifteen
  


  
    Chapter Sixteen
  


  
    Chapter Seventeen
  


  
    Chapter Eighteen
  


  
    Chapter Nineteen
  


  
    Chapter Twenty
  


  
    Chapter Twenty-one
  


  
    Chapter Twenty-two
  


  
    Epilogue
  


  
    About the Author
  


  
    Books Available from Bold Strokes Books
  


  Synopsis


  


  When the Goddess Ithyris appoints shy priestess Kadrian to become Her first shaa’din, or holy warrior, in a millennium, everyone is mystified by Her decision—especially Kade herself. On the battlefields of Mondera, as Kade struggles to defend Ithyria from a dangerous new enemy, she’s also brought face-to-face with her greatest personal temptation: the childhood sweetheart who had once nearly kept Kade from her spiritual calling. Erinda was born into the service of the royal family. Endless household chores and a passion for horses fill her days, but her nights are consumed with hopeless longing for the woman she lost to the temple seven winters ago. Erinda knows Kade will never return to her. After all, what mortal could ever hope to compete with a Goddess?
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  Chapter One


  


  I am Qiturah, Honored Mother of Verdred Temple and humble scribe to the Goddess Ithyris. As the Goddess’s historian, it is my responsibility to document the significant events of our generation as they unfold, so that Her wonders may never be lost to memory.


  We, the priestesses of Ithyris, know that our Divine Lady’s power shines brightest when love is Her instrument. It is our sacred duty to bring this truth to Her people. Perhaps you have already read my first contribution to these chronicles, wherein love served as Her weapon in the Battle of the Ranes. Scarcely a season has passed since Queen Shasta’s coronation, yet I have already been given a second such story to relate.


  This time, however, I bring you a tale not of royalty, but of faith.


  


  The day had been completely ordinary. In fact, Qiturah might even have described it as tedious. Prayers, chores, mealtimes, and studies had been carried out at their scheduled times, without the slightest anomaly. Certainly she had received no warning, not even the smallest hint, that this afternoon was to be any more remarkable than any other—right up until the moment when the Goddess Ithyris materialized, unheralded, in her private chamber.


  She was more beautiful than any mortal woman Qiturah had ever seen. In a single, glorious instant, the Honored Mother of Verdred learned for herself that the legend was true: Ithyris’s translucent skin appeared to glow from within, as if the brilliance of Her spirit could not be contained by Her body. Her limbs were slender, Her features delicate, the bridge of Her nose a perfectly straight line. Her mouth was expressive and sweetly sensual, and Her eyes…Qiturah found it impossible to look into those luminous eyes for more than a few seconds before gooseflesh swept her skin.


  The shock of Her arrival was soon eclipsed by a sensation of nakedness. Before the Goddess’s all-encompassing gaze, Qiturah might as well have dropped her robes to the floor, for all the good they did. Ithyris’s ability to view her was not limited to physical attributes, and Qiturah felt Her perusal to the core of her being, her every grace and shortcoming laid bare. The feeling might have been humiliating were it not for the breathtaking tenderness in Her eyes.


  Qiturah’s knees struck the floor. Her arms came up of their own volition, thrown wide, and her head fell back. This was the traditional Ithyrian prayer position, but Qiturah had never truly understood the reason for it until this moment. “Y’kurakura nasiaa; y’vysashun lo siriaa. Ah Shaa’Nalusa, nu yi ailo, nu yi ailo…” The hymn fell naturally from her lips, and the words had never been so true.


  My heartbeat dances for You; my blood is singing for You. Oh Divine Lady, You are with me, You are with me…


  In all her sixty-seven winters, Qiturah had never felt more alive. Ithyris almost never appeared to the mortal eye. Even the sound of Her voice was a rare and precious gift. Qiturah had never dared to hope for an honor such as this. Yet She was there, bare feet hovering a handbreadth above the floor, pale hair and robes floating as if suspended in water.


  “Qiturah, y’ostryn makluran.” The ariose syllables chimed like bells. Qiturah, my beloved daughter. Qiturah’s eyes filled with tears as she tried to form a proper reply, but her lips could only move noiselessly.


  “Byrias ai piare,” the Goddess said. You must help me.


  Qiturah gasped and pressed her fingertips to her forehead. What could She possibly want from her, that warranted such an extraordinary personal visit? “Of course, Sweet Ithyris,” she replied in the Ithyrian tongue. “You know I will do whatever You ask.”


  “Yi fuli shaa’din.”


  Qiturah stared at Ithyris in disbelief. Had she heard correctly? She did her best not to stammer as she asked, “Who, my Lady?”


  “Y’ostryn n’nu tana veran. Kadrian.”


  “It shall be done,” Qiturah said, and Ithyris’s mouth curved upward. If She had been beautiful before, this small shift in Her expression elevated Her loveliness to inhuman proportions. It was the most wonderful smile Qiturah had ever seen, and she felt light-headed.


  “Kurariaa.” Thank you.


  Ithyris was gone as swiftly as She’d come. She vanished in a whisper, like a candle extinguished by the wind. Qiturah stared longingly at the space where She had been, savoring every detail of that face, that smile, pressing the images into her memory as carefully as she could. She wanted never to forget them, for this was the most momentous day of her life.


  “No, thank You,” she said to the empty air. “Thank You, oh thank You…”


  Her head was spinning, not just with the Goddess’s unprecedented visit, but with the intriguing request that had provoked it. A shaa’din! Not since the Twelve had the Goddess called a holy warrior into Her service, and the implications were as alarming as they were thrilling.


  A millennium ago, Ithyris had bestowed Her spirit on twelve young women in order to drive Her brother-God Ulrike’s darkness back into the mountains of Dangar. With an army of the Goddess’s devoted followers at their heels, the Twelve had waged war against the disciples of Ulrike. As shaa’din, they channeled the Goddess’s power into the mortal world, and ultimately they succeeded in carving out a swath of land, bordered to the south by sea and to the north by mountains. There the Goddess’s people could live in peace, sheltered from Ulrike’s raging lust for dominion. The Twelve had become the first Honored Mothers of Ithyria. Each province of the kingdom inherited one of their names, and their accomplishments were immortalized in folk songs and bedside tales passed down through generations. Even today their influence pervaded almost every aspect of Ithyrian life, and rightfully so, for without them Ithyria would not have been.


  Now Ithyris had declared there would be another shaa’din, and Qiturah could only imagine what She might have in mind. Just a few moons earlier, a renewed war with Dangar had seemed inevitable. A power-hungry traitor from within the Ithyrian royal house had struck an unholy bargain with the Dangar emperor. A horde of barbarian warriors advanced on the northern provinces, intending to reclaim them in the dark God’s name. But Ithyris intervened. The Battle of the Ranes ended in a wondrous spectacle of Her celestial fire, and the death of the traitorous Chancellor Kumire. And, by some strange miracle no one could explain, the barbarian horde had retreated—perhaps because the easy victory they had anticipated no longer seemed certain? With Queen Shasta of Rane restored to the throne, the kingdom had joyfully celebrated its one thousandth winter of freedom from Ulrike’s tyranny. There had been fireworks, and feasting, and a great release of tension, as if all of Ithyria had let out a collective sigh of relief. Everyone was looking forward to a time of peace in which to rebuild, but this stunning turn of events seemed to indicate that the Goddess anticipated yet a greater fight ahead.


  Qiturah tucked a cushion beneath her knees, which were beginning to smart from the impact with the stone floor. She closed her eyes, tilted her head back, and breathed deeply. Some tremendous darkness must be approaching, for Ithyris to call a shaa’din into Her service once more. The need was evidently so great that She had come personally to ask Qiturah to prepare the chosen vessel for Her power. To be called to such a task was the greatest honor Qiturah could imagine. Much research would be necessary, as she was not even certain how a shaa’din was created. Such a thing had not been done for a thousand winters.


  What an enormous change was about to take place in the life of this fortunate—or perhaps not so fortunate, for the responsibilities to be laid on her shoulders were unimaginable—young woman. Ithyris’s choice was curious, for the priestess She had named was quiet and timid. Truthfully, Kadrian did not seem at all like a leader. But Qiturah held absolute faith that no one knew a person’s true heart as well as the Goddess. In fact, this was the second time Ithyris had requested the services of this particular priestess by name. Last winter, Ithyris had directed Qiturah to send a letter to the capital city of Ardrenn, and She specified that Kadrian was to carry the message. That mission had resulted in the rescue of the Ithyrian princess. Had those events been a precursor for whatever was happening now?


  The news was sure to come as a shock to young Kadrian. How would the other priestesses react? How would the citizens of the kingdom react, for that matter? This was certain to cause as much fear as celebration. Yet like it or not, Qiturah realized, Ithyria was about to witness the birth of a legend.


  


  *


  


  The infant’s distinctive amber-colored eyes brightened with interest at the thick braid dangling a fingerwidth from her face. She shrieked and grasped for it with tiny hands. Erinda laughed and kept her hair out of reach as she finished straightening the bedclothes in the cradle. Then she reached down and took the child in her arms.


  “Feeling playful tonight, Your Highness?” she asked the baby, who fisted the end of one of her braids and attempted to stuff it in her mouth.


  “She’s been a handful all day. One can only hope she’ll sleep soundly tonight.” The ancient woman who hobbled up behind Erinda had been tending the royal nurseries for four generations. No one even remembered her real name anymore; she was known to everyone simply as “Nurse.”


  Erinda could hear the weariness in her voice, and smiled. “Why don’t you rest for a while, Nurse? I can watch her until the Queen returns. I passed the conference room on my way here, and the viceroys were just adjourning for the day, so it shouldn’t be long.” She didn’t add that the provincial leaders had been red-faced and irate as they shoved their way out into the palace corridor, suggesting that today’s session had rubbed more than one man the wrong way. That generally meant that the young Queen had said or done something inflammatory, which was becoming almost a daily occurrence of late.


  The haste with which the old woman scuttled from the room was comical. Nurse enjoyed her work, but it was also a well-known fact that the crotchety woman treasured her quiet time alone.


  The baby had busied herself with the lacings of Erinda’s bodice, gumming the leather thongs into a slippery tangle. She was a cheerfully preoccupied child, interested in everything that passed before her eyes, though her focus shifted as quickly as a honeybee danced between flowers. Her full title, as bestowed by her adopted mother the Queen, was Her Royal Highness the Crown Princess Bria Talon Shastis of Rane; quite a grand name for such a tiny girl. The Queen had taken to calling her “Brita,” a contraction of Bria and Talon that was much less of a mouthful.


  Hefting the baby in her arms, Erinda looked seriously into her golden eyes. “So it’s been a busy day for you, has it, little Princess?”


  “She’s not the only one,” Shasta said from behind them, and Erinda looked up to find the Ithyrian Queen in the nursery doorway, watching them with a smile. The Princess kicked happily at the sound of her adoptive mother’s voice, and Erinda delivered her into Shasta’s waiting arms.


  “Hello, my pretty girl,” Shasta murmured, and held out the heavy emerald pendant around her neck for the baby to examine. Giggling, Brita clutched at the gem with chubby fingers, trying to guide it toward her mouth, and Shasta laughed.


  Erinda could not help noticing fine lines at the corners of her friend’s eyes. Shasta was scarcely twenty winters of age, and had only held her office for a matter of moons, yet the strain of her office was already beginning to show on her face. Erinda worried for her. The responsibilities she bore were heavy, and this evening Shasta’s pretty features were even more tense and drawn than usual.


  “Difficult day, Your Majesty?”


  “Erinda, I’ve told you time and again that I’d much prefer you to call me by name. For the love of the Goddess, we grew up together.”


  Erinda cringed. The women of her family had served as maids in the palace for as long as any of them could remember. The proper forms of address were so ingrained in her upbringing that it seemed like treason to refer to the Queen in casual terms, even if she did regard her as a dear friend.


  Shasta seemed to read her mind, and her eyes twinkled. “Consider it a royal command, if that makes it easier.” She smoothed Brita’s sleek black hair and pressed a kiss to one plump cheek. “And yes, it was a very difficult afternoon. Every day I discover that dreaming up great and noble ideas and actually implementing them are two very different things. There are so many things I want to change, but politics are all about maintaining a delicate balance. A small change to one regulation might mean the salvation of one family, but also the starvation of another. No matter how many plans I think up to better equalize wealth and opportunity across the population, those who already have both just find ways of passing the costs down onto the ones whose shoulders they’re already standing upon.” She shook her head wearily. “I suppose I had this naïve idea that once I gained the crown, I’d be able to clear up all Ithyria’s problems with a few strokes of the pen. I never imagined how complicated it would be.”


  “Haven’t you already made a great many improvements?” Erinda had heard enough palace gossip to know that even in her few moons on the throne, Shasta had already gained much public favor.


  “Oh, I’ve managed to change a few things. Replacing a few of the most corrupt viceroys, for a start. But I’ve had to stop myself on so many occasions to ask if I’m really doing it because they’re corrupt, or if I’m just silencing dissenters. Blindly forcing my own will makes me no better than the men I despise.” Erinda thought this was an impressively wise statement, but the tension lines deepened around Shasta’s eyes. “I have too much power, Erinda. I can use it to keep the nobles in line, but who’s going to keep me in line if I lose my way?”


  Erinda wasn’t sure how to answer, so she just squeezed her hand. She knew Shasta well enough to recognize the shadows haunting those famous amber eyes. “They were pushing the heir thing again, weren’t they?”


  Shasta’s lips tightened and she drew the cooing baby closer. “They refuse to take no for an answer, no matter how many times I say it. Princess Brita is my heir. I will have no other. But the nobles are getting bolder with their arguments and insults. This afternoon, the Fynnish viceroy had the audacity to call her a…” she lowered her voice and whispered, as if not wanting the baby to hear, “…a Halflander.”


  Erinda’s mouth dropped open. “He didn’t!” It was an insult of the rudest sort, referring to the Princess’s half-Outlander heritage. The black-haired, olive-skinned Outlanders were regarded with contempt by many of their fellow Ithyrians. “I hope you pitched something hard and spiky at his head.”


  “Worse,” Shasta said wryly. “I hit him. Just about flew over the conference table, in all my regal glory, and slapped the viceroy of Fyn across the face. It was dreadful.”


  “I think it sounds magnificent. Wish I could have seen it.”


  “It certainly felt good at the time, but…oh, Erinda, what was I thinking? I am the Queen of Ithyria, and instead of putting that man in his place with the dignity of my birthright, I let him goad me into brawling like a barmaid in the middle of the royal conference room. The viceroys are in an uproar. We had to adjourn for the day.”


  “Well, I may not be the Queen of Ithyria, but I say the man had it coming.” Erinda caressed Brita’s cheek with a fingertip. “Our little Princess is Rane blood, same as you. And I daresay her Outlander mother, may Ithyris grant her peace, would have been right at your side boxing the viceroy’s ears if she were alive to do so.”


  This brought a wistful smile to Shasta’s face. Bria, the baby’s birth mother and namesake, had been her childhood companion. Bria’s free-spirited and somewhat unscrupulous approach to life had caused them all considerable trouble, but in the end she had given her life to save Shasta’s, and with her dying breath she had entrusted her infant daughter to Shasta’s care. Shasta loved Brita as her own, but unfortunately, that love caused no end of strife with her royal counsel. The provincial viceroys vehemently opposed her decision to make Brita heir to the Ithyrian throne.


  “I’m sure you’re right.” Shasta’s features softened as she gazed down at the baby. “But I have decided to leave it all for tomorrow. Business is over for the day, and it’s time for happy thoughts.”


  The nursery’s double doors swung open, and the anxiety on her face melted into a radiant smile. “Speaking of happy thoughts…”


  A tall, broad-shouldered, olive-skinned soldier strolled into the room and moved to plant a tender kiss on the Queen’s lips. Erinda had to grin as the lovers murmured greetings between kisses. Talon was captain of Shasta’s royal guard, and adopted “father” to the baby Princess. Most of the kingdom knew Talon as a man; Erinda was one of the few aware of the truth.


  “Good evening, Captain.” Erinda dropped into a playful curtsy.


  Talon winked. “Good evening, yourself.” Her deep voice held the faintest hint of flirtation, though no one knew better than Erinda that the Outlander’s heart belonged only to Shasta. “And how’s our little girl tonight?” she asked as she took the Princess from Shasta’s arms. Brita squealed as Talon made a face at her.


  “Full of energy, it seems,” Shasta replied, letting Brita curl a little hand around her index finger.


  The resemblance connecting the three of them was evident. By blood, the child was Talon’s niece and Queen Shasta’s cousin, and so while she had the dark hair and skin of an Outlander, she also possessed the distinctive golden irises known to legend as the “amber eyes of Rane,” the genetic demarcation of the Ithyrian royal house. Together, the three made a beautiful family. Yet as much as Erinda adored them, she still felt a niggling pang of envy.


  Talon chuckled, but her eyes searched Shasta’s face with concern. “You sound tired.”


  Erinda could hear the deliberate lift in Shasta’s voice. “It’s nothing, really. You know how trying these conferences can be.”


  Erinda was certain Shasta’s nonchalance didn’t fool Talon any more than it did her. Everyone in the kingdom was aware of the viceroys’ impassioned refusal to acknowledge Princess Brita’s claim to the throne, and Erinda suspected that the baby’s half-Outlander heritage was a large part of the reason. The nobles felt that the Queen, of prime childbearing age, owed the kingdom a more suitable heir—preferably one that was male, lacked any hint of Outlander blood, and was from her own body rather than her traitorous late cousin’s. To that end, they pressured her at every possible opportunity to consider the matter of marriage, something Shasta emphatically refused.


  Only Erinda knew the extent of the private strain this generated for Shasta and Talon. While their romantic relationship was a common theme of court gossip, most could not imagine how sensitive the subject truly was. The two of them had, in fact, discussed marriage, but Talon was reluctant for many reasons—not the least of which was her guilty fear that perhaps she was preventing Shasta from fulfilling her duty to the kingdom. Talon’s love was so absolute that she would sacrifice anything, even her own happiness, to ensure that Shasta’s position at court was safe and secure. Erinda had never known anyone so single-mindedly selfless.


  Now, Erinda watched every one of those conflicting emotions pass over Talon’s handsome features. But after a moment, Talon merely pressed a kiss to Shasta’s temple and murmured, “Perhaps you and I should go hold a…conference of our own.”


  Grinning, Erinda took Brita from Talon’s arms and waved the lovebirds away. “Go, both of you. Enjoy some time together. You’ve earned it.” She waggled her eyebrows at Shasta. “Do try to keep it down this time though, Your Majesty?”


  While Shasta’s cheeks flushed crimson, Talon’s mouth curved. “Tired of faking those stomachaches for us, Erinda?”


  “You both know I’ll do anything for you,” Erinda said tartly, “including gagging down the healer’s awful potions to cover for our Queen’s…um…enthusiasm.” Shasta turned an even deeper shade of red and buried her face in Talon’s chest. Erinda laughed, then. “No need to be embarrassed, Your Majesty. I’m glad you’re both so happy. You deserve it.”


  Still, she struggled again with pangs of envy as the two left arm in arm, Talon whispering something in Shasta’s ear that made her flush and giggle. Yes, Erinda was pleased that her friends had found such bliss together, especially since the journey to reach this point had been long and painful for each of them. But nonetheless, their happiness was a constant reminder of the life she would never have.


  Like Shasta and Talon, Erinda found herself drawn to other women in the way most women were drawn to men. She had embraced this at an early age, and over the winters had taken a handful of discreet lovers—which had even, for a time, included Talon herself. But it was highly improbable that Erinda would ever experience the joy of a relationship like theirs. For one thing, Talon had the distinct advantage of her male disguise. While her affair with the Queen might be considered scandalous because of her station and background, even her Outlander blood, the fact that she was a woman was not part of that scandal. How likely was it that Erinda would find a lover she could be with so openly?


  And even if she could…Erinda shook her head sadly and touched her forehead to the baby’s. “Ah, little Princess, as you grow up, take great care with your heart. Choose carefully who you give it to, for you may never get it back.”


  Brita’s eyelids drooped sleepily, and Erinda sighed. “Bedtime, is it?” She carried the baby back to the cradle and sat down to rock her. She started to croon a lullaby, and let her attention drift.


  This was not something she did very often, as her thoughts, left unchecked, invariably ran to the one topic forbidden to them. Even as she hovered at the fringes of those dangerous memories, she knew there would be a steep price to pay. The emptiness was sure to find her tonight, to keep her awake long after the rest of the palace was asleep, wrapping her in the grief and anguish she deserved for such careless indulgence. But right now, she didn’t care.


  Green eyes, the vivid hue of grass right after a rainfall, were smiling at her from the depths of her imagination. They were breathtaking, and she couldn’t bring herself to force them away as she usually did. Then it was too late, as Kade’s entire face came into focus, her laugh echoing through Erinda’s mind. She could not have stopped the memory from following then, even if she’d wanted to.


  


  They were lying together beneath the biggest tree in the palace gardens. It was late autumn, and Erinda was seventeen. Kade, nearly a winter older, was stretched out on her stomach next to her, propped on her elbows as she twirled a fallen leaf between her fingers. Her golden hair was cropped in a blunt line just below her jaw—the distinctive hairstyle of a Pledged.


  “I can’t believe the ceremony’s coming up so fast,” she said, and Erinda could recall with perfect clarity the melancholy in her tone.


  “What’s the matter?” she heard herself ask. “I thought you couldn’t wait to take your vows. You’ve wanted to be a priestess your entire life.”


  “Yes, but…” Kade flipped over, settling her head on Erinda’s lap. Her face was pale, her eyes large and serious. “After the ceremony, I won’t see you anymore, Rin.”


  No one else in the world called her that. In another two moons, no one would ever call her that again. The knowledge sat like rocks in her stomach, but for Kade’s sake, she couldn’t let it show. “Sure you will. I’ll be in temple for prayers all the time.”


  “You hate temple prayers.”


  “Not when you’re there.” Kade’s hair drifted like corn silk between Erinda’s fingers. “In fact, I’m pretty sure that I’ll be praying twice as often once it’s the only—” The only way I’ll ever get to see you. Her throat closed around the words.


  Their separation was inevitable, but as children their eighteenth birthdays had seemed a comfortable eternity away. According to tradition, families sent their firstborn sons into military service, and firstborn daughters into the service of the Goddess. Erinda’s older sister had taken vows eight winters ago, and in spite of her reassurances to Kade, she knew how rare it was to even catch a glimpse of her sister now. The priestesses’ shaved heads and filmy veils made them difficult to tell apart. Half the time she wasn’t even certain she recognized her sister’s face anymore.


  The rocks in her gut tumbled around each other, and she swallowed a wave of nausea. How was she going to live with this? Kade was biting her lip, watching her, tears glittering along her lower lashes. The sight of them grounded her at once. She had to be more careful—Kade could read her too easily.


  She swept the pad of her thumb under Kade’s eyes. “Hey, stop that. At least my mother will be pleased. She’s constantly badgering me to spend more time at the temple.”


  “Well, you are practically a heathen.”


  Oh, thank the Goddess. Teasing was something she could work with. She feigned a gasp. “I am not! Take that back.”


  “Can’t. The Pledged are unable to lie.” Kade squeaked as Erinda’s deft fingers found the ticklish spot on her ribs.


  “Take it back.”


  Kade hopped up from Erinda’s lap, grinning and poised to run. “No way.”


  The elaborate palace gardens had always made for a fine game of chase. Such childish antics might be undignified for young women their age, but right now it was comforting to forget that the lonely world of adulthood was looming so close. For a few minutes they could be seven winters old again, happy and silly, free of painful grownup concerns. Kade’s laughter rang in her ears, leading her around trees and under bushes and over the smooth stone pathways that looped through the flowerbeds, until Erinda finally caught the back of her robe and they both tumbled to the grass.


  She pinned Kade beneath her, trapping her wrists together with one hand and securing them over Kade’s head. With the other hand, she threatened the ticklish spot again. Kade struggled, giggling, but they both knew she had lost. Erinda was younger and shorter, but she had always been stronger.


  “Take it back,” she said.


  Kade’s chest heaved as she tried to catch her breath. “Whatever you say.” She squealed again as Erinda’s fingertips skimmed her ribs. “All right, all right! You’re so mean.”


  Erinda relaxed her hand, feeling the delicate bones of Kade’s ribcage curve beneath her palm, too close to the skin. After more than a decade of friendship, this fragility was something she probably ought to be used to, but every now and then it still managed to take her by surprise. She squeezed with her fingers, just a little bit. “Ah, but you love me anyway.”


  Ugh. The cheeky quip was underscored by an inflection that sounded plaintive, even to her own ears. What was she doing? This was madness.


  The expression on Kade’s face shifted. One moment her mock-pout was buoyant and playful; then she was gazing at Erinda so intently that Erinda felt the air hitch in her lungs. Kade’s eyes were set just a little too close together, her nose slightly too pointed, her chin a bit too narrow for most people to consider her pretty. But the sharpness of her features had always reminded Erinda of a hawk, or maybe a fox. Sleek. Intelligent. Elegant. She found herself possessed by the need to memorize this face, before it was gone forever. Greedily, she drank in the sight of her: the faintly freckled skin, the perfectly arched eyebrows, the tiny mole just below her left eye.


  Beneath her, Kade’s heart was thudding. Erinda could see the pulse in her throat. Her hair was spread in the grass, a halo of gold and green, and she held Erinda’s eyes without seeming to breathe. Something inside Erinda quivered and warmed, weighing her down over Kade’s body as if she could melt them both into the ground. As if she might be able to keep her from leaving, if only she could wish it hard enough. Kade was staring at her with such uneasiness, like she was struggling to work out the answer to a hopeless riddle. Transfixed, she felt her grip on Kade’s wrists go slack. Kade didn’t try to move away, but one of her hands freed itself and threaded into Erinda’s hair.


  She brought Erinda’s face close, until her breath fanned softly against her lips. “Of course I do.”


  But when Erinda leaned down toward her, Kade’s other hand pressed her chest, stopping her descent. She wasn’t pushing her away, but for a long moment she held Erinda’s face a fingerwidth from hers, one hand trembling in her hair, the other splayed against her breastbone. Such deep sadness filled her eyes, warring with another darker emotion that Erinda couldn’t identify.


  Gently, Kade released her hair and maneuvered out from under her. “Afternoon meditation will begin soon. I have to go.”


  The words filled Erinda with inexplicable dread. “Kade, wait.” But Kade was already walking away, into a cloud of mist that was curling through the hedges. Erinda leapt to her feet and followed, anxiety increasing with every step.


  “Wait, please!” The mist swirled into the space between them, wrapping around Kade’s silhouette, obscuring her from view. Erinda broke into a run. “No!”


  The fog was so thick that it was like trying to run through water. Her legs strained in vain to keep up. Kade got farther and farther away, until all Erinda could see was the contrast of her pale hair against the deepening gray.


  Then, even that was gone. There was nothing but the mist, cold and empty. It enveloped her, wisping into her throat, cutting off her breath. She tried to shout for Kade again, but the words never left her lips—or if they did, they were swallowed by the silence. She could feel herself dissipating, thoughts and emotions dulling around the edges. Soon she, too, would disappear.


  The hazy light was fading. She wheezed for air that was no longer there, reaching blindly into the empty void, trying to remember what it was she was even chasing. Her fingertips, then her hands, then her wrists vanished in front of her eyes.


  


  “Erinda?”


  A voice pierced the dark, drawing her up through the shadows until her head broke the surface. With an enormous, painful gasp, Erinda’s lungs filled, and her eyes opened. Shasta was standing over her, worry creasing her forehead.


  “Goddess, Erinda, are you all right? What’s the matter?”


  Dazed, Erinda shook her head. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I must have fallen asleep. I didn’t wake the baby, did I?”


  Shasta scooped the sleeping Princess into her arms. “No, no, she’s fine.” But she eyed Erinda with concern. “Are you?”


  Her heart was pounding so hard that she felt dizzy, and her mouth was dry, but Erinda summoned a sheepish smile. “I’m all right. Just a nightmare.” When Shasta didn’t seem reassured, she elaborated. “You know, lots of hairy, stinking men with huge bloody axes. The usual.”


  At that, Shasta’s expression turned sympathetic. “I think we’re all still having those.” Just about everyone in the royal court shared a residual terror of the barbarian army that had overrun the palace six moons earlier.


  Erinda didn’t like misleading her, but she couldn’t bear to share the truth either. Kade was a personal grief. There was nothing Shasta could do, so there was no point bringing her into it. Besides, she’d brought the nightmare on herself with all that foolish reminiscing. Erinda stood with an exaggerated stretch.


  “The Princess will be in your room for the night, Majesty?”


  “Of course. You should go get some rest.”


  Erinda curtsied and took a candle from the nearby table as she left the nursery. The palace chambermaids shared a dormitory just down the hall from the Queen’s childhood bedchamber, which the little Princess would likely inherit once she’d outgrown the nursery. When Erinda’s mother had taken sick last winter, Erinda had been promoted to head of household. As such, she was allowed her own small room, located just behind the larger one shared by the six other maids assigned to the royal chambers. Erinda nodded politely to Alva, the youngest of her staff, who was climbing into her bunk above Hali’s. Alva gave her a smile as she settled under her blankets. Erinda couldn’t quite muster one in return, and hastened past to her own quarters.


  She drew the thick curtain behind her, set the candle on the chest at the foot of her cot, and mechanically went through the motions of preparing for sleep. She kicked off her shoes and stripped out of her apron, split skirts, laced bodice, and chemise, hanging them from pegs on the wall. Though it was the middle of spring, the palace was chilly in the evenings, and she shrugged into a woolen night shift. A basin of water sat on a table under the narrow window, and she splashed her cheeks and neck, drying them with a towel. She left her hair plaited so the wild curls would not tangle themselves into a hopeless snarl during the night. In the morning, she would comb them out and re-braid them for the day’s work.


  After snuffing the candle, Erinda climbed into bed and pulled the quilts to her chin. Then she closed her eyes and sighed as the first fat drop of moisture escaped her eyelids. There would be many more before she could sleep…if she could sleep at all tonight. The searing tears and miserable ache in her chest were her penance for being so foolish. She accepted them, allowed them to consume her, her body racked with sobs muffled into the pillow beneath her.


  Kade was gone. She’d left seven winters ago, when she’d vowed to the Goddess that she would serve the temple for the rest of her life. Erinda had realized, too late, that she was hopelessly in love with someone she would never be allowed to keep. And just as that realization dawned, Kade’s departure had torn a gaping hole in her life.


  In seven winters, the emptiness had never filled. The raw edges had never quite healed. Yet gradually, the suffering became endurable. The paralyzing despair was pushed back, a little at a time, as she learned to censor her thoughts. She locked away every memory of Kade in the deepest part of her mind and severely refused herself access to them. It was the one thing that worked.


  For a time, existence had been manageable. She filled her days with work, friends, and, whenever possible, with the distraction of clandestine lovers. Things were going all right until Talon came along; courageous, gallant Talon with all her carefully guarded secrets, and an impossible love of her own. Erinda found herself breaking her own rules, sharing memories she’d sworn never to bring up again, in her desire to help her friends find the happiness that had eluded her in her own life.


  Then, last spring, Kade had appeared on a cabinetmaker’s doorstep in the middle of the night. She’d been sent by the Goddess to rescue Princess Shasta from a terrible palace massacre. For two long days, Erinda found herself in unbearable vicinity to the woman who’d broken her heart. Sitting opposite her in the carriage, Kade’s vulpine brows and vivid green eyes were recognizable as ever above her priestess’s veils. Erinda couldn’t stop herself from staring. A thousand things she wanted to say welled up at once, each one choked back by all the others. Yet Kade would not look at her, would not speak so much as a word. Not even after Erinda tracked her down in the Great Temple, and—


  She stifled another cry into her pillow. Everything had gotten so much worse after that. Exiled memories and hollow agony plagued her every day, and it was so much harder to rein them in. But she had to. Somehow, she had to, because Kade was never coming back.


  Chapter Two


  


  “Mother Qiturah, I don’t understand.” Kade gaped at the Honored Mother in consternation. “There hasn’t been a shaa’din since the Twelve.”


  Qiturah’s long golden earrings tinkled as she nodded. “I am aware of that.”


  “And there are thousands of priestesses in Ithyria now.”


  “Yes, there are.” Not a hint of annoyance tinged the Honored Mother’s voice, though of course she knew all of this already. She seemed to be allowing Kade the chance to process her shocking announcement.


  “With so many Daughters in Her service, why would Ithyris require another Handmaiden?” A thousand winters ago, there had been only twelve young women standing between Ithyris and Her wicked brother Ulrike, God of the Flesh. But now, surely so many priestesses, armed with the Goddess’s celestial fire, were sufficient to protect the kingdom.


  “She did not tell me, Ostryn. But I am certain you will get the chance to ask Her yourself very soon.”


  “Your Honor, there has to be some mistake. The Goddess could not have chosen me.” After all, she didn’t meet one of the most important requirements. The thought brought a flush to her cheeks, and she hoped the Honored Mother would not be able to see the heightened color beneath her veils.


  “Oh, She was quite clear. Ithyris specifically requested ‘My Daughter with the viridian eyes.’ And then She called you by name. No, Ostryn Kadrian, there has been no mistake.”


  “But that’s impossible.” Kade felt her face getting hotter as panic built. Ithyris knew all, of course. All her guiltiest secrets. She had sworn to spend the rest of her life atoning for her failures, but in her heart she knew that was not enough. Ithyris didn’t seem to think so, either. Was this yet another test of her loyalty?


  Any other priestess would be overjoyed beyond words to be told they’d been selected by the Goddess for such an elite calling. It was a fantasy, a fairy tale. This kind of thing didn’t happen anymore. And instead of demonstrating the appropriate awe and gratitude, she just felt fearful and embarrassed. How could she possibly look the Honored Mother in the eye and explain the truth? The humiliation would be too much to bear.


  But then she realized that was probably the point. After how she’d betrayed Ithyris, how wantonly her traitorous heart had failed Her even after so many winters in Her service, she deserved much worse than this. Kade inhaled and closed her eyes. If this is what You ask of me, Divine Lady, I will obey. I swear I am Yours alone, now and forever.


  “Your Honor, I’m certain that the Goddess does not mean to make me shaa’din.”


  The Honored Mother raised her eyebrows. Kade’s entire face was burning. “A person must have certain attributes to become the Goddess’s Handmaiden.” She’d hoped maybe Qiturah would catch on, but her expression did not change. Kade shuddered as she forced the words out. “That is…Everyone knows that…. Well, the chronicles say that only virgins can be shaa’din.”


  To Qiturah’s credit, she didn’t so much as twitch an eyelash. But the silence that fell through the study filled Kade with shame. Only through sheer force of will was she able to keep her head up, keep her eyes on the Honored Mother as she considered this statement. The effort made Kade’s knees tremble. What would happen now? Qiturah was sure to demand details. Maybe she would even conduct an investigation. Technically, Kade hadn’t broken her vows, but that didn’t mean that such an inquiry might not result in her excommunication once the whole truth came out. That kind of disgrace was not something Kade would be able to live with.


  After what seemed like a quiet eternity, Qiturah laid a hand on the sheaf of paper on her desk. “Do you know what this is, Ostryn?”


  Kade shook her head miserably, and Qiturah smiled. “This is the Book of Verdred. These are the records penned by Ithyris’s very first scribe, Verdred of the Twelve.” She traced the neat lines of script with her fingertips.


  Kade stared at the sheets of parchment with wide eyes, wondering if Verdred had outlined a procedure for dealing with priestesses whose virtue had been compromised.


  Qiturah chuckled, probably mistaking her terror for awe. “Oh, this isn’t the original, of course. That’s contained in the Ithyrian Treasury, and I doubt even I would be granted access to it. No, this is just a transcription, but it’s one of the oldest copies still in existence. I’ve been poring over it all night in the hope it might guide us through the ceremony required to fulfill the Goddess’s command.” Qiturah shuffled the sheets until she found the passage she was looking for. It was written in the ancient Ithyrian tongue, of course, but the Honored Mother translated aloud as she read.


  “And it came to pass that Ithyris, Divine Goddess of Spirit, chose Twelve from among the daughters of Man—girls of pure heart, untouched by men—to become vessels for Her power. These Twelve were called holy warriors, Handmaidens of the Goddess, and through them Ithyris would manifest Herself within the world of Man.”


  Qiturah tapped a spot on the page with her finger. “Bakaryt’dulanu rynzarti da. Literally, ‘bodies of men touched them not.’ The use of the male-gendered bakaryt is particularly interesting when one considers the previous phrase, Bak’ostryn, which we translate to ‘daughters of Man,’ though the root word Bak is not gender specific, and refers to our race as a whole.” She must have read the confusion on Kade’s face, because she laughed.


  “Yes, I know, linguistic intricacies are not as interesting to everyone else as they are to me. The point is, today our translations tend to simplify much of the complexity of the original text. In our modern scripture that first phrase is usually reduced to a single word, ‘virgin.’” A knowing light entered her eyes that Kade found unsettling. “Perhaps, however, that is too narrow a summarization.”


  Kade frowned. She enjoyed studying, but this was over her head.


  Qiturah leaned forward and asked patiently, “Child…was it a man?”


  Several moments passed before she realized what Qiturah was asking, realized what she must have guessed. She never would have expected the Honored Mother of Verdred, of all people, to have knowledge of such things. At a loss for words, all she could do was shake her head.


  Qiturah sat back in her chair. “Ah, I thought not.” Though her face was obscured by her veils, Kade was stunned at the smile lines that appeared around her eyes. “Well, Ostryn, it appears that you aren’t disqualified after all. Ithyris doesn’t seem to think so, and Her opinion’s the only one that truly counts.”


  Her astonishment grew as it became apparent that not only was Qiturah unfazed by her mortifying admission of impurity, she didn’t even seem shocked by the unusual nature of her indiscretion. Questions buzzed so frantically in her head that she could barely untangle them enough to say anything at all. “Mother Qiturah, isn’t it…I mean, aren’t you going to…?”


  “Aren’t I going to punish you?” The smile lines were replaced by a look of sympathy. “No, Kadrian. Something tells me you’re doing a fine job of that all on your own.”


  In the distance came the sound of the temple bell, and Qiturah rose to her feet. “Thank you for meeting with me so early. I wanted to tell you privately, before I shared the news with the rest of the temple this morning. There is so much preparation to be done, and I fear we have little time.”


  Dismay filled her as she realized that in just a few minutes, every priestess in the temple would learn of her calling to become shaa’din. The response would be dreadful. Stares of envy and disbelief, whispered conjecture as she passed in the halls…how was she going to endure all the eyes watching her, all the questions she was sure to face? She hadn’t even processed the strangeness of it all herself.


  Perhaps Qiturah understood, because she said, “I think you shall be excused from group prayer this morning, child. A period of solitary meditation seems more in order, given what’s about to occur for you.”


  Grateful, Kade bowed. “Thank you, Your Honor.” The bell continued to toll overhead, and Qiturah had just enough time to lay a reassuring hand on her shoulder before hurrying from the study to lead the morning prayer service.


  Kade headed down the hall in the opposite direction, relieved she wouldn’t have to be there when the announcement was made. She didn’t know how she would have managed it, standing there trying to look…well, how was she supposed to look? Embarrassed? Delighted? Graciously humble? Every facial expression, every word she spoke, every person whose eyes she met—and anyone’s she didn’t—every bit of her reaction would be analyzed down to the most minute detail. Every priestess in the temple would be wondering why Kade had been chosen when she herself had not, wondering what made Kade most worthy in the Goddess’s eyes. They would all want to know what this meant, the calling of the first shaa’din in a thousand winters. They’d have so many questions, none of which she had the answer to.


  She reached her room. A beaded curtain draped the doorway, and it clattered back into place behind her. From down the hall she could hear the soft patter of feet on the stone floor; someone was running late to prayers. Kade sat on her cot and closed her eyes.


  The Goddess Ithyris wanted her—shy, reclusive, overly-emotional, far too attached to her former life even after seven winters in Her service—to become a vessel for Her power. Why? It was the one question that drowned out all the others in her head. Why me? She could list fifty women in Verdred Temple alone who were much better candidates. Every one of the Twelve had been powerful, charismatic, a great leader. She was none of those things. What was Ithyris expecting from her?


  Qiturah had said she’d be able to ask the Goddess herself soon enough. What would that be like? Up to now, her personal experience of Ithyris had been limited to the loving, blissful spirit that surrounded her during prayers and meditation. Ithyris’s aura, in and of itself, was breathtaking. But the chronicles said the Twelve had direct communication with Her. They regularly heard Her voice, even saw Her with their own eyes. Few priestesses were lucky enough to experience such direct contact today, and those occurrences were few and far between. Qiturah was the one person Kade knew of who had heard the Goddess speak more than once. She could not imagine seeing Her face, hearing Her voice for herself. She also knew she wasn’t worthy of it.


  The Twelve were said to have had extraordinary abilities, channeled by Ithyris through their bodies. The legends described everything from hearing others’ thoughts and influencing their emotions, to transforming dust into drinking water and making themselves invisible. How many of the tales were true and how many were exaggeration handed down through generations, no one really knew anymore. But the Twelve’s abilities were related to the safety of Ithyris’s people and lands. Kade wondered what that might mean now, what it would be like to feel Ithyris’s power inside her, accomplishing impossible things according to Her will.


  She could imagine nothing more glorious than to feel Ithyris within her so intimately, flowing through her with more life-giving sustenance than her own heart’s blood. All Daughters of Ithyris shared the same passion to give themselves to the Goddess, to be one with Her spirit. This insatiable longing, which Kade had felt since childhood, was what had drawn her into the Goddess’s service even when it felt like every other part of her would die when she took her vows. She had made the sacrifice because this was where she was meant to be, here in Ithyris’s arms.


  Yet that certainty hadn’t been able to quench the other more selfish cravings of her heart. She had been unfaithful. She had given a piece of herself to another mortal, when all of her should have been reserved for the Goddess alone. Now, try as she might, Kade could not take that piece of herself back. If she was being honest with herself, part of her didn’t really want to. Would that even matter anymore, once Ithyris made her shaa’din? Was this an answer to her prayers, or was the Goddess just laying claim to that final, tiny part of Kade that rebelled?


  She dropped a prayer cushion onto the floor and lowered her knees onto it. Disjointed thoughts tumbled in her head like trapped butterflies. She had been so sure that the consequences of her confession to Qiturah were to be her punishment for betraying Ithyris. It hadn’t turned out like she’d feared, but that didn’t mean her guilt was absolved. The Honored Mother might be satisfied simply because the Goddess had named Kade shaa’din, but Ithyris had to have some other intent. This must be some sort of trial or test, perhaps even retribution for Kade’s egregious transgressions last spring.


  She winced, remembering how the cabinetmaker in Ardrenn had opened his door and suddenly her greatest temptation was staring her in the face—the same pouting lips, wide gray eyes, and mousy brown braids that she remembered from childhood. But Erinda’s cheekbones were more prominent now, her features mature and defined, and her plump, girlish figure had developed into lush curves. The shock of Erinda’s presence had been savage, like being kicked in the stomach. It wasn’t just bewilderment at seeing her after so long. It was the way her blood heated in an instant, the way she had to use every ounce of self-control she had to stop herself from taking Erinda in her arms and burying her face in those soft curls as if they hadn’t even been apart for a day, much less six winters.


  That moment had been the Goddess’s way of showing her just how empty all her prayers for forgiveness and promises of eternal faithfulness were. Oh, she’d managed to sit silently throughout the torturous, two-day carriage ride to Verdred, as they whisked the Ithyrian Princess from the city. She’d kept her eyes averted from Erinda’s, endured being stared at while Erinda’s sadness radiated into the space between them, until it felt like she would suffocate with guilt. She had succeeded in remaining firmly seated on her side of the coach, even when every muscle in her body shook with the effort it took.


  But her heart had betrayed Her, nonetheless. While Erinda and the Princess slept, her eyes lingered helplessly on Erinda’s mouth until her own lips were tingling with longing. Every weary line etched into the pretty face pierced her with remorse. She knew Erinda too well, could see right past the cheerful façade that she knew was for the Princess’s benefit. Clearly, she wasn’t the only one for whom six winters hadn’t made a bit of difference.


  Since they were children, Erinda had always been the kind of person who needed companionship and affection, needed them the way other people need food and water. All this time, Kade had consoled herself with the certainty that her beloved had moved on to someone else, someone who was giving her everything Kade could not. Instead, what she saw now was a mask that Erinda kept wrapped around her like armor. She realized that Erinda had not been happy in a very long time, and that discovery led her into anger.


  It was one thing for the Goddess to put Kade’s resolve to the test, even to discipline her unfaithfulness. Kade had vowed complete submission to Her will. But Erinda had made no such vows. Ithyris had no right to punish her as well.


  Such blasphemous thoughts preoccupied her after they reached the Great Temple. Kade did her best to avoid Erinda whenever possible, but there were still times when they passed in the halls, or when the sound of her voice from within the Princess’s chambers made Kade halt outside the curtained entrance, straining to hear her again. Every encounter, no matter how small, fueled her furious inner fire. No one else seemed to notice the shadows haunting Erinda’s eyes, the calculated lilt in her tone, the forced effort of her laughter. But Kade saw it all, and her anger grew.


  Then, one night, she was alone in the temple kitchen scrubbing dishes when Erinda’s voice came unexpectedly behind her.


  “Need a hand?”


  Kade turned to see Erinda’s hesitant smile, one that revealed just a hint of the dimple that hid at the corner of her mouth. She swallowed hard. That smile—she hadn’t seen it in so long, and it still had the power to disarm her. She moved aside so Erinda could join her over the tubs of soapy water.


  For several minutes, they washed dishes side by side, scrubbing the plates and rinsing them before stacking them in a rack to drain. It was a poignantly familiar scenario. How many times had she helped Erinda in the palace kitchens just like this when they were children? She was too conscious of Erinda’s presence beside her, the space between them fizzing with the relentless magnetism that had always drawn them to one other. From this proximity, she could feel sorrow and uncertainty pulsing from Erinda in waves. It made her chest ache.


  Erinda reached around to fetch the towel hanging from a hook on the table. Her hand came to rest on Kade’s hip, and Kade froze. Erinda was on tiptoe, her lips close to Kade’s ear. “I miss you.”


  The confession was so small and broken, so vulnerable, that she felt her stomach turn over in agony. It was her fault Erinda was in so much pain. She must have looked alarmed, because Erinda lifted a hand to her veiled face. “Shh. It’s all right.”


  She flinched as Erinda’s fingers brushed her cheek. Erinda quickly withdrew, but Kade reached out and caught her hand. She closed her eyes, struggling for the right thing to say. Rin, I’ve never stopped loving you…I think of you every day…Or even just a simple I miss you, too. Surely that would be permissible? But nothing she said was going to take Erinda’s pain away, and letting herself admit any of this out loud would just lead her even further from the Goddess than she was already.


  Erinda was unpinning one side of the gauzy material that covered Kade’s nose and mouth. Her eyes held Kade’s anxiously as she drew the veil away, her lips a delicate, dark flush of color. Kade could read the longing in her gaze, and knew exactly what she wanted. Stunned, her legs shook beneath her, though with anticipation or terror she couldn’t tell. The blood rang in her ears. Common sense demanded that she put a stop to this, but she didn’t move. She didn’t protest or struggle as Erinda again rose on tiptoe and kissed her.


  She’d forgotten, after so long, just how exquisitely soft Erinda’s mouth was. Her memory did no justice to the taste of her kiss, the incredible sensation of her warmth pressed so close. Her lips were full, hot, and satiny as flower petals, and she felt them close around her lower lip with a faint brush of teeth. This felt like coming home to a place she’d never expected to see again. Her stomach dropped and she felt the walls of the kitchen spinning nonsensically around them. How had she lived without this?


  Without thinking, Kade let desire overwhelm her, let Erinda’s raw need consume them both. She moved her hands up Erinda’s sides until her palms brushed the tender curves of her breasts, leaned into her as much as she dared. Moisture dampened Kade’s cheeks, but the tears weren’t hers. Kade felt her heart constrict so tightly in her chest that she almost whimpered. Erinda didn’t cry! Erinda never cried.


  Oh Goddess, Rin, what have I done to you?


  How long had Erinda lived with this kind of pain? Their physical contact allowed her to feel for herself the incredible depth of Erinda’s grief, and her rage flared again. The cruelest part was yet to come, because she knew what she had to do, and it was so much worse than when she’d had to walk away the first time. She pushed Erinda back, her roiling emotions making the action rougher than she meant it to be, and covered her face again with the veil. This wasn’t fair. Why should her commitment to the Goddess require her to rip an innocent heart to pieces? Was Ithyris truly that jealous of Her Daughters’ affections, that She would condemn Erinda to such suffering just for daring to love one of Her priestesses?


  Kade panted softly as an excruciating play of anguish and shame crossed Erinda’s tear-streaked features. She watched in horror as flickers of that carefully fabricated nonchalance appeared and then disappeared, as if Erinda was fighting desperately to pull her armor back in place again. But she lost the battle. More tears slid down her cheeks, and Erinda spun around and fled the kitchens altogether.


  Kade turned back to the tubs of dishwater and let her own eyes spill over uncontrollably.


  Those tears were back again now, hot and dripping down her cheeks as she knelt by her cot and rocked back and forth, chanting. The whole thing had been her fault. If she had kept her focus on the Goddess, where it belonged, she’d have been able to handle it so much better. She might have been able to talk with Erinda, to give them both some comfort and closure. She could have encouraged Erinda to move on with dignity and compassion, instead of tearing her heart wide open again. All the misery Erinda had been through, everything she was undoubtedly still going through now, that was all on Kade’s head, because Kade hadn’t been willing to let go herself, first.


  Please, Divine Lady, don’t let her suffer any further on my account. I will do anything You ask. I will gladly be Your Handmaiden. I will follow wherever You lead to the end of my days. Anything You wish of me is Yours for the taking. But please, Sweet Ithyris, give Rin peace. Let her find happiness. Please.


  Kade didn’t know if she was even permitted to make such a request. After all, it was Erinda who pulled her attention and loyalty away from the Goddess to begin with. But right now, she didn’t care. Her life belonged to Ithyris, and she would obey Her until her last breath. There was no reason for Erinda to pay the price for her shortcomings. She continued to rock her body back and forth, tinkling syllables of the Ithyrian tongue dropping from her lips in hypnotic rhythm.


  After a while, she began to feel the Goddess’s spirit settling around her. A sensation of calm crept over her frantic mind, soothing her tormented thoughts. The hymn’s ancient words of adoration and devotion were a reminder that Ithyris was not bound by the same mortal selfishness that afflicted Her children. Ithyris was never cruel, never jealous, and never did anything without reason. Just because Kade didn’t understand Her motivations didn’t mean She did not have them, or that they were not absolutely pure. Ithyris valued love above all things, and Kade could feel that truth penetrating the deepest, most broken parts of her being.


  And then a musical voice spoke in her ear. Though she’d never heard it before, it was impossible not to recognize.


  “Yi kluri, y’Makluran.”


  “Oh!” She turned her head, instinctively looking for the source of the disembodied words, though she knew she would find no one there. She listened, but the voice did not come again. Once was enough, anyway, as Kade had heard Her the first time. Trust me, my Beloved. The Goddess’s request, so profound in its simplicity, filled her with grateful exhilaration.


  “Oh Lady, I do trust You, I do. Forgive me.” She lifted her hands in a gesture that was part worship, part surrender, and with her heart open at last, she was able to give herself over to the Goddess’s loving presence.


  


  *


  


  Dawn had not yet crept onto the moors when Erinda awoke, her throat graveled and eyes stinging. She lay still for a few minutes, trying to steady the erratic pounding of her heart. Remnants of the nightmare still threaded her imagination, though in consciousness she could temper them with some measure of reason. At least this one had not been as bad as most, because this time she had felt Kade’s bliss and contentment. Her own loss was still as painful as always, but it was easier to bear when she remembered that Kade was happy.


  She sat up and gave a little moan as the throbbing in her head flowered into a storm, surging hard against the insides of her skull. Crying herself to sleep at night always made for an equally miserable morning. But it was not yet light outside, and if she was lucky, she might be able to squeeze in a few minutes of rejuvenation before the rest of the palace began to stir.


  She dressed impatiently and slipped through the dormitory of sleeping women into the dark hall, eagerness rendering her impervious to the morning chill. The winding stairs of the eastern turret clicked beneath her heels as she scurried down to the kitchens, past the palace laundry, and finally to the small door that led into the servants’ gardens. This was her favorite exit route because it was usually deserted this time of the morning, and she was pleased not to encounter a single person as she made her escape across the palace grounds to the royal stables.


  Kallin, the aged constable, was the only person Erinda knew who got up even earlier than she did. He was already shoveling out one of the stalls when Erinda arrived, and he looked up with a grin when the stable doors swung open.


  “Mornin’, miss. You thinkin’ of a ride?”


  Erinda returned the smile and nodded, taking up a pair of leather gloves and tugging them on. “How’s Ember today?”


  “Troublesome as ever, even after you two went through the paces yesterday. Could do with a hard run if you ask me.”


  “Just what I was hoping for.”


  Kallin looked her up and down and pursed his lips. “You feelin’ all right yourself?” He always seemed to be able to tell when she’d had a rough night.


  “I’ll be fine. Sometimes I just really feel like I need to get away from all of this, you know?” She waved a hand in the vague direction of the palace. “Especially lately.”


  Kallin nodded, and then before Erinda could move, he stepped forward and engulfed her in a hug. She was startled, as the gruff stable hand was not usually so affectionate, but the warm, horsey smell of his tunic and rough stubble of his cheeks were welcome comforts. Erinda had been coming out here to help him with the horses for many winters now, and after so much time together Kallin had come to know her well. She was grateful for his kindness.


  “You be takin’ care of yourself, miss.”


  Erinda gave him a squeeze before stepping back. “Thank you, Kallin.”


  “Time’s wastin’. Better get back there before Ember knocks the stall down around him.”


  Erinda walked to the stallion’s pen at the back of the stable. Before she even got close enough to see its occupant, she could hear him stamping impatiently inside.


  “Shh, boy,” she murmured as she let herself into the stall. Ember was her favorite of the royal horses, a tall, lithe stallion with a gleaming red coat and mane. He was the first horse that Kallin had let her break in all by herself, and in the process they’d grown quite attached to one another. Erinda waited for his velvety nose to bump her gloved hand, seeking the little apple he knew was there. His lips plucked it from her fingers and he crunched into it with satisfaction as Erinda threw a blanket across his back, saddling him and tightening the straps just as he liked. She waited for the horse to finish his treat before slipping the bit between his teeth and securing the bridle around his head.


  Then she swung onto his back. He shifted his weight in excitement, and Erinda patted his neck. “Yes, boy, we’re going for a little run.”


  Kallin opened the pen and stepped out of the way as Ember surged forward, already at a trot before they’d even reached the stable doors. Erinda allowed him that, though she kept him restrained from greater speed until they’d reached the palace gates. She waved to the guard on duty, who opened the gates for them. Then she barely had to touch her heels to Ember’s flanks before they were flying into the long grass of the moors.


  The sky was dark on the western horizon, the moon still visible as it hovered above the tops of the distant mountains. To the east, the clouds were shot through with streaks of pale pink and orange that heralded the rising sun. Erinda leaned over the stallion’s neck and let the wind whip his fiery mane into her face. She let him run at his pleasure, and he tore through the moor like a giddy dog after a rabbit. The ground streaked by in a blur.


  Erinda closed her eyes and lost herself in the torrent of sensation, the morning air rushing raggedly around her body, the horse’s warm, seething ribs under her knees, the soothing vibration as his hooves pounded the grass. Her mind cleared, adrenaline burning off all vestiges of unpleasant thoughts. Out here, she was one with the powerful creature beneath her. There was no loneliness, no sorrow, nothing but the solid earth beneath them, the fresh air surrounding them, and the vast sky overhead.


  She directed Ember to veer right, toward the edge of Warin Forest. Just before the tree line, several fallen tree trunks lay in random disarray, and Erinda urged the horse forward. She held tightly as Ember gathered himself for the first jump, and they soared over a log. Just a few paces away lay another, and then another that was bigger. They made several circuits through the maze of jumps, Ember’s hooves clearing each obstacle and finding the earth again with thunderous surety. He was sweating now, but kept on jumping. Erinda knew he’d happily keep going until he collapsed, and so after running the course six or seven times, she turned him back toward the castle. They made their way home at a slower rate, both reluctant to end the ride, but Erinda had to get back. The Queen would be awake soon, and she was already running later than usual.


  At the palace gate, she waved to the guard again. The guards were accustomed to her coming and going in the early hours of the morning, and the man at the gate let her back in without challenge. Ember returned them to the stable where Kallin was waiting. He took the reins as Erinda leapt down from the stallion’s back.


  “Looks like you two had a good time of it.” He ran a hand over the horse’s gleaming coat, slick with sweat. “Well done. That ought to calm him some, at least.”


  “Kallin, would you mind…?”


  He eyed her disheveled braids and windblown cheeks and grinned. “I’ll get him cleaned up and cooled down, missy. You’d best be gettin’ back to Her Majesty quick. She’ll be lookin’ for you.”


  Erinda flashed him a grateful smile, and with one last pat to Ember’s glossy red shoulder, she took off running toward the palace kitchens.


  Chapter Three


  


  The huge oak doors that led to the Queen’s chambers were carved with an elaborate representation of the House of Rane’s royal crest. A pair of feathered wings stretched from one door to the other, divided down the center by the blade of a long-sword, and the entire thing was encircled by an ornate coronet bearing four jewels: a huge aquamarine the size of a man’s fist at the center, and three smaller rubies dripping beneath it. The jewels of the signet were real gemstones set into the wood, the center aquamarine and ruby in perfect halves that, when the doors were closed, appeared seamless, but split into half-circles when they were opened.


  These doors were painstaking re-creations of the originals, which had been destroyed when the Queen’s traitorous cousin Kumire had overrun the palace with his hired barbarian army. The replacements were a gift to the Queen from the newly-appointed viceroy of Mondera, the jewels retrieved from the personal treasury of his predecessor. The gift had been made as much out of reconciliation as friendship, for Kumire had been a high-ranking official of the Monderan senate.


  Erinda skidded to a stop in front of this grand entrance, and patted her hair and clothes to be sure they were free of any stray wisps of grass. She pulled the heavy doors open and stepped into the royal parlor.


  Had Shasta been a conventional Ithyrian Queen, by this time of morning the parlor would have been full of the ladies of court, bedecked in glimmering silks and busying themselves with idle gossip while they waited for Her Majesty to emerge from her bedchamber. But Shasta held the throne without a king, and therefore possessed the sole power and responsibility of the royal house. She had neither time nor desire for frivolous entertainment, so the opulent parlor was quiet and empty.


  Or at least, so it seemed at first. A flicker of movement caught Erinda’s attention as she crossed the room on her way to the bedchamber. She sighed as she recognized one of her staff seated on the floor in a far corner of the parlor. The young woman had turned the page of a book that was nearly twice the size of her lap, so absorbed in her reading that Erinda’s entrance had not disturbed her. A tendril of pale blond hair had escaped her cap to brush the pages of her book, which she also seemed not to notice.


  “Panna!” Erinda put as much reprimand as she could into the name. She would need more than two hands to count the number of times she had scolded this particular member of her staff for sneaking books from the Queen’s study.


  The maid’s head remained down, and Erinda grumbled under her breath as she marched toward her. Once Panna began reading, the entire palace might collapse around her ears and she would remain oblivious to anything but the book in her hands. Erinda had to bend over in order to take the book from her. The page drifted upward and Panna’s eyes followed, still scanning eagerly back and forth over the text. When Erinda’s presence registered, her face flushed with guilt.


  Erinda snapped the enormous tome shut and sighed in frustration. “Really, Panna, how many times will we have this conversation? It’s about time I send you to the kitchens and let Cook try to manage you.”


  “Oh, no, Miss, please don’t!” Panna cried, springing to her feet. The world of scullery maids was entirely different from that of the royal chambers. Kitchen labor was far more physically demanding, and the luxuries of books were nonexistent there, as most of the kitchen staff could not read.


  “I’m sorry, Panna, but this kind of repeated theft cannot be tolerated.”


  “Oh, but I wasn’t stealing it, Miss! I swear to the Goddess, I was going to put it right back.”


  “It doesn’t matter if you put it back, Panna. We’ve talked about this. Her Majesty’s things are not to be disturbed, and you know that.” Erinda drummed her fingers on the book’s cover. “There are any number of kitchen girls who will be more than happy to trade places with you, and will respect the sanctity of the royal chambers.”


  Panna hung her head, but Erinda glimpsed the crystalline drops that fell from the tip of her nose to the carpet. Any maid of the royal chambers would find it a terrible fate to be demoted to the kitchens, but Erinda knew it was the loss of her precious books that Panna feared. She felt a flash of remorse. Books were to Panna what the horse stables were to her. More than just an escape, they were the reason for rising in the morning and making it through each day’s labors. Wasn’t she late for her own duties this very morning, having been caught up in personal diversions? This was the same argument that arose within her every time she confronted Panna with a covertly borrowed book, and was the reason she had yet to administer the discipline that she knew was long overdue.


  “Please, Miss, please don’t send me down there.”


  Erinda noted that the plea did not include a promise to refrain from taking more books in the future. Panna was an honest girl, if not a particularly reliable one. “I’m truly sorry, but—”


  The bedchamber doors opened, interrupting her. Talon entered the parlor, wearing her scarlet uniform, and shoved the doors closed behind her with a little more force than was necessary. The resulting bang sent Erinda’s eyebrows up. Talon’s face was drawn, her lips pressed into a tense line, and the realization she was not alone in the parlor seemed to startle her.


  Erinda dropped into a curtsy, and Panna followed suit beside her. “Good morning, Captain Talon.”


  Panna’s tear-streaked cheeks seemed to distract Talon from whatever was bothering her, because she looked from Erinda to Panna and asked, “Something the matter?”


  Talon the Marvel, forever coming to the rescue of a damsel in distress. Erinda held back the remark, knowing it was inappropriate given their current audience. “Nothing to concern yourself with, Captain.”


  Unsatisfied, Talon turned to Panna. “Panna?”


  Panna raised her head only enough to catch a glimpse of Erinda’s face, but then she seemed to muster a burst of courage. She straightened to look Talon in the eye. “Please, sir, I was only reading one of the books from Her Majesty’s study—just borrowing it. I swear I was going to return it straightaway.” She dropped to her knees, bowing until her forehead touched the carpet. If it had been anyone else, the pose would have been ridiculously overdramatic, but Panna’s heartfelt plea was genuine, if somewhat theatrical. “Please don’t let them send me to the kitchens, sir.”


  Talon and Erinda exchanged glances, Talon chewing the inside of her lower lip as if trying not to laugh. She reached out for the book in question, which Erinda handed over silently, and read the spine. “Born of Land and Sky: A Study of the Outlander People. Are you interested in the Outlanders, Panna?”


  “I’m interested in everything, sir,” came the muffled reply.


  The fact that Talon was of Outlander descent was not lost on Erinda, and mentally she had to congratulate Panna’s cleverness. She must have guessed Talon would be sympathetic to her cause. Talon did appear intrigued, and she turned to Erinda. “Are the kitchens really necessary?”


  “I’m afraid this isn’t the first time a book from the Queen’s study has been borrowed, so to speak, Captain, in spite of many admonitions that Her Majesty’s personal effects are not subject to the pleasure of her servants.”


  Talon nodded, looking thoughtful. “And there are many items in the Queen’s study of a private and highly confidential nature, which are meant for Her Majesty’s eyes only. This, however”—she held up the book—“happens to be from my own collection.” She bent and held it out to Panna. “A gift.”


  Wide-eyed, Panna reached for it, but Talon held it firmly for a moment longer and added, “With your promise never to enter the Queen’s study again, from this day forward.”


  Panna’s fingers froze. “Sir…”


  “You know of the palace libraries?” At Panna’s nod, Talon said, “They are reserved for members of court, but I shall speak with the head of the archives on your behalf. There should be more than enough reading material there to satisfy your appetite.”


  The joy that filled Panna’s face was contagious, and Erinda struggled to subdue her own smile as Talon turned to her.


  “Now, as for the other matter, I’m afraid I have no authority to choose who serves the royal chambers. That decision rests with Erinda, as head of Her Majesty’s household.” Her dark eyes twinkled, and Erinda understood the silent message. Talon was deferring final judgment to her, though she was certainly casting an unspoken vote in Panna’s favor.


  Erinda focused sternly on Panna, who was clutching the precious book to her chest. Clearly, even the prospect of being sent to the kitchens could not dim the excitement of gaining access to the palace’s famed archive of literature, but she still made an admirable effort to compose her face as she awaited the verdict.


  “If you enter the Queen’s study again for any reason, it will not be to the kitchens with you, but to the streets. You shall be banned from palace service permanently, Panna. Is that understood?”


  “My word, Miss, I won’t go in there ever again.”


  Erinda pretended to deliberate a moment more before saying, “Very well. You are dismissed. Take that thing to the dormitory and be quick about it, for Her Majesty’s breakfast is likely to get cold before you’ve fetched it.”


  Panna rose from her knees and bobbed up and down rather awkwardly, the heavy book in her arms skewing her balance. She turned and dashed out the enormous, signet-carved doors, only to reappear a moment later.


  “Thank you, Captain, thank you so much!” Another crooked curtsy, and then they could hear the skittering of her slippers against the stone floor of the hall.


  “You indulge them,” Erinda said with a little shake of the head. She didn’t need to explain what she meant by ‘them.” Talon was overly benevolent and generous with every one of the servants, even the simple-minded old man who scrubbed the palace chamber pots each day.


  “It wasn’t so long ago that I was one of them,” Talon reminded her gently. “I haven’t forgotten. And besides, so few even have the desire to learn to read, much less a hunger for knowledge so powerful that they would risk demotion to the kitchens for the chance to peek at a book.”


  “She’s not bad looking, either,” Erinda had to tease.


  A slow grin crept over Talon’s face. “No, she’s not.” But then she turned sharp eyes on Erinda and changed the subject. “What I want to know is what’s been going on with you. Every day you’re looking thinner and more pale.”


  “Why, Captain, you certainly know how to flatter a girl.”


  Talon would not be drawn into flirtatious banter. “I’m serious. I’m worried about you.”


  If she didn’t hang on to the coy pretense, she might very well break down into sobs right there in the Queen’s parlor. Erinda kept the smile painted to her cheeks. “Really, Captain, there’s no need. It’s just that too much solitude isn’t good for a person, you know? There hasn’t been anyone for me since, well…you.” She threw in an airy wink for good measure. “And as you’re now spoken for, I’ve had an awful time finding an adequate replacement.”


  Talon’s perceptive gifts far outmatched the Queen’s, and she did not appear in any way convinced, but she was too well-mannered to press the issue further. Instead, she took Erinda’s hand and pressed it to her lips. “You’ve always been there for me when I needed an ear, Erinda. If you ever need to talk…”


  The warmth of that touch was almost enough to melt her resolve. At that moment, she wanted nothing more than to collapse into Talon’s arms, to feel the solid presence of another person holding her up so that she didn’t have to keep fighting alone to remain on her feet. But Talon belonged to someone else now, and it wouldn’t be right to use her that way. Anyway, it wasn’t Talon that she truly wanted, and not even Talon with all her damsel-rescuing prowess could save her from this pit of unhappiness. So she willed lightness into her voice as she finished Talon’s sentence for her. “…I know where to find you, Captain. Thank you.” That was the best she could do, and thankfully, it seemed to be enough. Talon gave her another nod, then left the room.


  Erinda took a shaky breath. What she’d said to deflect Talon hadn’t been entirely untrue. She found her emotional stability slipping the longer she went without intimate companionship. Maybe it was time to begin searching in earnest for a new lover. A bored countess, perhaps, or one of the more adventurous servant girls. For the briefest instant, she tried to imagine the bashful Panna’s likely response to such advances, and nearly laughed aloud. Still, the idea had possibilities. She especially enjoyed a challenge, and Panna was very much her type. Shy, quiet, blond…


  Before that thought could carry her further down its inevitable path, Erinda forced herself to rap at the Queen’s bedchamber doors, then pulled them open. “Morning, Your Majesty!”


  She stopped short at the sight of Shasta, still sitting in bed, her head resting on her knees and her long golden brown hair draped down the coverlet. “What’s wrong?” she asked, sitting next to her on the edge of the massive mattress. Formal decorum was strictly observed when serving Shasta, Queen of Ithyria, but in such moments of despondence, Shasta was just a dear friend in need of consolation.


  “Talon,” came the muffled, miserable reply.


  Erinda recalled the way Talon had nearly slammed the doors in exiting the bedchamber. “Tell me,” she said.


  “I think she’s going to leave me.”


  “What? That’s absurd. Trust me, Your Majesty, Talon is going to worship you with every breath in her body ’til the day she dies.” If there was one thing she was certain of, it was the truth of that statement.


  But Shasta only flopped over on her side, grabbed a nearby pillow, and covered her face with it. “I’m not so sure anymore.”


  “Now stop that.” She tugged the pillow away. “Just tell me what happened.”


  “I don’t know what happened,” Shasta replied with an edge of frustration in her voice. “Nurse came to fetch Brita for her morning feeding. Of course I slept right through it, but Talon was up after that, so she woke me up like she usually does, you know, and it was really nice at first…”


  Erinda grinned. “Oh, I’ll just bet it was.”


  Shasta pushed her away playfully, her cheeks flushing. “Hush.”


  “No, no, I’m listening. So Talon treated you to a lovely morning of carnal delights, and then what? She announced she was leaving you?”


  Shasta’s blush deepened, but she shook her head. “Not like that, no. But we were lying there, you know, after…and I was telling her how happy I am, how nothing in the whole world is as important to me as she and the baby are now. I was just chattering on about how it doesn’t matter what the viceroys think because she and Brita are my family and I won’t let anyone divide us. And then Talon said…” Shasta furrowed her brow. “She said maybe I should start listening to the viceroys.”


  “Did she say why?”


  “She thinks we might be putting Brita in danger, because so many of them don’t like her and might even see her as a threat to the kingdom. I told her that we could assign Brita a bodyguard, you know, like Talon was for me.” Shasta took a breath, her temper clearly building again. “And then she said that I’d better be sure of all my options first, and that maybe it would be best for both me and Brita if she were to leave, so I could find a husband and give the viceroys the heir they want.”


  Now that sounded like the Talon Erinda knew: self-sacrificial to a fault and utterly attentive to Shasta’s interests, whether or not they lined up with her own. But Erinda didn’t dare interject because Shasta’s fury was in full bloom.


  “Can you believe her? As if I could ever, ever be with anybody else! There’s no one for me but her. She knows that. Or at least she ought to! I could just never…I mean, could you? Can you imagine going to bed with a person while you’re completely in love with someone else? Ugh!”


  Erinda quirked a smile. A few minutes ago she had been considering that very prospect. Shasta was also quite aware that for a time, Erinda and Talon had engaged in such a relationship. Apparently, Shasta had just recalled that fact, too, because her eyes widened with horror and her hand flew over her mouth.


  “Oh, Erinda, I’m sorry. Of course I didn’t mean…I wasn’t thinking.”


  “It’s all right.”


  “No, it’s not. I’m the most dreadful friend, aren’t I? Here I am rambling on about my problems, while you—”


  “We’re not talking about me right now, my darling Queen. This is about you and Talon. And no, I don’t see either of you capable of being intimate with anyone else, not now that you’ve found each other.”


  “That’s just what I was trying to tell her,” Shasta said. “But she kept saying that a Queen must not refuse to listen to the voices of her court.” She stopped and blinked at Erinda, waiting for her opinion on the matter.


  “Well, I’m not the least bit knowledgeable when it comes to affairs of state, but it does seem to me that Talon has one very good point—the Princess’s safety. Even if you succeed in eventually winning over most of the viceroys, you’re probably not going to convince everyone in the kingdom of Princess Brita’s suitability for the throne. You remember Kumire? Just one nasty person in a position of power could pose very great danger to her.”


  “I can arrange for a bodyguard, like how Father assigned Talon to me.”


  “Oh, I definitely think that’s a good idea. But Talon’s still right. The life your daughter’s facing is going to be extremely difficult. She’s at the center of a very big mess of politics and prejudice. Have you considered how all of this is going to affect her, growing up in the palace surrounded by whispers and name-calling?”


  Shasta’s hostility seemed tempered by this thought, and she was quiet for a moment before muttering, “That doesn’t mean I have to run off and find a husband to make babies with.”


  “No, it doesn’t. But it sounds to me like Talon’s trying, as always, to keep you safe. To make sure you really understand what you’re digging your heels in for, before you get dragged down into the mud over this. She needs you to be certain that you’re choosing this path because it’s the right thing to do, and not just because you’re so in love with her and little Brita that you can’t think clearly.”


  “But how can she, I don’t know…How can she stand the thought of somebody else touching me? Shouldn’t that make her angry? If she loves me, shouldn’t she be fighting to keep me instead of offering to walk away?”


  Erinda closed her eyes for a moment, the question stirring unwanted memories. I love you too much to keep you, Rin…With a mental shake, she opened her eyes again and took Shasta’s hands. “Believe me, such a thing would devastate her, and she knows it. But she’s willing to let it happen if it turns out to be best for you. That woman would do anything for you. Anything.”


  Shasta flung herself backward onto the bed, arms out to the sides, staring at the filmy canopy draped overhead. “So what do I do?” Her petulant tone was a bit reminiscent of the spoiled Princess Erinda had grown up with.


  “You allow her to go her way, as you must go yours. If your fates are truly entangled—and I absolutely believe they are—your paths will never separate you for long.” She had never been able to fully convince herself that her own fate wasn’t meshed with Kade’s, though of course it was impossible. That was probably why the loss still haunted her even after all these winters apart.


  “You really believe that?”


  “I do.” She reached out and patted Shasta’s knee. “And now, Your Majesty, we need to get you dressed for breakfast.”


  This seemed to bring Shasta back into the present, because she sprang from the bed. “Goddess, I forgot how late it is. I have a meeting with the chancellor of Marinland this morning and then a huge stack of levy proposals to review, and the viceroys are expecting me in conference this afternoon, and, oh, that’s going to be interesting after yesterday’s debacle…”


  Erinda was only half-listening as she helped lace the Queen into her foundation garments, and then wriggle into heavy petticoats and a gown of rose-colored brocade trimmed in lace and pearls. She adjusted the skirts so they draped properly, ensured that every tiny button down the back of the bodice was properly fastened, brought down the matching brocade slippers from a shelf, and helped Shasta affix large pearl drop earrings to her earlobes and a necklace boasting six strands of pearls and a walnut-sized garnet pendant around her throat. Once she’d maneuvered them both to a silk-upholstered bench before the mirror, Erinda twisted and pinned Shasta’s long hair into an impressive confection of loops and swirls.


  Attending the Queen’s dress and hair were tasks usually assigned to her Majesty’s ladies-in-waiting, but Shasta preferred Erinda’s services to those of the women at court. More than once she had offered to bestow Erinda with a Lady’s title and status, but Erinda wasn’t interested in the social obligations that came with such a position. Court ladies had to maintain lavish wardrobes, appear at countless palace banquets, and host extravagant parties in turn, not to mention the expectation that any unmarried women among them should be in near desperate search of a husband from among the eligible nobility. Wealth was the deciding factor in selecting one’s mate at court; love was an afterthought, as there were ample affairs to be had should a woman find her husband unsatisfying.


  Nothing of court life appealed to Erinda except, perhaps, the occasional scandalous liaison of her own, and she didn’t need a title for that. As to the rest, she much preferred the sleek, handsome horses of the royal stables to courtly pageantry.


  Through the bedchamber’s open doors, she saw Panna enter the parlor with a breakfast tray, carrying it out of sight to the glass-walled dining alcove at the far end of the room. Erinda finished pinning the ends of a small golden circlet into the Queen’s elaborate hair, and once Shasta moved into the parlor to enjoy her breakfast, Erinda began making up the bed.


  She finished straightening the bedclothes and arranging the pillows, and was turning her attention to the Princess’s small cradle at the foot of the bed when Talon unexpectedly reappeared.


  “Your Majesty,” she said with a formal bow, “please forgive the interruption, but a courier from Mondera has just arrived. He is with the Monderan viceroy and chancellor now, but has requested an audience as soon as possible. He claims his message is of urgent concern to the crown.”


  “From Mondera?” Shasta repeated through a mouthful of raspberry muffin. Hastily, she swallowed and wiped her hands on a napkin, rising from the table. “I shall meet them in the reception hall at once.”


  Talon eyed Shasta’s full plate. “You haven’t finished your breakfast yet.” At the Queen’s reproachful frown, she added with somewhat more deference, “Your Majesty.”


  After a moment of consideration, Shasta sat back down. She speared a boiled egg on her fork and raised it to her lips. “Lead them there, Captain, please. I will join you all shortly.”


  Erinda, pretending to be deaf and blind to all but her chamber duties, grinned to herself nonetheless. Shasta did love her breakfast.


  Talon bowed again and left, and Erinda continued her morning routine as the rest of her staff arrived in the royal chambers, ready to begin their daily work. She sent Alva to carry away the chamber pot from the privy, and set Garima and Clio to polishing the parlor furniture. Once Shasta had finished eating and left for the reception hall, Panna cleared the remains of breakfast away. Hali brought an armful of clean towels from the palace laundry, and after restocking the Queen’s bath, she took a second set down the hall to the nursery where the sixth member of Erinda’s staff, Oralie, was tending to the Princess’s needs.


  There were fourteen chamber suites on this floor of the palace, all under Erinda’s supervision. Only the royal suite, the nursery, and the maids’ dormitory were currently occupied, however. The other rooms, reserved for members of the royal family, sat empty. Her grandmother had told her that at one time, when Shasta’s mother Talia had been just an infant, the palace had been full to bursting with royalty. Shasta’s great-grandfather and his Queen consort had produced six children—three sets of twins, which were common in the Rane bloodline. Though Talia was her father’s only child, she’d grown up surrounded by aunts and uncles, cousins and second cousins. The royal nursery was home to a seemingly endless succession of amber-eyed Rane babies. Nurse had required a staff of four other nursemaids just to care for all the children.


  But over the course of three decades, an unlucky combination of illness, infertility, and tragic accidents had caused the royal family to dwindle in numbers, until only a handful were left. Until recently, Archduke Fickett, who had been Talia’s uncle, and his son, Kumire, were the only remaining members of the royal bloodline aside from Shasta and her twin brother, Daric. Then Kumire had assassinated Daric, and Talon had killed Kumire, and the Archduke had died upon hearing the news of his son’s death; so now Shasta and the baby Brita, who was Kumire’s daughter by birth, were the only living descendants of the house of Rane.


  Many blamed the royal family’s misfortunes upon Ulrike, dark God of the Flesh, brother and sworn enemy of Ithyria’s beloved Goddess. Privately, Erinda thought it far more likely that the power-hungry Fickett had been responsible for most of the mysterious deaths, but if she let herself think too much about all the intricate politics surrounding the royal family, it gave her a headache.


  She preferred a simpler existence. Her entire world revolved around these fourteen suites of rooms, regardless of their present state of occupancy. She would mop and dust, polish and sweep, stock and straighten these rooms, keeping them fresh and ready for the royal family’s use whenever they were needed. For the rest of her life, Erinda would serve Queen Shasta, Princess Brita, and any other Rane children that might follow them, just as her mother, grandmother, great-grandmother, and great-great-grandmother had done. That was, after all, what she had been born to do.


  


  Don’t you understand, Rin? I was born for this!


  But you want me. I know you do. Do you think we’d feel this way about each other if She didn’t intend it to happen?


  I’m meant for Her. And this…it’s wrong.


  It’s not too late, Kade. Just say you’ll leave with me. We’ll pack a few clothes, take one of your father’s horses, and be gone before anyone wakes up.


  And then what?


  And then we’ll start a new life, together!


  Where will we go, Rin? How will we live? Do you really think anyone will take us in? Even if they did, how long do you think it would last before they discover us and turn us out again…or worse?


  We’ll think of something.


  Face it. It’s impossible. You deserve a better life. You deserve someone who can take care of you, provide for you, someone you can love in the open without fear. I can’t give that to you. After a while, you’d start to hate me.


  I wouldn’t!


  You would, and I won’t let it come to that. I love you too much to keep you, Rin.


  


  “Erinda, what’s wrong? Are you sick?”


  Her knees hurt, and she realized she was hunched on the floor, her arms wrapped around a mop handle and her nose nearly resting in the bucket of sudsy water she’d been using to clean the parlor floor. She raised her head to see Clio watching her with a worried crinkle in her forehead. No wonder, since Erinda hadn’t even felt herself go down. She swallowed around a hard knot in her throat.


  “I…” Using the mop for leverage, she brought herself to her feet. “I’m not feeling very well. Do you think you can manage the other girls for me this morning?”


  When Clio nodded, Erinda handed her the mop. She didn’t like the way her knees were already threatening to buckle again, and focused all her concentration on putting one foot in front of the other.


  She probably should have gone back to her little room, but the need for fresh air was overwhelming. Unsteadily, she descended the turret stairs and made her way to the servants’ garden. The moment she was outside she leaned her back against the door, closed her eyes, and took several deep breaths.


  Goddess, what’s happening to me?


  


  *


  


  The basement of the Great Temple library was musty and smelled of old leather and candle wax. While the library’s upper floors were open to the public, well lit by numerous windows and a majestic, vaulted glass ceiling, these lower levels were restricted. Any visitor who desired access had to obtain a permit from the Honored Mother to peruse its contents. Down here were housed some of the rarest and most valuable documents in all the world, for Verdred province had long been the home of the Goddess’s scribes.


  Verdred of the Twelve had been the first, charged with recording the events of her time for future generations. She had passed that legacy down to each of the Honored Mothers who succeeded her. The scribes were the keepers of Ithyrian history, and their chronicles dated back a thousand winters, all regularly copied to ensure they would never be lost to time. Even on these restricted floors, nearly all the books were transcribed duplicates. The original documents were too precious to entrust even to the temple librarians, and were carefully preserved in the Ithyrian Treasury along with the kingdom’s most priceless artifacts.


  Since this floor of the library was underground, there were no windows. Instead, rows of thick yellow candles were mounted across the walls, and when they were all lit, they provided a wash of golden, flickering light. Qiturah directed Kade to sit at a roughhewn table before one such illuminated wall, and then began stacking books and scrolls in front of her until Kade could barely see over the pile.


  “These are the ones I’ve gone through myself, though I’ve kept a few in my study to gather up the last details for the ritual.” She sounded tired, and Kade suspected that she had been poring over these manuscripts all night. Yet excitement filled her voice as she added, “I think we will be ready to begin in just a few days.”


  This bit of information filled Kade with dismay. She’d rather hoped it would take at least a moon for Qiturah to determine all the proper arrangements. Shouldn’t it take more time to prepare for something so momentous? She didn’t feel at all ready. In fact, secretly she’d been wishing that when she woke up this morning she would discover the whole thing had been a silly dream. But she’d had no such luck. Right after morning prayers, which she had spent trying desperately to ignore the stares of her sister priestesses, Qiturah had whisked her away and led her down here.


  Kade eyed the pile of literature in front of her with trepidation. Qiturah said these books could tell her more about the shaa’din—what they were, how they had served the Goddess, perhaps even some insight into what she could expect once she became one herself. Until yesterday, Kade had felt rather well versed on the Twelve. After all, she’d spent most of her life studying Ithyrian history. It wasn’t until she’d been told she was about to become a part of that history that she realized how many, many things she didn’t know at all.


  The corners of Qiturah’s eyes crinkled, and Kade sensed the smile beneath her veils. “I realize how overwhelming this must be for you, Ostryn. Please, take your time with these, and let me know if you would like to discuss anything in greater detail. I do not pretend to know everything myself, but I am happy to offer my thoughts if you wish to hear them.”


  The subtle deference of her offer was disconcerting. Kade realized that Qiturah now considered herself outranked. At least she didn’t seem overawed like the others, but Kade found it uncomfortable that the Honored Mother she had always obeyed without question would now speak to her with such humility. And by virtue of what, exactly? Just because the Goddess had named her shaa’din did not mean she suddenly possessed any greater spiritual insight than she had before. Kade had no idea how to respond, so she just nodded.


  After a courteous bow, Qiturah left the room. Kade sighed as she pulled the first book from the top of the stack, a dictionary of the ancient Ithyrian tongue. The Goddess’s language was nearly extinct among the public now. Her priestesses kept it alive through study and prayer, in the hopes that they might one day be fortunate enough to hear Her voice. This particular book was clearly very old, and Qiturah had helpfully left small strips of ribbon between the pages, marking passages she’d thought were most important. Kade turned to the first marked section.


  


  Shaa’din—Combinant of shaa, meaning “holy” or “divine,” and din, “warrior.” A mortal woman touched by the Goddess, and who, as a result, may serve as a vessel for Her spirit.


  


  That was the extent of the entry, and it wasn’t particularly enlightening. Far more interesting was the small scrap of parchment tucked between the pages, bearing Qiturah’s handwritten notes.


  


  Touched by the Goddess—literal or symbolic?


  Vessel—as in receptacle? Or as in vehicle? Perhaps both?


  


  And then, underlined for emphasis:


  


  What changes?


  


  It took Kade a moment to figure out that Qiturah was wondering what it was about the chosen girl that would change when Ithyris touched her. What would suddenly make her a vessel, when she hadn’t been one before? Kade thought it was a very good question, though she hadn’t an inkling what the answer might be.


  Moving on to the next book in the pile, which was a collection of poetry, she opened to the ribbon marker.


  


  Blessed Handmaidens, Mothers of Ithyria


  With your lips, She hath given us truth


  With your hands, She hath vanquished our enemies


  With your blood, She hath purchased peace for Her children


  What wonders we have witnessed through your eyes!


  


  Kade had never been much of a poetry reader, and though several more stanzas followed, she couldn’t glean much that was useful from any of them. She set that book aside, and took another. As she began reading, she realized that this was the manuscript Qiturah had shown her yesterday morning. The Book of Verdred, the first Ithyrian scribe. She leaned forward eagerly over the pages. Verdred had been shaa’din, so this would contain a firsthand account of the experience. The text was written in the Ithyrian tongue, and Kade had always struggled with translation, so she stumbled over the words slowly.


  


  The Twelve were named Aster, Olsta, Verdred, Zarneth, Tabin, Striniste, Marin, Hollis, Daiban, Mondera, Fyn, and Cibli, and the latter three were sisters. To each, She gave a gift of spirit, which was enhanced by Her touch.


  To Aster, sister of Rane, She gave wisdom and a quick wit. To Olsta, She granted commune with creatures of land and sky. To Verdred, She gave the gift of story telling. To Zarneth, She gave courage and the capacity to withstand pain. To Tabin and Striniste, She gave great speed and stealth. To Marin, She gave cleverness and invention. To Hollis and Daiban, She granted touch that promotes life and music that heals the heart. And as for Mondera, Fyn, and Cibli, She blessed unto each a sight beyond mortal understanding.


  And the Twelve were Her Handmaidens, who carried out Her will. Each, at the Divine Lady’s call, left her father’s house and took up arms, to drive back the dark from Her lands according to Her command.


  


  Kade reread this passage several times. According to Verdred, each of the shaa’din had received a special gift from the Goddess. A gift of spirit, the text said, though Verdred had been maddeningly imprecise when it came to the particulars—what exactly did “a sight beyond mortal understanding” mean? And did this imply that Kade might be given some sort of gift as well?


  For the rest of the day, Kade read through the materials that Qiturah had set out for her, checking every marked page, trying to put together as much information as she could. She pored over tales of the Twelve’s individual and collective exploits, many of which contradicted one another or included details that were clearly pure fantasy. Some claimed that the Twelve could fly, raise the dead, even command the weather. In one story, Zarneth of the Twelve grew three extra pairs of arms and single-handedly defeated an army of a thousand men. In another, Marin saved an entire village by loading them all into a wagon that floated away into the sky. Many of these were popular children’s bedtime stories now, and Kade was familiar with them. But some, mostly the less dramatic ones, Kade had never heard before.


  She read for so long that her eyes ached. Repeatedly, she found herself returning to the Book of Verdred, looking for anything in her account that might substantiate the claims of other texts. To her surprise, she discovered that while Verdred never made mention of Zarneth’s extra arms, there was what sounded like a description of Marin’s floating contraption, as well as confirmation of several other tidbits Kade had considered dubious.


  She was also more than a little disturbed by the many graphic battles Verdred recounted. It seemed every one of the shaa’din, regardless of her individual gifts, had been involved in very messy, very dangerous fights. And though the Twelve may have been the chosen of the Goddess, they were not invulnerable. According to Verdred, half of Tabin’s face was badly deformed after she was struck by an enemy weapon, and Fyn lost her eyesight after a serious head injury. Zarneth seemed to be the favorite for tortures of all sort, and she must have been covered in battle scars from head to toe after the many and various wounds she incurred.


  But Olsta—gentle Olsta—had suffered worst of all. Kade took her time in digesting her story, unable to believe that in all her winters of study she had never heard it before. Verdred tried to soften the brutality of her report by using objective language as she wrote of how Olsta had been captured by a tribe of Ulrike’s most barbaric and zealous followers. She’d been held for ten days, during which she’d been raped and beaten almost to death, and was barely breathing by the time the others were able to rescue her. In spite of Verdred’s carefully dispassionate verbiage, the anguish that the Twelve had felt for their comrade was nonetheless infused in the text, so much so that it seemed Verdred could not help slipping back into a first person narrative as she concluded, In time, through the grace of Ithyris, our sister healed in body and mind. Yet her spirit was forever changed, and henceforth only the great love of our Divine Lady kept Olsta among us. Kade wondered if that was Verdred’s judicious way of saying that if it hadn’t been for the Goddess, Olsta might have taken her own life after her ordeal.


  When at last she could no longer decipher the letters that swam before her eyes in the candlelight, Kade closed the book and stretched. She wondered how late it was. Down here it was easy to lose track of time. Her stomach was rumbling, and she suspected that she’d missed the midday meal—possibly the evening meal as well. She wished she could take the Book of Verdred back to her chamber, but knew the precious manuscript was far too valuable to risk removing it from the library. No, she would return tomorrow and pick up where she’d left off. She was determined to read the entire thing, cover to cover. She needed to know what was about to happen to her.


  Chapter Four


  


  Erinda was counting on a good long ride to help clear her head. But when she entered the royal stables, her first impulse was to turn and flee back to the palace again. Before she could make her escape, she’d been spotted, and it was too late.


  “Erinda!” a delighted male voice exclaimed. She found herself spinning in the air as the handsome new viceroy of Mondera whisked her off her feet in an embrace.


  Smiling in spite of herself, she pounded his shoulders with her fists. “Jen Crossis, you put me down this instant. What would your wife say?”


  He set her down, eyes twinkling. “Aw, Minde wouldn’t begrudge me a moment to catch up with an old friend. How have you been? You look…” he paused as he looked her over, “terrible.”


  She smirked at him. “That’s very kind of you, Your Lordship.”


  Tall, blond-haired, green-eyed Jen Crossis was Kade’s older brother. He and Erinda had carried on a good-natured rivalry ever since the day when, as children, he’d tried to sneak up on her and Kade with a dead rat, and Erinda had wrestled it from his hands and stuffed it down his pants instead. Though Jen’s new appointment to the Monderan senate meant that he often spent extended periods of time at the palace on political business, Erinda didn’t see him very often. In truth, she did her best to avoid him, as his resemblance to Kade was difficult to overlook.


  “What are you doing out here?” she asked.


  “Trying to talk Kallin into lending me use of his stallion over there.” He indicated Ember’s stall. “I’ve got a particularly fine mare stabled at Warinsgate that’s ready for her first breeding.”


  “You sure you’re not just shirking work? I’ve heard there are big things going on in Mondera lately.” She’d been teasing, but Jen’s expression sobered so quickly it was alarming. “It’s really that serious?”


  “We don’t know, exactly, but it’s not good. Mondera is used to attacks from Dangar, being so far north. The barbarian tribes are always creeping out of their mountain strongholds to stir up trouble for our villages along the border. Usually our provincial guard can push them out again before they get very far, but about a moon ago, something changed. They say the barbarians have a new leader, but we haven’t been able to get much concrete information. The stories going around are impossible to believe. Nonetheless, our guard hasn’t been able to force them back, no matter how many reinforcements we send. A horde has already taken at least three of the large northern towns, and they’re still advancing.”


  “Advancing? Are they coming for the palace again?”


  Jen shook his head. “They’re headed south. Right now it looks like they’re on their way to Agar, the Monderan capital, though for what purpose we can’t guess.”


  “Does the Queen know?” Realizing that of course Jen would have gone to Shasta right away with something like this, she revised her question. “What’s she going to do?”


  “I’ve requested the assistance of the royal guard, and she’s granted it, along with additional battalions from the provincial guards of Aster, Fyn, and Cibli. Captain Talon’s planning to lead the first unit out in a matter of days, in fact.”


  She gaped. “Talon’s doing what?”


  “Oh, he was the first to volunteer. Seems pretty excited about it too…well, as excited as the captain gets. You know how he is. I think maybe the peace and quiet of court life’s getting to him.” Jen grinned.


  Erinda sincerely doubted that it was the peace and quiet that Talon was thinking of. She recalled Shasta’s earlier assertion that Talon was going to leave, and wondered if she’d been too hasty in dismissing her fears. Once Talon got an idea in her head it was difficult to get her to let go of it, at least not until she worried it to death. If she was determined to give Shasta space to consider the marriage-and-babies matter, she’d jump on any opportunity that presented itself, no matter how dangerous.


  “Idiot,” she muttered. She was going to have to track Talon down and have a few well-chosen words with her. Running off to Mondera to do battle with barbarian hordes was most definitely not the answer to her relationship insecurities.


  “Hey, don’t be too hard on him,” Jen said. “Around here it’s all politics and politeness, day in and day out. Every soldier needs a taste of adventure now and then. I’d give my eyeteeth to join him myself, but Minde won’t hear of it.”


  She punched him in the shoulder. “Well, look at you. Only married a few moons and already Minde’s got you completely broken in. Good for her.”


  “Hey, I know when I’ve gotten lucky. I have no intention of bungling it up.”


  Her breath caught for a moment at the expression on his face. She’d seen that look before, on another set of all too similar features. Only back then, it had been meant for her. Dizziness eddied dangerously through her head, and she focused on picking an imaginary blade of hay from the sleeve of his uniform. “Your wife is a fortunate woman.”


  He laughed. “Sorry you missed your chance?”


  “What?”


  “Oh, come on. You have to know how many winters I spent madly infatuated with you.”


  This was the first she had heard of any such thing. She squinted at him. “Really?”


  “Of course! Kadrian was forever teasing me over it. I can’t believe she never said anything. I was desperate for you to notice me back then, but you only ever wanted to spend time with my kid sister.” He gave a theatrical sigh. “You have no idea how jealous I was. I tried everything I could think of to get her out of the way.”


  “Out of the—Jen Crossis, are you telling me that all those awful pranks you pulled on Kade were…?”


  “For the sake of winning your heart, my lady,” he said with a flourishing bow.


  She kicked him in the shin, and he made a startled noise. “Winning my heart, indeed. You really thought that putting spiders in my best friend’s hair and worms in her food and frogs in her shoes was going to make me fall in love with you?”


  “I never said it was a good plan.”


  She reined in the temptation to kick him again. “You made our lives miserable, you rotten lout.”


  “Ah, but you two always found a way to pay me back, didn’t you? Or have you forgotten the chamber pot incident?”


  Her scowl dissolved as she burst out laughing. “Oh, Goddess, I haven’t thought about that in winters!”


  One morning, instead of taking the palace chamber pots down to be emptied and cleaned as usual, Erinda had smuggled every last one of them into Jen’s quarters. She piled them both under and on his bed, stacked them in every corner, and placed them on every available shelf. She even opened his trunk and nestled one in amongst his clothes. Then she made certain the small window was securely closed, while most of the pots’ lids were left open. It had been a particularly hot, muggy midsummer day, and Jen, a new recruit in the royal guard, hadn’t returned to his quarters until much later that night. By that time, the fetid stench had thoroughly penetrated everything he owned.


  The recollection made her laugh so hard she could not stand up straight. “You completely deserved it, though!”


  “I’m sure I did. Though I can’t for the life of me remember which of my boyhood crimes necessitated such drastic revenge.”


  “You stained Kade’s hair, just two days before her Pledge ceremony. You waited for her to fall asleep and then soaked her hair in that awful stuff and turned most of it green!”


  “Oh yeah,” he said, his grin widening. “That was one of my best.”


  “It was downright cruel,” Erinda snapped, her humor vanishing at the memory. “Do you have any idea how frightened she was of being up there in front of all those people? And then you went and made it so much worse. She cried for days.”


  “The high priestess was going to cut her hair off anyway,” he said, still smiling. When Erinda continued to glare, he held up his hands. “Hey, at least she always had you to ensure she was well avenged.”


  That was true. She had taken great satisfaction from the knowledge that Jen had spent days on his hands and knees, scrubbing down the walls and floor of his quarters with buttermilk in an effort to get rid of the smell.


  Still, she would never forget Kade’s hysterical, panicked sobs. Kade had clung to her neck for hours, her tears soaking Erinda’s apron. She was convinced she would die of humiliation when the head priestess and the rest of the Temple got a look at her. The Pledge ceremony was a sacred moment, she’d wailed, and everyone was sure to think she was a disgrace to its solemn dignity. What if they wouldn’t allow her to Pledge after all? What if she was to be turned away from the temple forever? Surely the Goddess would not want a girl in Her service with green hair. What if everyone laughed at her?


  


  “Kade, my darling, it’s going to be all right,” Erinda murmured over and over, rocking her in her arms. “No one’s going to laugh at you. It’s not your fault. Everyone knows what a bully your brother is.” And he was going to pay for it. Of all the mean tricks Jen had pulled, this was the most unforgivable. If she were a boy, she would probably challenge him to a fight, but that lacked adequate imagination. No, she was going to come up with something to make Jen suffer at least as long as Kade had.


  “I look so ugly!” Kade bawled, burying her nose in Erinda’s shoulder. Vengeful thoughts would have to be set aside for the present, as Kade’s terror was the more urgent matter.


  “You’re beautiful.” Erinda moved back so she could look Kade in the eye. Kade’s face was pale, her eyes red-rimmed, the wet shine of her cheeks causing her skin to look almost translucent. Tears clung to her blond eyelashes, like crystals from a chandelier. Most girls looked terrible when they cried. Somehow Kade managed to look ethereal, like a fairy tale creature too fragile to belong in this world. “You hear me? You will always be beautiful. Anyway, once you take vows your hair will be shaved off, won’t it? And even then you will still be beautiful. I promise.”


  The reminder that priestesses shaved their heads seemed to assuage Kade’s distress a little. Erinda used one corner of her apron to wipe Kade’s eyes as she sniffled. “I suppose Ithyris won’t really mind my hair?”


  “Of course She won’t.” Erinda smoothed back one of Kade’s long blond-and-green tresses, tracing the shell of her ear with her index finger, tucking the hair behind it. “And you needn’t worry what anyone else might think, either, because I’ll be there with you every second, right up front. Anybody even giggles, I’ll shut them up with a punch to the nose.” She brandished a fist to emphasize her point.


  Kade threw her arms around Erinda’s neck and kissed her. “Oh, Rin, you’re just the dearest friend!”


  Erinda smiled and returned the affectionate peck with one of her own.


  They both felt it the instant their lips separated. Something powerful crackled into the space between them, bright, hot, and irresistible. Kade let out a surprised puff of breath, and then, hesitantly, her mouth sought Erinda’s again. Softer. Slower. So very gently that Erinda thought she could actually feel the caress in the deepest part of her soul. It was like being hugged from the inside, like Kade had somehow taken Erinda’s heart into her hands and enveloped it in the most exquisite awareness of being cherished and adored. She’d never, in all her life, experienced anything so amazing.


  Erinda drew that sweet sensation as close as she could, and Kade seemed just as eager to share it with her, pressing her slight frame into Erinda’s arms. They clutched at one another earnestly, and then Kade’s tongue skated lightly over Erinda’s lower lip, and Erinda met it with her own. She felt the connection right down to her toes, every part of her weaving itself inextricably with Kade as the kiss deepened. A small cry of pleasure erupted from the back of her throat. Goddess, had anything ever felt so wonderful?


  Their mouths lingered together for several long moments before they each pulled back to stare into the other’s eyes.


  


  Erinda was abruptly aware of the disconcertingly similar green eyes that were watching her now, with curiosity that was beginning to look a lot like concern. Jen was reaching for her.


  “Where’d you go just now? For a minute there it looked like you were going to be—”


  Erinda had just enough time to stagger a couple steps away before the bile in her stomach emptied itself into the hay of a nearby stall. Her insides heaved until they were dry, and still she retched for several more painful moments until the wave of nausea passed. Finally, she was able to straighten and wipe her mouth with the back of her hand.


  “…sick,” Jen finished lamely.


  Erinda didn’t have the strength to take any more of their conversation. She wished with all her heart that she’d just kept walking when Jen had called her name. Now Kade’s beautiful face, the rapture of that first kiss, the lush pleasure of her embrace were frolicking through her memory, slashing through the layers of self-control she’d so carefully wrapped them in, cutting her into agonized pieces so quickly that if this kept up she would surely lose her mind. Where had this come from? Why, after all these winters, was all of this seeping up to torment her again?


  Whatever the excuse she’d muttered, Jen must have found it plausible, because when she turned to run back toward the palace, he didn’t follow her.


  


  *


  


  “More, Your Grace?”


  Before Kade had the chance to reply, the young Pledged had already plopped a second generous scoop of boiled potatoes on her plate. Kade sighed and tried to sound grateful.


  “Thank you, Myka.”


  “So is it itching yet?”


  Kade looked up at the younger girl with shock. “What?”


  “Your scalp. I overheard some of the others say you’re to let your hair grow out now that you’re shaa’din.”


  “I’m not shaa’din yet.”


  “But Ostryn Talara didn’t shave your head yesterday like everyone else.” Without invitation, Myka climbed onto the bench next to her, her blunt-cut, strawberry blond hair swinging around her ears. She propped her chin on one hand and watched Kade take a bite of the potato, her eyes bright with fascination.


  It was awkward to chew with Myka’s eager gaze following her every move. With effort, she managed to swallow and shrugged her shoulders. Maybe if she didn’t reply, the girl would go away.


  “They say you won’t wear veils anymore either, after it happens. And there’s talk of giving you your own private study, right next to Mother Qiturah’s.”


  Kade put another potato in her mouth and chewed a little more aggressively.


  “You’ll have all kinds of powers. Nobody can even really guess what, exactly, since there hasn’t been a Handmaiden for over a thousand winters, but I’ll bet it’s going to be amazing. Do you think She might make you able to fly?”


  The volume of Myka’s commentary was increasing with her excitement, and Kade could feel even more eyes gravitating to her as priestesses around the dining hall paused in midst of their own meals. She was quickly losing her appetite. She should have just stayed in the library basement, she thought ruefully, and skipped the communal midday meal.


  “Will you just,” she wanted to say go away, but it seemed too rude, “keep it down? Everyone’s looking.”


  “Well, of course they’re looking. Better get used to it. There’s going to be a lot of people who want to look at you now. You’re famous!”


  Kade didn’t want to be famous. She just wanted to eat her lunch in peace. The way things were going, she might never have another peaceful meal again, and the prospect was not a happy one.


  “Are you scared?”


  Kade cast her an irritated sidelong glance.


  “Not that I’d blame you if you were, because this is just huge. It’s the biggest thing to happen to Ithyria since…well, I don’t even know how long since. Course, if it were me, I wouldn’t be scared. See,” she lowered her voice, as if divulging a secret meant only for Kade’s ears, “someday I’m going to be famous too. I’m going to do something so great that the scribes will write about it, and people will remember me for centuries afterward. It’s my destiny. I know it. It’s why I decided to join the Temple in the first place.”


  Kade wasn’t sure which part of Myka’s naiveté irked her more: her rather sacrilegious admission that she was entering the Goddess’s service in the hopes of garnering fame, or her blind assumption that being shaa’din was some great and glamorous adventure. If Myka had spent the last few days studying the countless bloodcurdling evils that the Twelve had endured, and wondering if, very soon, she would be expected to face those same horrors herself, she would probably not be so eager to take Kade’s place.


  She rose without comment and carried her plate to the offering dish at the front of the temple dining hall. With a prayer of thanks, Kade spooned the remaining potatoes from her plate onto the large silver dish. This was ritual at every meal. Each priestess reserved a portion of her food for this offering. Three times a day, their combined tithes were taken outside and gifted to one of the many impoverished pilgrims that gathered at the Great Temple’s doors.


  This special meal was considered a sign of Ithyris’s favor, though more often than not the recipients weren’t nearly as interested in divine benediction as they were in filling their empty bellies. For many, a Temple offering was the only nutrition they had hope of receiving that day, and sadly, there were always far more starving people than there were mealtimes. The ritual had become so ingrained in temple life that many priestesses would just thrust the tithe dish at the closest pair of hands outside the door, but whenever it was Kade’s turn to deliver the meal, she always took a moment to seek out the hungriest face in the crowd.


  It was that face she prayed for now, invoking the Goddess’s providence and grace for whoever would consume this meal, and taking a moment to consider and appreciate her own fortune. As a Daughter of Ithyris, she enjoyed three full meals every day. Many, many Ithyrians were not so lucky.


  When she’d finished, Myka was at her side again, ready to take her empty plate back to the temple kitchens. Myka eyed the offering dish with something akin to awe. “Wow, I wonder what the folks out there would do if they knew this plate’s been blessed by a real shaa’din!”


  From the way Myka was ogling the potatoes, Kade got the uncomfortable impression that she wished she could sneak a bite of them herself. She turned away so Myka would not see her roll her eyes.


  “I’m not shaa’din yet,” she repeated.


  “You’re about to be.” Talara, one of the elder priestesses, had glided up silently behind them. She touched her fingertips to her forehead and gave Kade the respectful bow normally reserved for an Honored Mother. “Ostryn Kadrian, it is time to prepare for the ceremony. Will you come with me, please?”


  Kade tensed from her jaw all the way to her toes, and beside her, she felt Myka do the same. She inhaled slowly, filling her lungs until they burned, and nodded tightly. At least a dozen pairs of eyes bored into her back as she reluctantly followed Talara from the dining hall.


  


  *


  


  Erinda couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen Shasta so distraught. Alternately sobbing her heart out and shucking priceless works of art across the room to shatter on her parlor carpet, the Queen had worked herself into such a state by the time Erinda got to her that she was having a very difficult time calming her enough to make intelligible sense of her frenzied ranting.


  Not that Erinda wasn’t certain she already knew what had upset her so. Jen had clearly been right. Talon was planning to join the regiment of royal guard headed for Mondera. Shasta was beside herself, as if her heart couldn’t decide whether it was furious or just simply broken.


  “Your Majesty…Shasta, darling, breathe. Sit down and breathe.”


  “I can’t!” Shasta shrieked, tears streaking her face as she paced the parlor floor. “Why is she doing this to me? I need her here.” She stopped in the center of the room, her shoulders slumping as if her temper had abruptly run out of fuel. “I need her, Erinda.”


  “I know you do.” Erinda moved to take her shoulders and guided her to the silk-upholstered couch. She pulled a handkerchief from her bodice and handed it to Shasta, who dabbed despondently at her eyes.


  “I don’t understand. What have I done wrong?”


  “Nothing, Majesty. This isn’t about anything you’ve done.”


  “But it has to be. She promised she’d never leave me again. She promised! Yet now she’s running off to Mondera to get herself killed.”


  “You could order her to stay.”


  “I tried that.” Shasta gave an exasperated growl. “She said unless I wanted to execute her for treason, she was going. Argh!” She twisted the handkerchief in her hands. “I reminded her that it’s not safe. How will she keep up her…you know, her image, roaming across Ithyria with all those men who don’t know what she really is? How will she bathe? How will she relieve herself? What will she do every moon when she bleeds? What happens if she gets hurt and…” Shasta’s face crumpled. “Oh, Erinda, what if she gets hurt?”


  Erinda took her hand and squeezed it, though she couldn’t bring herself to offer reassurances she knew might be lies. The fact was, the Dangar barbarians were deadly. Talon had been badly injured in confrontations with them before.


  “I just can’t believe she’d be doing this if she really loves me,” Shasta bawled, melting into a fresh barrage of tears on Erinda’s shoulder.


  “I’ll talk to her, Your Majesty.”


  “It won’t help. She’s so damned stubborn. All she’ll talk about is how she has to give me space to consider my options. No matter how many times I tell her I already have considered my options, and I’ve made my decision, she won’t listen. I don’t know what it’s going to take to convince her.”


  “Perhaps you can’t, Majesty. It may be that Talon needs to convince herself.”


  “Well, how’s she going to do that by running off to Mondera and getting herself carved up by a bunch of barbarian animals? She’ll probably be out there for moons, maybe even a whole winter, and I doubt she’ll write to me if she’s trying to ‘give me space.’ I won’t know a thing about what’s happening to her. I’ll have to wait for some messenger to show up at the palace to tell me that the love of my life died on a battlefield somewhere! And…And, she’ll probably spend the whole time convincing herself that the moment she’s out of sight some nobleman at court will have swept me off my feet, so that by the time she gets back I’ll be happily married, hugely pregnant, and have forgotten her entirely.”


  This speech was punctuated with anguished sobs, but dramatic flair aside, Erinda knew Talon well enough to admit that Shasta’s predictions were probably not that far from the truth.


  “The not knowing’s going to kill me, Erinda. I can’t handle this! How am I going to wake up every morning to an empty bed, make it through my responsibilities every day all alone, wondering every second if she’s still alive out there, if I’ll ever even see her again?”


  Erinda knew the feeling all too well. Living with that kind of uncertainty was a hell she would never wish on anyone. She embraced her with heartfelt sympathy.


  And then, an idea presented itself to her weary mind, a wild, simple solution to both their problems. “Your Majesty, what if I were to accompany Talon to Mondera?”


  Shasta broke off in mid-wail. She stared at Erinda with wide eyes. “Are you serious?”


  Erinda nodded thoughtfully. Lately, it seemed that every corner she turned, every person she ran into dredged up some unwanted emotion that threatened her sanity. She desperately needed a change of scenery, an escape to some fresh place that held no connection to her childhood memories. Logistically, Mondera might not be safer, but right now she would prefer the dangers of an enemy army to those of her haunted past.


  “I could help Talon preserve the secret of her gender. Goddess knows I’ve been doing it long enough. And I could write to you regularly of her well-being, even if she won’t. A courier with a fast horse should only need a quarter moon to get my letters to the palace, so you’d always know where we are and what we’re facing. Who knows? Given enough time, maybe I can even get Talon to call off this ridiculousness and come home.”


  “You would do that for us?” Shasta asked, her voice quivering with hope.


  Erinda felt a twinge of guilt. Her offer wasn’t exactly selfless. She was thinking of her own interests as much as she was Shasta’s. But she nodded again. “Of course, Your Majesty. Maybe neither of us can stop Talon from going, but I know she loves you more than anything else in this world. Eventually, she’ll realize what nonsense this is, but in the meantime I’ll do everything I can to get you both through it.”


  Shasta threw her arms around Erinda’s neck. “Oh, Erinda, you are just the dearest friend!”


  The familiar words struck like knives. Erinda closed her eyes and grappled with every last ounce of her battered willpower to keep the contents of her stomach down where they belonged. Frantically, she promised her churning gut that its abuses would be over soon. Just hold out a little longer. Once I get out of here, everything’s going to be all right.


  Chapter Five


  


  As preparations began for the ceremony that would transform one of our own into the Goddess’s chosen vessel, every priestess in Ithyria shared the same breathless anticipation. Even the youngest of those who had lived during the time of the Twelve had long since departed this world, as had their grandchildren and great-grandchildren, but soon, we would have among us a holy warrior the likes of which Ithyria had not seen in a millennium. We would witness with our own eyes the power and glory of a true Handmaiden of Ithyris.


  As word spread, visitors began to flood the temple in the hopes of attending the historic birth of a shaa’din. The Honored Mothers of Olsta, Zarneth, and Striniste arrived with select delegations from each of their provinces, and I am sure more would have come had there been time. As it was, Verdred Temple could scarcely hold all its guests.


  For my part, I wondered if all the attention was truly necessary. I find it doubtful that the individual callings of the Twelve were met with such fanfare a thousand winters ago. Nonetheless, I could hardly begrudge my sister priestesses their excitement. I, too, found it difficult to contain my enthusiasm, even as I directed the cleansing rituals…


  


  For two days, Kade was steamed, scrubbed, oiled, and perfumed. Every part of her anatomy was meticulously cleaned, from her fingernails and toenails to her teeth and the inside of her ears. After spending hours sweating in a cramped stone steam room, then soaking in a scalding bathing tub, her entire body was slathered with reddish clay, and she had to lie perfectly motionless for what seemed like a century in order for it to dry. Once this was rinsed from her skin, it was followed by a clear, gooey substance that smelled of lemons. That too was allowed to dry into a waxy coating that was snatched off in strips—taking with it every last bit of her body hair, which was possibly one of the most disagreeable experiences of her life. Her feet and hands were soaked in various sweet-smelling concoctions, the nails neatly filed and calluses scraped away. She was rubbed down with so many different oils and potions she lost track of which were supposed to do what. As her purification was to be internal as well as external, she was permitted to eat only vegetables and fruits for the duration of these treatments.


  Talara and three other senior priestesses did most of the hands-on work, but it seemed to Kade that every other priestess and Pledged in the temple was also involved to some degree, fetching towels, hauling water, gathering ingredients, and mixing up the substances they kept smearing her with. Worst of all, the majority of the time, Kade was left nude, or scantily draped in sheets, and if she’d thought the others’ curious stares were embarrassing before, they were downright intolerable now. Kade had become the unwilling center of attention for the entire temple, and she was starting to feel like her cheeks wore a permanent blush.


  Even her thoughts during this elaborate process had been scripted for her. Qiturah had copied out prayers, hymns, and chants for her to recite during nearly every phase of the preparation. Kade did her very best to focus, as she was supposed to, on the worshipful intent of the words, but found some treatments more difficult than others to concentrate through. She could easily slip into a comfortable meditative state when she was asked to lie still, waiting for the latest poultice to dry or lotion to seep in, and in those quiet moments she was glad for the respite of the Goddess’s presence. Strange hands briskly massaging various parts of her body were immensely distracting, however, and then she struggled to maintain that sense of serenity.


  At last Kade was led into a small, windowless room at the heart of the Temple, with candles lining the walls and hanging in lamps from the ceiling. Talara dismissed the others and directed Kade to disrobe and lie down on the long, cloth-draped wooden table that took up nearly all the space in the room.


  “What’s this one for?” Kade asked, trying not to mind the fact that she was stretched out, completely naked, in front of someone else for what seemed like the hundredth time in the past few days. She eyed the small pot in Talara’s hands, which contained some sort of thick, dark paste.


  “This is the final step of consecration,” Talara replied. “Silence, now, for I must apply the markings exactly.”


  She unfurled a scroll and smoothed it out on the table next to Kade’s head, pinning the corners down. Kade got a brief glimpse before she set it down. It looked like a drawing of a woman’s body, covered from head to toe in curling symbols. Talara picked up a small brush and dipped it in the pot of paste.


  The tip of the brush tickled and left a cool sensation in its wake as Talara copied the designs from the drawing onto Kade’s body. She worked slowly, beginning with Kade’s left hand and working her way up to her shoulder, then moving to the other side of the table to apply matching paint to the right arm. Kade had no idea how long the process took, only that the candles that filled the room had burned down to half their height before Talara had finished her arms and started on her left foot.


  As she had said this was the last step in their preparation, Kade was grateful that it was tedious. Over the past two days, she’d had an uncomfortable wealth of time in which to mull over every imagined answer to her many unanswered questions. The most optimistic scenario was that perhaps Ithyris had grown lonely after a millennium, and had chosen Kade to be her new Handmaiden because something made Her think Kade would make a desirable companion. Of course, that was also the most unlikely explanation. Shaa’din were called in times of war. Whatever the reason for her calling now, Kade could be certain it involved impending combat of some kind, though she didn’t know if it would be a fight against man or god.


  Kade had never been in a fight.


  During the Battle of the Ranes, many of the temple priestesses had ridden out alongside the provincial guard to help Princess Shasta retake the royal palace from her traitorous cousin. However, Kade had been among the group that Qiturah asked to stay behind and care for the crowd of refugees sheltering under the Great Temple’s roof. Kade had been glad for the assignment, regardless of the immensity of the workload. Even when the others had returned triumphant, regaling those who’d stayed behind with all the thrilling details—the true power of shaa’ri, an ancient martial art that turned out to possess more deadly impact than any of them had imagined, and the Goddess’s unexpected gift of celestial fire, strange blue flames that devoured Her enemies and decided the battle in minutes once their use was discovered—Kade hadn’t experienced the slightest twinge of envy.


  She was not a confrontational person. She never had to be. As a child, Erinda had always been quick to fight her battles for her. But now an uncertain, imminent threat awaited, and Kade would face it alone.


  Since she wasn’t a fighter, Kade speculated glumly whether fighting was even a part of Ithyris’s plans for her. Perhaps She intended for Kade to function as some sort of holy martyr instead. When word spread of Olsta’s harrowing ordeal at the hands of Ulrike’s men, it had kindled powerful public outrage. Followers of the Goddess flooded to the assistance of the Twelve, forming an army larger than any the land had yet seen. That army had made it possible for the Twelve to force Ulrike’s people back into the northern mountains, where the border between Dangar and Ithyria remained today. Did Ithyris have a similar purpose in mind for Kade?


  When she’d taken her vows, Kade had sworn lifelong commitment to the Goddess in body, mind, and spirit. She would not break those vows now, not even if it meant torture and defilement at the hands of barbarian followers of the Flesh God. She would see her calling through to the end. She just couldn’t be sure she’d be able to do it with any semblance of courage.


  “Are you cold, Ostryn?” Talara asked kindly, looking up from her work on Kade’s belly. Kade looked down at her body, now covered with intricate, swirling patterns that unfurled from the tops of her feet and backs of her hands all the way to her torso, winding over her shoulders and hips, spiraling about her breasts and navel. She realized she was shaking and nodded, which was easier than trying to explain the dark path of her thoughts.


  “I’ve only a few more strokes to go, if you can manage just a little longer?”


  Kade forced herself to stare at the ceiling. She felt the light touch of the brush for several more moments.


  “Ostryn Talara?”


  “Hmm?”


  Kade bit at her lower lip. “Have you ever read the Book of Verdred?”


  “Of course.”


  “Then…you know what happened to Olsta of the Twelve.”


  The brush stopped moving, and Talara looked up at her with a slight frown. “Yes, Ostryn, I do. But it is not something that we speak of.”


  “Why?”


  Talara hesitated, then dipped her brush in the paint again. “We honor Olsta’s sacrifice with our silence.”


  Kade could find no sense in that. “But how can her sacrifice be honored when no one even knows about it? Without Olsta, the Division might never have succeeded. We shouldn’t be hiding her story. We should be teaching it in every temple in Ithyria!”


  “Teaching a story like that serves no purpose other than to titillate lurid imaginations,” Talara snapped, so sharply that Kade jerked with surprise and caused the brush to skip across her hip at a haphazard angle.


  Talara’s frown deepened, and Kade felt remorseful. “I’m sorry, Ostryn, I didn’t mean to—”


  “Just lie still,” the elder priestess sighed, reaching for a damp cloth to wipe the errant paint away. She traced carefully around the undamaged parts of the design, and Kade lay in guilty quiet while she repaired the pattern.


  At last, Talara said, far more gently, “Think for a moment, Ostryn. If you were in Olsta’s place, would you want your successors a thousand winters later to still be studying your darkest moments, keeping them fresh and alive with each new generation? Even if your tragedy was what ultimately saved the world, is that how you would wish to be remembered?”


  With the ceremony that would thrust her into the shoes of the Twelve looming so close, it was all too easy to imagine herself in Olsta’s place. The wisdom of Talara’s questions filled Kade with shame. “No,” she answered in a very small voice.


  “We cannot praise Olsta’s accomplishment without also memorializing her humiliation, Ostryn, and so it is out of our great respect for her that we speak of neither. Most of us only learn of it after a lifetime of study, when we have gained enough understanding of spirit to know this. I hope that you will take it to heart.”


  Her words were not chiding, only earnest. Still, Kade felt deeply contrite, and she nodded as Talara sat back and surveyed her handiwork.


  “Excellent. Once this dries, we can turn you over and do the other side.”


  “The other side?” Kade asked hopefully. It had been afternoon when they’d begun, so it had to be late evening now. Perhaps that meant she would get one more night of normalcy, or near-normalcy, at least, before the ceremony that promised to change her life forever.


  Talara placed a lid on the pot of paint and unpinned her reference artwork from the table to roll it up again. “Yes. Forgive me, Ostryn Kadrian, but I’m afraid it will be another day before we’ll be able to finish.”


  Inwardly, Kade gave a little cheer, which she did her best to keep from showing on her face. “That’s all right.”


  Talara bent over and blew lightly on Kade’s belly, then tested the paint there with her finger. “Dry,” she pronounced, and handed Kade her robe. She averted her eyes politely while Kade redressed, never mind the fact that by now she had to be well acquainted with virtually every fraction of her.


  “I know you must be tired. Why don’t you go back to your chambers now, Ostryn? We shall bring food and water to you there. Mind you don’t spill on yourself, as we don’t want to have to start all over.”


  Wickedly, Kade allowed herself to entertain the possibility for just a moment. Would she gain another day of reprieve if such an…accident…were to occur? Of course she would never disrespect the Goddess or the work of her sister priestesses in such a way, but still the idea was mildly tempting.


  Berating herself for even thinking such a thing, she made her way through the temple corridors to her room.


  


  *


  


  Unfortunately, by the time Talara appeared at Kade’s curtained chamber entrance the next morning, Kade was almost glad to see her. She’d lain awake most of the night, and the brief fits of sleep she’d managed had been filled with dark and terrifying dreams. Utterly exhausted, Kade followed Talara wordlessly back to the small candlelit chamber, stripped, and lay on the table as instructed, this time on her stomach with her face cradled on a small pillow.


  Perhaps it was just the solace of Talara’s presence after such a long, frightening night alone with her own thoughts, but ironically, as the elder priestess began painting a new set of swirls on Kade’s back and shoulders, Kade was at last able to drift into relatively peaceful slumber.


  


  She knew she was dreaming as Erinda’s arms stole around her waist. Nonetheless, she welcomed the relief as she relaxed into the embrace, inhaling deeply as mousy brown curls tickled her cheek and Erinda’s lips moved close to her ear. “Darling, stop worrying. I’m here.”


  “Rin.” Kade closed her eyes. Though she knew dream-Erinda wasn’t real, she still felt immensely comforted by the imagined presence of her childhood protector. Erinda had always been there to chase her scariest fears away with a sweetly dimpled grin. Kade couldn’t remember ever having been this frightened in her life, and even if it was only a dream, right now she desperately needed the reassurance of Erinda’s sheltering arms.


  “Kadrian, I need you.”


  The bell-like voice surrounded her and Erinda with cool blue light that gradually concentrated before them in a shapely feminine silhouette. Though Kade couldn’t make out the Goddess’s face, a thrill ran through her. The shining figure extended an arm to her in supplication.


  “Please, Ostryn, help me.”


  Kade took a step toward Her, but then stopped uncertainly. The pale fingers that beckoned to her were dripping with blood. Thick red liquid trickled ominously down Her forearm and pooled in Her outstretched palm. Somehow Kade knew that the blood was her own, and if she reached out and took that hand she would die. Still, everything inside her insisted that she had no choice. She loved this beautiful, featureless being more than her own life. She would willingly choose death if Ithyris asked it of her.


  “Leave her alone,” dream-Erinda demanded, positioning herself between Kade and the glowing figure. Long braids trailed behind her shoulders, tied with green ribbons.


  “Kadrian is mine.” Ithyris waved a brilliant hand, and Erinda no longer appeared quite…solid. Kade watched with horror as Erinda’s body grew translucent and began fading away. Erinda turned to Kade, holding up her hands helplessly. Kade could see Erinda’s apologetic expression right through them.


  “No!” Kade said frantically, but it was no use. Erinda dissolved into nothingness, leaving Kade alone with the Goddess’s radiant silhouette.


  Again, She stretched out Her lovely, blood-covered fingers in invitation. “Awaken, Kadrian. It is time.”


  Kade felt herself reaching for the proffered hand, but something was jarring her uncomfortably. Talara’s voice cut through her consciousness, wisping the blue light away like ringlets of candle smoke.


  “Wake up, Ostryn.”


  Kade opened her eyes, realizing that she was still lying on her stomach on the table. Talara had finished her work and was shaking her gently. “We have finished, and all is prepared in the high sanctuary. It is time.” She handed Kade a robe of wool, blue as a cloudless sky, and waited for her to dress.


  


  *


  


  Verdred Temple’s high sanctuary was laid out in a large square, the floor inlaid with white marble in a pattern of stars. Massive white columns rose to support the arched ceiling, which was painted with murals depicting the Goddess and Her various consorts: Love, Time, Faith, Peace, Hope, and many others. Twelve plaster-cast faces were set along the ceiling’s perimeter, three to each of the four walls, representing the first Honored Mothers of Ithyria. The face at the head of the sanctuary was more prominent than the others, as it was the representation of Verdred, their temple’s founder. Directly beneath Verdred’s serene visage was a low dais upon which stood a marble statue of Ithyris, wreathed in flowers and surrounded by flickering candles and brass censers.


  When Talara brought Kade to the sanctuary doors, Qiturah was waiting for them at the entrance. Kade looked past them to see that the sanctuary was packed with rows and rows of veiled women. Seated primly along the benches lining the walls were the unveiled Pledged, with matching sharp haircuts and white robes. Anticipation buzzed so thickly in the air that Kade could feel it prickling her skin.


  Qiturah surveyed her and gave Talara a nod of approval. Then she touched her fingertips to her forehead and bowed to Kade.


  “We are ready for you, Handmaiden.” She handed her a long stick of incense set into a dainty silver handle, and Kade accepted it with a shaking hand.


  Qiturah turned and entered the sanctuary, Talara behind her. Kade knew she was expected to follow, but she hesitated between the doors as hundreds of stares pressed her back. Eighty-four priestesses were in residence at Verdred Temple, but more than thrice that many filled the room now. Apparently, every priestess and Pledged within traveling distance had journeyed to the Great Temple for the chance to watch the initiation of a shaa’din.


  For one harrowing moment, Kade’s mind went entirely blank with terror. She closed her eyes. As she exhaled slowly, she visualized dream-Erinda’s ribbon-trimmed braids going before her like a shield. Her imaginary champion led the way through the fearsome crowd, and with her courage bolstered, Kade stepped into the aisle.


  The walk to the dais was not as bad as she had expected. The moment her foot touched the marble floor, a harpist at the front of the sanctuary began to play, so she did not have to cross the room in either awkward silence or a chorus of embarrassing whispers. Instead, the ethereal music led her dreamily down the aisle and made the pressure of all those eyes more bearable.


  At the base of the statue, Kade lit the tip of her incense stick and used it to ignite the resin in the shining brass censers. When all of them were sending up steady columns of heady, perfumed smoke, she blew on the stick until it glowed and set its handle into the base of one of the censers.


  That had been easy enough, but she had no idea what she was supposed to do next. She turned to Qiturah, who indicated that she should face the crowd. Talara stepped up behind her, gently unfastened the veil that covered the bottom half of Kade’s face, and lowered it ceremoniously. Then she also drew back the one that covered Kade’s head and drew it out from under the collar of her robe. Even though she had spent much of the last few days without her veils, it felt strange to stand before the entire temple without them. Kade had to suppress a shudder.


  “Daughters of Ithyris, the Goddess has called our sister Kadrian to serve as Her Handmaiden.” Qiturah addressed their audience calmly, and a rapt hush fell over the sanctuary. “From this day forth, Kadrian shall be a vessel through which our Divine Lady may touch us all with Her grace and glory. Her face shall no longer be hidden, her hair shall no longer be shorn, for the Handmaiden is a warrior consecrated unto Ithyris, a weapon wielded by Her hand.”


  Qiturah lifted a large silver goblet in her hands, and Kade recognized the Cup of Purification. The Cup was blessed by the Goddess, and every girl who wished to become a priestess drank from it the day she took her Pledge. Kade remembered its effect in vivid detail. It was like swallowing a mouthful of Ithyris’s aura, bringing awareness of Her into brilliant focus. Kade trembled at the realization that she was about to be permitted a second drink. This privilege was usually reserved only for the elders in times of crisis, when they needed to enter deep meditation in order to seek guidance from Ithyris.


  She accepted the Cup from Qiturah with reverence and raised it to her lips. The water inside tasted just as she remembered, rich and cool on her tongue. It coated her throat with liquid light, slid into her belly like a falling star, and spread into her blood until her vision began to blur at the edges. She could sense Her then, not quite directly over them but almost, hovering just at the edges of Kade’s perception. Her pulse quickened.


  Qiturah beckoned to their left, and two priestesses appeared, carrying a velvet-upholstered chaise. They moved past the Honored Mother and set their burden down directly behind Kade, who turned to squint at it blearily. The chaise had been placed facing the statue of Ithyris, with its high back toward the assembly. Two more women carried wooden poles draped with white fabric. In moments, they had assembled a curtain that obscured the onlookers’ view. The candles at the statue’s base allowed for just the silhouette of the chaise to be reflected onto the curtain.


  Talara led Kade behind the partition. Then, she indicated that Kade should remove her robe. Kade stared at her in disbelief, but Talara was serious. Reluctantly, Kade shrugged out of the warm blue wool, the air raising bumps on her painted arms. She reminded herself that it could be worse. At least Qiturah had provided the curtain, instead of requiring her to stand naked before all those people. Talara emerged from the curtain with the robe and offered it to Qiturah, who handled it reverently.


  “Please join me now, Daughters of Ithyris, in calling the Goddess to claim Her shaa’din.” She held the robe aloft and began to chant. “Y’kurakura nasiaa, y’vysashun lo siriaa…”


  A chorus of feminine voices took up the chant with her, filling the sanctuary until it reverberated with the ancient words of worship. In the background, the harpist continued to play her instrument. Even standing there uncertainly, naked except for the symbols staining her skin, Kade felt warmed by the collective passion the hymn evoked.


  She was perplexed for several moments, but finally realized that she was probably supposed to lie on the chaise. She settled carefully on the soft velvet and brought her legs up to recline along its cushioned length. She discovered that the position put her at just the right angle to gaze up into Ithyris’s beautiful marble face.


  Behind her, the hymn went on, the atmosphere in the sanctuary growing increasingly ardent as the priestesses lost themselves in worship. According to the chronicles, the next step to becoming shaa’din was for Ithyris to arrive and touch her, whatever that meant. So what was she supposed to do to facilitate that? Should she chant with the others? Perhaps she ought to pray? Prayer was nearly always appropriate, so Kade looked up at the statue. The Goddess’s benevolent features swam a little in her vision. Somewhere far above the temple, she could sense Ithyris’s presence.


  I am here, Lady, as You asked. What happens now? The statue gazed back unblinkingly. After a few more stanzas of verse, the chant ended, and the harpist began to play a different melody. Talara’s voice rose in a song of praise. When she reached the chorus, the rest of the assembled women joined in. Though Kade could not see their faces, she could hear their expectancy infused in the music. They were all so eager to witness whatever marvelous thing was about to happen. But the Goddess remained just out of reach, on the periphery of Kade’s consciousness.


  Since nothing seemed to be happening at all, Kade had a terrible thought. What if all of this had been a mistake? What if Qiturah was wrong, and the Goddess had never intended to make Kade shaa’din? What if she lay here for hours…days…and Ithyris never came? As frightened as she was by the unknown perils she might face as a holy warrior, at this moment, the prospect of disappointing all those women out there was even more terrifying. Qiturah would probably have to disclose Kade’s admission of impurity to explain the Goddess’s rejection. Kade would be driven out of the temple after all. It was no more than she deserved, truly, but after all the effort that had gone into the past few days to prepare for this moment, Kade could not summon the dignity to accept such a fate.


  Oh please, Lady, come for me, she begged the Goddess’s impassive countenance, willing the prayer upward into the space above the sanctuary where She lingered. I know I’m weak, and cowardly, and selfish, but I love You. I am Your humble servant always. Please don’t send me away now. Come for me, Sweet Ithyris. Touch me and I will be Yours forever.


  Perhaps She had just been waiting for a personal invitation. A strange sensation began on the tops of Kade’s bare feet, as if someone was tracing the delicate symbols with their fingertips. Kade gasped and looked down. As unseen fingers traveled over the markings, the painted lines started to glow with the pretty, pale blue light Kade remembered from her dream. The feeling began on the backs of her hands as well, a sensuous caress that followed the curling designs. Kade couldn’t think of the right words to describe the effect. It didn’t quite tingle, it didn’t quite burn, but every nerve ending in her body was focused keenly on the shining, tactile path as if hovering eagerly on the edge of something greater to come.


  Kade was bombarded with a jumble of emotion: relief, gratitude, fear, awe. Ithyris had not rejected her. Ithyris was coming for her. She, a junior priestess of only a few winters’ service, was to experience the Goddess in a way few ever did. In fact, she already had the answer to the first question Qiturah had penned in her notes. Touched by the Goddess: literal or symbolic? This was a far more literal experience than Kade could have imagined. The sanctuary seemed to shrink as Her presence poured inside and enveloped Kade’s naked form in layer upon layer of bliss. She was stunned as it occurred to her that she was the first mortal in a thousand winters to experience the Goddess like this.


  The invisible sensation wrapped around her ankles and wrists, leaving the graceful designs luminous in its wake, and began to sweep languorously up her calves and forearms. Though Kade could not see Ithyris’s hands moving on her, her heart beat faster and her breath came harder. Could it really be the Goddess, touching her so sweetly? Was it really possible that the Divine Lady Kade had worshipped all her life was not only here with her at this very moment, but was tenderly exploring every curve of Kade’s body with Her own perfect hands? She could not deny the glorious spirit that surrounded her, and that spirit was growing stronger with each passing moment. Usually, many long hours of deep meditation was the only way to achieve an awareness of Her this intense.


  No, this went far beyond even that. Kade had compared the Cup of Purification to a mouthful of Her aura, but now she realized how very diluted those sips of blessed water had been. They were merely the tiniest glimpse, a blind grasping for the vaguest impression of Her. But this was Ithyris incomprehensibly whole, so pure and absolute that She dominated Kade’s every sense.


  The sinuous paint swirled over Kade’s knees and elbows, her thighs and shoulders, inviting the Goddess onward. Kade trembled as she felt Her on the back of her neck, the ridges of her collarbones, the blades of her shoulders. The patterns decorating her limbs glimmered like ice wherever the Goddess had touched them, though Kade couldn’t distinguish whether the feeling was hot or cold. It was both. It was neither. It was something else entirely, a primitive fever channeled along the lines of paint like molten silver.


  Even as Ithyris’s touch progressed, somehow it never left where it had already been, as if She was over her, under her, around her all at once. Kade wouldn’t have been surprised to find herself floating in midair above the chaise, because she could feel the Goddess brush along her spine, fan out over her hips and buttocks, curl softly around her breasts, take gentle possession of her ribs and belly, even descend purposefully over the swell of her femininity. When the light converged on its path front to back, top to bottom, every muscle in Kade’s body grew taut with excitement.


  A fine sheen of sweat broke out over her body and mingled with the radiance tattooing her limbs and torso. She was poised on the verge of something vital, something that was going to change everything, a precipice dangerous as a knife’s edge. Suddenly, Kade sensed hesitation in Ithyris’s aura, as if She were holding Herself back. Panting, Kade tilted her head back to look into the marble statue’s face.


  “Please,” she said, though she wasn’t even sure what she was pleading for. She didn’t know what Ithyris had been pressing them both toward, but she might just burn to ash in the Goddess’s hands if She chose not to see it through now.


  “Julias ailo, Makluran?” The statue’s lips did not move, but Her musical voice held the faintest hint of uncertainty. Are you with me, Beloved?


  “Yes,” Kade replied breathlessly.


  The light contracted. Kade cried out as the gleaming patterns penetrated her skin sharply, though they drew no blood. She was aware of a foreign presence accessing places even deeper, places no physical sensation could reach. Just like that, Ithyris was no longer merely surrounding her. The Goddess had entered her, pulsing through her in elegant, undulating spirals, merging even the most fragmented pieces of Kade’s spirit into one single, harmonious rhythm.


  If it hurt, though, Kade did not remember the pain. The next moment, the light expanded and erased even the memory of any other sensation. It swelled against her bones, surged outward against her skin. Every other thought and emotion was pressed back with sweet, commanding urgency, as if the light was making room for itself inside her. Kade surrendered to Ithyris’s will without a second thought. The Goddess filled her until pressure built to a dizzying crescendo. Kade’s skin began to glow faintly with the effort it took to contain Her.


  At last, it burst. Dazzling blue light exploded in every direction. For a moment, Kade blazed in the sanctuary like a miniature sun, and somewhere in the back of her mind she heard the astonished shrieks of the onlookers. She, however, had no voice to cry out with. Euphoria swept over her in an all-consuming wave, holding time captive for what felt like a small eternity.


  Finally, the power that held her suspended began to recede. Ithyris was withdrawing now, having saturated every part of Kade until she’d overflowed. Kade knew she was not capable of holding any more, but spasms continued to shudder through her as the Goddess released her as gently and patiently as She’d begun.


  Exhausted, Kade collapsed against the velvet chaise. She had barely the presence of mind to register that all the markings that had been so carefully painted on her body were gone. Awed silence filled the sanctuary.


  Soft blue wool descended over her flushed skin, and Talara murmured quietly in her ear, asking if she could stand. Kade nodded, and though her bones felt like water, she managed to get to her feet with Talara’s help. She leaned on Talara heavily as they came around the curtain, into view of the assembled women.


  No one seemed to know what to do at first. Then Qiturah touched her fingertips to her forehead and bowed deeply. “All hail the Handmaiden,” she proclaimed loudly.


  Every other priestess in the room followed suit. “Hail, hail!” a chorus of voices echoed. Even Talara, who could not bow and keep Kade upright at the same time, still inclined her head as deeply as she could.


  Kade shook uncontrollably. They all knew. They’d been standing right there the entire time that the Goddess had touched her, entered her, moved inside her. They had witnessed it themselves. Surely they had to recognize that what Ithyris had just done with Kade was as close to mortal love as it could be.


  Kade had expected to be the Goddess’s warrior, her Handmaiden, her devoted servant. She had not expected to become Her…Her lover.


  The priestesses would wrap it in far more sacrosanct language, of course. They would call it consecration, blessing, divine favor, a noble sacrifice of the feminine birthright to husband and children. But every woman here had witnessed the simple truth of it. Would they now be able to see the truth about her, too? Would they realize that for Kade, this had not been a sacrifice, but rather a manifestation of her most carefully guarded desires?


  Is that why You chose me? Kade went numb at the thought. She could still feel the remnants of the Goddess’s light pulsing gently within her, flowing through newly forged, silvery veins that tangled throughout her being like spider webs. Though Ithyris had withdrawn now, she still felt the current of Her presence under her skin. Those delicate, cool threads vibrated with Her spirit more powerfully than Kade had ever been able to access it before, even in her longest and deepest meditations. Love, they sang to her. Joy. Contentment. Passion.


  Possession.


  Sweet Ithyris, is that why?


  Kade’s ears rang, her cheeks flamed, and her vision grew dark and starry. Just before she lost consciousness, her rebellious conscience taunted her with one last, blasphemous memory of Erinda’s dimpled smile.


  Chapter Six


  


  The shortest route to Agar from the palace was still a journey of nearly a quarter moon, even for a fast horse and rider. For two battalions of soldiers laden with weapons and supplies, it would take almost a moon to get to the Monderan capital. Thankfully, the blistering heat of summer had not yet arrived in force, nor were the heavy rains of spring still deluging the roads, and though their progress was slow, it was not unpleasant.


  Erinda was surprised to discover how much she genuinely enjoyed traveling with the soldiers. She liked everything about it; the long days spent in the fresh air and sunlight, the crisp nights spent under the stars, the simple, hearty food rations, and of course, the hundred or so beautiful, powerful war-horses that carried both soldiers and supplies with seemingly tireless strength. She had quickly made friends with Marlus, the lieutenant in charge of the horses’ care, and he seemed all too happy to have an eager and knowledgeable assistant to share his work with. Erinda was allowed to help brush and feed the animals every night, inspecting for burrs in their coats and stones in their hooves that might prove troublesome the next day of their journey.


  Today she had even been permitted to ride Oriel, one of the smaller bay mares who had strained her shoulder a few days earlier. Though she could not carry any of the men until her muscles had fully healed, she could manage Erinda’s lighter weight without difficulty, and from her higher vantage point atop the mare, Erinda could keep a better eye on the other horses as well.


  After scolding one young corporal who had failed to properly tighten the harness of the dappled gelding pulling his supply wagon, she looked up to see Talon riding a few paces ahead of her. Erinda sighed. Talon had not spoken more than two words to her since they’d set out from Ardrenn, no matter how hard Erinda tried to draw her into conversation. Talon seemed to resent her presence on their expedition, and Erinda wasn’t certain why. She wasn’t the type to let things fester for long, however, and so she urged Oriel into a canter until she’d brought them up next to Talon’s big black mare.


  “Are you angry with me?” she demanded. Talon didn’t meet her eyes, but her lips tightened into a hard line. “Look, this is going to be a very long trip if you’re not speaking to me.”


  “You shouldn’t be here,” came the clipped reply.


  “I have just as much business here as you do, Captain.” A trace of sarcasm edged her tone.


  Talon flicked her reins. “You think I don’t know why you’re coming along? I don’t need a nursemaid, no matter what Shasta might think. I’m perfectly capable of handling myself.”


  Erinda snorted. “For your information, Talon, I’m not here for you. I’m here for the Queen, whose heart you’re trampling all over with this foolishness.”


  Pain eclipsed the androgynous features. “You think this is easy for me? I’m—” Talon broke off and closed her eyes. Erinda recognized the anguish that had usurped her composure, and sympathy twisted in her gut. In moments, though, Talon had regained control. “Shasta’s not the only one who’s hurting. But one of us has to leave, and I’m the only one who can.”


  “And just why, exactly, does either of you have to do any leaving? They’re your family, Talon—the Queen and Princess Brita. You’re running away from your family. It doesn’t make any sense.”


  “Shasta and Brita will always have my heart. Always.” Her hand went to her throat, and Erinda caught the glimmer of gold chain that disappeared into the collar of her uniform. That would be Shasta’s precious blue feather necklace, Erinda was certain. Talon had worn it the last time she’d taken off like this, and it had become something of a symbol between the two of them. Of course Shasta would have given it to her again before she’d left.


  “But no matter how much I care for them, I’m nothing but a stumbling block for them both. So long as I’m around, Shasta refuses to face her most difficult decisions. She won’t even consider options that might not only affect her security and safety, and Brita’s, but also determine the fate of the entire kingdom. Every day that I’m part of their lives, I put them both in danger.” Talon gave her a hard look. “Go home, Erinda. I know you think you’re helping Shasta by being here. But so long as you provide her with a connection to me, she won’t ever let me go long enough to do what needs to be done.”


  “That is just the most…” Erinda shook her head. Ridiculous didn’t even begin to cover it, but Talon was always so impeccably pragmatic that it was hard to find the words to argue with her. “Talon, maybe you’re strong enough to set your emotions aside like that, but most of the rest of us aren’t.”


  “That’s why I’m the one who has to do this. I have to be strong for both of us, because she can’t.”


  “You really think just because you can survive without her, she’ll be able to go on without you?”


  “She will,” Talon said with a wistful smile. “She doesn’t need me as much as she thinks she does.”


  “Goddess, you are so dense!” Erinda snapped. “You think once you’re gone her feelings for you will fade away? That this will magically change her into a person you think she’d be happier being? Well, I’ve got news for you, love doesn’t work that way.” She knew even as she erupted that she was taking the whole conversation too personally, but she couldn’t help the resentment that boiled over into every word. “Let me tell you what this is going to do. Shasta’s going to spend every minute you’re gone with a horrible, screaming void in her soul.”


  Talon appeared startled by Erinda’s sudden vehemence, and her black eyes widened. “Erinda—”


  “And it will never heal, Talon. Never, no matter how long you stay away.” She struck her horse’s flanks with her heels and veered off, back toward the rest of the marchers, taking deep breaths to calm herself.


  Her friends were free to live their own lives, of course. But Shasta and Talon had a real opportunity for a life together, which was something Erinda would never have with the woman she loved. She would be damned if she was going to stand by silently while Talon threw that away in one of her fits of self-deprecation. Still, she had joined this venture with the express purpose of leaving all these dangerous personal feelings behind, and she couldn’t afford to let them follow her out here as well. She needed to get herself under control before she could help her friends.


  “Erinda.”


  She turned at the unexpected sound of another female voice, and blinked with surprise as she recognized the veiled priestess riding bareback alongside her.


  “Lyris!”


  Talon’s younger sister, Lyris, had joined the temple a little over a winter ago. Erinda knew Lyris was serving in the palace temple, but had not heard that she would accompany the battalions to Mondera. Remembering Lyris’s station, she bowed her head respectfully. “I’m sorry, Your Grace, I just wasn’t expecting to see you here.”


  “I wouldn’t miss this for the world,” Lyris replied with enthusiasm.


  “Miss what, exactly?”


  “There’s a rumor. Well, most still believe it’s a rumor, but I’m certain it’s true. The Goddess has called a new shaa’din.”


  “A new what?”


  The question seemed to give Lyris pause, and Erinda assumed this was something that she, as a Goddess-loving Ithyrian, ought to know. But Lyris elaborated politely. “A holy warrior. A Handmaiden. There hasn’t been one since the Twelve, and now Ithyris has called a new shaa’din to Her service.”


  “Why?”


  “That’s what we all want to know.” Lyris’s eyes twinkled above her veils.


  “And this shaa…this Handmaiden, she’s in Mondera?”


  “Not yet. At least, I don’t think so. But she will be, and I must meet her there.”


  Erinda didn’t bother to ask how she could be so certain. Priestesses often heard or sensed things from the Goddess that most others could not. Kade had always described the experience so rapturously. She had said that feeling the Goddess’s presence in her mind was like being allowed a peek into eternity.


  Erinda sternly shoved the thought down where it had come from. She was here to stop thinking about Kade. And it was working, mostly. At least, she hadn’t had any of the crushing nightmares or panic attacks since they’d left the palace, and she was resolved to keep it that way.


  “Talon says you’re here to spy on her,” Lyris said after a moment of silence.


  “I’m here to keep the Queen from suffering,” Erinda answered stiffly.


  “I thought as much. I’m glad.” The smile in Lyris’s voice was genuine. “I do not believe Talon is making this journey for the right reasons.”


  Erinda had fully expected Lyris to take Talon’s side and try to convince her to return to the palace, and this encouraging response caused her to return the smile, just a little. It very nearly disappeared at Lyris’s next words, however.


  “But nonetheless, I am certain that it’s very important she go. Whatever’s coming, she has a critical part in it.”


  “I suppose the Goddess told you that?” Erinda asked with more than a little irritation.


  “Well, not directly, but…”


  “And as we all know, whatever the Goddess wants, She gets.”


  Lyris’s eyebrows rose. “Shouldn’t She?”


  “I don’t know,” Erinda muttered, then scowled. “No, you know what? I don’t think She should. Not when it causes pain to the ones She’s supposed to care so much about.” She didn’t care how heretical her assertion was. She didn’t even care that she was declaring such thoughts so boldly to one of the Goddess’s chosen Daughters. Ithyris seemed coldly determined to tear apart couplings She did not agree with. And Erinda could not care less for Ithyris’s opinion of women who loved other women. If the Goddess truly was as loving and benevolent as She claimed, She would leave Talon and Shasta alone. They’d been through enough already.


  She didn’t realize she’d spoken those last thoughts aloud until Lyris responded gently. “Oh, Erinda, you’re wrong. Ithyris celebrates love. She would never attempt to destroy it.”


  “You only say that because She’s never done it to you.”


  Lyris reached out and laid a hand on Erinda’s shoulder. When she spoke, her voice was full of concern. “Talon said you’ve been going through some kind of distress lately. I can see it too. There’s so much darkness in you, Erinda. I don’t know what’s happened, but when you’re ready to talk about it, please come find me.”


  Erinda shrugged her hand away, and after another long, compassionate gaze, Lyris urged her mount ahead, leaving Erinda alone with her bitterly impious thoughts.


  


  *


  


  Kade’s heart was fluttering so erratically in her throat that she thought she might choke. A hundred sets of expectant eyes watched her patiently, even as she was riveted to the courtyard flagstone, unable to move. She should have been more resolute in her refusal when the Honored Mother had asked her to lead the day’s shaa’ri exercises. At the time, Kade could not see a way to turn the invitation down without hurting Qiturah’s feelings. But now she could not even force her arms up into the opening pose. The pressure of such a large audience held her paralyzed.


  Kade could imagine what they were all thinking. Five days had passed since the ceremony that had made her shaa’din, and though Kade could still feel the Goddess’s power sluicing beneath her skin, she had received no special visions. No miracles had sprung from her fingertips, and she still knew nothing more about why she had been chosen. Many of the guests who had journeyed to Verdred Temple for the ceremony had stayed on afterward, eager to see what would happen now that a Handmaiden was in their midst. Thus far, Kade had nothing to show them, and some were getting restless.


  Qiturah had been gracious and patient, of course, though Kade could tell she was disappointed that she didn’t have more thrilling insights to dispense. The Honored Mother had interviewed her for hours, asking her to describe her experience during the ceremony in the most minute detail, and scribbling page after page of notes. Kade did her best to articulate what had happened, but there were certain parts of what she had been through that she didn’t feel comfortable sharing. They seemed too intimate, and Kade was still reeling herself from their intensity.


  Birds twittered in the courtyard trees, and a breeze ruffled the veils of the assembled women. Kade found herself longing for her own veils back, which might have offered some small protection from the merciless gawking. As it was, self-consciousness flamed her cheeks and the back of her neck. A few women shifted their weight as the awkward silence stretched on. Kade wondered if they would all really stand there for the rest of the day, waiting for her, if she couldn’t summon the courage to move. She closed her eyes, panic threatening to suffocate her every breath.


  Stop looking at me, stop looking at me, stop looking at me…


  She opened one eye, just a tiny bit, but they were all still watching her. She quickly squeezed it shut again. The silvery veins of Ithyris’s power pulsed through her with the headiness of a fine wine. Please, Lady, get me out of this.


  She hadn’t meant to address the silver current directly. Or maybe she had. Somehow, having the Goddess’s spirit coursing through the deepest recesses of her being made it feel like Ithyris was listening to the inside of her soul. Instinct steered her plea toward those gently vibrating threads.


  She felt them surge in response.


  The entire crowd gave a sudden, collective gasp of wonder, and Kade’s eyes snapped open. Everyone was still staring, and Kade looked down to see if there was something wrong with her robes. She didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.


  “Where is she?” she heard one priestess call out.


  “What’s happened?” cried another.


  Frenzied exclamations broke out across the assembly, and Qiturah came hurrying to the front of the crowd. Kade stepped aside to give her room, but the Honored Mother didn’t look at her.


  “She’s disappeared, Your Honor!”


  “How can it be?”


  “Has Ithyris taken her?”


  Finally, the women quieted enough that Qiturah could address them. She appeared just as astonished as the rest. “Peace, Daughters of Ithyris. Peace. I do not know what has just happened any more than you do, but I am sure the Goddess will reveal Her hand in it in good time.”


  “But the Handmaiden is gone!”


  Again, Kade looked down at herself, but everything seemed normal. She held a hand up in front of her eyes and waved it, and though she watched her fingers pass before her face not a single person turned to observe the movement. Confused, Kade waved again more emphatically. She wasn’t sure whether to be alarmed or delighted that no one noticed.


  “They cannot see you, Beloved.”


  Kade looked around for the source of the musical voice, but there was no one there.


  “You wished they would stop looking, did you not?”


  The tangled current under her skin throbbed with amusement, and Kade was amazed to realize that the sound she was hearing, as clearly as if someone was speaking right over her shoulder, was coming from within her. She backed away from the crowd of women, who had joined Qiturah in a hymn of awed praise, and slid around a supporting column of the walkway that ringed the courtyard. Even if no one could see her, she felt better hiding behind something solid.


  “You did this, Lady?”


  “You did it, Beloved, with my spirit in you. You called on me and I have answered.”


  “I’m invisible?” Kade felt silly to be talking to the empty air, but the awkwardness was far overshadowed by her awe at sharing a conversation with the Goddess, who so rarely spoke to any of her Daughters.


  “Not exactly. You have willed them not to see you, and so they cannot.”


  “But how is that possible? And why now? You haven’t come to me since—” To her consternation, Kade found herself blushing for what felt like the millionth time in the past few days. She certainly enjoyed this new awareness of the Goddess’s spirit flowing inside her, but the sensation was somewhat vacant, as if it were merely the residue of Her occupancy of Kade’s body. No matter how she had prayed and meditated over the past few days, Kade hadn’t been able to regain that deeper, more satisfying connection. She had even wondered if she was being greedy. Before the ceremony, she had never even known it was possible to experience Her so powerfully. But now Kade couldn’t quell the craving that emanated from the core of her soul. She wanted to feel Ithyris saturating her again, filling her with Her light. Even now, the sound of Her voice fanned that longing into nearly unbearable need. And Kade had to know, she was desperate to confirm that her suspicion was unfounded. That Ithyris had not chosen her just because she was…


  She felt herself pressing the question, hard, into Ithyris’s rippling current. She could not even bring herself to finish the visceral thought in its entirety.


  The Goddess spoke again. “You have many questions, I know, and soon you will have the answers you seek. But right now, there is no time. You must go to Agar.” Her voice was fading, as if She were receding already.


  “Agar? In Mondera?”


  “Yes.” The reply was faint, and Kade strained to hear it. “Go to Agar, Beloved. I will come to you there.”


  The shimmering threads settled back into a soft hum as Ithyris withdrew. Kade was left panting for breath, already missing Her presence and ashamed of how selfishly she had tried to force the information that she wanted from Her. No wonder the Goddess had withdrawn so quickly. Kade would not allow herself disappointment; after all, she didn’t deserve to hear Her voice at all. Cautiously, she peeked around the column again.


  Qiturah was leading the priestesses in the morning shaa’ri practice, having evidently decided the Handmaiden was not going to return. Kade did not mind, as she had not wanted the role to begin with. For a few minutes, she watched the slow, graceful movements as the women swept their arms and shifted their weight from one fluid pose to the next. Shaa’ri looked like a form of dance, but in fact was an elegant martial art. The priestesses who had participated in the Battle of the Ranes said that shaa’ri channeled Ithyris’s power like a weapon on the battlefield. Kade had a hard time picturing what that must have looked like.


  The silver veins inside her swelled, a gentle reminder that she had a directive to fulfill. As quietly as she could, Kade entered the temple hall and headed toward her room. She shrank back against the wall and held her breath when a group of young Pledged came chattering toward her, but they passed without a single glance in her direction and she sighed with relief. She wasn’t sure how long this odd phenomenon would last, but she was pleased. Would she now be able to conceal herself like this from anybody she wanted to? Perhaps being shaa’din wouldn’t be so bad after all.


  When Kade reached her small chamber, she ducked between the strands of beads that curtained the entrance. Agar. The Goddess wanted her to travel to the Monderan capital city. At least that was something. Maybe not the answers she wanted, but it was a place to start. Most importantly, Ithyris had promised to come to Kade in Agar. That alone was ample motivation to make the journey, as Kade would gladly travel to the farthest corner of the world to be close to Her again.


  Kade pulled a satchel from beneath her cot. It was already loaded with most of her belongings, few though they were. The Honored Mother had asked her to pack in preparation to move to a new chamber of the temple, next to Qiturah’s study. It was the room where the Ithyrian Princess had stayed last summer, and was much larger, with its own hearth, a huge bed, and an adjacent sitting room to host visitors. Kade had been prolonging the move as long as possible, reluctant to exchange her familiar quarters for such unnecessarily extravagant accommodations.


  Now, however, she would not have to. She could slip away in secret, and no one would know until she was already gone. Everyone would probably continue to assume Ithyris had whisked her away, which was not that far from the truth, anyway.


  She stripped the blanket from her cot and rolled it into a small bundle, tying it to the base of the satchel. On her way to the kitchens, she spied the little Pledged, Myka, coming down the hall with her arms full of clean linens. Kade stepped back against the wall and waited for her to pass.


  When Myka spoke to her, she nearly jumped out of her skin. “Are you going somewhere?” She was eyeing the satchel slung over Kade’s shoulder.


  Startled, Kade drew back farther. “You can see me?”


  Myka giggled. “Of course I can see you.”


  The effect must have worn off already. Kade closed her eyes and tried to remember how she had made it work the first time. Stop looking at me, stop looking at me…She prodded the resonating veins of spirit under her skin. Please, Divine Lady, hide me again. This time, however, no rush came. The current hummed on, deaf to her pleas.


  Myka tilted her head. “What are you doing?”


  “Nothing,” Kade mumbled, pushing away from the wall and continuing down the corridor. So much for enjoying her new shaa’din abilities. She had no idea how to control them—if she even could. Perhaps the current would only respond at Ithyris’s will, and Kade had offended Her with her arrogant press for answers. Perhaps the Goddess was no longer listening, had drifted too far away to hear. The thought made her heart ache with loneliness that was as disturbing as it was painful. She could hear the sound of Myka’s slippers as she tagged behind.


  “Don’t follow me,” Kade snapped over her shoulder. The footsteps stopped, but just for a second. Then Myka skittered after her again.


  “Where are you going?”


  “It doesn’t concern you.”


  “Can I come?”


  Kade grunted. “No.” She entered the kitchens, which were empty during shaa’ri practice, and set her satchel down on the table. For the briefest moment, she was reminded of the last time she’d been alone in this room.


  Erinda had appeared to help her wash dishes. She was so beautiful, so haunted, the somber ghost of a girl Kade had once loved more than her own life. Kade had wanted nothing more than to take that pain from her, absorb it into herself, and give back the smile she had stolen from those perfect lips. Then Erinda had kissed her, with lust that incinerated Kade’s insides and tears that slit her conscience like razors…


  A shiver ran down her spine.


  She turned to see that Myka was busily stuffing a knapsack with food, the pile of linens she had been carrying left forgotten on the floor.


  “You’re not coming,” Kade repeated.


  “At least let me help.” Myka wrapped a hunk of cheese in cloth and tucked it down with the other items. “I know how to pack for a journey. I used to go off with my father all the time.” She threw open a cupboard and grabbed a packet of dried beef, then added a bag of seeds and a loaf of round bread. “You’ll need a waterskin—there’s one in that cabinet over there.”


  Kade retrieved it automatically, though it occurred to her as she was handing it over that Myka was a Pledged whom Kade well outranked. She was shaa’din; wasn’t she supposed to be the one giving the orders? But following direction came as naturally to her as breathing, and it would be a difficult habit to break. She would have to be more conscious of herself.


  Myka brought over a pitcher and filled the skin. “Do you have a flint, for making fire?” Kade shook her head. “How about a knife?” Again, Kade shook her head.


  Myka stuffed a cork in the mouth of the skin. “Well, you’ll need both. And this water will probably only last a couple of days before you’ll need more. How far are you going?”


  “I don’t know. I’ve never been there before.”


  Myka gave her an exasperated look. “Been where?”


  Though she didn’t particularly want to divulge her destination, Kade had to admit she needed the help. With a sigh she responded, “Agar.”


  “Agar?” Myka repeated with wide eyes. At Kade’s uncomfortable nod, she frowned. “Then I’m definitely coming with you.”


  “No, you’re not. I have to do this alone.”


  “You won’t even make it half way,” Myka said firmly. “Agar’s a good hundred and fifty leagues from here. That’s a half-moon’s journey, and unless you’re strong enough to carry a very large pack, you’re going to need to find food and water on the way. Do you have any money?”


  She didn’t. She supposed the Honored Mother would give her some if she asked, especially since she was acting at the Goddess’s command. But Kade had relished the idea of sneaking away. If she revealed her plans to leave, it was likely that someone would want to make a ceremonial event out of it, which would only slow her down. Besides, in the past moon she’d had her fill of uninvited attention.


  “Well, I’m sure that any of the temples along the way would be more than pleased to welcome a shaa’din—”


  “No,” Kade interrupted. Prancing into temples across the kingdom to be fawned over night after night was not what she wanted. She wanted to get to Agar as quickly as possible. She wanted—needed—to be with Ithyris again. She snatched the knapsack of food from the table and slung it over her shoulder with the satchel. “I’ll be fine. Thank you for your help.”


  She left the kitchens and hurried down the hall. Shaa’ri would be ending soon, and now that her bout of invisibility had worn off, it was all the more important that she make her escape before anyone else saw her. She wouldn’t worry about the technicalities of the journey. Sleep, shelter, food—they were trivial. What mattered was being where Ithyris was. The Goddess wanted her in Agar, and Kade didn’t care if she slept a wink or ate a bite on the way there. She just wanted to get there, and be filled with Her again, and finally get resolution to the questions tormenting her every waking thought.


  Kade reached the temple stables, stuffed her satchel and knapsack into a set of travel bags, and threw them over the back of the horse in the nearest stall. It nickered and eyed her with reproach, but she grabbed its lead rope anyway. Just as she was placing a stool by its side so she could climb onto its back, Myka appeared at the stable doors.


  “You can’t take that one. He’s far too old. He’ll be dead by the second day.” Without waiting for a response, she tugged Kade’s bags from the horse’s rump and carried them past several stalls, tossing them over the flanks of a cream-colored mare. “This one will get you to Agar without any trouble.”


  She had another set of bags draped over her shoulder, which she settled over the back of the horse in the next stall. In seconds, she had fastened the straps of the travel bags securely beneath both horses’ bellies, covered their backs with riding blankets, and led them from their stalls. She looked at Kade, who was still standing on the stool in a daze. How did this girl manage to keep ordering her around? She was just a kid.


  “Well?” Myka demanded impatiently. “I thought you were in a hurry.” She flipped over a crate with one foot, stepped on it, and mounted the second horse. Her white robes gathered up to her knees, revealing leather riding boots beneath. She held the mare’s reins out to Kade. “Let’s go.”


  Kade shook her head. “I told you, you’re not coming.”


  A sly look entered her eyes. “Either I leave with you, or I go get the Honored Mother right now and tell her what you’re up to. Your choice.”


  Huffing, Kade dragged the stool over to the mare and used it to climb onto the horse’s back. “Why do you care so much?”


  Myka grinned. “The first Handmaiden in a thousand winters is about to make Ithyrian history. No way I’m missing out on the chance to be a part of it.” Then, for the first time, she gestured that Kade should take the lead. “After you, Your Grace.”


  Muttering under her breath, Kade urged the mare forward. Their pace quickly sped from a trot into a full gallop, and little by little, Verdred Temple disappeared behind their horses’ pounding hooves.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Dearest Erinda,


  I was overjoyed to receive your letter. I cannot tell you what a relief it is to know that you and Talon are well. How grateful I am that you are there with him! I shall never be able to thank you enough for your bravery and kindness.


  Yes, the girls of your staff are managing beautifully in your absence. Panna has been the model of good behavior, and I can assure you the Princess and I are in fine hands.


  Talon will probably be pleased to know that the provincial viceroys have redoubled their efforts to get me to entertain potential suitors. I have been invited to luncheons and conferences and balls, all with the covert intent of introducing me to one young nobleman or another. Just this afternoon, I was asked to tea with Lady Caldis, the wife of the viceroy of Aster, and naturally, she had neglected to mention that her bachelor nephew would also be in attendance.


  Of course, I had neglected to mention when I accepted her invitation that Princess Brita would accompany me to tea. Poor Lady Caldis—I’m afraid Her Highness was rather fussy most of the afternoon, and made quite a mess of the young man’s tunic when he asked to hold her. We had to excuse ourselves so that the Princess could be put down for her nap. I do not believe the good lady’s nephew will be seeking out my attentions any time in the near future.


  I miss Talon dreadfully, as I’m sure you can imagine. The mornings are the worst. It is difficult to fall asleep, but then for a few hours I dream, and forget. That first moment upon waking, when I remember that I’m alone, it feels like a great weight has just fallen from the ceiling to crush me all over again. Somehow, I make it through the days, but my heart is not fully here. I am in Mondera with the rest of you, and I pray to Ithyris daily for your swift return.


  Please write again soon, as your letters are the salvation of my senses. I have enclosed a separate letter for Talon—will you see that he gets it?


  Travel safely, my dear friend.


  


  Shasta


  


  Erinda folded the Queen’s letter with a faint smile. She could well imagine Lady Caldis’s disappointment when Shasta had arrived in her parlor with the baby Princess on her hip as a buffer against hopeful suitors. That was sure to be a topic of palace gossip for the next moon. She was also amused by Shasta’s careful references to Talon’s presumed gender, probably in the case that her letters to Erinda were intercepted by anyone else. Shasta was always so protective of Talon’s secret, though she’d confessed to Erinda more than once that she wouldn’t be opposed if Talon wanted to reveal the truth to the world. But it was Talon’s secret to share, she insisted, and she would guard it fiercely for as long as Talon wished to keep it private.


  The second letter that Shasta had enclosed was written on smaller sheets of parchment, but from the bulk, Erinda could tell it was many pages in length. She tucked her own letter into her bodice and looked around for Talon. It was difficult to spot her today, since Oriel had resumed her regular duties and Erinda was now on foot among the marchers. After several minutes of dropping back and then hurrying forward within the crowd, she finally caught sight of Talon’s big black mare. She jostled her way through the trudging men until she caught up with her.


  She tugged at Talon’s boot cuff to get her attention and handed the letter up. “For you, from Her Majesty.”


  Talon gazed at the red wax seal, imprinted with the royal signet, with an inscrutable expression. Then she slid the letter wordlessly beneath her jacket.


  Erinda scowled up at her. “You’re not even going to read it?”


  Talon kept her eyes focused ahead without answering.


  “Will you at least send her a reply?”


  “Something tells me you’re going to, whether I do or not.” Her deep voice held reproach.


  Erinda stopped walking, letting Talon move ahead. “You’re damned right I will!” she called after her angrily. She still couldn’t understand how Talon could let the Queen suffer so much, when she knew perfectly well how deep Talon’s love for her was. How hard was it to send a letter? “Stupid, stubborn woman,” she muttered, and shivered as she drew her shawl closer around her shoulders.


  Shortly after their battalions had crossed into Mondera, the sunny grasslands of Aster had given way to Mondera’s thick, mountainous forests. Though it was late spring, the weather had grown progressively chilly the farther north they went, the canopy of trees overhead blocking much of the sun’s rays as they competed for the nourishing sunlight. It was moist and cool here, and the air was scented with earth and decaying leaves. Here and there, Erinda could even see patches of snow remaining at the base of the trees, where the warmth of the season had yet to melt them away.


  The men were marching in battle armor now, which meant their pace had slowed a bit. The moment they had set foot in Mondera, Talon and the captain of the Aster provincial guard ordered the soldiers to don their battle gear, which included a shirt of mail under their uniforms, molded shoulder, elbow, and knee guards, and breastplates laced to the front of their jackets. They were less adamant about the helmets and gloves that completed the ensemble, since those weren’t practical for marching, but even without them, each man was carrying a good deal of extra weight now. Erinda imagined they were probably grateful for the cooler temperatures, though personally she preferred the sunshine.


  The more distance they put between themselves and the palace, the better Erinda felt. This was a whole different world. Here there were no mops or dusting cloths, no laundry to fetch or bathing tubs to fill or furniture to polish. Here there was only the dirt road beneath their feet, the dense forest that hugged their path, the soft twitter of birds, and rustle of tiny creatures in the brush. She was surrounded by beautiful horses to groom and soldiers to flirt with as carelessly as she liked. Few things bolstered her self-confidence and lightened her mood like winning the attention of a few hundred men all at once. Men, in general, held little interest for her, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t nice to be so unabashedly admired. In this place, Erinda was at last beginning to feel like herself again.


  She even liked being the only woman on this venture—well, aside from Talon, who didn’t count because no one else knew she was female, and Lyris, who didn’t count because she was a priestess and as celibate as they came—because it meant that while she might amuse herself in teasing the men all she wanted, she felt no inclination to seek out any serious entanglements. She had been wrong before. The last thing she needed was another lover. No, what she really needed was to rebuild her saucy, cheerful self entirely independent of anyone else. That was the only way she would be able to hold on to who she was, regardless of what relationships might drift in and out of her life. If she could just learn to be happy alone, she might find she did not need companionship as badly as she had always thought.


  Erinda was startled out of her introspection when she very nearly ran into the young corporal marching in front of her. Their traveling party had stopped dead in its tracks in the middle of the forest.


  “What’s happening?” she asked the corporal, who had gallantly prevented her from tripping by clasping her arm. She rewarded him with a coquettish smile and flurry of eyelashes.


  He shook his head, color rising in his cheeks. “Don’t know, miss.”


  Erinda worked her way through the soldiers to the head of the group. There she found Talon in hushed conversation with the captain of the Aster battalion. Lyris caught her questioning look and dismounted, moving to her side.


  “There’s a village up ahead. The scouts are reporting it’s being held by a faction of the barbarian army.”


  Erinda’s heart lurched a little. She’d almost forgotten that they weren’t making this trek across the kingdom just to enjoy the beauty of nature. These men were here to fight. “What’s Talon going to do?”


  “She’s trying to work that out with Captain Farsh now. She thinks they should sound an attack, try to drive the barbarians out. Farsh says they’re under orders from the Queen to join up with the Monderan provincial guard in Agar, and they shouldn’t deviate from Her Majesty’s directive.”


  “The Queen would want them to rescue those villagers,” Erinda said.


  “That’s what Talon’s trying to convince him of.”


  The captains debated for several minutes, but their argument was decided for them when screams echoed through the trees, presumably from the direction of the captive village. Talon and Farsh exchanged grim nods, and Talon whipped around to her lieutenants.


  “Nolan, lead your unit east. Previst, Byler, take your men and flank them from the north. You’re with me, Lieutenant May.”


  Farsh was barking similar orders to his men. A scuffle ensued as the soldiers rushed to don their helmets and gloves.


  “Help me up?” Lyris asked, and Erinda made a stirrup with her hands so that Lyris could remount her horse. Talon turned and frowned.


  “You two stay in the trees. Find a spot to hide, and I’ll come for you when the battle’s over.”


  “I most certainly will not,” Lyris said. “Have you forgotten, big brother, who turned the tides at the Battle of the Ranes?” She wiggled her fingers to illustrate her point, and Erinda grinned. She had only seen Lyris’s powers from a distance, but the ocean of blue fire dissolving their enemies by the hundreds was something she would never forget.


  Talon glared, but apparently could not think of further argument, so she turned and urged her horse forward. Erinda stepped to the side of the road as the soldiers bustled past, and she followed behind to watch as they began to form ranks at the edge of the forest. She wondered if the barbarians were really so self-confident as to neglect to post sentries around their conquered outpost. Did they not fear reprisal from the provincial guard?


  It took several long minutes for the units to move into position, and all the while the wailing from the village grew louder and more frantic. Smoke began to drift through the trees, stinging Erinda’s nostrils. Just as Erinda was seriously contemplating charging the village herself, army or no army, to help those poor people, a shrill horn blasted through the air. The soldiers surged forward out of the trees.


  The yelling escalated into a roar of metal on metal, horses shrieking and men yelling. Erinda knew she ought to obey Talon’s instructions and find some place to hide, in case the barbarians chose to search the forest for stragglers. Halfheartedly, she looked around for a viable hiding spot, but curiosity got the better of her. She had promised Shasta a full report on Talon’s well-being, and so she owed it to her to get a better look at what was going on. At least, that was what she told herself as she snuck through the dense underbrush and peeked out at the village, which lay not more than thirty paces from the edge of the trees.


  As soon as she caught sight of the battle in progress, she rather wished she had listened to Talon and stayed back. Blood stained the trampled earth in grisly puddles. The huge, hairy monsters in leather and skins that she remembered from that terrible night at the palace were everywhere, wielding massive clubs and bloodied battle-axes, and they were striking down the Ithyrian guard as easily as if they were squashing pesky insects.


  She watched one of the barbarians take a deadly sword swipe to the abdomen. He doubled over with a grunt, but a moment later had straightened and beheaded his attacker. He turned to his next victim and struck again, with no apparent thought to his injury. Erinda could see blood pouring from his stomach, drenching the belt of furs around his waist. Yet he fought on without seeming to notice.


  And it was like that with all of them, Erinda realized as she crept along the forest border. She was hoping the battle might appear more promising from a different angle, but no matter how far she went, it all looked the same. The Ithyrian guard delivered killing blows that went largely ignored. The barbarians were fighting with mortal wounds—she even saw one with a sword planted through his back, sprouting grotesquely from his chest, and he was still swinging away with his spiked club as if it was of no consequence.


  She stopped when she reached a large boulder jutting out from the trees and crouched close to its base. From here she had a direct line of sight into the village square, and she clapped a hand over her mouth and gagged.


  Five or six pyres burned lazily in the middle of the square, and each had a stake at its center to which was affixed a charred corpse. An array of bodies littered the ground between them, most dressed in homespun linens stained with blood. Some of the bodies were so tiny…Erinda couldn’t bear to think of it.


  Something was wrong. Where was Lyris’s pretty blue fire? The Goddess’s brilliant flames should have made quick work of this battle. Had the priestess been killed? Talon would die before she’d allow Lyris to come to harm. Frantically, Erinda scanned the village, looking for her friends, but neither Talon nor Lyris was visible in the fray. This was bad. Erinda wondered what she would do if their battalions lost. What if they were all slaughtered out there, and she was left hiding in the forest alone? Would she be able to make it back to the palace on her own? And how, oh how would she ever be able to tell the Queen?


  Erinda watched a few of the villagers diving for the doors of their huts. Most were probably hiding inside. Those who ran were struck down just like the attacking guard.


  One woman in particular caught Erinda’s attention. She was nearly prostrate at the base of one of the pyres, and despite the two sobbing children tugging earnestly at her skirts, she would not leave. She rocked back and forth on her knees, reaching for the scorched figure through the flames. Probably her husband, Erinda concluded. She could appreciate the poor woman’s grief, but the children…they would be killed out there in the open, and their mother was doing nothing to protect them.


  And then Erinda saw her. She came striding through the fires like a malevolent demon from a fairy tale, and for a moment Erinda thought her hair was a part of the flames; then she realized it was just a brilliant shade of red-orange that blended into the inferno around her. Bits of feathers and fur fluttered through that blazing hair, which was matted into dense cords. She wore heavy iron armor over her leathers. Her face and hands were spattered with blood. An enormous battle-axe was gripped in one hand, and a serrated short sword in the other.


  She was also visibly pregnant.


  Before Erinda had time to fully process this strange apparition, the barbarian woman had locked eyes on the distraught widow and children beneath the burning pyre.


  Erinda did not think. She sprang from her hiding place and sprinted for the village. She got lucky, because at nearly the same moment, a large gray war-horse came trotting toward the trees, saddle vacant, its rider likely thrown or killed. Erinda seized its bridle in one hand, the pommel of its saddle in the other, and launched herself onto its back. With reins in hand, she veered it back toward the village.


  She might not be a soldier, but she knew how to ride. She gave a sharp whistle to divert the barbarian woman’s attention, then leaned low over the horse’s neck, barreling straight for her.


  The woman didn’t flinch. She just stood there, amusement playing on her face as Erinda charged. To Erinda’s utter astonishment, she also dropped both her weapons. When Erinda was nearly on top of her, the woman put up a hand.


  The horse should have trampled her. Instead, the moment the barbarian woman’s fingers connected with the horse’s nose, it was like they had run directly into an unseen wall. Erinda was catapulted into the air as the war-horse collapsed beneath her.


  This was not the first time she had been thrown while riding, and her body automatically tucked and twisted to brace for the impact. She exhaled sharply and hit the ground with her shoulder first, then her hip. Her muscles strained as she fought the instinct to roll with the momentum, because she’d landed a mere handbreadth from the smoldering pyre where the woman and her children cowered.


  Erinda recovered her breath with a wheeze. The big war-horse lay on its side at the barbarian woman’s feet, dead. The woman smirked at her, then bent and picked up her weapons from the ground.


  Erinda scrambled around the pyre and threw herself in front of the weeping children. She threw her arms out and glared at the flame-haired barbarian, who stepped toward them purposefully and raised her axe.


  


  *


  


  “Your Grace! Your Grace, we have to slow down!”


  But Kade could not slow down. The Goddess’s spirit throbbed painfully under her skin, urging her on. For nearly the past hour, the current had grown steadily insistent. She’d found herself nudging her mount into an impatient canter, then a full gallop, in spite of the discomfort of riding bareback. Myka was racing alongside her, shouting in protest. Kade could barely hear her.


  She had no idea why her heart was pounding so hard, why she felt anxiety gripping her insides. She didn’t even know where she was going. She only knew that she had to be there. Now.


  “We’re leagues away from the road!” Myka yelled.


  Myka had been leading the way for the past quarter moon, and as obnoxious as Kade often found her overly chatty companion, Myka had nonetheless proved an excellent travel guide. They had traversed the lush farmland of Verdred and Olsta provinces, and just yesterday, the terrain had sharpened into the rocky hills of southern Mondera, which promised more dramatic mountains to the north.


  As it turned out, Myka was quite a skilled little huntress, and had kept them well fed with the small game she was able to snare. Kade preferred camping at night to avoid unwanted attention, but they had stopped at a few small towns along the way for supplies. Travel was not unusual for priestesses, who regularly embarked on charitable crusades between rural villages. Though Kade was reluctant to announce herself to the temples in the towns they visited, the Daughters there were always willing to share with their migratory sisters. She had brought a set of veils to hide her stubbled scalp, and thankfully, everyone thus far had assumed she was just another priestess on a pilgrimage of mercy across the kingdom. No one seemed to suspect she was the shaa’din they were all babbling so excitedly about, even as she stood under their noses while they filled her waterskin and she accepted their gifts of food.


  They had made very good time. Every day, Kade pressed onward at as fast a pace as the horses would allow, and Myka had assured her when they broke camp that morning that they would likely reach Agar in another day or so. Up until a few hours ago, she had followed Myka’s confident lead without challenge.


  But they were picking their way northeast, following a well-beaten path through the jagged topography, when Kade had felt something tugging her north. The farther they went, the stronger that pull became, until it sat like a sickness in the pit of her stomach.


  Finally, she veered off the path, toward the source of the pull. Myka had followed along, confused, but willing to accept Kade’s word that this was where they needed to go. Or at least, she had been until Kade pushed them both into an all-out run for no apparent reason.


  “You’re going to kill the horses!” Myka shrieked. “They can’t keep running like this!”


  “Look!” Kade cried, pointing to a column of smoke in the distance.


  “What is that?”


  She didn’t know, but felt certain it was where she was supposed to be. She clung to her horse’s neck and tried not to let her teeth rattle as the mare’s hooves pounded the ground, sweat glistening over its cream-colored withers. As they drew closer, she could see a small village nestled at the edge of a vast forest. The sounds of clanging metal and the screams of dying men reached her ears. From this distance, it appeared that a sizeable army of Ithyrian guard were being attacked by a pack of strange, hulking beasts. The scent of smoke and blood hung thick in the air, and from the looks of things, it wasn’t going so well for the soldiers.


  She couldn’t slow down, even as fear shot through her. They hurtled toward the village over the rocky ground, and when they were within a stone’s throw of the nearest huts, one of the enormous creatures turned toward them. It was not an animal at all, she realized, but a man, covered in so much matted hair, fur, bones, and horns that he was scarcely recognizable as human. He bellowed and lunged at them.


  Kade’s horse reared back, pawing the air. She felt herself falling, and landed with a whumph on the blood-soaked ground. The mare dashed for the safety of the forest trees, while the hairy man-beast thundered toward Kade.


  Not knowing what else to do, Kade raised her arms and swept them in an arc. This was the opening pose of shaa’ri practice, but here it had none of the peaceful, meditative focus of their exercises. She felt energy course the length of her arms and explode from her palms. The barbarian’s head snapped back and he stumbled as if something had just struck him in the face. When he straightened his head, his nose was decidedly more crooked than it had been before, and blood streamed from it to soak his beard. Still, he raised his club and resumed his charge.


  Kade quickly brought her hands in front of her chest and stabbed them outward with pointed fingers. Again, the man paused in his attack as a red patch spread across his distended, fur-covered stomach. He grunted with irritation. Kade didn’t have time to marvel at her first real look at shaa’ri in action. He was still running at her. She searched the man’s face for the darkness that her sister priestesses had so enthusiastically described, the darkness they had said transformed shaa’ri into the blistering fury of Ithyris’s celestial fire. But she could see nothing, and he was almost on her.


  Kade did the only other thing she could think of. She closed her eyes and begged the silvery veins of the Goddess’s current for help. She prayed they would heed her this time, because if they didn’t, she was about to become the shortest-lived shaa’din in history. Triumph and relief filled her when she felt the current respond.


  She curled and rolled sideways, out of the path of the barbarian’s descending club. It struck the earth just a handbreadth from where she had lain. The man lifted the club again, but confusion filled his ugly face as his head swung back and forth, his gaze passing right over her without a hitch. Kade held her breath.


  He howled and turned in a full circle, then spat blood on the ground at his feet.


  “I’m coming, Your Grace!”


  Myka was still on horseback, and though the barbarian warrior couldn’t see Kade, it appeared Myka had no such difficulty. She galloped straight for her.


  “Myka, no!” Kade yelled as the hairy man raised his weapon.


  She stretched out an arm and felt the silver current surge once more. Myka’s horse dodged the club, and the barbarian was left scanning the field in consternation as Myka darted past him and reached Kade’s side. She put down a hand and pulled Kade up onto the horse behind her, but before she could kick the horse into motion again, Kade put a hand over her mouth and used her ankles to block Myka’s heels.


  “Shh. Wait.”


  The man was turning in another circle, his eyes passing over them sightlessly. Myka seemed to understand then, because she froze and, like Kade, held her breath. The horse beneath them shifted its weight, and Kade shot it a silent plea. Don’t move. Please don’t move. The horse stilled beneath them as if it were made of stone. All around them the battle raged on, the barbarians felling uniformed soldiers left and right, and after a moment, their attacker hefted his club and turned away, roaring as he reentered the chaos.


  Kade took her hand from Myka’s mouth then.


  “What just happened?” Myka asked, though she kept her voice down.


  “I think I’ve made us invisible.” A strange thing to say, but there was no other explanation. They were right at the edge of the village, but no one else had noticed their presence. Indeed, though huge, furred men thrashed all around them like wild animals, bloodlust in their eyes, not one looked in the direction of Myka and Kade on their little horse.


  Myka’s face lit with delight. “Praise the Goddess! Your first miracle, and I was here to see it!”


  Kade didn’t bother to correct her. Turning oneself invisible to hide from enemies seemed scarcely less cowardly than doing so in order to hide from her own sister priestesses. It didn’t seem at all like a heroic feat.


  Myka’s elation faded as she, too, took a good look around. “Your Grace, we can’t just sit here. We have to help these people.”


  “I don’t know how.”


  Myka gave her an incredulous look. “Isn’t that what shaa’ri is for? And what about the celestial fire everyone’s always talking about? You’re shaa’din. You should have these monsters eating out of your hand by now.”


  “It’s not working,” Kade said in frustration. “Maybe I just don’t know how to use it properly, but it’s not working at all the way they said it would. I don’t know what else to do.”


  Myka’s reply was interrupted by a whistle, and they turned in unison toward the sound.


  Kade’s heart stopped. There, tearing into the village square, was a woman on a big gray horse. She was dressed in coarse split skirts and a brown, laced bodice, and her hair was plaited in two braids. From this distance, she looked so much like—


  The rider flew through the air, over the head of a barbarian female in armor and leathers who appeared to have stopped the horse with a touch of the hand. Kade watched her fall, heart in her throat as the woman hit the ground and very nearly landed in a burning pile of—Goddess, was that a dead body tied to that post?


  Kade flung a leg over the horse’s back and dismounted.


  “Where are you going?” she heard Myka call after her, but she was already running. She saw the fallen rider drag herself across the dirt and thrust two small children behind her as the barbarian approached. There was another woman on the ground too, gazing at their attacker with dull resignation. Kade could actually hear her thinking, Go ahead. We have nothing left to live for. But Kade didn’t get the chance to ponder this strange phenomenon. She was focused on the woman with the braids, who flung out her arms to shield the others.


  A split second before the barbarian woman’s axe fell, Kade crashed into all four of them. Somehow she managed to wrap her arms around both women and both children at once. As she wrenched them all to the side, she reached for that cool silver current tangled in her mind, and she took hold of it with every ounce of determination she possessed. Save us, Lady. Please, save us all.


  The spirit surged in response, so powerful that it took her breath away. For an instant, it felt like something burst from her skin, like she had to be glowing from the inside out with the force of it. Then Kade found herself lying on top of four very startled people as the heavy axe whistled past her ear to embed itself in the dirt beside them.


  One of the children, a little boy, opened his mouth to let out a wail. Kade pressed a finger to her lips and he closed his mouth again, wide-eyed. She twisted over her shoulder to see the red-haired barbarian staring at the spot they had all been just a moment before. Her rounded stomach caught Kade’s attention, and Kade’s eyebrows flew up. She had the strangest feeling, like she was looking into a dark and very dangerous mirror. As if, somehow, the barbarian woman with her blood-spattered, pregnant belly was a distorted reflection of Kade herself. The impression made her cringe.


  Disoriented cries went up all over the village, and the barbarian’s head came up. Her eyes narrowed as she surveyed the battle that had abruptly come to a halt.


  Kade followed her gaze and was amazed as she realized they were not the only ones the barbarian woman couldn’t see. In fact, all of a sudden none of the barbarian forces seemed capable of seeing anyone except one another. She’d asked Ithyris to save them all, but she hadn’t known the Goddess would take her so literally. The uniformed soldiers of the guard, the few remaining villagers, even the war-horses that trotted by without their riders…the marauders appeared blind to all of them. Like Kade’s first attacker, they turned in confounded circles, seeking a glimpse of their mysteriously vanished foes. If she had not been so frightened, she might have even snickered at the bewilderment on their faces.


  A few of the soldiers caught on quickly to this new development, however strange. They took advantage of the situation, hacking and slashing at their enemies from the safety of their invisibility. A few of the monsters fell at last, relieved of their hideously furred heads. But then someone blasted a horn and a cry of “Retreat!” echoed through the village.


  The red-haired woman might not have been able to see the soldiers, but she certainly heard the horn. She looked back at the ground where her intended victims had been and hissed between her teeth. “It’s a trick!” she bellowed and spun on her heel. “They’re still here, all of them! Burn the village, you useless curs! Burn it to the ground!”


  Kade shrank back as the woman seized a flaming log from the pyre and thrust it over their heads, into the straw thatching of the nearby hut. The straw caught quickly, and the barbarian snarled as her comrades began to follow her lead. Kade waited until she had moved a safe distance away, then turned back to the family she had just rescued.


  The little boy squirmed out of Kade’s embrace, tugging his sister with him. Their mother seemed too dazed to move, and Kade worried she might be crushing her. Awkwardly, she shifted her weight, trying to get off the poor woman so she could breathe, and only then did she find herself staring down into a pair of undeniably familiar gray eyes.


  “Sweet Ithyris,” she whispered.


  It hadn’t been her imagination after all.


  Kade had no idea how long she lay there, carelessly draped over Erinda’s panting form. Sparks from the burning hut rained down over their heads, singeing holes in Kade’s robes. Beneath her, Erinda gasped for air, each breath pressing against Kade’s ribs. Adrenaline had set her senses on edge, and every beat of Erinda’s heart hammered against her until it seemed their breath and heartbeats had synchronized into a single frenetic rhythm. Erinda’s eyes held hers with bottomless disbelief, and Kade found herself lost in them.


  This was not possible. Erinda lived at the palace in Ardrenn, leagues away from this tiny woodland village in the depths of Mondera province. She could not be here. Surely she could not be here.


  She was still so beautiful it made Kade’s heart hurt.


  The earth shuddered with pounding hooves. Instinct made Kade press herself over Erinda even harder, as if she could shield her from whatever was coming toward them. She dropped her head into the curve of Erinda’s neck, Erinda’s skin warm against her cheek, and closed her eyes.


  “Your Grace! Come, Your Grace, we must go. Hurry!”


  Numbly, Kade felt herself being dragged to her feet. Myka boosted her back onto the horse, then used an overturned barrel nearby as leverage to spring up behind her. Someone—another priestess—was lifting Erinda from the ground, herding her and the woman and children toward the forest until Kade lost sight of them in the smoke. Fire crackled everywhere, devouring the huts and longhouses on all sides, collapsing the flimsy structures in on themselves.


  Myka struck the horse’s flanks with her heels, and they fled.


  Chapter Eight


  


  They ran for what seemed like hours, scrambling through the underbrush and dodging trees. At some point, someone found the road again, and then the way was easier, but still they ran without stopping. If Erinda had been thinking clearly, she would have appropriated one of the many riderless horses that galloped past, and pulled the widow and her children up behind her. At the very least, she would have picked up the little girl, who was stumbling along as she gripped Erinda’s hand and tried to keep up on short, chubby legs. Lyris hurried ahead of them with the boy clinging to her back, half dragging the children’s mother by the arm.


  But Erinda could only vaguely register the ground slapping against her feet, the sting of the cuts on her shoulder and scrapes on her arms, the little girl’s fingers grasping hers. Everything felt dull around the edges, like none of the sensations her body was feeding her were real.


  She had gone mad. That was the only possible explanation for such a strange hallucination. Or perhaps she was dead. Perhaps the barbarian woman had killed her back there in the village, cleaved her neatly in two with that enormous axe. Perhaps Erinda had passed into some strange hell, where she would continue to be tortured in death with the same cruel memories she had been so desperate to escape in life.


  And only this morning she had been feeling light, optimistic…normal. She should have known it would not be that easy. Her heart was nowhere near ready to let go of the past, a fact that was evidenced by the way that, moments from death, her imagination had conjured a heartrending vision of her childhood sweetheart bursting through the fires to save her. What a pitiful mess she was. Would she ever escape this loneliness, this aching desperation that had turned her into such a pitiful fool? Despair blanketed all other thought, and she kept running because it was the only thing she could do to stay ahead of it.


  The rocky forest road passed little by little beneath their feet, winding deeper into the trees. When they could not run anymore, their little group slowed to a walk. Eventually, they reached a cluster of men and horses gathered to the side of the road, the surviving remnants of the guard battalions. The little girl pulled her hand free of Erinda’s and ran to her mother as they approached.


  The battle hadn’t quite decimated their small army, but it had come close. Makeshift tents were being strung between the trees, a few fires had been built, and countless wounded were being bandaged with the supplies that remained in the surviving horses’ packs. Their campground for the night was tucked into the elbow of two sheer, rocky cliffs, just off the dirt road that cut through the forest. They would be able to see anyone coming from either direction in case they were being pursued, and their backs were protected by the walls of rock. It was as good a resting place as any for the men who had made it out of the battle alive, especially since the sun was going down. Few were in shape to be traveling at night.


  Erinda wandered in a daze between the rows of tents. She fetched a roll of gauze from a nearby pack when one of the men asked her to, and handed it to him without comment. She passed a group of men who were holding a comrade down by the shoulders as another yanked his broken leg back into position. The man’s wail echoed faintly in her ears. So much blood. So much pain. So much death. It was everywhere she looked, a garish nightmare she could not awake from.


  At last, however, she heard a familiar voice, one that loosened the terrible knot in her chest and brought her back to her senses. Erinda skirted one of the tents, and relief flooded through her as she caught sight of Talon, whom she had not had so much as a glimpse of during the entire terrible battle. Talon looked disheveled and exhausted, her uniform stained and torn, the armor plate across her chest bearing several large dents. A blood-soaked bandage wrapped her left thigh, and a nasty bruise colored one side of her handsome face. But she was otherwise upright, and appeared to be in possession of all her major limbs. Despite her personal grievances with the Goddess, Erinda found herself breathing an earnest prayer of gratitude. Talon was still alive, and Erinda’s next letter to the Queen would not be the one she had feared.


  She was going to rush forward and fling her arms around Talon’s neck, but caught sight of the woman Talon was talking with. Her stomach plummeted. With a gasp, Erinda darted back behind the tent and pressed a fist over her suddenly erratic heart.


  No. This was not happening. Sure, Erinda had seen a marvelous apparition of Kadrian Crossis tear out of nowhere to save them. But she had been in a panic, and very close to death. Her mind was tormenting her as it always did, especially in those moments afterward when she lay there with Kade’s vivid eyes hovering just a handbreadth above her face. But there was no possibility that Kade was here, out in the middle of nowhere. So how was it that Talon could be carrying on a conversation with a figment of Erinda’s imagination?


  But maybe it hadn’t really been a hallucination, she amended after consideration. The woman might look a lot like Kade, but she was not wearing veils, and she had hair. Not much, just a fine coat of blond stubble, but even that would never be permitted of a priestess. She probably was the one who had saved them, and that was something of a comfort. At least the entire thing hadn’t been a sick delusion. Erinda felt her pulse stabilize, reassured that she hadn’t lost her mind after all.


  “…never seen anything like that before,” Talon was saying.


  “Well, just you wait, ’cause you’ll be seeing plenty more where that came from!”


  Erinda could breathe a little easier. That was not Kade’s voice.


  “I don’t know much about miracles, but none of us would have made it out of there alive today if it weren’t for you,” Talon said. “We owe you a great debt.”


  “Aw, that’s just what a shaa’din does, Captain,” came the answer, the tone of which was nowhere near as humble as the words themselves.


  “It is an honor to be in your presence, Handmaiden,” Erinda heard Lyris say.


  So this was the special warrior Lyris had been so excited about? The one who was supposed to be the modern day equivalent of one of the Twelve? She had certainly played the heroine today, throwing herself over Erinda and those unfortunate villagers, though Erinda was not sure what Talon meant by “miracles.” Still, this development seemed promising. If the shaa’din was really everything Lyris claimed, she would be able to quell the trouble in Mondera with little difficulty and, hopefully, a lot less bloodshed than what they had seen today.


  Erinda stepped back a little as one of the soldiers passed by, leading a little cream-colored mare. The animal was limping noticeably on her right side. Erinda heard the man address the shaa’din hesitantly.


  “Excuse me, Your Grace, but I was wondering if this here is your horse? She’s too small to be one of ours.”


  “Oh, wow! We were so certain she was lost after she ran off into the forest! Where did you find her?”


  “Wandering the road a couple leagues back. Figured she might be yours, being without a saddle and all. I know you ladies like to ride without them.”


  After a pause, a new speaker said quietly, “Thank you, sir.”


  Those three words made Erinda’s stomach drop again, with dizzying force. Though she had not heard that gentle, bashful voice in seven winters, she would know it anywhere. But before she had time to accept what that meant, the soldier had come back around the tent and seized her wrist.


  “Horse girl,” he said, and tugged her into their midst. “Come take a look at this one, will you? I think she might be hurt.”


  Erinda could not look up, not even at her friends. She was not ready to confront the truth that awaited her at Talon’s side. Instead, she directed her attention to the injured mare. She took the reins and stroked the animal’s neck before running her hand over its right shoulder, then down the foreleg. She felt for the tendons that ran behind the knee joint, and gently manipulated the area between her thumb and forefinger so the horse would lift her foot. Sure enough, there was a large stone wedged into the hoof, between the prongs of her iron shoe. Erinda would need a pick to get it out, maybe even a pair of pliers if it was lodged as deeply as it looked.


  “I’ll take care of her,” she said, straightening and patting the mare’s nose. With as much dignity as she could muster, and keeping her eyes carefully averted to the ground, Erinda led the horse away to where several others were tethered at the far side of the camp. She only allowed herself to breathe once they were out of sight of Talon’s group.


  After securing the mare’s reins to a sturdy tree branch and searching through every saddlebag she could find, Erinda collected a currycomb, stiff-bristled brush, and a coarse rag. Though she could not find a hoof pick, she did discover a pair of rusty pliers. She carried her prizes back over to where the little horse waited, and set to work. It took some doing, but at last she managed to dislodge the stone from the mare’s hoof, and she carefully inspected the rest for damage. The animal might continue to limp for a few days, but Erinda could find no other cause for concern, so she released the hoof and picked up the currycomb.


  “Since when did you become ‘horse girl’?”


  Kade’s soft question sent a shiver down Erinda’s spine. She froze for a moment, irrational joy sweeping her entire body at the sound of that voice. A thousand forbidden memories surged up with it, battering at her brittle defenses. Her head felt dangerously light.


  So you’re speaking to me now? Erinda bit back the sharp retort, but embraced the irritation that accompanied it. Irritation was an emotion she could trust, and hopefully it could keep her from doing something pathetic, like falling into a swoon or vomiting into the nearest bush. She began running the comb over the mare’s glossy coat.


  “It’s been a while,” she answered, concentrating on the feel of the horse’s solid warmth under her hands. She let her agitation flow in brisk strokes across the cream-colored flanks. The beautiful animal’s presence was soothing, and Erinda drew strength from it. “I needed something to occupy the time after—” A wave of grief threatened to choke her, but she swallowed it back and forced herself to finish the sentence. “After you left.”


  She felt Kade’s eyes on her as she continued the rhythmic grooming. “So you don’t work in the palace anymore?”


  “I still serve the Queen. Right now I’m on a special assignment.” Which was supposed to be my escape from you, she added mentally. The thought brought a humorless chuckle.


  “Is something funny?”


  “It’s just…you’re the last person I expected to run into out here.” Erinda heard the bitterness in her words and winced, knowing Kade would notice as well. She did not dare lift her head as she heard Kade expel a breath. Kade had always been able to read her moods, sometimes to the point that she felt certain Kade knew what she was thinking. She suspected it would take her seconds to guess the real reason Erinda was so far from home.


  And Kade’s next words, saturated with guilt, indicated she had arrived at just that conclusion. “I owe you an apology for my behavior the last time we met.”


  Erinda lowered the comb. “You don’t owe me anything.” A dark feeling welled up in her, like the icy shadow of a storm cloud. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”


  Suddenly, Kade was at her side, gripping her shoulders, turning Erinda to face her. With one hand, she lifted Erinda’s chin to meet her eyes. “Neither did you.”


  The nearness of her should have been more than Erinda could stand. After so many winters apart, Kade’s touch should have locked her insides like stone, sent her spiraling into dismal agony, or at the very least ignited an inferno of forbidden lust. But instead, her hands felt soothing, as if they were transmitting comfort directly into Erinda’s soul. The sensation was such relief that it was very nearly irresistible. Erinda had to fight every desperate, greedy instinct she had to keep from getting lost in it. She wanted, more than anything, to wrap her arms around Kade’s neck and claim her mouth with kisses. But she recalled all too well how poorly that had worked out the last time she had tried it. Her heart could not withstand another rejection.


  With a snarl, she stumbled away, ducking under the mare’s neck until she had positioned the horse safely between them. From the sanctuary of the creature’s other side, where she could only just peer over the mare’s back, she glowered at Kade. “You’re right. I didn’t.” She threw the comb down. “And I’m not sorry. I won’t apologize for the way that I feel about you, Kade. Not ever.”


  “Rin.” Her name on Kade’s lips was a plea. Erinda was taken aback by the emotion in her voice, but even more by her use of the childish nickname. She’d never expected to hear it again. She realized Kade’s chin was trembling. “I’ve only ever wanted you to be happy, I swear. And I know I’ve only made things worse. I don’t know what to…I can’t…” Kade closed her eyes, and tears spilled down both cheeks. When she opened them again, her expression was despondent. “How do I make it better, Rin? Tell me what to do, please.”


  Kade cried more easily than anyone Erinda had ever met. When they were children, her fits of tears were never a surprise. She cried over everything, from a bruised elbow to a reprimand from her parents that she felt was undeserved. Still, Erinda had been certain that after so many winters in service of the Goddess, Kade had forgotten any feelings she might ever have held for her. The calm way she’d rebuffed her embrace in the Temple kitchens last spring—silently, as if they were strangers—had made that perfectly clear. Erinda stared at her. “I don’t see why it would matter to you.”


  “Goddess, Rin, of course it matters!” Kade exclaimed, so loudly that she startled the little mare. The horse jerked her head up with a whinny, and stamped her hooves so that Erinda had to leap back to keep from getting her feet trampled. Before she had the chance to calm her, though, Kade had already laid a hand on the sleek neck.


  “Fen, fen, yi lo golna,” she murmured in the Ithyrian tongue, and the mare stilled. Erinda lifted an eyebrow.


  “She thought I was angry with her,” Kade explained. “For throwing me earlier.”


  “And how would you know that?” Erinda asked incredulously.


  Kade patted the little horse as she moved to join Erinda on the other side of the placated animal. “I think it has to do with being shaa’din. Ithyris sometimes lets me hear the things She hears.”


  “Like the thoughts of horses?”


  “Sometimes.”


  Erinda narrowed her eyes as she considered another possibility. “What about the thoughts of other people?”


  Kade paused as though she was only just remembering something important. “I think…sometimes that too.”


  Erinda took a step back.


  “Not you, though,” Kade was quick to add. “I’ve really got no idea what you…I mean, I can tell most of the time, but it’s not because I’m listening, I’ve just always been able to…” Kade was clearly embarrassed as she trailed off awkwardly.


  Erinda pressed her fingers to her temples. Without warning, the woman who had broken her heart had inexplicably shown up at the very place Erinda had fled to in the hopes of escaping her memory. What’s more, Kade was no longer merely a priestess. Apparently, she was now the Goddess’s new—what had Lyris called her? A Handmaiden. A living legend, destined to champion Ithyria. She even seemed to possess supernatural abilities to go along with that calling, miracles and mind reading and such. But the most staggering part of all was that after seven long winters spent in the belief that Kade had forgotten about her, it now seemed that was not the case. And if that were true, it would be all the more terrible. If Kade was unattainable before, she was a thousand times more so now.


  Yet in spite of everything, Kade’s shy admission that she could still sense Erinda’s emotions as she had when they were young pierced Erinda beyond words. No one had ever known her as well as Kade. No one else had ever been able to tell when she was hiding her feelings, or decipher with such accuracy the reasons why. And oh, how she missed the intimate companionship of someone with whom she could always communicate, even when she could not find the words to speak.


  Her throat closed up, and she bent to retrieve the brush from the muddy ground. She closed her fingers around it, and her hand felt very far away from the rest of her body. “It doesn’t matter.”


  “Will you stop saying that?” Kade demanded. She snatched the brush from Erinda’s hand, and even that brief contact brought another rush of bliss.


  Defeated, Erinda turned to face her, her heart too heavy to keep up the battle of appearances anymore. “What do you want from me, Kade?”


  The question hung between them, hungry and hopeless. Kade’s eyes teared again. She moved to touch Erinda’s face, but Erinda flinched away. “Don’t.” You don’t understand what it does to me. But it was clear Kade did understand, because she looked at her own fingers for a moment as if they were ablaze.


  “I don’t know what to do, Rin,” she admitted quietly, dropping her hand. “I can’t stand it that you’re hurting like this. I just…I want so much to give you peace.”


  “Peace,” Erinda said, the word feeling ludicrous on her tongue. The only person she had ever loved was standing just an armlength away, and yet it might as well be a thousand leagues. She shook her head sadly. “There’s no such thing, Kade, not for me.” A long moment of silence passed, and she held her hand out. “Can I have the brush back, please?”


  Kade dropped it into her palm, her eyes searching Erinda’s face. Erinda could not look at her any longer. She was angry, grieved, sick to her stomach, and yet if she was going to be honest with herself, just having Kade within reach made her feel more complete than she had in a very long time. That, in and of itself, was terrifying. How could she have allowed herself to become so dependent on Kadrian Crossis? She had to put a stop to it now, or she would be enslaved to these feelings for the rest of her life. Determinedly, Erinda turned her back and resumed the grooming routine.


  


  *


  


  Kade watched Erinda brush the mare down. She was at a loss for words. She sensed Erinda wanted to be left alone, but couldn’t bring herself to walk away. There was so much more that needed to be said, though she could not think where to begin.


  “Kadrian.”


  She jumped when the Goddess’s voice bloomed in her head.


  “Kadrian, Beloved, come to me.”


  Kade staggered a few steps away from Erinda, trying to make sense of Her odd request. There were no temples out here. Where was she supposed to go? The veins of spirit within her pulsed insistently, and she closed her eyes, seeking them out. How do I find You, Lady?


  “Come.”


  Within that command, the silver current expanded, flooding Kade with a peculiar feeling. Light and spirit gushed through her consciousness, like wind or rushing water. The current swept around her, pulling at her, and it carried her along with it.


  When Kade opened her eyes, she felt different. Less…corporeal. She still seemed to be inside her body. She had arms and legs, and could move them. But everything felt too light, improperly weightless.


  And the place where she stood, wherever it was Ithyris had brought her, was something her brain could scarcely grasp. She was standing in a long white hall of glowing doorways. Or maybe it was a sphere? Perhaps it had spokes like a wagon wheel. She couldn’t quite tell, since the form of her surroundings seemed to shift depending on where her eyes tried to focus. The floor was infinite. She couldn’t determine where it ended and the walls began, as they were all composed of the same unbroken whiteness. Above her head, the sky rippled like the surface of an inverted lake, shifting hues of blue and silver dancing just beyond its glassy skin.


  Where is this place? she asked of the Goddess, and to her surprise, she heard a tinkling laugh behind her. She spun and her mouth dropped open.


  Ithyris floated not more than an armlength away, Her skin shining faintly, Her hair and clothes undulating like they were caught in a breeze. Kade had tried to picture Her a thousand times, but never would she have been able to imagine a beauty like this. Ithyris’s face was the most splendid, faultless collection of feminine features that Kade had ever seen. Every line, every curve, every angle was precisely right, as if She were the original standard after which all other women had been less perfectly modeled. She was so blindingly flawless that Kade’s eyes began to ache just from looking at Her.


  Kade’s entire being hummed with adoration. She was possessed by the need to touch Her, the desire to be made whole by that consummate perfection filling her once again. Nothing in the world could possibly be more important, more wonderful, than existing as a part of Her.


  “Stand up, Beloved,” the Goddess said. Kade realized she was kneeling, her head back and her arms reaching up of their own accord. She swallowed hard and rose to her feet, which was a strange experience because her weightless body moved without any effort on the part of her muscles. She simply thought about standing, and found that she was.


  Ithyris swept a hand around them. “This place is called Yura’shaana, the spirit nexus. Through Yura’shaana all spirit passes in and out of the mortal world. That door”—she pointed to a glowing aperture over Kade’s shoulder—“is yours.”


  “Mine?”


  “It leads to the body you wear in the world.”


  Kade crinkled her brow and held up her hands, which looked perfectly solid even if she could barely feel them. “But…”


  “Your spirit is choosing to view the nexus as if it were still within its flesh, as that is easier for you to comprehend. But your physical body lies beyond that door. It is your spirit alone that meets with me here.”


  “Is that why You’re not speaking in the ancient tongue, Lady?” The question had been bothering Kade since her first conversation with the Goddess. She had always been taught that Ithyris spoke only in the language of their ancestors, yet from the moment the Goddess had first addressed her after the ceremony, Kade had understood Her clearly.


  “Oh, but I am, Beloved. And so are you.”


  Before Kade could ask how that was possible, since she’d always been so dreadfully slow at translation, a man stepped out of one of the glowing doorways nearby. He didn’t seem to see them. He walked out onto the floor of the nexus and looked around in confusion. His head tilted back to stare at the rippling lake above them, and to Kade’s astonishment, he floated upward, his head breaking the glimmering surface, followed by his shoulders, hips, and legs, until he had disappeared within it.


  “Who was that?”


  Ithyris’s smile was tender. “Marlus. He was a lieutenant in the Ithyrian royal guard. A good man. I’m afraid his body was too badly damaged to contain his spirit any longer.”


  “He died?”


  “Far too many have died this day,” the Goddess answered sadly. Kade experienced a flash of guilt, remembering how miserably her clumsy attempts at shaa’ri had failed, but Ithyris shook Her head. “No, Beloved, you mustn’t blame yourself. This is my brother Ulrike’s doing. It is why I need your help now.” She leveled Her unfathomable gaze at Kade seriously. “Ulrike has invaded my lands with His own shaa’din.”


  “His own—” But with the question still poised on her lips, the image of the twisted mirror rose in her memory, and Kade found she already knew who Ithyris meant. “That pregnant barbarian woman.”


  “Yes. To create a shaa’din through whom we may channel our power, my brother and I may infuse a mortal with a part of ourselves. I am of spirit, and so I filled your spirit with mine and made a place for myself within you. But Ulrike is of flesh. He must access His shaa’din through her body.”


  Kade gaped as Her words registered. “You’re saying Ulrike has possessed that woman’s baby?”


  “Not quite.” Ithyris’s tone was grave. “Ulrike has placed a child of His own within her.”


  While Kade tried to process this horrific statement, the Goddess’s form flickered, like the flame of a candle threatened by the wind. “We do not have much time, Beloved. You are not yet strong enough to remain in the nexus for long. You must listen carefully. Ulrike has sent His shaa’din to recover a prophecy written by Mondera of the Twelve. You must find it before He does, and destroy it.”


  Ithyris flickered again, more violently this time. Kade felt herself being tugged backward, toward the glowing doorway that Ithyris had said was hers. She braced herself against its pull. She still had so many more questions.


  “What does the prophecy say, Lady?”


  But Ithyris did not answer, and Kade was being dragged backward. “Go to Agar, Beloved,” the Goddess called after her. She was wavering in and out of sight, and Her voice was fading. “Find the staff of Fyn, which lies in the city library.”


  Kade strained to keep her footing on the frictionless floor, but it was no use. The doorway was drawing her back and she could not break free of its hold. “Please, don’t go yet!” she cried, but the nexus shrank away as she was re-engulfed by the silver current, and Ithyris vanished.


  As she felt the current sweeping her back into awareness of her own body, the Goddess’s faint voice rang after her. “I will come to you in Agar, Beloved, as I promised.”


  Kade opened her eyes. The weightless feeling was gone, and her limbs had regained their normal heft and substance. The abrupt change left her feeling queasy. Erinda was still just a few paces away, brushing the horse down and distinctly radiating the message that she wanted Kade to leave her alone. The sight of her reminded Kade of the one question she had been so anxious to ask Ithyris, and she had not even brought it up this time. Her throat suddenly dry, Kade backed up a few more steps, and then turned away. She would leave Erinda to her work for now, and give them both the chance to absorb everything that had happened. There would be time for more words between them later, when Kade had collected her thoughts and figured out how she could best help Erinda without exacerbating her pain.


  “I’ve been looking for you everywhere!” Myka exclaimed, running to her breathlessly. “Ostryn Lyris and Captain Talon have invited us to eat with them. Did you know they’re siblings? Or were, anyway, before the Ostryn took her vows. Strangest thing. Anyway, I told them we would, and I hope that’s all right. We can’t travel any farther until the horses have rested anyway, so we’re going to be here for the night as it is, and besides, they’ve been really very kind to us and the captain wants to know more about what happened on the battlefield today, and—”


  “All right.”


  Myka broke off in the middle of her persuasive argument and beamed. “Really?”


  “Yes.” Kade cast one last glance in Erinda’s direction, and then turned back to Myka. “Where is the captain now?”


  “I’ll take you to them.” Myka skipped off with excitement, and Kade followed, butterflies fluttering in her stomach. She was not very good at making conversation with strangers, and she dreaded the interrogation she was sure to face from the curious captain. But she needed to get to Agar, and she was not ready to leave Erinda just yet. Surely the Goddess had brought her back into Kade’s life for a reason. Perhaps this was Her way of granting Kade’s earnest prayers on Erinda’s behalf? If so, then She had given her a second chance to make things right, and Kade was determined she would not fail this time.


  


  *


  


  Lyris leaned forward, her expression eager. “And Ithyris wants you to destroy this prophecy?”


  Kade nodded, taking another sip of tea from the tin mug in her hands. “She’s asked me to retrieve something called the staff of Fyn from the city library in Agar.”


  Lyris exhaled. “Of course.”


  “You know of it?”


  “I’ve read much of the three sisters. They were the seers of the Twelve. According to the legends, Mondera could divine the future, Cibli could communicate with spirits of the dead, and Fyn could hear the thoughts of any mortal creature around her. It’s said they had these abilities even before they were called to join the Twelve, but the Goddess’s power made them stronger.”


  Kade was impressed. “Where did you learn all that? The Honored Mother let me read the Book of Verdred, but even that only said they possessed ‘a sight beyond mortal understanding.’ I could never figure out what Verdred meant.”


  “The Twelve have always been a particular fascination of mine,” Lyris said, lowering her lashes shyly. “When I’d exhausted the archives in the palace temple, I asked the Honored Mother of Aster for access to the Ithyrian Treasury. You wouldn’t believe the records kept there. All of the scribes’ surviving work, dating back to the time of the Twelve.”


  “Really? Mother Qiturah told me that even she wouldn’t be allowed access to those records. How did you manage it?”


  “Truthfully, I’m not sure. I expected my request to be denied. Mother Nihla said I was the first she’d granted entrance to in all her winters as Treasuress, but when I asked why she wouldn’t explain.”


  Talon interrupted. “This staff of Fyn, how is it related to the prophecy?”


  Kade shook her head. “I don’t know, Captain. Ithyris only said that I must find it.”


  “But the barbarian horde—you think it’s this prophecy they’re after?”


  Lyris gave her brother an exasperated look. “She doesn’t just think it, Talon. Ithyris told her so.”


  He rolled his eyes a little, and though Kade probably should have been appalled by his lack of faith, she couldn’t help wanting to snicker. Talon reminded her so much of her own older brother. Jen didn’t put much stock in the workings of Ithyris either.


  “You’re gonna help us, right?” Myka asked around a mouthful of bread.


  Lyris lifted an eyebrow at the captain, who sighed. “If the barbarians really are after this prophecy, then destroying it is our best chance to get them out of Ithyria.” He looked around them in the darkness. Moans of pain punctuated the evening quiet as the soldiers fed themselves and tended to their wounded brethren. “These men won’t survive another battle like the one today. I’m not even sure many of them will make it the rest of the way to Agar, but we can’t leave them here to be picked off by the barbarian army.” Talon turned back to Kade. “We can escort you as far as Agar, Your Grace. Beyond that, I can’t make any promises.”


  “Yeah!” Myka cheered, stabbing the air with the remainder of her bread.


  Kade inclined her head gratefully. “Thank you, Captain.”


  “Talon, I’ve come to take a look at that leg wound.”


  Kade’s head snapped up as Erinda appeared at the edge of their circle. Her pretty features were pale and drawn, the glow of the fire casting harsh shadows under her eyes and cheekbones. Kade had to sternly suppress the urge to jump up and wrap her in a hug. If anything, Erinda looked more haunted now than the last time they’d met. She was suffering so terribly, and it was all Kade’s fault. Somehow, Kade had to find a way to comfort her that did not send them both tumbling back down the same aberrant path that had so nearly ensnared them in their youth.


  Erinda had laid a hand on Talon’s shoulder before she caught sight of Kade on the other side of the fire. Kade felt Erinda’s jolt of surprise at the same instant that it registered on Erinda’s face, and the misery that came with it roiled her stomach. Erinda quickly withdrew her fingers.


  “Never mind, Captain. I’ll find you again later.” She disappeared from the ring of firelight.


  Talon furrowed his brow and looked over at Kade. “Do you two know each other?”


  Kade set her mug down. “We were…friends, once. It was a long time ago. If you’ll excuse us, Captain, Ostryn, I think we’re going to go get some sleep. Thank you very much for the meal.”


  Talon stood and bowed. “Sleep well, Your Grace.”


  She and Myka made their way to their own small tent, which Myka had erected in the midst of the camp. Strange—Kade could have sworn she felt the captain’s dark eyes following her thoughtfully as they ducked inside.


  Chapter Nine


  


  General Urden of the Monderan provincial guard was an impressively large man, with a chest nearly as wide as two men standing side by side. His arms were the size of small trees, and his stomach lapped a good distance over his belt. In the center of the drafty stone-walled room that served as the general’s private office, Urden towered over the heads of Talon and her group and scowled down at her and Farsh with disdain. “The Queen promises me reinforcements from her personal guard, and you show up in Agar with a half battalion of useless wounded?”


  “As I explained, General, we were engaged by the horde before we reached you.”


  Erinda could hear the irritation in Talon’s reply, though she kept her voice calm.


  The general snorted. “You mean you barged into one of their occupied villages and wasted the lives of Ithyrian soldiers on a fool’s errand.”


  “With all due respect, General, it is the provincial guard’s duty to defend the villages under its jurisdiction.” Talon was too diplomatic to add, Where were you and your men while the barbarians murdered those people? However, she didn’t need to, because the implication echoed clearly through the room.


  Urden bristled. “You listen to me, son. I’ve been holding the line in Mondera for more winters than you’ve had a heartbeat, and we’ve never seen anything like this before. First, it was the coal mines, at least a dozen all along the border, the miners butchered and their settlements wiped out. Seemed more organized than their usual burn-and-run scavenging, but I didn’t think anything of it until Kordus, our largest northern city, was completely overrun. More Dangar animals in one place than the eye could count, and that redheaded witch by far the vilest of the lot. I lost nearly half my men in Kordus alone, and still they drove us out like marmots!”


  He growled and spat on the floor by his feet. Erinda cringed and looked away, resisting the urge to find a mop and bucket. The cleanliness of the general’s floor was none of her concern.


  Urden was not finished with his tirade. “Now the brutes are advancing in packs, taking the forest towns one after another, and from what I’ve heard, those they kill in the taking are the lucky ones. Any fool can see they’re headed straight for Agar. From here the witch and her army would have easy access to the entire eastern half of Ithyria, so right now, holding the capital is far more important than a few forest villages.”


  A muscle clenched in Talon’s jaw. “I am certain Her Majesty would disagree.”


  “Well, Her Majesty’s welcome to come down out of that fancy palace of hers and take a swipe at them herself, if she wants,” the general retorted angrily. “You saw what happens out there. Something isn’t natural about those animals. Won’t go down, no matter how you injure them. Taking off their heads seems to be the only thing that works, and even then it’s not always final.” He tugged at his beard with frustration. “We’re still trying to evacuate the citizens of Agar to cities in the south before the horde reaches us, and you’ve brought me more damned refugees and a bunch of broken soldiers. What am I supposed to do with them?”


  Before either captain could reply, however, Urden waved a hand. “Never mind. We’ll send them on to the Great Temple. Let the priestesses there tend them. Since those crazy holy women refuse to evacuate, they might as well make themselves useful.”


  “Mondera Temple is nearby?” Farsh asked.


  “A league southwest,” the general replied absently, shuffling through a stack of papers on his desk.


  Talon and Farsh conferred quietly for a moment. Talon turned back to Urden. “We’ll have a unit escort the surviving villagers and wounded to the temple in the morning. In the meantime—”


  “In the meantime, gentlemen, I’ve got to go over these plans again. Figure out how to get the most out of the measly handful of viable men you’ve brought me when that she-demon shows up on Agar’s doorstep, and it probably won’t be long now. Even with the battalions from Fyn and Cibli provinces, we’re still outmatched, and if it’s true what Her Grace here says”—he jerked his head at Lyris—“then not even the Goddess with all Her magical blue fire is able to stop these monsters on the battlefield. We can only hope we’ll be able to do better with our swords, or we’re all dead men.”


  Lyris’s eyes widened with indignation, but the general just resumed his seat at the desk and bent over the maps in front of him, not even bothering with a formal dismissal.


  Talon saluted sharply, though Erinda doubted there was much sincere esteem in the gesture. Farsh followed her example, and then the captains turned and left the room with Erinda, Lyris, and their lieutenants trailing in their wake. Erinda had tagged along without invitation when Talon was called to speak with the general; she’d insisted the Queen would want to know what was happening, though the truth was she just didn’t want to be left alone where Kade might corner her for another chat. She wasn’t sure why Talon hadn’t made her stay behind, as it would have been easy enough to order one of the men to restrain her. But Talon had merely grunted and ignored her presence. Erinda wondered if perhaps Talon didn’t mind, as much as she claimed, that Erinda was feeding Shasta news of their journey.


  


  *


  


  Your Majesty,


  I am relieved to report that we have arrived in Agar, though sadly not without incident. We encountered an occupied village to the north of the city and, in attempt to drive out the attackers, a good many of our men lost their lives.


  It appears the stories being told at the palace are true; our enemy possesses a mysterious strength that makes them nearly impossible to defeat. Were it not for the fortuitous appearance of—


  


  —Kadrian the Magnificent, Handmaiden of Ithyris, who saved us all with a prayer that made everyone invisible…Erinda’s fingers stilled over the parchment. How was she going to explain this? How much was appropriate to share? She couldn’t possibly write to Shasta without describing Kade’s involvement in their rescue, but she didn’t know how she’d ever get an explanation down on paper without her emotions coloring every sentence.


  The night following their escape from the burning village, the remnants of the guard battalions had been granted a few hours’ reprieve in which to rest while the barbarian army combed the forest in vain for their invisible foes. But no one knew how long the effect of the shaa’din’s miracle would last, and Talon and Farsh were unwilling to press their luck. Before dawn, they struck camp and prepared the injured as best they could for travel. Fewer horses than men had died in the disastrous battle, and so by riding two to a mount the remaining soldiers and handful of villagers they had managed to liberate were able to reach Agar ahead of the barbarians, who pursued on foot.


  During this mad dash for the capital, Lyris had shared her horse with Erinda. Thrilled by their encounter with the Goddess’s new shaa’din, Lyris was more than happy to fill Erinda in on the events of the battle that she had missed. She gave Erinda a glowing recount of Kade’s version of what had happened, of how Kade said she had been pulled toward the village before she even knew it was under attack, and how she had rendered first herself, then her Pledged companion and their horse, and then every Ithyrian in that village invisible to their enemies purely via the power of prayer. Lyris chattered on, unaware that every word was a splinter pricking Erinda’s heart.


  Yet in spite of her discomfort, Erinda had absorbed these details with the relish of a starving woman offered a crust of bread. This was the true crux of her weakness, after all. For all the pain that accompanied thoughts of Kade, she still could not bring herself to rip this longing from her chest and walk away. And part of Erinda ached to write Shasta a full confession, to share her confusion and despair with someone she knew would sympathize with her dilemma.


  But Erinda could not bear to worry her that way. It was going to be hard enough on Shasta to learn of the battle, of all the men who had died in her name, and how narrowly Talon and the rest had escaped death. Erinda would not add her own wretched problems to that burden.


  With a hiss of frustration, she crumpled the paper and held it over the candle flame, watching the edges blacken. Though she’d relived the memory a thousand times in the past two days, it still felt like a surreal nightmare: the fires raging around them, the barbarian woman lifting her axe, and then Kade’s arms around her, her weight pressing Erinda into the ground as she stared into her eyes. Their bodily rhythms had synced so naturally, so rapidly, as if they’d always been meant to function in tandem. As if they’d never been separated at all.


  “Erinda! What the—Look out!”


  Talon’s warning pulled her from her thoughts, and she realized her sleeve had caught fire. She dropped the fragments of the letter in alarm. Talon stripped out of her uniform jacket and threw it over Erinda’s arm to smother the flames. She patted it to be sure they were extinguished, and Erinda winced when the jacket was peeled back. The skin of her wrist was bright pink and promised a blister, and though the burn was no larger than her thumbnail, it still smarted.


  Talon glared at her. “That does it. What in the name of the Goddess is going on with you?”


  Erinda picked at the charred remains of her sleeve. “I was distracted.”


  “You’ve been distracted for more than a moon. You could have been seriously hurt just now. Talk to me.” She shook out her jacket and slid her arms back into it, leaving it unbuttoned over her lightweight undershirt. The scarlet fabric was a bit scorched on one shoulder, but Talon paid it no attention.


  “I—” Surely Talon had much bigger issues to deal with than Erinda’s frivolous personal issues. But Talon was watching her with such concern that Erinda felt tears welling in her eyes. She looked down at the quill in her uninjured hand and willed herself to focus.


  “I know who she is, Erinda.” Talon’s deep tones were gentle. Erinda’s vision blurred until she could barely make out the shape of her own hand on the table. “At least, I think I do. Why didn’t you tell me?” Talon pulled a chair from the table and turned it around, straddling it backward. She leaned over the chair’s back and regarded Erinda seriously. “The Handmaiden is Kadrian, isn’t she? She’s the first girl you ever…”


  Despite her best effort to hold them back, when she blinked, the tears spilled over.


  “It is her, isn’t it?”


  She nodded, and a strangled sob escaped before she could stifle it. In an instant Talon was on her feet, pulling Erinda into her arms. Unable to fight her overwhelming anguish any longer, she collapsed against Talon’s chest. She gripped the front of Talon’s jacket until her knuckles turned white, and she cried helplessly.


  Talon didn’t say anything more for a long time. She just laid a cheek atop Erinda’s hair and held her, rocking her side to side like she might comfort a distraught child. Her embrace was warm, strong, and safe, and though her touch no longer carried even a hint of sexual provocation, Erinda found she could still draw solace from it. When at last she was able to recover a bit of composure, she pulled back slowly, tucking an unruly curl behind her ear. Talon produced a handkerchief from her pocket, and Erinda used it to blot her eyes and wipe her nose. She eyed the damp spot on Talon’s uniform, then held up the handkerchief with a teary grin.


  “I bet you do this for all the girls.”


  “Even have a spare or two,” Talon replied with a wink.


  Erinda made a noise that came out half-snicker, half-sniffle. “Of course you do.”


  Talon helped her back into her seat and then draped herself over the back of her own chair once again. “Now, you’re going to tell me everything.” She took Erinda’s hand and squeezed it. “Right?”


  Erinda drew a shaky breath and nodded.


  


  *


  


  Kade surveyed the iron pole that was set rather inelegantly into a rough block of wood in a remote corner of the library’s musty basement.


  “You’re sure this is the staff of Fyn?” she asked the little man who had escorted her to the artifact. Kade was taller than most women, but she felt like a giant next to the librarian, whose head scarcely came to her shoulders.


  “Of course it is. You can’t read the sign?” He swept the lantern in his hand toward a small placard pasted to the wooden base. It read, Iron Staff, circa the Great Division, belonging to Fyn of the Twelve.


  Myka was equally unimpressed. “It doesn’t look like much, does it?”


  The staff was as thick as Kade’s thumb, and about a foot taller than she was. At the top was fixed a wrought finial with prongs curved into a hollow sphere, and underneath dangled four heavy rings that, as far as Kade could tell, had no purpose other than decoration. The entire thing was fashioned out of dull black iron, with rust spots marring its surface in several places.


  Kade shrugged. “It’s what Ithyris asked for, so…” She reached for it. The librarian rapped her on the knuckles, and she snatched her hand back. “What did you do that for?”


  He huffed and used the lantern to illuminate another sign posted on the wall. Do Not Touch. “That staff’s a thousand winters old, missy. You think it’s survived that long because we let people run their hands all over it?” He looked her up and down. “I only let you and your friend down here because you’re with the temple, even if you are the strangest priestess I’ve ever seen.”


  Kade resisted the urge to run a hand over her bristled hair. Myka, however, was not intimidated.


  “We told you, Ostryn Kadrian is shaa’din. And she needs that staff. Ithyris Herself told us to get it from this library.”


  “Only the Twelve were shaa’din,” the man sniffed, and he waved his light toward the foot of the stairs that led back to the library’s main level. “I think you ladies had better leave now.”


  “Sir,” Kade said in her most courteous manner, “I don’t think you understand. I can’t leave here without that staff. The Goddess has commanded me to retrieve it.”


  “And just how do I know that, hmm? You think we don’t have people in here all the time trying to waltz off with our province’s greatest treasures?”


  “I should think that staff would be one of Fyn province’s greatest treasures, not Mondera’s,” Myka said.


  The little librarian puffed his chest in indignation. “For your information, young lady, this staff was a gift from Fyn to her sister Mondera, who entrusted it to the Agar library for safekeeping. We’ve preserved it for a thousand winters since, and we’re not about to let a couple of insolent girls walk off with it. Now if you don’t mind…” He indicated the stairs again.


  Kade was at a loss. He clearly would not allow her to take the staff without a fight, and she wasn’t going to resort to harming him in order to get it. The man was, after all, just doing his job. But the heavy oak doors that led to this basement were fixed with numerous locks, as were the main doors of the library itself. It wasn’t likely that she could sneak in to take the staff later. Besides, Daughters of Ithyris did not steal.


  “Make him believe you, Kadrian.”


  Kade started when the Goddess’s voice sounded in her mind, though she was beginning to get accustomed to Her sudden interruptions. How, Lady? He won’t listen to me.


  “Will him to.”


  Will him to? Just how exactly was she supposed to do that? Feeling more than a little silly, Kade cleared her throat and stared hard at the librarian. “You will give us the staff,” she said with as much authority as she could.


  The man guffawed heartily. “You got mud in your ears, girl? I said you’re not touching it and that’s what I meant.” He took her elbow. “Time for you to go.”


  The silver spirit beneath her skin pulsed. “You are my shaa’din, Kadrian. Will him to see you.”


  Kade took a deep breath and closed her eyes. She didn’t understand what the Goddess meant, but so long as She asked it of her, she had to keep trying. Back at Verdred Temple, Ithyris had said the priestesses could not see her because Kade had willed them not to. Perhaps this was the same, only in reverse? Kade sought out the Goddess’s current and concentrated on its shimmering threads, on the awareness of Her that it carried through the deepest parts of her being.


  See me. She pushed the thought into the current and directed it outward, through her blood and muscle and skin and into the man’s fingertips where he gripped her arm. She envisioned the demand flowing out of her with every beat of the silver veins, coursing into him, opening his mind to her resolve. I am shaa’din. See me and know that this is true. After a moment, she added, And give us the staff, please?


  She could feel the current surging as she pressed her will into it, could feel its rippling vibrations streaming into him. But when she opened her eyes, he was still frowning up at her. Kade sighed. Forgive me, Lady. I don’t know how to—


  The little man’s scowl melted into an expression of sheer reverence that was so at odds with his earlier pomposity Kade could hardly believe her eyes. “My sincerest apologies, Handmaiden.” He released her arm. “Of course, the staff is yours. Please.” He stepped past Myka and lifted Fyn’s iron staff from its base, holding it out to Kade with his head bent low.


  Myka’s mouth dropped open. Her eyes went from the genuflecting librarian to Kade and back again. “No way,” she breathed.


  Kade rather echoed that sentiment herself. Tentatively, she took hold of the staff, which was heavy and cold in her hand. She half expected the man to snatch it back and crack her knuckles again, but he only stooped further as she took it from him.


  “No way!” Myka exclaimed with greater excitement.


  Kade shot her a warning glance. “Thank you, sir,” she said, trying not to let her tone betray her immense relief, not to mention her astonishment that whatever she had done had worked. Gripping the staff in one hand, she followed him back up the stairs to the main floor of the library with Myka at her heels. He showed them to the entrance with formal deference, as if he were escorting the Queen herself across the threshold, and bowed again.


  “You have honored us with your visit today, Handmaiden,” he said as Kade and Myka descended the steps to the cobbled city street. “If there’s ever anything else we can do for you, please let us know.”


  Kade had no idea how long his newfound compliance would last. Had he genuinely realized that she was shaa’din, or had the Goddess merely worked a spell over his mind and supplanted his suspicions with cooperation? She didn’t plan on lingering around to find out. The staff was in her possession, and she wanted to get it someplace safe before the man could change his mind. As she hurried down the street away from the library, Myka trotted by her side, eyes wide with awe.


  “How did you do that?” she said in a near squeal. “That was absolutely the most fantastic thing I’ve ever seen!” She lowered her voice into an imitation of the librarian. “‘My sincerest apologies, Handmaiden.’”


  As Myka dissolved into a fit of giggles, Kade shook her head. “Ithyris said I should will him to believe me. So I did, and he gave it to us.”


  “Just like that.” Myka’s hair swung around her ears as she skipped ahead. “You have no idea how much I envy you right now. What I wouldn’t give to be able to make somebody do whatever I wanted them to!”


  The iron staff was too heavy to carry for long, and Kade resorted to cracking its blunt end into the cobblestones every few steps like a walking stick. She could feel the reverberations all the way up its length, and its thick rings clanged with each impact. “I don’t think it works like that,” she said. “I think it has to be something the Goddess wants. She’s the one requiring it of them. I just sort of push Her message along where others can hear it.”


  “Still, it’s got to be incredible, being able to make something like that happen.”


  Kade shrugged uncomfortably. While the Goddess’s power never ceased to amaze her, she wasn’t sure she enjoyed the thought of having so much control over the minds of other people. It felt wrong, somehow, to rob others of their free will, even if it was in Ithyris’s name. She banged the staff into the street a little harder and quickened her pace.


  Agar was the largest city she had ever been in, larger even than the Ithyrian capital of Ardrenn where she had grown up. Agar was laid out in an enormous circle nearly two leagues across, with the viceroy’s castle and keep at its heart. From there the streets spread out in concentric rings, connected at intervals by bisecting alleyways for faster access between blocks. Houses piled in haphazard fashion, one on top of the next. Though General Urden had said that the city was being evacuated, people filled the streets at every hour of the day and night, clattering down the cobbled stones with horses and wagons, shouting at one another. Agar was far too busy and noisy for her taste, and just walking from place to place set her nerves on edge and made her long for the peaceful solitude of Verdred Temple. She was beginning to feel a little homesick.


  A massive stone wall, tall as ten men and nearly as thick, encircled the entire city. She could only imagine how long it must have taken to build such an enormous structure, but being so close to the Dangar border, she could easily comprehend the need for it. After the massacre she’d witnessed in the tiny forest village, she could understand why so many people chose to make Agar their home in spite of its cramped, crowded feel. Those thick walls and the safety to be found in numbers had to be very appealing incentives.


  She and Myka reached the guard barracks near the city’s center, where the Monderan general had grudgingly agreed the reinforcements from Ardrenn might stay upon their arrival. Agar boasted not just one, but four city temples, and the high priestesses of each had come in person to greet Kade the moment she’d set foot in their city. News of the shaa’din’s arrival had preceded them, it seemed, and all four high priestesses had eagerly offered her lodging within their respective temples. Kade had politely declined their invitations. In truth, she preferred the soldiers’ company; most were practical men who harbored little fascination with her status as Handmaiden. They were content to give her plenty of respectful distance, and a few ignored her entirely. She found their disinterest much more comfortable than the prospect of being surrounded by grandstanding priestesses clamoring for her attention.


  Myka stopped just outside the barracks gate. “If it’s all right with you, Your Grace, I’m going to go get us some more tea. We need soap, too, since we used all of ours tending the injured on the way here.”


  Kade eyed the foot traffic that filled the street. “I don’t think you should go into the markets alone. I’m sure we can find one of the guard who’d be willing to escort you.”


  Myka smirked. “Please. I’ve been running errands in far more dangerous cities since I was no taller than your kneecaps. I can take care of myself.” To illustrate her point, she hiked up the hem of her white robe to a scandalous degree so Kade could glimpse the hilt of a knife tucked into the cuff of her boot. She dropped her robe again. “I’ll be back in a flash.” Before Kade could argue, she’d darted off down the street.


  Kade rolled her eyes. In all her winters in the Goddess’s service, Myka had to be the most irreverent, headstrong priestess-in-training she had ever met. She couldn’t imagine how she fit in with the other Pledged, or how she’d ever obtained the Honored Mother’s permission to Pledge at all with such cavalier manners. She breathed a quick prayer for her safety, then tapped the gate with the end of the staff. A little window, set behind an iron grate, slid aside for a moment. Then it shut again, and the gate creaked open.


  “Your Grace,” the guard acknowledged as she slipped inside. That was the extent of his greeting, and he shut the gate behind her without further comment or fanfare. Kade smiled to herself as she made her way over the hard-packed earth, wending between the buildings that marched in perfect, military symmetry across the barracks grounds. She passed a unit of Monderan guard in their burgundy uniforms running drills, and caught the barks of their captain.


  The building at the far west corner of the barracks had been designated for the use of the new arrivals, and she stepped aside for one of the healers who was leaving. The front of his tunic was streaked with blood, and a bundle of dirty bandages was in his hands. He inclined his head as he went by. Kade pushed the door open and hastened down the narrow hall toward the chamber she and Myka had been assigned. She would feel better once she had deposited the staff with their other belongings.


  As she passed one room in particular, however, she halted. The curtain was only partially drawn across the entrance, and she caught sight of Erinda inside, sitting at a rough-hewn table and speaking earnestly with the young captain of the royal guard. The captain was leaning over the back of his chair, one of Erinda’s hands encased in his, and as Kade watched, he ran his thumb absently over the back of her hand while she talked. Kade could tell that Erinda had been crying. She’d only ever seen Erinda cry once before—that night in the temple kitchens, with her lips pressed to Kade’s and her tears streaking both their faces.


  Her back slammed against the stone wall next to the door. Her conscience pricked at her imperiously. This was none of her business, it insisted, and she should move on to her own chamber and leave them to their private conversation. But she found she could not move as Erinda’s voice drifted through the doorway.


  “You really can’t see what madness this is? Talon, the Queen loves you desperately. She will never take someone else to her bed. Surely you have to know that.”


  “But I can’t be the reason for it, Erinda. I can’t be the reason that Ithyria doesn’t have a strong heir, that Shasta doesn’t have the support of her council. I can’t be the reason that Princess Brita grows up surrounded by resentment and hatred. I won’t do that to them.”


  “You already have, you idiot,” Erinda said, but the fondness of her tone made the insult an endearment. “Like it or not, Talon, you are Queen Shasta’s reason for everything now. Just like I know she is for you. Being away from her like this isn’t protecting her or helping her. It’s eating her alive.”


  “It’s scarcely been a moon yet. It will get better. She’ll…” Talon’s voice sounded strained. “She’ll learn to take comfort in someone else. We did, didn’t we?”


  “Yes, we did.”


  Kade sucked in a breath at the sensuality that infused Erinda’s reply. The vision flooded her senses before she could quell it: Erinda, mousy curls sliding unbound over naked shoulders, moaning softly with pleasure as the captain’s dark hands traveled her lush curves. Jealousy and arousal stabbed through her simultaneously, and her mouth went dry. Oh, Goddess, she’d been with him. Kade knew this with absolute certainty. He’d seen her, touched her, tasted her in all the ways Kade had forbidden herself to think about. Her ears started to ring, and she scarcely made out the rest of Erinda’s words.


  “But that was different, Talon. That was when you believed she would never be able to accept you for who you are, that you could never tell her the truth. And anyway, you gave me up the moment she asked you to, now didn’t you?”


  Kade heard no rebuke in Erinda’s voice, but she stiffened anyway. Talon had rejected Erinda’s attentions for someone else? How could any man possibly choose another woman over her? As miserable as it was to picture Erinda in anyone else’s arms, she had always prayed that one day Erinda would find an adoring husband and build the family she deserved. She’d hoped that someday Erinda would enjoy the normal, happy life she would surely have had if it hadn’t been for Kade’s selfish, misleading influence.


  She could still remember the exact day she’d crossed the line from innocent infatuation to utterly self-centered exploitation of Erinda’s feelings. They’d had only a few days left before Kade was to take her vows, and they’d agreed to spend every possible remaining minute together. Kade would slip out of the palace temple right after morning prayers, and find Erinda waiting outside the temple doors. Hand in hand, they’d head for the moors, smuggling themselves out of the palace gates behind a cart bound for market or a visiting dignitary’s carriage. And then they would run together, laughing, until they found a spot in the grass that was soft and welcoming. They flopped down side by side and stared at the sky, pointing out the shapes of animals in the clouds, trying to see who could string the longest chain of wildflowers, counting the birds that winged through their field of vision. They stayed out there, hidden in the tall grass, until the sun began to dip westward and they knew they had no choice but to go back.


  After one such perfect morning, when Erinda at last propped herself on one elbow and suggested reluctantly that they’d better return to the palace before they were missed, Kade burst into tears. They only had a few more precious days together like this one. Then, everything would change. The thought was unbearable.


  “Oh, darling, don’t cry. Please don’t cry,” Erinda murmured, pressing kisses into Kade’s cropped hair.


  “But I don’t know how I’m going to live without you, Rin. My heart’s being cut right down the middle.” It was more than that. With every day that passed, she was less certain she could do this. Leaving felt like dying.


  “You want to be a priestess, though. It’s what you’ve always said you wanted, more than anything.”


  “I know, but I don’t want to leave you. I’m so scared.”


  “Shh. It will be all right, you’ll see.”


  “But, Rin.” Kade rubbed her cheek against the soft skin of Erinda’s throat. “I love you.”


  Erinda’s fingers wove into Kade’s hair, and tugged gently at her scalp. “I love you, too. Always, no matter what.” She used her grip in Kade’s hair to lift her face, and touched her lips to Kade’s forehead.


  Kade was not ready for their time together to end. She wasn’t ready to go back to the palace, to bid farewell to yet another sunset that pulled her closer to the moment she’d be parted from her dearest friend forever. She tilted her head back and kissed her. She needed the comforting warmth of Erinda’s arms and softness of her body molded against her. She needed to hold on to Erinda while she still could, so she captured Erinda’s face in her hands and laid her down into the grass without breaking the kiss. She covered Erinda’s torso with hers, felt their legs tangle together. She moved her mouth on her until just the dance of lips wasn’t enough, and she had to use her tongue as well. Erinda opened to her willingly, let her push inside. The taste of her was warm and delicious, bursting in her mouth like ripe berries.


  She stroked her tongue tenderly against Erinda’s, explored the slippery inner surfaces of her mouth. Her hands moved restlessly over Erinda’s ribs, her hips, her thighs, grasping and tugging, trying to pull every part of her closer at once. They rocked against one another, their bodies instinctively seeking deeper connection. Kade left Erinda’s mouth to press kisses along her jaw, down the silken column of her neck. Her sun-bronzed skin was warm and salted, and Kade grazed it with her teeth, lapped with her tongue, caressed with her mouth until she reached the neckline of her shift, which denied her access to anything further. No matter. Kade traveled back up the way she’d come, and when she reached the earlobe again she switched sides.


  She’d never tried anything like this before, with anyone. This wasn’t what she had intended. But she couldn’t stop. Erinda was making soft sounds, half-strangled whimpers and moans that Kade had never heard her utter before. And she was making her sound like that. Those little noises of wonder, of pleasure, those were for her. They made blood rush to her head in a frenzy.


  “Goddess, Rin, I need you. I need you so much.”


  One of her hands found its way beneath the edge of Erinda’s laced bodice. Erinda gasped and arched beneath her when her fingers brushed the sensitive peak of a nipple. She fumbled with the leather thongs of Erinda’s bodice until she’d managed to get them free of their eyelets, and caressed Erinda’s breast through the linen of her shift. Erinda made that noise again, the one that set off explosions deep in Kade’s gut, and Kade slid her hand beneath the fabric to cup her naked flesh without hindrance. Erinda was indescribably soft in her palm, full and sweet. She pressed her lips to Erinda’s throat, felt the pulse against her tongue, kneaded her with her fingers and plucked softly at the pebbled nipple hardening between her fingertips. She gloried in the ecstasy pouring off Erinda’s skin, her silent plea for more.


  Kade tugged the shift down Erinda’s lightly freckled shoulder, until the curves of her breast were bared. Goddess, she was so beautiful. So perfect. Kade bent to kiss her there, and when her mouth closed over the rigid apex of her nipple, Erinda cried out. Kade explored its rippled texture with the same languorous care that she’d spent learning Erinda’s mouth. She brushed her tongue lightly across the turgid tip, swirled circles over the puckered surface, felt the flesh slide against her tongue as she sucked and drew it deeper. Beneath her, Erinda writhed in pleasure. Expectant wetness built between Kade’s thighs, flooding her with a kind of desire she hadn’t known she was capable of.


  Slowly, breathing hard, she drew herself back up Erinda’s torso until she could look into her eyes. Her heart thundered. She wanted Erinda’s bare skin against hers, all of it. She longed to bury herself inside Erinda’s body, to claim her, to fuse together with her so that no one would ever, ever be able to separate them. She could feel, too, that Erinda’s wishes were the same as hers. The pulse that pounded in the hollow of Erinda’s throat matched Kade’s riotous heart beat for beat; their chests rose and fell against each other as if trading the air back and forth between them in perfect duet. In that moment, she knew Erinda would allow her anything she wanted. Anything at all.


  And gradually, it occurred to her that this was probably not something either of them ought to be feeling. Girls didn’t want other girls this way. Pledged weren’t supposed to want anyone this way. As she gazed down at Erinda’s lovely, enraptured face, her petal-pink lips parted and swollen from the violence of their kisses, eyes shining with exhilaration, guilt knifed through her. What was she doing? In just a few days, she would join the temple. She would go on to lead a chaste, sanctified existence in the service of the Goddess. But Erinda was supposed to find a handsome husband who would give her a comfortable home and a healthy handful of boisterous children with their mother’s brown curls and secret dimples. That was who she should be granting this precious gift of herself to. Kade didn’t deserve it.


  “Kade,” Erinda said breathlessly, “what is it?”


  When she related her thoughts, Erinda shook her head. “It doesn’t have to be that way.”


  “We don’t really have a choice, do we?”


  “Of course we do!” Erinda rolled onto her side, her shift draping off one shoulder in a way that made Kade’s mouth water with the longing to taste her again. “Kade, no one will force you to take vows if you don’t want to. No one can force me to marry against my will. There’s always a choice.”


  Kade shook her head. “I shouldn’t be doing this to you, Rin. In a few days, I’ll be gone, and this isn’t fair. I just…” She reached for Erinda’s hand and interlaced their fingers. “I feel like I need to be closer to you. Like a part of me is lost inside you, and I have to say good-bye, and I don’t know how, and it hurts.”


  Tears started falling again. She was going about this all wrong, and she knew it, but what else could she do? Erinda was everything. Soon, the Goddess would replace her in Kade’s life, and that was supposed to be even better. It would be better, wouldn’t it? She loved Ithyris, too. And Erinda had her own life to live. She shouldn’t have to worry about taking care of Kade for the rest of their lives. This was meant to happen. They had to give each other up, move on. Grow up.


  Kade choked on a sob.


  “Kade, darling, come here. Shh.” Erinda lay back on the grass and drew Kade over her, and Kade curled her body around Erinda’s so that her head was resting on her shoulder. “Don’t think about it. Okay? I’m here. You’re here. That’s all that matters. Just be with me now, today, and let tomorrow take care of itself.”


  Kade sniffled, and Erinda hugged her closer. She closed her eyes and let herself be lulled by the steady rhythm of Erinda’s breathing. But in spite of Erinda’s brave words, she was perfectly aware of the truth.


  Erinda was every bit as terrified as she was.


  


  Kade opened her eyes and inhaled deeply. When she pushed away from the wall, a liquid rush between her legs made her eyes widen in surprise, then embarrassment. Goddess, what was she doing, indulging in such lecherous memories? She was shaa’din. Pure. Holy. Beloved of Ithyris Herself. The spirit current beneath her skin was humming softly, and it filled her with shame. Kade stumbled down the hall toward her chamber, one hand clutching at the staff’s iron rings to prevent them from clanging together and alerting Erinda and Talon to her childish eavesdropping.


  When she reached the little room, she propped the staff in a corner and fell to her knees. Forgive me, Lady, she pleaded. I have failed You before, I know, but I am Yours now. I swear I am Yours.


  She gasped when the silver current swelled, and she felt the Goddess descend on her as purposefully as She had at the ceremony when She’d claimed Kade the first time. The Goddess enveloped Kade in bliss inside and out, caressing her flushed skin, pouring into her consciousness and pressing outward, filling Kade with Her perfection and light until Kade could not help the groan of longing that tore from her throat. Ithyris held her suspended, carefully, in that exquisite state for what felt like a lifetime. Then, just as before, She burst from her in a dazzling eruption of light and euphoria, leaving Kade boneless and spent on the cool stone floor of the barracks. Her spirit continued to throb deliberately, possessively through Kade’s body.


  “Yes, Beloved. You are.”


  Chapter Ten


  


  Like the thunder preceding a great storm, the Daughters of Ithyris could sense the ominous threat gathering over our lands from the mountainous north. In Verdred, the Handmaiden had vanished from our midst, but already we were hearing reports that she was working miracles in Mondera, under the very nose of that mounting unease. Even more disturbing, we were hearing rumors that Ulrike had raised His own shaa’din, and that this unholy warrior and her armies were somehow impervious to our Lady’s celestial fire.


  None of us wanted to believe it, but it made more sense than I wanted to admit. After Her intervention at the Battle of the Ranes, the Dangar armies, with all their overwhelming numbers, had turned back without even setting foot in Ithyria. We had assumed they feared Her power. Now it seemed clear their dark God had been devising a way to render His forces immune to it.


  My thoughts turned to the Handmaiden often. I wondered how she must be feeling, the things she must be thinking as she began to encounter the brutality of Ulrike and His followers. I envied Kadrian’s connection to the Goddess even as I worried for the integrity of her gentle soul in the face of such violence. With no way to assist except in prayer, I and the rest of the temple spent every available moment in commune with Ithyris. We offered up praise and invocations of protection, trusting the Goddess’s infinite wisdom to guide our people through whatever tempest now threatened to break over our heads.


  


  The spirit nexus was no less strange on her second visit than it had been the first time Ithyris had brought her here. Overhead, the inverted lake shimmered, indistinguishable shadows passing in its depths. The glowing doorways interrupted infinite whiteness in a neat row for only a moment before shifting into new positions; bordering a rectangle, narrowing into a hall, curving into a semi-circle around her with disconcerting inconsistency.


  In the aftermath of the Goddess’s touch, Kade’s entire being was pulsing. Even her mind seemed to be dancing with the cadence of Her spirit, every thought curling like a wisp of poetry through her consciousness.


  “You have done well, Kadrian.”


  The musical notes of Her voice would likely have buckled her knees, if she had knees in this place. As it was, Kade felt herself crumbling into a nebulous mass of emotion as Ithyris appeared before her, smiling down at her with impossible perfection.


  “Oh, Sweet Lady, I am so unworthy. I am so ashamed. I am—”


  “You are mine, Beloved. That is all that matters. You have obtained the staff of Fyn as I asked. I am pleased.”


  “You…You are?”


  She laughed, a gorgeous sound. “I am. But there are greater tasks ahead. Three items are needed to retrieve the prophecy: the staff of Fyn, the stone of Cibli, and Mondera’s sepulchre. You already have the staff. The sepulchre is not far; it rests in the cemetery at Mondera Temple. And the stone…The stone is on its way to you now.”


  Kade furrowed her brow. “These things belonged to the three sisters?”


  Ithyris inclined Her head.


  “And they’re going to help me find the prophecy that Ulrike wants?”


  “The staff, stone, and sepulchre are the work of my Daughter Marin of the Twelve. Think of them as keys, if you will. Marin designed them to work in harmony, to unlock Mondera’s final resting place at precisely the right moment.” Pride resounded in Her words, and Kade almost felt jealous of her long-deceased predecessor.


  “When is the right moment?”


  “Mondera predicted your arrival on the first night of the Fifthmoon, one thousand winters after the Division. Marin’s keys will work on that night alone, and as it is less than a moon away, you must hurry.”


  “Mondera predicted my arrival?” Kade’s head was swimming. “Lady, are You saying that Mondera of the Twelve knew about me?”


  The Goddess’s smile brightened. “My Mondera knew a great many things, Kadrian. She saw you nearly a thousand winters before your birth, just as clearly as you see me now. She described the color of your eyes, your hair, your height, the shape of your face. She asked Marin to help her prepare for your arrival, and here you are, just as she said you would be.”


  But if Mondera knew a millennium ago that all of this was going to happen, why had she gone to all the trouble to lock her prophecy away, only for it to be destroyed a thousand winters in the future? Wouldn’t it have been far more efficient to leave her predictions unwritten, and never give Ulrike a reason to invade Ithyria? She didn’t ask the question aloud, but Ithyris seemed to hear it anyway.


  “Everything must happen as it is meant to, Beloved. Mondera said that this would be the beginning of the end.”


  That made no sense, but now Kade’s brain was grasping hopefully at a new line of thought. “Lady, is that why You chose me for Your Handmaiden? Because of Mondera’s prophecy?” And not because I’m…


  “Oh, Kadrian.” The Goddess reached out and touched Kade’s cheek with a cool hand. Kade felt a shiver run all the way to her toes, and she struggled to remind herself that she had neither a cheek nor toes in the nexus. Any physical sensations she experienced here were conjurations of her mind in an attempt to make sense of her bodiless state. Still, the love that filled the Goddess’s shining eyes reduced every other conscious thought into a swirling vortex of yearning, and Kade trembled at Her next words. “You were always meant for me, Beloved. Mondera didn’t create that truth; she just knew it before anyone else did.”


  “You loved her.” Kade couldn’t keep the jealousy from her voice.


  “I love all my Daughters, all my children. But shaa’din are mine like no other mortals can be. I speak with you, know you, infuse myself within you. For that reason, every one of my shaa’din has a special place in my heart.”


  “And did You…” Kade blushed, but she made herself blurt the question out. “Did You touch the Twelve, too? Like You do with me?”


  “Of course.”


  “So we’re Your…Your lovers.” She nearly whispered the last word.


  “Do you love me?”


  The question took her off guard. “Oh, Lady, yes. Yes, of course.”


  “And do you enjoy how it feels when I touch you? When I enter your body, fill your spirit with mine, create rivers of myself within you and burst from your skin when it cannot hold any more?”


  She could barely get the reply past her imaginary lips. “Yes.”


  “Then believe me when I tell you, Kadrian, that it is just as wonderful an experience for me. There is nothing quite so joyful, so fulfilling, as connecting with those I love in that way. Being heard, seen, felt by the mortal creatures who are my most precious treasures, yet are so rarely able to perceive me at all. It has been such a long time since I have shared this with one of my Daughters, and you bring me great pleasure.” The Goddess tilted Her head. “But even so, I am not quite enough for you, am I?”


  Horror shot through Kade. “Oh, You are! Of course You are!” She felt an unwelcome pull at her heels and found herself being tugged backward. “Wait, Lady, please, don’t send me away yet!”


  “I am not sending you away, Beloved. Your flesh cannot endure for long without your spirit. It calls you back.”


  “No, please, I’m not ready!” Kade called after Her, even as the current gushed around her, and she felt her arms and legs growing heavy, the cold press of stone against her shoulder and hip. Gradually, she came back to herself, still prostrate on the barracks floor. The room was dark, and the small opening that served as a window showed a black sky broken by a few faint pinpricks of starlight. Kade didn’t know how long she’d been lying there. She didn’t care. She squeezed her eyes shut and let hot tears leak from her eyelids to strike the stone floor. The Goddess’s astute question had bruised deeply. What a miserable failure she was, Handmaiden or no. Even Ithyris knew it. Selfish, ungrateful, weak…


  Candlelight bobbed into view as the curtain was shoved aside and Myka entered. She stopped when she caught sight of Kade huddled on the floor.


  “Your Grace? What are you doing down there?”


  “Nothing,” Kade mumbled, drawing the sleeve of her robe over her eyes as she sat up.


  Myka plunked a bulging sack down on the little wooden table beside their bunks. “Well, I got the tea and soap. A few other things too, since I figure if we’re going to see more battles we could both use better clothes. You should have seen me haggle with those merchants! Didn’t even spend half of what Captain Talon gave us. I am that good…”


  Kade tuned out the rest of her babble and pulled herself into the lower bunk. She tugged the blanket over her head so Myka would not see the tears that kept falling, and rolled to face the wall.


  Divine Lady, please, You have to know how much I—


  “Sleep, Beloved,” Ithyris commanded, once again from within her mind.


  I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. You are more than enough for me, of course You are, far more than I deserve. I will serve and obey You always.


  “Sleep.” Kade felt Her descend again, but this time Her presence held only reassurance and comfort. Ithyris settled in and around Kade softly. The veins of Her spirit beat with love and peace, absorbing Kade’s protests into their calm, resonating flow.


  Somewhere behind her she heard Myka say testily, “Well, good night to you too, Handmaiden.” The bunk above her creaked as Myka settled into her own bed.


  Though Kade was so sleepy she could not open her eyes, or even lift the blanket from her head, somehow she managed to reply. “Good night, Myka.” Then Ithyris’s gentle insistence won out, and Kade drifted off.


  


  *


  


  The sound of boots pounding the floor and men shouting woke her in the early hours of the morning. Myka’s head popped upside-down over the edge of her bunk.


  “Wake up, wake up! Something big’s happening. Come on!”


  Apparently, Myka had forgotten her irritation with Kade the night before. She somersaulted from her bunk and landed, catlike, on the floor. Kade sat up, rubbing the sleep from her eyes, and was startled when a man’s voice came from beyond the curtained door of their chamber.


  “Forgive the disturbance, Your Grace, but Captain Talon’s asking for you as soon as possible.”


  “We’ll be right out!” Myka called and tossed a bundle of fabric at Kade. “Here, put those on.” She was already hopping around on one foot as she shoved the other into a pair of leggings.


  “What are these?” Kade asked.


  “Clothes. Better ones. Hurry up and get dressed. We’re going to miss all the excitement!”


  Kade held up the articles of clothing Myka had selected for her. They were snowy white, like the robes of her priestesshood, but that was where the similarity ended. A pair of thick, snug leggings dangled from one hand, while a short-sleeved tunic and belt were in the other. Boys’ clothes. “Myka, we can’t wear these.”


  Myka had already shoved her arms into her own tunic and was reaching for her belt. “Sure we can. You’re shaa’din. You can wear whatever you want. You think the Twelve went traipsing around Ithyria in formal robes? We’ll actually be able to move in these.” She sat on Kade’s bunk to tug her riding boots on over her leggings. When Kade continued to stand there, she huffed. “Fine. Don’t wear them. Go out there dressed like that if you want.”


  Kade looked down at her robes, which had taken on a brownish tint from the dirt of their travels. The sleeves and hem were stained and frayed, sagging thanks to so many nights of sleeping on the ground and days astride a sweating horse. “We could ask one of the temples for replacements.”


  “And still be running around with drooping sleeves and skirts tangling our ankles.” Myka grabbed her knife from the table and slid it back inside her boot. She patted the hidden weapon with satisfaction. “It’s getting hotter every day. Summer’s about to arrive in all its glory. You want to swelter through it in stuffy robes, go ahead. But I’m going to be comfortable. And mobile.”


  She stood and twirled, demonstrating her freedom of movement. Kade sighed and looked down at the clothes in her hands. In her mind’s eye she recalled the redheaded barbarian looming over Erinda and those unlucky villagers. What if Kade hadn’t been able to reach them in time? A second more, one little stumble, and she might have been too late. Myka had a point; in clothes like these she wouldn’t have to worry about tripping over her own feet.


  “Oh, all right.” She sat and pulled the leggings on, then turned her back and shrugged out of her dirty robes and into the tunic. When she twisted back around, Myka was ready with her sash and a triumphant grin. Kade sighed as she knotted the sash around her waist and accepted the pair of boots Myka held out to her, made of soft white leather that matched the rest of the ensemble. She had to admit, as she stood, that the new clothes felt much lighter. She took a couple of long strides, all that their tiny chamber would allow, to test the feel of her legs unencumbered by layers of heavy fabric.


  “Nice, huh?” Myka crowed.


  A corner of Kade’s mouth tweaked upward as she grabbed the iron staff from its spot in the corner. Ithyris had said it was one of the keys she needed to fulfill her mission, and she wasn’t about to leave it unattended.


  Myka swept her arm toward the door with a flourishing bow. “After you, Your Grace.”


  


  *


  


  Fear iced through Kade as she surveyed the ocean of hairy, snarling creatures that seethed beneath them, pressing toward the city walls. She had never imagined the barbarian army could be so vast. She gripped the iron shaft of Fyn’s staff so tightly that her knuckles ached.


  “How many, do you think?” she asked quietly of Talon, who stood at her shoulder. They were atop Agar’s walls, directly over the main gates of the city, with General Urden on one side and Farsh on the other. There were two other captains there as well, one in a turquoise military jacket and the other in brown. Kade knew they were from the Cibli and Fyn contingents, respectively, but she had been too nervous at their introduction to remember their names.


  “Hard to say,” Talon replied. “The first group arrived a few days ago, shortly after we did. After that, there were more every day. This looks like a couple thousand, maybe more.”


  Two thousand of those unkillable monsters? Just a handful had proven nearly impossible to escape, much less defeat. How could they hope to survive against so many? Talon pointed down at the lone woman sitting on a huge black horse several paces in front of the rest of the horde. The scarlet ropes of her hair hung beneath a horned and saw-toothed helmet. Her naked belly bulged under a curved breastplate, and it was painted gaily with a red substance that was most likely blood. “She’s been asking for you all morning.”


  “Handmaiden,” the woman called up to her, a guttural accent sharpening her consonants. “We meet again. A shame I did not recognize you the first time, or I would have introduced myself properly. My name is Mardyth.” She bared her teeth in a smile that was not at all friendly, and laid a hand on her swollen stomach. “You know why I have come?”


  “The prophecy belongs to Ithyris.” Kade was impressed at the conviction in her voice, which thankfully did not shake with the terror she was fighting so hard to control. “She will never allow you to have it.”


  “I see you’ve found the staff,” Mardyth said, ignoring Kade’s challenge. “So now we’re at a bit of an impasse, aren’t we? You see,” she tugged a pendant from beneath her metal breastplate, “I have the stone.”


  She dangled it where Kade could get a good look. The stone of Cibli was about the size of a bird’s egg; blue, translucent, and roughly spherical. Kade felt a bit dizzy and realized she’d forgotten to breathe.


  The stone is on its way to you now, Ithyris had said. But She had failed to mention that it was in the possession of Ulrike’s shaa’din. How had Mardyth gotten her hands on it? More importantly, how did the Goddess expect Kade to get it from her now?


  “If you want it,” Mardyth swung the pendant between her fingers, “you’re going to have to come out here and take it.” The men behind her chuckled as she dropped the stone between her breasts. After a dramatic pause, she called up to Kade again. “Don’t make us wait too long, Handmaiden. Otherwise we might get bored and decide to come in there ourselves to find you.”


  Kade backed away from the edge of the wall, more than a little overwhelmed. If she went out there, she would surely die. But there was no doubting that Mardyth would happily butcher every last living creature within Agar’s walls to get to her. The soldiers, the innocent residents of the city, the priestesses. Myka. Erinda. She couldn’t be responsible for their deaths. It was unthinkable.


  “Are you all right, Your Grace?” Talon asked.


  “I think I just need to sit down for a minute.”


  “Of course. Byler?” One of the lieutenants, in a red jacket that matched Talon’s, stepped forward with a smart salute. “Escort the Handmaiden back to her quarters.”


  “Yes, sir.” He offered Kade his elbow. “Your Grace.”


  As she allowed the lieutenant to lead her down the steep stone steps, she could hear Talon, Farsh, Urden, and the other two captains arguing over their next course of action. She wanted to shake her head, knowing that no matter what plan they came up with, it could never be good enough. Not when their enemy was two thousand strong, nearly impossible to kill, and under the command of a shaa’din.


  Myka, who had been denied access to the top of the wall with the commanding officers, was waiting at the foot of the steps for her. “Well? What are we going to do?”


  “Just leave me alone,” Kade snapped.


  Myka stopped in her tracks as a look of hurt spread over her face. Kade and Byler passed by her, and then Kade touched a hand to her escort’s arm and held back. “Please, Myka,” she said more gently over her shoulder. “I need some time to myself to think.”


  “Fine!” Myka yelled as they walked away. “You don’t need my help, that’s fine. I don’t need you either!”


  Kade winced, but she did not turn around. She already knew what she was going to have to do, and it was probably better for Myka to be angry with her when it happened. Maybe anger would make her death a little easier for Myka to accept. Swallowing hard, Kade kept her eyes on the street and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the next until they reached the barracks gate.


  


  *


  


  When Erinda rounded the corner of the stables after finishing her nightly rounds, she caught sight of Kade sitting on a bench a few paces away. She very nearly turned around and slunk behind the building again, but something about Kade’s expression gave her pause. She looked so grim, staring at the bonfires flickering in the soldiers’ exercise yard without even seeming to see them. A heavy metal staff was in her hand, and she rolled it absently between her fingers. She was wearing such a strange outfit, a boy’s leggings, tunic, and boots, all in white like her priestess’s robes. In the firelight, her delicate skin glowed orange and yellow, tipping her bristly hair with gold, shadows sharpening her distinctive vulpine features.


  Erinda knew that look. It was the one Kade wore when she was terrified. The one that always made Erinda’s most fiercely protective instincts rage to life. Up to now, she had avoided Kade as much as possible, and she knew she ought to be more concerned with protecting her own fragile state of mind. Nonetheless, Kade’s distress beckoned to her, and she could not help but answer it. She walked over and laid a hand on her shoulder. “What is it?”


  Kade looked up. “Rin?” Relief filled her eyes, and she put a hand up to Erinda’s, almost as if to reassure herself that Erinda was really there. Her thin fingers were cold to the touch, in spite of the warmth of the early summer evening.


  Erinda sat next to Kade on the wooden bench, nudging her amiably with one hip to make room. “Something’s wrong. Tell me.”


  “It’s no use. You can’t save me this time, Rin.”


  She sounded so hopeless that Erinda gritted her teeth to hold back a surge of irrational anger. Already she was poised to lash out at whatever or whoever had made Kade so upset. She wanted to gather Kade in her arms and kiss her cheeks, as she would have when they were children. Instead she dug her nails into her palms. “Just tell me what’s going on.”


  Kade twirled the staff in her hand. “I have to go out there.”


  “Out there? You mean, outside the city walls?”


  Kade nodded. “It’s a long story, but…well, you remember the barbarian woman from a few days ago?”


  “The pregnant one who nearly chopped my skull in half with a giant axe?” Until you came along, and…Her skin goose-bumped as the memory of Kade’s body covering hers overtook her. “How could I forget?”


  “Her name is Mardyth, and it turns out she’s Ulrike’s shaa’din.”


  “Ulrike? As in, evil God of the Flesh, Ulrike?”


  Kade nodded again. “Mardyth is here to get her hands on a prophecy written by Mondera of the Twelve. This staff is one of the keys that unlocks it, and Mardyth has the second key. If I don’t go out there and try to take it from her, she’s going to come in here and take the staff from me. And she’ll kill every person in Agar in order to do it.” Kade’s fist tightened around the staff. “I can’t let all these people die because of me.”


  Though this was a lot of information to process at once, Erinda brushed nearly all of it aside in favor of what was most important. “That’s crazy, Kade. You’re not going out there. Besides, just look at how thick the city walls are. The barbarians will never get in here.”


  “They’ll get in,” Kade said with glum certainty. “You’ve seen them fight. Shaa’ri barely touches them, and somehow they’ve blocked the Goddess’s celestial fire. You think arrows, boiling oil, rocks, fire, or anything else we can throw at them is going to stop them from climbing the walls? From breaking down the city gates? And what am I going to do about it? Invisibility’s not going to help this time.”


  “But you can’t go out there. They’ll kill you in a heartbeat.”


  “I know.” The reply was soft and frightened. Erinda felt her blood heat furiously.


  “Kade, no. Ithyris has no right to ask this of you. It’s not fair. What would be the point? How is the Goddess’s precious Handmaiden supposed to save Ithyria if she’s dead?” She could hear the hysterical edge in her voice as the determined look in Kade’s eyes never wavered.


  “Stop, Rin.” Kade squeezed Erinda’s hand. “I swore when I took my vows to obey Ithyris in all things.”


  “I don’t care! This is taking it too far. She can’t expect you to just—”


  “Lay down my life for Her?” Kade finished with a wry smile. “But I will, Rin, gladly. And not just for Her. For all of them.” She indicated the grounds, where soldiers clustered around the bonfires and jabbed at one another cheerfully. “For her.” Kade pointed across the yard to where her young traveling companion was sparring back and forth with Talon. One of Erinda’s eyebrows went up at the unusual sight of a Pledged in boys’ clothes darting around with a short sword, but she was quickly distracted when she felt Kade’s lips press against her fingers. Her stomach clenched as she met Kade’s steady gaze. “For you.”


  Her breath caught in her throat. “Kade…” Goddess, those vibrant eyes pierced her soul. Held in their spell, Erinda found she could not remember what she’d been arguing with her about. The heat of Kade’s mouth lingered on her fingers, sending shivers of longing up her arm until her own lips began to tingle. Without warning, her stomach dipped and desire spread like liquid gold into her muscles, contracting her sex painfully. Ah, there it was, the rush of lust she’d been waiting for. She’d known she would not escape it indefinitely. No one but Kade had ever made her feel like this, a need so intense that every nerve ending in her body cried out for the relief that could only be found in Kade’s touch. Her skin burned, her insides cramped, and she was suddenly wet and hot. Though she managed to stifle the groan that filled her mouth, she knew the instant her affliction showed in her eyes, because Kade’s gaze turned wary and she shifted on the bench.


  Kade’s fingers brushed the burn on her wrist, and Erinda flinched. “Ow.”


  “What’s this?” Kade asked, turning her hand toward the firelight. “You’re hurt.”


  Erinda tried to pull away, embarrassed. “It’s nothing.” But she hissed between her teeth when the movement scraped her blister against Kade’s palm. The pain dragged the heavy pulsing from between her legs to pound angrily in her injured wrist instead, and for that, she was grateful.


  Kade grasped her forearm. “Just hold still a second, will you?” she asked with a hint of amusement. “I think I might be able to help.” She closed her eyes.


  To Erinda’s amazement, a faint blue glow began to emanate from Kade’s hand. Cool relief replaced the pain, until Erinda could no longer feel the burn. She was surprised when Kade released her wrist and the blister was still there, red and puffy as ever. “It doesn’t hurt anymore,” she said in astonishment, prodding the blister a little with her fingertip.


  Kade smiled. “Good.”


  “That’s so strange. It looks just the same, but now it feels like it isn’t burned at all. What did you do?”


  “The Goddess has been teaching me a few things…how to use Her power to change people’s perceptions. I can’t heal your skin any faster, but I can take the pain away.”


  “That’s amazing. Thank you.” She began to lean forward, and then clamped down hard on the instinct to plant a kiss on Kade’s cheek. Winters ago, she would have done so without a second thought, a gesture of affection that came as naturally as breathing. She drew back slowly. Kade’s eyes widened, and Erinda knew she’d read the impulse in her face. Awkward silence ensued.


  Erinda was about to divert the subject back to Kade’s ridiculous plan to take on the barbarian army alone, which seemed a far safer topic than the hazardous territory they were stumbling headfirst into, but she was interrupted by an enormous bouquet of flowers that dropped onto Kade’s lap.


  “Handmaiden.” A veiled priestess knelt at Kade’s feet, her long golden earrings swinging as she touched her fingers to her forehead. “A tribute, from your sisters of the western temple of Agar.”


  Kade’s cheeks flushed, but before she could say anything, a second veiled woman had deposited a basket of fruit on her knees, nearly crushing the flowers. “As do we of the eastern temple. We honor you, Ostryn Kadrian, Beloved of Ithyris.”


  Erinda had to lean back as two more gifts were thrust at Kade from either side.


  “We are from the north…”


  “…and from the south…”


  For a moment, the two women exchanged dirty looks before the first continued, “…and we, too, have come to bless your name and praise Ithyris for the gift of your exalted presence among us.”


  “May the Goddess heed your voice, Handmaiden.”


  “Remember us in your prayers, holy one.”


  “We are your most humble servants.”


  “Praise the Goddess!”


  “Hail the Handmaiden!”


  Kade held up her hands. “Ostryn, please, I…thank you, but this really isn’t necessary.”


  Erinda’s eyes widened when she realized that other veiled women were now entering the light of the bonfires, approaching Kade like they might a skittish colt. She wasn’t sure how so many of them had managed to talk their way past the barracks gates, but they were converging on Kade rapidly. “Don’t look now,” she murmured in Kade’s ear, “but I think your admirers brought a few friends.”


  A loud clang sounded from across the yard, and a dozen veiled faces turned toward it. Talon had just disarmed her overeager opponent, and she picked up Myka’s short sword from the dirt and handed it back to her. In slow motion, she repeated the stroke she’d just used, exaggerating Myka’s mistake. Myka nodded and adopted a defensive stance, ready to try the move again.


  “Sweet Ithyris, what is that girl doing?” gasped one of the women indignantly.


  “What is she wearing?” cried another.


  “This is an affront to the Goddess!”


  The first priestess, the one who had handed Kade the flowers, rose to her feet. “We must put a stop to this.”


  Kade reached out and caught the sleeve of her robe. “Leave them be,” she commanded, and when the priestess turned to look at her she added a bit more shyly, “Please.”


  “But, Handmaiden,” the woman stammered. “A Pledged cannot be allowed to, to…”


  “Learn to defend herself?” Kade suggested mildly.


  “Well, certainly, but that is done via the study of shaa’ri, not flailing around gracelessly with one of those crude weapons.”


  “Was not Zarneth of the Twelve a master of many such ‘crude weapons’?” Kade asked.


  The woman’s eyebrows went up. “Well…”


  “And this,” Kade continued, lifting the heavy staff in her hand and bringing it down so that its rings clanked together. “Fyn of the Twelve carried this very staff into battle. Even after she was blinded by a head injury, it didn’t stop her from fighting alongside her sisters, however ‘gracelessly.’”


  The priestess sank slowly to her knees again, her attention suddenly rapt on Kade’s face. Kade seemed oblivious, watching Myka struggle to block Talon’s assault. When she spoke, it was almost to herself. “Besides, I do not think temple service is to be Myka’s path as it is ours. Ithyris says she is destined for another purpose.”


  “The Goddess told you that?” one of the women asked.


  Some of Kade’s self-consciousness seemed to return when she looked down to see the group of women settling themselves on the ground before her, clearly captivated by her every word. She turned to Erinda in bewilderment. Erinda jerked her head slightly toward the waiting audience. Go on, she projected with an impish smile, knowing Kade could read the encouragement in her eyes. They want to hear anything you have to say. Kade drew a breath.


  “Ithyris speaks to all of us,” she answered hesitantly. “But not every mortal has the same ability to hear Her. She is a being of divine spirit, and some are born with greater sensitivity to Her presence than others. Often, those of us who are lucky enough to possess this gift choose to enter Her service in the temple.”


  Heads nodded in assent throughout the group, and confidence built in Kade’s voice. “But even with heightened awareness, we all know it’s not always easy to break through the boundaries of our physical world so we can connect with Her. Meditation helps strip some of those distractions away, and drinking from the Cup of Purification allows us a few minutes of clarity during which She can reach us, but the truth is that we’ve become so attached to our mortal flesh that it takes many winters of discipline to learn how to make ourselves fully accessible to Her.”


  Erinda watched the women scoot closer, entranced. Kade’s timidity seemed to dissolve as she kept talking, and even Erinda found herself listening in wonder as Kade began to relate her personal encounters with Ithyris, the way Her voice sounded like music and Her feet never seemed to touch the ground. She spoke of a place she called Yura’shaana, the spirit nexus, a mysterious passageway through which she claimed all mortal souls entered and left the world.


  After a while, Erinda noticed a handful of soldiers lurking at the fringes of the group, edging nearer until a few finally just sat down next to the veiled women and stared at the shaa’din with a fascination as spellbound as the priestesses’.


  Sitting there next to Kade, the source of so many sleepless nights of loneliness and grief, Erinda realized that for the first time in a long while she felt truly complete. Almost happy, though nothing had changed, really. Kade was still a priestess, still untouchable. She belonged to the Goddess, and never had that been more evident than it was now, her features ethereal in the firelight as she spoke of Ithyris’s beauty and love. Yet Erinda found it didn’t matter. Kade was where she belonged. She had become everything she had always been meant for. While Erinda’s heart still ached for the things that would never be between them, she was, in that moment, unspeakably proud to have called this magnificent woman her friend.


  A while later, Erinda slipped from the bench and crept quietly away from the others. Kade was so absorbed in her audience at that point that she never even looked up, and Erinda smiled to herself as she went in search of a quill and parchment. It was high time she finished that long overdue letter to the Queen, and at last she knew what she was going to say. A new shaa’din had arrived in Ithyria. She was courageous and powerful, and she had saved them from death at the hands of the barbarian army.


  Also, Erinda resolved, no matter how determined Kade was to fulfill her quest of ancient keys and hidden prophecies, when morning dawned, Erinda was going to see to it that the Goddess’s Handmaiden was not facing that barbarian horde alone.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Kade gawked open-mouthed at the crowd of veiled women gathered at the city gates. The four high priestesses appeared to have brought the entire residency of their respective temples; there had to be at least two hundred priestesses barring her path to the gates, about half of whom were mounted on horseback. She recognized Lyris among them, with Myka on foot at her side. Myka was still refusing to speak to Kade after Kade’s brusque dismissal the previous morning, but nonetheless she was there, with a short sword clanking at her side and the hilt of her knife peeking from her boot cuff.


  Next to the priestesses stood Captain Talon and about thirty of his remaining guard, those who had been lucky enough to escape the village battle with relatively minor wounds. Among them, she could also see a few jackets of turquoise and brown, which had to be men from the Cibli and Fyn regiments. And beside the shoulder of Talon’s big black mare, Erinda regarded Kade with her arms folded across her chest. A faint breeze tousled the tips of her braids.


  “We’re going with you,” she announced.


  Kade had no doubt that Erinda had orchestrated this. Of course she had, and Kade cursed herself for not having seen it coming. She should have kept her mouth shut last night, sent Erinda away instead of spilling her fears so recklessly. Erinda had always assumed personal responsibility for solving Kade’s problems. But they weren’t children anymore, and this was no adolescent bully they were dealing with.


  Kade had spent most of the night tormented by the same dream she’d had just before the shaa’din ceremony; Ithyris, beautiful and brilliant, reaching out for her with hands stained with Kade’s own blood. Kade understood what it meant. Her life belonged to the Goddess. If Ithyris asked her to die in Her name, Kade would do so without complaint. Thousands of barbarian warriors waited for her on the other side of that wall. Once again, Erinda was assuming the role of her protector, but Kade could not allow it. Not this time.


  “No.” Kade’s gaze moved from one person’s face to the next. So many people, and every one would be slaughtered if they set foot outside the city walls. “You can’t. It’s too dangerous.”


  “We have faith in the Goddess,” one of the high priestesses said. “She has sent you to us, Handmaiden, and it is our privilege to fight Her enemies at your side.”


  “But you can’t,” Kade said. “Shaa’ri has scarcely any impact, and the barbarians are somehow masking the darkness that creates celestial fire.” She turned to Lyris. “Tell them, Ostryn. You’ve seen it.”


  Lyris dipped her head. “Yes, Handmaiden, I have. But Talon has learned from General Urden that the barbarians may yet be killed. Shaa’ri should be effective if used in the right manner.”


  “You gotta cut their heads off!” Myka interjected. When Kade frowned, she seemed to recall their quarrel and clamped her mouth shut with a scowl.


  Lyris continued. “It is imperative that Ithyris’s command be carried out, Handmaiden. We do not have to defeat the barbarian army today, but we will endeavor to hold them back so that you may acquire the stone of Cibli and convey the stone and staff to Mondera Temple.”


  The women behind her nodded, as did several of the men in Talon’s group. Kade had to fight back tears at the incredible selflessness of their offer. Every one of those soldiers had lost friends in their last encounter with the barbarian army. They had only barely escaped with their own lives and limbs, and yet they were ready to march out there and face those monsters again. But courageous though these men and women might be, they would still be outnumbered ten to one, and those were not odds she was comfortable with.


  “Ostryn, Captain, I appreciate your support, truly. But the army we face is far too great. I cannot allow you to risk your lives this way.”


  “You don’t have a choice,” Erinda declared. Her expression said clearly that she had every intention of strolling out there at Kade’s side as well, even though she had no more experience with a sword than Kade did. “You can’t stop us from coming.”


  “I can stop you,” Kade said quietly and turned to Talon. The very sight of him knotted her stomach with animosity. With broad, high cheekbones and androgynous elfin features, the captain of the royal guard was strikingly handsome. Grudgingly, Kade might see how Erinda would be drawn to Talon’s dark good looks and understated confidence, but Talon had been intimate with Erinda only to cast her away at the behest of another woman. Kade would never forgive him for that. She hated asking for his help, but she was hoping he still cared enough for Erinda to want to keep her safe. “She’s a civilian, Captain, not a soldier.”


  Talon held Kade’s gaze before his eyes slid to Erinda. “I agree.”


  “Oh no, you don’t,” Erinda said, looking from one to the other. “Neither of you gets to dictate what I do. This is my choice.”


  “You’re staying here, Rin.”


  “You can’t make me.”


  “I can,” Talon said, and motioned for one of the guard behind him to step forward and take Erinda’s arms. “Take her back to the barracks, Corporal.”


  “No!” Erinda shouted, struggling in the man’s grasp. “Talon, please, you have to let me go with you. The Queen—”


  “The Queen would have my head if I let you do this, Erinda, and you know it.”


  “Oh, she would not! Let me go, you oaf!” Erinda stomped hard on the corporal’s booted toes, and he released her with a bark of surprise.


  Talon dismounted in one fluid motion and took Erinda’s arm himself. “Don’t make me lock you up,” he growled.


  Kade’s attention fixated on Talon’s hand where he gripped Erinda’s arm. He was holding her close, their bodies nearly touching, and Kade’s imagination began to taunt her with visions of Talon’s olive skin pressed to Erinda’s, the two of them rocking in one another’s arms, as Erinda made those feral sounds that Kade so readily remembered. Before she realized it, she’d reached out and taken Erinda’s other arm.


  “Captain, may I speak with her alone for a moment?”


  Talon regarded her with mild surprise, and then strangely, understanding. “Of course, Your Grace.” He let go of Erinda, and Kade almost sighed with relief.


  She drew Erinda aside, turning away from the crowd for privacy. She kept her voice low. “Rin, please. I need you to stay here.”


  “I’m not letting you go out there alone!”


  “I won’t be alone. You’ve brought me an army.” Kade grinned and Erinda’s glower faded, just a little. “You are amazing, Rin. And I’m more grateful than you could ever know, but I need you to stay inside the city. If anything ever happened to you, I—” Her fingers trembled, and she withdrew her touch from Erinda’s forearm. “I have to know you’re safe. I can’t do this otherwise.”


  Erinda rubbed her skin where Kade had been holding her. “What are you doing?” she asked suspiciously.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I felt that. Whatever it was you were pushing into me just then.” Her eyes narrowed. “Kadrian Crossis, if you’re using your shaa’din magic on me…”


  “I’m not!” Her fingers were tingling a little, however, and she looked down at them. “At least, I don’t think so. I wasn’t trying to.”


  Erinda made a disbelieving noise.


  “Honestly, I wasn’t. Though I’m not above attempting it if you won’t listen.” When Erinda’s brows began to draw together, Kade sighed. “Look, I will ask the captain to lock you up if that’s what it’s going to take. But I really wish you’d just give in on this one.”


  “And why would I do that?”


  “Because I’m asking you to. For me.”


  Desperation flickered behind the indignation in her eyes, and Kade’s breath caught. This was no petty power struggle. Erinda was on the verge of panic.


  “Do you have any idea what you’re asking? How can I just sit behind these walls doing nothing, while you and the others fight your way through that horde? I heard what Lyris said. Once you’ve got the stone they’re taking you on to Mondera Temple. I may never see you again.” Her voice broke, and it broke Kade’s heart right along with it. “I only just found you again, Kade, I can’t…It’s been so long, and I just can’t…”


  I’d rather die out there than lose you again.


  Kade heard that bleak thought as clearly as Ithyris’s voice in her mind. Propriety forgotten, she pulled Erinda into her arms. “I’ll come back,” she found herself saying. She would have said anything to assuage the anguish that was rolling off Erinda with torrential force. She could barely breathe, it was so strong. Kade buried her nose in Erinda’s soft curls, inhaling deeply of her clean, earthy scent, like soap suds and sun-dried laundry. Even after all these winters, Erinda still smelled like the very essence of home. Kade pressed her lips against Erinda’s ear. “You hear me? I promise you, I will come back. I won’t leave without saying good-bye.”


  She felt it then, the flood of silvery spirit gushing out of her. She wasn’t doing it on purpose, not at all, but she couldn’t seem to hold it back either. The current was acting of its own accord, surging more swollen and mighty than she’d ever felt it before, and it flowed from her hands, her arms, her torso, engulfing Erinda with tenderness and reassurance that felt like it originated from the very core of Kade’s being.


  Erinda shuddered against her. “I want to go with you.”


  “I know you do. I know.” She held her for a few moments more, letting the current flow freely between them, then pulled back. “But I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if something happened to you out there. So just please say you’ll stay. I swear to you, I will come back.”


  Gradually, Erinda’s body relaxed as the current continued to course from Kade’s hands. “I’ll stay,” she said weakly. Kade wasn’t sure whether her acquiescence was a genuine surrender or whether it was the effect of Ithyris’s spirit, but either way the response was what she needed.


  “Thank you.” She turned back around again. “Myka.” She beckoned her over. Myka narrowed her eyes as she approached, but before she could begin to argue Kade held up a hand. “I need your help.”


  Myka rocked back on her heels and rested a hand on the pommel of her short sword. “I’m listening.”


  “I need you to look after Erinda for me. If we fail, if the barbarians breach the city, I need you to promise me you’ll protect her.” She was relatively certain Myka could see right through her request. After all, she was just seventeen, and despite the rakish knife in her boot and a few hurried lessons in swordplay, she was hardly a seasoned soldier. Kade couldn’t allow her to be part of this mad venture, not when it was very likely a suicidal mission.


  Myka pursed her lips and eyed Erinda. “Why her?”


  “She’s important to me. I need someone I can trust for this.”


  She could practically see the wheels turning in Myka’s head. The girl was definitely flattered, which had been Kade’s intention, but she wasn’t stupid.


  To Kade’s very great surprise, however, she nodded. “I’ll do it.”


  Kade laid a hand on her shoulder and squeezed gratefully. “Thank you, Myka.”


  “You’ll owe me.”


  “I will,” Kade said with a smile. At last, she turned back to the priestesses and soldiers who were waiting for her.


  “You’re all very sure you want to do this?”


  “Hail the Handmaiden!” came the response from the women’s side, and while the men were somewhat less vocal, not one seemed inclined to change his mind either.


  Squaring her shoulders, Kade moved forward, and the priestesses parted to let her through. Agar’s walls were so thick that they had to pass through a wide, tunnel-like vestibule to reach the enormous gates. She was followed by several of the guard, who prepared to lift the heavy oak bar from its iron clamps. Kade held her breath and gripped Fyn’s staff in her hand. Sweet Ithyris, protect us—


  “Hold,” boomed a severe male voice. General Urden approached on horseback, flanked by uniformed provincial guard.


  “Come to join us, General?” Talon asked acerbically.


  The giant man glared at them. “You want to get your people slaughtered, Outlander, it’s no concern of mine. I and my men will defend Agar from within, where we belong. But you’re not opening the gates of my city to that pack of barbarians. You want to make it easy for them? Invite them in for tea, perhaps, before they overrun us?”


  “General,” Kade said, stepping toward him, “you heard what their leader said. If I don’t go out there they will attack the city. I’m…We’re trying to defend Agar just as much as you are.”


  Urden gave her a contemptuous sneer. “As far as I’m concerned, Your Grace, you’re welcome to throw yourself to the wolves any time you want. Just find a way to do it that doesn’t put my city at risk.”


  The spirit current prodded Kade, and she looked up at the mouth of the vestibule. “Is that a portcullis, General?” she asked. He grunted in assent. “If I remember correctly, there’s another one outside the city gates, so the solution is simple. Let us out, and the moment we’re all past the gates, drop both grates behind us.”


  He snorted. “You’re either very brave or very stupid. You do realize once I drop those grilles I’m not lifting them again. It will be hard enough killing off any of the enemy who get caught between them, not to mention closing the gates again afterward. You and your friends will have nowhere to retreat, so if I let you out there, you won’t be getting back into Agar unless you finish off that entire horde yourselves.”


  Kade looked questioningly at Talon and the high priestesses, but every one of them nodded. “We understand.”


  The general stared at her. “You’re crazy, the lot of you.” But finally, he shrugged. “Very well. It’s you that barbarian witch wants. I won’t stop you from handing yourself over to her if that’s what you want to do.”


  He turned to his men. “Man the portcullises, and by all means,” he met Kade’s eyes with an expression that said she was out of her mind, “open the gates for the lady.”


  


  *


  


  Agar’s gates swung open with an ear-splitting screech that echoed the dread shrieking through Erinda’s insides. The comforting blanket of Kade’s aura still enveloped her, but terror was swiftly burning the effect off as the priestesses and soldiers ran for the city exit. Her confused brain knew only that Kade was leaving, that she should be going with her, that she’d given her word not to follow. A roar went up beyond the city walls, and a wave of nausea gripped her.


  “You gonna just stand there?”


  The strawberry-haired Pledged, Kade’s seemingly ever-present shadow, had drawn her sword, and with the other, she seized Erinda’s hand. “Come on. They’re closing the portcullis already.”


  Erinda let Myka tug her toward the vestibule in the wake of Kade’s volunteer army. “We promised her we’d stay behind.” But her feet kept moving anyway.


  “Oh, please. I’m not missing this. Duck!” Myka shoved her beneath the descending iron grate.


  Erinda tucked her head and shoulders and darted through, with Myka right behind. Ahead, Erinda glimpsed flashes of white robes and mottled furs, heard the crash of metal and guttural battle cries. Men were already working to swing the massive gates closed again, and the outer portcullis was coming down as the barbarians charged forward. “No time to argue,” Myka shouted. “Go, go!”


  Together, they squeezed between the narrowing gap and plunged beneath the second grille. Erinda felt the sharp points graze her shoulders as she scrambled beneath it. Myka had to drop to the ground and skid on her back, narrowly escaping impalement as the tips of the heavy portcullis struck the earth. Howls went up behind them, and she realized that as they’d been running to get out, a few of the barbarian warriors had managed to slip in. They were now trapped in the vestibule, between the portcullis grates, and the Monderan guard were pouring hot oil over their enemies through slots in the roof of the tunnel. The enormous gates boomed shut, blocking her view. Myka yanked her down by the hand.


  “Quick, over here!”


  They dove into a thicket of brush alongside the city’s entrance. The plants were dense and thorned, and tore at Erinda’s clothes as she ducked next to Myka.


  “What have we done?” she panted. General Urden had made it very clear he would not open the gates again unless the barbarians were defeated. Now she and Myka were trapped outside the city walls along with the others.


  Between the needle-like leaves of their hiding place she could see the tiny Ithyrian army swallowed up by the barbarian masses. Blood sprayed the air at random intervals, and the ground was scattered with disembodied heads as the priestesses and guard went immediately for decapitation, not bothering with any other type of offense. The barbarians were much bigger and stronger, but they were not particularly light on their feet. The priestesses whirled and dodged, slicing their arms in the direction of one enemy after another. The soldiers, too, were fighting with carefully targeted strikes to the barbarians’ necks. Furred heads fell from enemy shoulders on every side, rolling gruesomely across the rocky ground. Erinda found it quite disturbing when she realized that most of the headless bodies continued to swing their weapons, though admittedly with less accuracy once they’d lost their governing senses. After a minute or two, a good hard shove to the body usually made it fall, and after that, it remained down.


  Though the Ithyrian army was holding its own far better than anyone might have expected, they were nonetheless overwhelmed by sheer numbers. She watched one priestess behead three barbarian warriors in rapid succession, only to be caught from behind by the stroke of a heavy axe. A mounted lieutenant whose blade moved faster than Erinda could track was yanked from his horse, and both the animal and man disappeared under a flurry of leathered arms and falling clubs. The horse shrieked with fury as it went down, and Erinda cringed.


  Flashes of blue light drew her attention, and she spotted Kade, who was wielding the staff of Fyn as a weapon. Though Kade’s movements lacked the polish of the soldiers’ swordsmanship, in her hands, the iron staff was glowing a brilliant cerulean hue from end to end. Whenever it connected with an enemy warrior, he burst into the extraordinary blue flames that Erinda remembered from the Battle of the Ranes. Though Kade’s celestial fire did not spread from man to man as it had then, the sight of it still filled Erinda with hope. At least Kade’s powers were protecting her.


  Crouched at her side, Myka gripped her sword with one hand and a little knife in the other. Uncertainty had replaced her swaggering bravado, however, as she took in the chaos. She had gone very pale. Erinda resisted the unhelpful impulse to remind her that sneaking onto the battlefield had been her idea.


  “I should be out there,” Myka said shakily.


  “Neither of us should be out here,” Erinda replied. She dropped her eyes after watching a broadsword cleave through the outstretched arm of one of the veiled women. “Oh, Goddess.” The priestess’s wail of pain was heart wrenching, and Erinda fought the need to gag.


  And then something crashed through the thicket and landed wetly in Erinda’s lap. A barbarian head, covered with grizzled beard and matted hair, stared up at her with wild eyes. Blood gushed from his severed neck, soaking her skirts and bodice. To Erinda’s horror, the head seemed to see her…and drew back its lips in a grotesque grin, exposing teeth that had been filed into cruel points.


  Erinda could not help herself. She sprang to her feet with a shriek, heedless of the thorns that ripped at her skin and hair, and pitched the head as far as she could throw it.


  She never saw it land.


  A vise clamped about her neck and lifted her out of the bushes. She was swung around, choking, until she was face-to-face with another of the barbarians who held her by the throat in an iron grip. Erinda scrabbled with her nails at his hand and kicked her feet frantically. Spangled darkness shrank her vision as he lifted his sword. She felt the point of the blade against her sternum. Instead of running her through, however, the barbarian seemed to take pleasure in drawing the metal slowly through her ample cleavage, her breasts wiping the blood from his weapon. He leered at her. His fingers loosened a little, just enough that Erinda could suck some air into her lungs. She wheezed, the trickle of oxygen scorching her chest like threads of fire, and she understood the evil intent in his face—he would not kill her yet.


  But then a little blade snaked around his neck and opened a bloody geyser beneath his chin. Erinda dropped to the ground, her ankle wrenching beneath her as she fell, and she gasped for breath as the man’s head flew off to join his comrade’s in the dirt.


  Myka planted a foot in the barbarian’s back and kicked him over. She brandished her dripping sword with a crow of victory. “Yeah!”


  Erinda didn’t get the chance to thank her. Myka’s head snapped forward with a terrible cracking sound, and her eyes rolled back in her head as she collapsed. The barbarian who had hit her raised his club over her fallen form, preparing to crush her skull.


  With a cry, Erinda snatched up the first man’s sword where it lay beside her. She swept it at Myka’s attacker with all her strength, severing his leg just above the knee. He wobbled long enough for Erinda to scramble to her feet, ignoring the fiery protest from her ankle. Before he had regained his balance, she struck again. The sword’s heavy blade cut through his neck and spine with a meaty crunch. Erinda lost her grip on the heavy weapon while it was still lodged halfway through his neck. The barbarian’s head lolled garishly off to the side, dangling from his body by a flap of skin and tissue. Even so, the injury proved sufficient to fell him, and he tumbled over backward with flailing arms.


  Erinda dropped to her knees at Myka’s side. “Myka!”


  Blood soaked her hair, though Erinda couldn’t tell where she had been wounded or how bad it was. She was unconscious, though, one hand still wrapped stubbornly around the hilt of her sword. Erinda moaned inwardly. She should never have allowed Myka to drag them both out here. She’d broken her word to Kade, and now Myka might very well have paid for it with her life.


  Erinda was not the praying type, but the plea tore from her lips anyway. “Goddess, please…oh, please, Lady, don’t let her be dead…”


  She was lifted from the ground again, this time by one of her braids. Her captor flung her away from Myka’s body, and Erinda cried out as she collided with another of the stinking barbarian monsters. His foul breath assaulted her nostrils as he sniffed at her neck, then ran a gooey tongue up the side of her face. His arms clamped around her and he ground himself obscenely against her back.


  Meanwhile, his companion advanced on her with a nasty smile.


  


  *


  


  Kade had at last spotted Mardyth’s flaming head of hair. Ulrike’s shaa’din was strolling through the fray, unaffected by either sword or shaa’ri. She reached out and touched priestesses and soldiers as she passed, and anyone she laid her hand on collapsed to the ground.


  “To your left,” Ithyris’s warning sounded in her head, and Kade swung the shining staff. The Goddess’s silver current flowed from her hands through the metal, and when the end of the staff struck the chest of her would-be attacker, sapphire flames burst from his skin and consumed him in seconds. Kade had discovered that, though she could not target the dark aura that drew celestial fire, Fyn’s staff was able to channel shaa’ri directly into the bodies of her enemies, destroying them from the inside. Her confidence built with every swing; for all her inexperience, she wasn’t doing too badly in battle after all.


  But they were losing. Even though more barbarian dead littered the ground than priestesses and soldiers, their enemy was just too numerous. Kade had to get the stone of Cibli away from Mardyth so that the others could make a run for it. Otherwise, the horde would kill them all.


  Kade thrashed toward the barbarian leader, cutting a blazing passage through the hairy men blocking her way. She charged, bringing the staff down toward Mardyth’s head. Mardyth sneered and caught it with one hand. She clamped Kade’s forearm with the other. Kade’s skin luminesced beneath Mardyth’s fingers, as if the silver current was sheathing her arm.


  “Careful, Beloved,” Ithyris said in her ear. “Her touch kills. Use my fire.”


  Kade pressed the spirit current outward, sending it coursing through the staff toward Mardyth’s hand. Though Mardyth did not go up in flames like her men, she hissed as Ithyris’s celestial fire scorched up her arm. She let go of both Kade’s wrist and the staff and stepped backward.


  “Ulrike’s child is the source of her strength,” the Goddess said. “Strike her womb and she will fall.”


  Kade grimaced. Enemy or not, the idea of hitting a pregnant woman in the belly was revolting. Ithyris’s veins sizzled under her skin. “Now, Kadrian. You must do it now!”


  Kade thrust the staff out. Its ringed finial dug into Mardyth’s protruding stomach, and she roared as blue light crackled beneath her skin, illuminating the bloody designs that decorated her belly. Mardyth dropped to her knees.


  “The stone, Beloved.”


  Cibli’s pendant had fallen from Mardyth’s breasts, dangling by its leather cord as she bent over her swollen belly. Kade reached out and grabbed the stone, pulling until the cord broke from Mardyth’s neck. A thrill of triumph fluttered through her as she fisted it in her palm.


  “Run!” Kade shouted to the others, lifting her head so her words would carry over the noise of the fighting. “I have the stone! Everybody run!” She heard other voices echoing her command. Three more of the enemy lunged at her and she reduced them to columns of blue flame, but as she surveyed the battlefield, she realized the horde was too thick for the Ithyrian army to break free. They could not run.


  “Kill her,” Ithyris commanded. “You must kill Ulrike’s shaa’din to break her hold on her men. Strike her again.”


  Kade hesitated. Mardyth was still hunched on the ground, her arms wrapped around her middle, shuddering as Ithyris’s spirit racked her body. Kade tried to lift the staff, but found her arms reluctant to respond. The woman was pregnant, and even if the child she carried was the spawn of the Flesh God, murdering her in cold blood felt unconscionable. “I can’t,” Kade gritted through her teeth. As she tried to convince her insubordinate arms to move, an unwelcome male voice invaded her mind.


  We’ll have fun with this one. The thought was accompanied by an image of Erinda’s blood-spattered face. Erinda was screaming under the man’s swarthy hands as he tore at her skirts and penetrated her with both his body and his sword at once. Her blood spurted over his hands in a scarlet fountain as she convulsed around him in the throes of death.


  The world fell away. The battle faded from her awareness. Kade’s heart became molten lava in her chest and she spun around, bellowing Erinda’s name.


  Twenty paces away, one of the barbarians held Erinda by the arms while another stalked toward her. Erinda’s clothes were soaked in blood, curly strands of hair plastered to her face, but Kade saw her bosom rise and fall and knew she was still alive. It was the second man’s thoughts she had heard, Kade realized; somehow, she’d glimpsed the perverse fantasy filling his head, but he hadn’t yet had the chance to carry it out. Kade launched forward, slamming Fyn’s staff into every enemy in her path and leaving a trail of cerulean fires behind her. In moments, she was on him, and before he could lay a hand on Erinda, Kade thrust the blunt end of the staff all the way through his breast. She felt it puncture his skin, and with a strength she didn’t know she possessed, she kept shoving until it erupted from his back. His ugly features contorted in shock as the Goddess’s celestial flame engulfed him.


  Kade jerked the staff back and lashed out at the man holding Erinda, catching him on the side of the head. He, too, dissolved into blue fire, and dropped Erinda to the ground. Kade took a step toward her before the Goddess’s voice resounded inside her skull with such force that it rattled her teeth.


  “Fit the stone to the staff, Kadrian,” She ordered. “Quickly.”


  The stone of Cibli was still clenched in her left palm. “How do I—”


  Ithyris flooded her mind with images and Kade obeyed them. She pulled and twisted two of the iron rings in opposite directions, then repeated with the other two. The curved prongs of the finial separated, and she pushed the stone of Cibli down between them, clamping the prongs shut around it. Once encapsulated within the staff’s finial, the stone brightened until its light was nearly blinding. The glowing iron vibrated in her hand.


  “Now lift the staff and put them to sleep.”


  “Put them to sleep?”


  “Will it, Beloved. Hurry.”


  Kade raised the staff over her head and squeezed her eyes shut so she could concentrate. Sleep, she demanded, pressing the word into the spirit current. She pictured the command sliding up her arm into the shaft of the staff, coursing to the stone in its tip. Sleep, all of you. Drop your weapons. Close your eyes. Sleep.


  Together, the stone and staff suctioned the spirit’s flow eagerly from her palm, and her arm started to shake. She began to feel dizzy and grasped the staff with her other hand as well to keep hold of it. Gradually, the sounds of battle began to quiet, and Kade opened her eyes.


  The battlefield was bathed in eerie blue light that radiated in all directions from Cibli’s blazing stone. All around her, members of the barbarian army were staggering, unable to lift their swords and clubs, unable to keep their balance under Ithyris’s powerful influence. They blinked heavily, tumbled to their knees, collapsed into snoring heaps on the ground at the feet of the astonished Ithyrian fighters.


  Captain Talon appeared at Kade’s side. He was no longer on horseback, his uniform filthy and blood-soaked, a wicked gash over one brow bleeding into his eye. He looked around with an incredulous face. “How have you done this?”


  The staff was still drawing power from her, and Kade could not lower it. “Rin,” she gasped, tilting her head toward Erinda’s crumpled form on the ground. “I think she’s hurt. Help her, please.”


  Talon cursed and scooped Erinda into his arms. “I knew I should have locked her up, damn it. What is she doing out here?”


  “Is she all right?”


  “She’s breathing.”


  “We have to get our people out of here, Captain. I don’t know how long Ithyris’s control of the horde will hold out.” She didn’t know how long she would hold out, either. A headache thundered against the inside of her skull like an avalanche of stones striking bone. Her shoulders were cramping with the effort of holding up the staff.


  “Understood.” He gave a sharp whistle, and his black mare galloped toward them. He pulled Erinda up into the saddle with him, cradling her limp form against his chest.


  “Your Grace!” Lyris rode up next to Kade and put down a hand. “Climb up, come on.”


  Kade dropped one hand from the staff so she could scramble up behind Lyris. She kept the staff aloft as they circled the battlefield, rounding up whatever horses they could find, getting as many of their surviving army mounted as possible, gathering up their wounded. In spite of the pain that battered behind her eyes, she managed to keep the Goddess’s current flowing, passing the staff from one hand to the other as each arm tired. Her muscles shook with exhaustion, but she forced herself to keep her grip; she had to hold their enemy in Her thrall for as long as possible to give the others time to escape. Her heart caught in her throat as she recognized Myka, slung over the withers of one of the priestesses’ horses. The priestess gave Kade a tense nod before she urged them into a gallop, headed for the Great Temple to the southwest.


  “Handmaiden!” Mardyth marched toward them, kicking the slumbering forms of her men with disgust as she passed. She alone seemed unaffected by the Goddess’s sleeping spell. Kade hefted Fyn’s glowing staff in warning, and Mardyth halted a few paces away, her hands moving to her belly. “This isn’t over,” she growled, though she made no move to come closer. “Ulrike wants that prophecy. I will take it from you by any means necessary.”


  “I have no doubt that you will try,” Kade responded. She tilted the staff toward the battlefield, and at the movement, Mardyth shrank back a little. Kade smirked. “But as you can see, Ithyris does not intend to make it easy for you.” She fixed Mardyth with a baleful glare. “Neither do I.”


  Talon rode up to them, with Erinda still curled against him. “That’s the last of them, Your Grace.” He nodded in the direction of the horses galloping off after the others, most with two or even three riders clinging to their backs.


  “Let’s go, then.” Kade tightened her grip at Lyris’s waist as she nudged their mount in the direction of the temple as well. Talon kept pace alongside them. As they rode away, Kade twisted over her shoulder.


  Mardyth stood alone on the bloodied field among the prostrate bodies of her dead and sleeping men. Her hands were on her hips, the matted cords of her hair dancing in the breeze. Her thoughts unfurled menacingly in Kade’s mind.


  You haven’t won yet, Handmaiden. I’ll be coming for you.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Shards of golden light slashed beneath her eyelids, urging them open. Erinda groaned, and her hand was enfolded by someone else’s. She felt lips against her fingers, and struggled to get her bleary eyes to focus. “Kade?”


  “How do you feel?”


  She reached out with her awareness, testing the sensations she was getting from the rest of her body. The response surprised her, and she propped herself on her elbows. “I feel pretty fantastic, actually.”


  She was lying on a cot along the wall of a large, open room, with Kade seated on a stool next to her. The entire space was filled with neat rows of cots, separated here and there by modest curtained screens. The room was almost uncomfortably hot. Early summer sunshine poured through the thick stained glass of the windows, painting the beds and floors with discordant rainbows. Priestesses in gleaming white robes walked between the rows of cots, tending to the injured. The musky scent of incense mingled with the faint tang of blood in the air.


  “Mondera Temple,” Erinda said in amazement. “I can’t believe we made it. How long was I asleep?”


  “Just through the night. It’s nearly midmorning now.”


  She tried to swing her legs over the side of her cot, but Kade laid a hand on her knee.


  “Don’t. You wrenched your ankle pretty hard. The temple healer says it’s not broken, but you should stay off of it for a while.”


  Erinda looked down at her foot. “But it doesn’t hurt.”


  “I know.”


  It was then that she noticed the faint blue halo beneath Kade’s hand where it rested on her leg. “You’re doing it again, aren’t you? Taking the pain away.” Deep shadows ringed Kade’s eyes, vivid against her pale skin. “You look exhausted. Have you even slept?”


  “I’m fine. Channeling so much of the Goddess’s power just took a bit of a toll, that’s all. I’ve never used so much before.”


  “Then stop,” she insisted, swatting Kade’s touch away. “I can deal with a little pain. You need to rest.”


  “No, what I need is to be sure you’re all right. Goddess, Rin, what were you doing out there? When I saw you in the arms of that monster, I…You can’t imagine what he was thinking. I saw what was in his head, the things he planned to do to you. If I hadn’t gotten to you in time…” She screwed her eyes shut, and her throat worked as if she was trying not to throw up. Her fingers tightened over Erinda’s until her hand shook. “You said you’d stay behind.”


  “I know. I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. You were leaving, and before I knew it, your friend Myka had grabbed my hand, and—” A bolt of fear brought her erect. “Oh Goddess, Myka!”


  “She’s alive.”


  The statement wasn’t nearly as reassuring as it should have been. “But?”


  “But she hasn’t woken up yet.” Kade’s chin trembled as she gazed across the room, and Erinda caught sight of familiar strawberry blond hair resting on one of the cots a few rows away. “Myka took a terrible blow to the head. The healer’s not sure she will ever wake up again.”


  “No,” Erinda breathed, craning her neck to get a better look, but from this distance she could see only a sliver of Myka’s profile. “Sweet Ithyris, no. Oh, Kade, this is all my fault. I should have stopped her.”


  “Don’t blame yourself. Believe me, Myka would have done whatever she wanted no matter what you tried to do.” Still, Kade’s eyes spilled over to streak her cheeks. “If anyone’s to blame it’s me. We made it to the temple with thirty-seven survivors. Thirty-seven, out of more than two hundred. Lieutenant Byler lost an arm. One of the Agar high priestesses will probably never walk again, and the other three are dead. Myka might never wake up. You were almost—” Kade made a small choking sound and folded over, burying her forehead in Erinda’s lap. “All because of me. I knew the odds were too great. I let them come anyway. Now they’re all dead because of me.”


  She hadn’t mentioned Talon, and Erinda knotted one fist in the blanket in fear. “Kade, what about Captain Talon?”


  Kade went very still before she answered. “The captain’s all right. Had a nasty gash over one eye that the healer stitched up, and I hear he might have a few broken ribs, but you don’t have to worry. He’s going to be fine.”


  Puzzled by the bitterness that had entered Kade’s voice, Erinda stroked her spiky golden hair. Kade was quiet for so long that Erinda thought she might have fallen asleep. When Kade did finally speak again, she kept her face hidden in the blanket that covered Erinda’s lap. Her question was so painfully shy that Erinda could not miss its meaning. “Why did you let him go, Rin?”


  Erinda inhaled, sharp and quick. Her fingers froze against Kade’s scalp, and it took a long time to summon her voice. “How did you know?”


  Kade gave a clipped laugh. “Come on, it’s you. Of course I know.”


  To her consternation, she felt her cheeks burning. “It was never serious, I swear. Talon and I, we just…We had an understanding for a while. We were lonely, and we needed each other.”


  “I’m not judging, Rin. Talon’s exactly the kind of man you should be with—strong, capable, kind. And I know he cares for you.” Her words were still half muffled by the blanket. “So why did you let him go?”


  “Talon’s always been in love with someone else.” She bit her tongue, debating the wisdom of her next words. She wasn’t sure this was an argument she had the strength for right now. But finally, she just closed her eyes and let them come. “As have I.”


  Kade stiffened and raised her head. She stared into Erinda’s face with a mixture of guilt and sadness, and Erinda watched the protests play behind her eyes, like she was trying to decide whether she might be able to feign incomprehension of her meaning. She raised the inner corners of her eyebrows in challenge. Kade could pretend if she wanted, but Erinda knew she’d been perfectly understood. At last, Kade’s shoulders slumped. “Rin, you know it was never supposed to be that way. You and I, we could never be…You were supposed to move on, find someone else.”


  “Oh, I tried. Many times, with many other someones.” She traced Kade’s jaw with her fingers, and Kade’s mouth began to tremble. She knew she was taking this too far, but she ran her thumb lightly over Kade’s lower lip. She couldn’t resist; the touch was as close as she would ever get to kissing her again. “But it’s always only ever been you, Kade.”


  “No,” Kade moaned, closing her eyes. “Oh, Rin, no, you have to let me go.” Yet even as she said the words, she turned her face into Erinda’s touch, her lips brushing her palm. “This isn’t right. It’s not even natural. Surely there have to be any number of men at the palace who could give you far more than I ever could.”


  “No man will ever be right for me.” She placed just enough emphasis on the words that she knew Kade would get her point.


  Kade’s elegant brows contracted. “But you just said that you’d tried, with—”


  Erinda locked eyes with her pointedly and held her breath. There was no turning back now. This was a conversation they had needed to have for many winters. She watched realization dawn slowly as Kade scanned her face. “They weren’t men,” she murmured.


  “Not a one.”


  Kade sat back on the stool in shock. “Sweet Ithyris, what have I done?”


  “Now you listen to me, Kadrian Crossis, I happen to like who I am. I would be attracted to women even if you and I had never met, so don’t you dare go trying to take credit for it.”


  The confused wrinkles returned to Kade’s forehead. “But wait. What about Captain Talon? I know you were with him, and he’s a man…isn’t he?”


  Erinda was so startled that she cursed, making Kade jump in her seat. Before she could mask her expression, she knew it was too late. Kade had read the truth in her face. As shock spread over Kade’s features, dismay welled up inside Erinda, eclipsing the bittersweet fervor of their conversation. In four winters of guarding Talon’s secret, she had never slipped, not once. Yet now in her desire to make sure Kade heard the truth, she’d also managed to betray the trust of one of her dearest friends.


  Kade picked up on her sudden plunge into guilt just as quickly. “It’s all right, Rin. I won’t tell anyone.”


  “It’s not all right,” Erinda snapped. “I can’t believe I just…” At a loss for words, she cursed again. Several of the priestesses wending through the room looked up at her, tsking in disapproval.


  Kade, however, had a tiny smile toying at the corner of her lips. “Wow. I can’t help but think of what your mother had to say the last time she heard those words coming out of your mouth.”


  That brought Erinda around a little, and she snickered. “She made sure that I couldn’t sit down for a quarter moon.”


  “And I had to sneak supper to you for at least that long.”


  “I remember.” When she and her older sister had misbehaved, their mother sent them to bed without supper—sometimes for days at a time. Yet no matter the season or how cold it might be outside, whenever Erinda was being punished Kade would always appear at her bedroom window after dark. She kept Erinda distracted from her growling stomach with idle chatter, even when her teeth were chattering so hard she could barely form words, until Erinda’s parents went to sleep and it was safe for her to climb through the window into Erinda’s room. Erinda wrapped Kade in blankets to warm her frozen limbs, then dug into the packet of contraband that Kade had brought her. Once she’d eaten her fill, she and Kade would snuggle down into bed together and she would rub the circulation back into Kade’s hands and feet. They cuddled and talked for hours in whispers and stifled giggles, until the early rays of dawn forced Kade to sneak out and run for home before they were discovered.


  “I was supposed to be punished, but you always made it so much fun.”


  Kade grinned at her, and sadness twisted in Erinda’s chest. She sternly wrenched the topic back to the present. “I’ve made such an awful mistake, Kade. Talon is my friend, and she counts on me to preserve her secret. You can’t tell anyone else what you know. Promise me.”


  “Of course I promise. I’m just not sure what this means. I’ve heard the rumors like everyone else. Are they true, then? Are Queen Shasta and the captain really…”


  “They love each other. A fact I have been trying to remind Talon of ever since she volunteered for this insane mission.” At Kade’s questioning look, Erinda pursed her lips. “It’s a long story. Suffice to say that Talon is one of the most pigheaded people I have ever known.”


  She watched as Kade tried to absorb this, and wondered how much further she might push her luck with this exchange. There were things Kade needed to hear, things Erinda had spent seven winters wishing she might someday have the chance to say, though she wasn’t sure Kade was ready to hear them. Erinda took a deep breath.


  “Kade,” she said softly, “there are so many people, men and women both, who fall in love with someone of their own gender. Too few are willing to speak of it openly, but it’s far more common than you think. Sometimes, the lucky ones even get the chance to make it work, and it’s beautiful to watch. So I don’t want to hear another word about how our feelings for each other aren’t natural. You can deny it all you want—I know being a priestess probably makes that easier—but you know it as well as I do. We’re the same, Kade, you and I. We always have been.”


  Kade’s features contracted and she stood up quickly. “I should go.” Emotion thickened her voice, though Erinda couldn’t tell if it was sadness, anger, embarrassment, or something else. But she recognized the brightness that had sprung up in Kade’s eyes.


  Erinda did her best to keep disappointment from her face as she nodded. “Get some rest, Your Grace.”


  Kade walked away. Though her back was turned, Erinda saw her lift a hand to her face as she went, and she knew Kade was crying again.


  


  *


  


  Kade spent the next few days avoiding Erinda as much as possible. She had plenty to occupy her time, as the Monderan priestesses begged her to participate in their prayers and services. She was entreated to bless various items of worship, to conduct temple meditation, and at one point, she even found herself standing before the Great Temple leading the daily shaa’ri practice—the irony of which was certainly not lost on her.


  Though not even two moons had passed since she had left Verdred Temple, somehow it felt like a lifetime ago. She didn’t have the luxury of bashfulness anymore. Kade was beginning to understand that for the Ithyrian people, her voice was Ithyris’s voice, her hands Ithyris’s hands. Just by being shaa’din, she brought the people closer to their Goddess than they had been in a thousand winters, and for that, they would follow her into battle no matter how hopeless, even suffer and die for her, whether or not she asked it of them. The responsibility of such absolute devotion was daunting, and Kade knew she wasn’t worthy of it. She threw herself into service because it was the only way she could think of to honor their faith in her.


  When she wasn’t busy with temple practices, Kade sought Ithyris’s company. The Goddess spoke to her with increasing frequency, and Kade had learned how to rouse Her current so that it would carry her to the spirit nexus at her will. Sometimes Ithyris was there, and they would talk together until Kade’s body called her back. Sometimes Kade would roam the shifting halls alone. Occasionally, she would see other souls step out of their glowing doorways and into the nexus; most rose to the shimmering overhead lake and disappeared, but every now and then one was pulled back into their portal before they could reach the lake’s surface. Once, she even thought she glimpsed Myka peeking from one of the apertures, but the figure was tugged away too quickly for Kade to be sure of what she’d seen.


  At night, however, long after the rest of the temple was asleep, Kade lay awake for hours while Erinda’s words replayed in her mind—we’re the same, you and I. She wasn’t sure what had disconcerted her more, learning that Erinda had exclusively pursued female company after they’d separated, or Erinda’s assertion that such things were not entirely unusual. That the Queen of Ithyria herself had taken a female lover.


  Kade had always lived under the impression that her feelings for Erinda were unnatural. She could even remember how sharply her parents had rebuked the intimacy of her friendship with Erinda when they were young.


  “Honestly, Kadrian, it’s just not healthy how you two cling to one another,” her mother had said one night. “You’re going to corrupt that poor girl with all your overreaching attentions, and then she’ll be ruined for any match her parents might make for her; I’ve seen it happen before. It’s just as well you’re entering the temple. I’d never allow such a thing to happen to my own daughter.”


  Kade had never given it much thought until now, but her mother’s offhand remark that she’d “seen it happen before” took on a whole new meaning in light of what Erinda had said. Was it true? Were there other women out there who felt for each other the things she felt for Erinda—the hot stirring in her blood, the echoes of longing in her stomach? Certainly nothing had ever felt so instinctual. Even now, her body’s response to Erinda came almost entirely as a reflex she had no control of.


  But Kade was a priestess, dedicated to the Goddess. She was sacred and celibate. So did it really matter? She belonged to Ithyris and was Hers alone.


  Part of her longed to ask the Goddess Her opinion, but she was far too ashamed to broach the subject. Thankfully, Ithyris had made no mention of Kade’s deviance from Her commands on the battlefield, even though Kade had failed to kill Mardyth as She had asked. Nor had She chastised Kade for putting Erinda’s welfare above Her orders, and Kade had fully expected at least some measure of reprimand for that. So Kade couldn’t possibly bring the matter up, not without the risk that she would also have to answer for her disobedience. She didn’t think she could bear the shame of Ithyris’s gentle rebukes again.


  For obvious reasons, she couldn’t talk to Erinda about it either. Every time Erinda was near, Kade’s heart beat a little harder, her muscles tensed deliciously, and—she was ashamed to admit it—she often found her sex growing wet and heavy with desire. She craved Erinda’s touch, the sunshine scent of her skin, the beauty of her dimpled smile, and these forbidden feelings were only becoming more stringent with every day she spent in Erinda’s presence. Whatever hold Erinda had over her, it was nearly as powerful as the Goddess’s, even without vows binding them or a current of Erinda’s spirit running under her skin. Erinda pulled Kade away from her calling at Ithyris’s side. No matter how Kade tried to tell herself that her role was to encourage Erinda to move past their shared history and find happiness in someone else, she could not seem to stifle her own weaknesses long enough to be of any help. In fact, the more time she spent near her, the more difficult it became for Kade to maintain focus.


  As the Fifthmoon approached, the barbarian army set up camp outside the temple walls. Oddly, they made no attempt to attack, and issued no challenges or demands. Kade wasn’t sure what Mardyth was waiting for, though she wasn’t foolish enough to think that she would be content to sit quietly for long. Their presence made the temple residents nervous, however, and the Honored Mother summoned Kade to her study one afternoon to discuss how they might prepare for whatever Ulrike’s army was planning.


  Before reporting to the Honored Mother, Kade went in search of Talon. Though the Honored Mother had not included Talon in her invitation, any discussion of strategy ought to include the ranking military officer amongst them, even if Kade did not particularly relish the idea of working with the man—the woman, she corrected herself—who had used and discarded Erinda as it suited her purposes.


  One of the priestesses told her she’d find Talon in the temple infirmary with the wounded soldiers, so Kade headed there with apprehension. Her own visits to the infirmary had been carefully timed to coincide with Erinda’s work in the temple stables, because when Erinda wasn’t tending the horses, she was at Myka’s bedside. Kade needed to stay away from Erinda, at least long enough to make some sense of the emotions roiling her equilibrium.


  When she entered the infirmary she glanced quickly in the direction of Myka’s cot. The sight of Myka’s pale, waxen face immobile on the straw-stuffed pillow filled Kade with sadness, but she was relieved not to find Erinda there. She scanned the room for Talon, finally sighting her dark hair and worn scarlet uniform among the rows of beds. As she approached, she could see a sheaf of papers in Talon’s hand, which quivered as she read from them. Her other hand was busy fingering a small blue feather that she wore by a chain around her neck. Talon was so engrossed that she did not seem to hear Kade approach, and suddenly Talon’s voice was reading the words directly into Kade’s consciousness.


  


  Brita has been so ill the past few days, feverish and cross, and I can’t for the life of me get her to eat. Nurse says it isn’t serious, but I’m at my wits’ end with worry. I think our little girl misses her father almost as much as I do.


  Oh, my love, how I wish you would come home to us. Our bed is so cold and empty without you, my heart so heavy. I long for you so fiercely that at times it seems I might conjure your presence through sheer force of will. I dream every night of your touch, your kiss, the warmth of your arms around me and your skin pressed sweetly against mine…


  


  Kade felt her cheeks flame. It was awkward enough to find herself privy to the thoughts that flashed through others’ minds, but this was an even more intimate intrusion. Why would Ithyris want her to know any of this? Since she didn’t know how to block Talon’s voice from her head, Kade cleared her throat to interrupt the reading before it went any further.


  Talon looked up, folding the letter in her hand. “Your Grace,” she said, and Kade thought she heard the words catch a bit in her throat. “What can I do for you?”


  “Mother Hirrow has asked to meet with me about the barbarian threat. I thought you might want to come along.”


  Talon rose to her feet, tucking the letters back inside the front of her jacket. When she moved to Kade’s side, Kade was struck by the realization that Talon was one of the few women she’d ever met who was taller than she was. With her broad shoulders and slim, angular build, no wonder it was so easy for Talon to convince everyone she was male. She lifted a dark brow, and Kade realized she was staring.


  “This way, please,” she stammered, and led them out of the infirmary.


  They walked the temple halls shoulder to shoulder, and Kade summoned her courage. “May I ask you something, Captain?” When Talon nodded, she said, “I want to know about you and Erinda.”


  Talon stopped, and turned toward her. “What has Erinda told you?” The question was cautious.


  “Nothing, really. I overheard the two of you talking and sort of pieced things together from there. I know the two of you used to be…involved.”


  “You should be asking Erinda about this, not me.”


  “I tried, but Erinda and I have a very complicated relationship.”


  Talon shook her head. “Erinda is my friend, Your Grace. If she doesn’t want to talk to you about it, I won’t betray her confidence.”


  “I’m not asking you to,” Kade said. “Let me ask it a different way. Do you love the Queen, Captain?”


  Talon’s hand went to the feather pendant at her neck, and she began walking again. Kade scurried to catch up. “I’m not trying to be nosy. It’s just that I don’t really understand why you’re here instead of at the palace if—”


  “I am captain of Her Majesty’s royal guard,” Talon interrupted, her voice brusque. “Mondera requested our assistance with the barbarian attacks, and we responded.”


  “But it didn’t have to be you, did it? Surely the royal guard have plenty of commanding officers that could have led the units out here. I heard you say something to Erinda about an heir?”


  “Oh, for the love of the Goddess,” Talon huffed and stopped again. She crossed her arms and eyed Kade suspiciously. “Did Erinda put you up to this?”


  “No, not at all.” Kade realized she would need to put all her cards on the table if she hoped to get the answers she was looking for. She lowered her voice. “But I know, Captain Talon. I know you’re a…” She mouthed the last word silently. Woman.


  Talon took her elbow and drew her back toward the wall, her eyes scanning the hall for potential eavesdroppers. “Erinda told you?” She didn’t sound angry, but her expression was deadly serious.


  “No, she didn’t. Not on purpose. But…well, as I said, we’ve always had a complicated relationship. I’ve always just seemed to understand the things she’s thinking, what she’s feeling, without her saying a word. Often they’re things she doesn’t want me knowing at all. But it’s not her fault. She can’t help it.”


  To her surprise, Talon gave a bemused smile. “Neither can you, I’d wager.” Kade was flustered by the knowing look that entered the captain’s eyes as she said, “Tell you what, Your Grace. I’ll answer your question if you answer one of mine.”


  “And what’s that?”


  Talon leaned back against the wall and crossed her arms again. “Do you love Erinda?”


  It was Kade’s turn to drop her eyes. “I…We were very close, growing up. I still care for her very much.”


  “Then why are you here, instead of at the palace?” Talon threw Kade’s own question back at her with a gentle, mocking tone.


  “Because I have a duty,” Kade said in frustration. “My life belongs to the Goddess. And besides, Erinda and I could never be…I can never be…”


  “Hers?” Kade felt pinpricks behind her eyes as she nodded. “Fair enough, Handmaiden. To answer your question: yes, I love the Queen. But I cannot be what she needs. I cannot change the color of my skin, the circumstances of my birth. In the eyes of her court, I will never be an acceptable mate for her. And I cannot give her a child. I am here for the same reason you are, to give the woman I love a chance at all the things I cannot offer.”


  “But, Captain, at least you have the ability to be with her.” Kade could not believe that Talon couldn’t see what a gift she was throwing away. “So the court doesn’t approve of your Outlander blood, and Queen Shasta’s adopted daughter is the only heir to the royal house. But look at you.” She swept a hand, indicating Talon’s male attire. Everything about her, from the casual confidence of her posture, to the way she walked and the unusually deep timbre of her voice was carefully masculine. “At the end of the day, you’re still just the man who won the heart of the Queen. Living as you do, there’d be nothing to stop you from marrying her if you wanted, and raising the Princess together as a family. The court might be disgruntled, but no one would ever be the wiser. You can’t imagine how I envy you that. If I’d had that opportunity seven winters ago, I would have taken it.”


  Kade froze as that assertion washed over her with stunning veracity. She exhaled. The possibility had never occurred to her before, but she knew it was true. “I would have taken it.” Had she possessed the benefit of Talon’s male disguise, she and Erinda might have had a viable option for survival together in the world. If the idea had presented itself back then, Kade would have given in to Erinda’s pleas to run away with her. I would have chosen Erinda over the temple.


  The Goddess’s threaded current might have stung her with reproach, but Kade was too floored by this revelation to pay mind to anything else. For so long, she had told herself that she’d entered temple service because it was her calling, her birthright as her parents’ eldest daughter. This was the only path that had ever been laid out for her, and it had even been a very appealing one. Kade had always delighted in the Goddess’s presence in her life. Leaving Erinda had been the most difficult thing she had ever done, but she had done it because she’d believed it her only choice. Ithyris, Kade could have. Erinda, she could not. Simple. Except that this enigmatic woman-dressed-as-a-man presented an alternative that Kade had never thought of. And it had come seven winters too late to be of any use.


  Talon seemed equally lost in her own dark thoughts, and so for a minute the two of them just stood together in the temple hall, contemplating their respective dilemmas. Finally, Talon pushed away from the wall. “The Honored Mother is waiting, is she not?”


  They walked the rest of the way to Mother Hirrow’s study in diplomatic silence.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Erinda paused with uncertainty at the entrance to the temple infirmary. Inside she could see Kade at Myka’s bedside, holding her hand, apparently lost in prayer.


  She knew Kade had been avoiding her for the past few days, and Erinda had done her best to grant her the distance she seemed to need, no matter how difficult it was. More than anything, Erinda longed to sit with Kade and talk again. She knew how much she had rattled her with their last conversation, and her state of mind vacillated between certainty that she’d done the right thing and equal certainty that she’d made a terrible mistake. She desperately needed to know what Kade was thinking and feeling, but Kade had given her no opportunity to ask. This, however, did not seem to be an appropriate time. Kade was worried for Myka, and it would be selfish of Erinda to add to her burdens right now.


  Erinda steeled her resolve and approached. She reached out to touch Kade’s shoulder, then thought better of it and cleared her throat to herald her presence. “How’s she doing?”


  Kade started, then looked up at her warily. “The same, I’m afraid.”


  “May I?” Erinda gestured to the stool next to Kade’s and held her breath as Kade seemed to consider the question. She looked so uncomfortable that Erinda didn’t wait for an answer. “You know, never mind. I’ll come back later.”


  “No, it’s all right.” Kade stood. “I was just leaving anyway.”


  “You were here first. Stay. I’ll go.”


  Kade began to protest, but broke off when Myka arched off the cot beside them. Her eyelids fluttered and she began to convulse.


  Erinda cried out in alarm. Kade dropped back to Myka’s side, calling for the temple healer. Every priestess in the room rushed over to them, and the healer had to elbow her way through. As Myka continued to spasm, the healer shooed everyone back. She whipped a handkerchief from her sleeve, and in seconds had rolled it and slid it between Myka’s chattering teeth.


  “Help me get her on her side,” she said, and together they managed to roll Myka over until she was facing them.


  Helpless, Erinda could only watch as the girl kept shaking. Her skin was turning a chilling shade of gray, and Erinda’s heart clenched at the terror on Kade’s face. The healer tucked pillows around Myka’s head to be sure she didn’t injure herself on the cot’s wooden frame. She called for her bag of herbs and soaked a cloth in cold water and pungent oils, then applied the compress to Myka’s forehead and held it there as best she could while she seized. Kade held Myka’s hand in an iron grip, her lips moving in soundless prayer.


  They waited tensely. Erinda forgot to breathe for so long that her ears started ringing.


  At last, Myka gave one final, great tremor, and then she was still. Gently, the healer moved her onto her back again. She checked beneath Myka’s eyelids, felt at her wrist for a pulse, and then tried her neck. She put an ear to Myka’s lips and a light hand on her sternum. Then the healer shook her head woefully, and a collective sigh of sadness went up from the onlookers.


  Erinda felt sick. “Oh, no…Kade, I am so sorry.”


  Kade’s eyes were vacant. Her expression had gone alarmingly lifeless. She was staring down at Myka without even seeming to see her, her pupils constricted to tiny points within the brilliant viridian of her irises. Erinda turned to the healer anxiously. “Is the Handmaiden all right?”


  The healer turned to Kade and laid a hand on her shoulder. When she did not respond, she waved a hand before Kade’s eyes, then felt her forehead. A frown crinkled her nose.


  “I think perhaps Her Grace is in shock.” When she tried to extricate Kade’s hands from Myka’s, however, Kade’s white-knuckled hold refused to loosen.


  “Wait, Madam Healer.”


  Erinda looked up to see the priestesses parting respectfully for the Monderan Honored Mother, who knelt at Kade’s side. “The Handmaiden is with the Goddess. We must not disturb her.” She, too, looked sorrowfully at Myka’s limp form on the cot. “Come, Ostryn, we must bless this brave young woman who has given her life in the service of our Lady.” Mother Hirrow tilted her head back and began chanting in the Ithyrian tongue, and the other women joined in.


  Erinda could not take her eyes from Kade’s empty face. The Kade Erinda knew would have dissolved into tears, great heaving sobs of grief lasting for many hours. But this Kade was inanimate, as if her soul had retreated somewhere far, far away. Erinda had never seen her react this way to anything so terrible before, and it was frightening. As the priestesses chanted over Myka’s body, Erinda offered up a little prayer of her own.


  


  *


  


  The Goddess’s current had swept Kade into the spirit nexus faster than ever before. The moment Kade opened her eyes, Ithyris was regarding her gravely. “You must hurry, Beloved. There isn’t much time.”


  Kade shook her head in a panic. “I can’t be here right now, Lady, please! Send me back! Myka—”


  “Myka is here.” The Goddess stepped back so that Kade could see Myka emerging from a nearby doorway. Though in the infirmary Myka had been draped only in a light shift, here in the nexus she was wearing her white tunic and leggings, and Kade even thought she saw a knife hilt peeking from her riding boots.


  “She has been lurking about the nexus for days now as her injuries have been healing,” Ithyris said. “The longer she’s gone without waking up, the weaker her spirit’s connection to her body has become. This time her flesh will not be able to call her spirit back. She will be lost.”


  “No,” Kade breathed. Myka had taken several steps into the hall, looking around in confusion. Kade knew what would happen next, and sure enough, Myka tilted her head back and gazed at the shimmering lake overhead. A beatific smile crossed her face, and her feet left the unbroken whiteness of the floor as she floated upward.


  “If you want to save your friend, Beloved, you must do it now. Catch her.”


  The Goddess’s instructions were unneeded, as Kade was already running. She reached the spot where Myka had been and grabbed for her ankle, but Myka was already out of reach, ascending toward the glittering surface of the lake.


  “No!” Kade cried in frustration. She jumped, swiping for her, but Myka was too high up.


  “You will have to go after her, Kadrian.”


  Myka’s head broke the surface of the lake and disappeared, followed by her shoulders. “How?” Kade demanded frantically.


  “Jump.”


  “I’m trying!” Kade leapt again, even though Myka was hopelessly beyond her grasp. As her feet thudded to the ground, she growled.


  “You have no body here, Beloved, remember? The weight you feel is only your mind perpetuating the rules of your world here in the nexus. You must forget the rules. Forget your body. Just jump.”


  Myka’s legs were vanishing now. Kade took a deep breath, and with every ounce of determination she possessed, opened herself to the disconcerting sensation of weightlessness that she usually tried so hard to ignore when she was here. She reminded herself firmly that here in the nexus she was pure spirit, unfettered by physical limitations. There was nothing holding her to the floor but her own presumption. Embracing that awareness and gathering herself once more, Kade jumped.


  Her feet left the floor and propelled her upward. She put her arms up as the rippling lake swallowed Myka’s ankles and closed over the soles of her boots. Kade rose after her. Her fingers broke the cool surface of the lake; her hands and arms followed.


  The water, if it was in fact water at all, felt very strange. It prickled and tingled, and Kade had the discomfiting impression that the lake wanted her, wanted to take her apart in the tiniest fragments imaginable and scatter her across its infinite depths. Worse, she found herself nearly enjoying the feeling. How delightful to be welcomed into the vastness of spirit itself! Her head entered the lake as well, but she still could not see Myka, or even her own arms above her. The water showed her only shifting shadows in a thousand shades of gray and blue and green. She could not breathe, but then again, she was only spirit here; she did not need to.


  “Myka!” she shouted, and though she had no breath to shout with, the prickling shadows still flitted away from her as if she’d frightened them. There! Not an armlength away she glimpsed a hard shape, its tawny color starkly out of place among the drifting penumbrae. Kade shot a hand toward it, and her fingers closed around something solid. She found, however, that it was a struggle to keep her hold. Both her hand and the thing she was holding felt spongy, like their structures were already softening.


  “Quickly, Beloved,” she heard Ithyris say in her mind, “or the lake will take you both.”


  Kade kicked her feet, hard. She was still only half submerged, but the water was drawing her into itself now. She tugged at the thing in her hand, which she was hoping was Myka’s ankle, and used her other arm to paddle backward, fighting the lake’s pull. She struggled and thrashed, but her body felt too malleable to exert the force she needed. She was dissolving into the spirit lake right along with Myka, and it was sapping her strength with each passing minute.


  Just as Kade was beginning to think she would never be able to get them out of there, a familiar yanking sensation at her heels told her that beyond the nexus, her body was calling her back. This time, she welcomed its insistent bidding. She swung her free arm up to reinforce her disintegrating grip with both hands, and relaxed into the demanding tow of her Flesh as it hauled her downward. The prickling feeling subsided as she emerged from the lake, and as she watched, her hands appeared overhead clasping a well-worn leather riding boot. Kade nearly cried in relief when Myka’s leg followed, and then her hips and torso. The lake finally released them with a slurping sound like a sigh, and they fell from the lake’s inverted surface to the floor of the hall. Kade caught Myka against her own body as they struck down. Their landing wasn’t painful since they had no actual weight here, but Kade didn’t have time to marvel because her glowing doorway was already dragging her backward across the floor.


  She couldn’t leave the nexus until she’d put Myka back into her own portal. She could tell which one was Myka’s, too, because its light was sputtering ominously. Fortunately, her own door was going to pull them both right past it. Kade wrapped her arms tightly around Myka, who now seemed free of the lake’s hypnotic spell.


  Myka blinked at her slowly in recognition. “Handmaiden?” She tried to twist around in Kade’s arms as they skidded across the unbroken whiteness of the nexus floor. “Where are we?”


  Myka’s flickering doorway was coming up on their left. Kade kept her eyes on it, but still gave Myka a tense smile. “Just hang on, Myka. I’m getting you out of here.”


  “Out of…Sweet Ithyris, is that who I think it is?”


  Kade couldn’t answer, because they were passing Myka’s aperture. She rolled, shoving Myka at the opening with all her might. Myka slid backward and vanished into it, staring off over Kade’s head with a look of sheer awe on her face. The portal’s glow brightened as it engulfed her.


  Kade was still gliding on her back toward her own doorway. Myka’s appeared stable enough now, but she couldn’t see Myka within it. Had she made it back in time? Kade was dragged past Ithyris’s hovering feet, and looked up to see the Goddess smiling. “Did it work, Lady?” Kade begged. “Please, did I save her?”


  The silver current sluiced around her, drowning out the Goddess’s reply.


  


  *


  


  Erinda grabbed at the Honored Mother’s shoulder, interrupting the priestesses’ hymn of mourning. “Please, Your Honor, there’s something wrong with Kade!”


  Though her eyes were still open and unblinking, Kade’s complexion was becoming as gray as Myka’s, her lips bluing a bit around the edges. The Honored Mother broke off in the middle of their song, and worried mutters filled the room as the priestesses got a good look at Kade’s face.


  Heedless of decorum, Erinda stepped around the Honored Mother and squeezed between her and Kade. She crouched down at Kade’s side, on the verge of hysteria. The healer was feeling for Kade’s pulse. “Is she breathing? What’s wrong with her?”


  The healer looked as confounded as Erinda felt. “I don’t know, dear. I can’t tell.” Erinda spun to Mother Hirrow.


  “Do something!”


  The Honored Mother reached around Erinda, placed one hand on Kade’s back, and lifted the other to the ceiling. She tilted her head back and began yet another chant. Erinda had to swallow the screech that threatened to shred its way out of her throat. Chanting was not going to help. She turned back to Kade and shook her shoulders hard. “Kade, wake up! Damn it, breathe!”


  The healer waved an acrid-smelling vial beneath Kade’s nose, and the odor was so strong it made Erinda’s own nostrils recoil. But Kade did not respond. She continued to stare down at Myka’s body, Myka’s hand knotted woodenly in hers.


  Myka suddenly gasped awake. Her eyes snapped open, and she sprang straight up on the cot with a deep, sucking inhale. A few of the priestesses shrieked, and Erinda nearly fell over backward in shock.


  A second later, Kade’s lungs inflated abruptly, color rushing back to her cheeks as a renewed flow of blood reclaimed her graying skin. Her pupils expanded back to their normal size. Erinda threw her arms around her, trembling, and pressed her cheek to Kade’s chest.


  “Oh, thank the Goddess!”


  The astonished onlookers were railing in a cacophony of exclamations and chatter, but for Erinda the noise faded into the background the moment Kade’s heart slammed back to life against her ear. One of Kade’s hands came up to caress Erinda’s hair, while the other moved lightly to her ribs. “Rin?”


  Erinda squeezed tighter. “I’m here, darling.”


  “Child,” came Mother Hirrow’s disapproving voice through the din, “release the Handmaiden, please, so that the healer may examine her.”


  Reluctantly, Erinda dropped the embrace, and the healer was quick to edge her out of the way as she set about checking Kade’s pulse and the dilation of her eyes.


  Myka was nearly buried by curious priestesses, all demanding to know what had just happened. This was a miracle of the most wondrous proportions. They had all watched the girl die with their own eyes. How was it that she was now alive? Did she remember any of what she had seen? Had the Handmaiden resurrected her? Had she seen the Goddess?


  And for someone who had recently been deceased, Myka seemed scarcely the worse for wear. In fact, from what Erinda could tell Myka was positively glowing under all the attention, and she was rattling off answers to their questions so fast that Erinda could barely make sense of them. Something about a lake and doors of light, and yes, she had seen Ithyris with her own eyes, but the Handmaiden had dragged her away before she could get a really good look at Her.


  Kade, on the other hand, was murmuring as the Honored Mother and several others hammered eager questions at her. But unlike Myka, she did not appear to be enjoying the experience, and at last the healer rose to her feet, placed two fingers in her mouth, and gave an earsplitting whistle that quieted the room.


  “Ostryn, we have surely witnessed something miraculous here today, but there will be time later for these interrogations. The Handmaiden is tired, and our young Pledged has just been returned to us from an unimaginable journey. I must ask you to leave them in peace for now. Out with you all.” She began to shoo them toward the infirmary exit.


  Erinda tried to linger behind, wanting to reassure herself that Kade was really all right, but the Honored Mother took her elbow and steered her away. “Come, child,” was all that Hirrow said, but Erinda could hear the reprimand in both clipped syllables. The Honored Mother clearly did not approve of the liberties that Erinda, a mere serving girl, took with the Goddess’s shaa’din. Upon their entry into temple service, priestesses were no longer considered friends or even family to those they had left behind. They were certainly not to be embraced with such presumptuous familiarity. And Kade was no ordinary priestess, which made Erinda’s behavior all the more inappropriate.


  But Erinda was beyond caring what the Honored Mother might think of her. It was only out of respect for Kade that she bowed her head and allowed herself to be led away.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Temple life, Erinda discovered, was not all that different from life at the palace. Because the priestesses kept no maids or servants, they observed the day-to-day duties of cleaning, cooking, gardening, laundry, and so on themselves in addition to their ritual prayers and ceremonies. Like Erinda, the priestesses’ mornings began before dawn, so she always passed several groups of them as she made her way to the stables in the early morning.


  Erinda had assigned herself the task of looking after the dozen or so surviving war-horses that the soldiers had brought with them from Agar. The women tasked with care of the temple horses had no idea how to properly tend to the needs of the much larger breeds ridden by soldiers; Erinda was appalled to find that the temple stables offered very little in the way of an exercise arena. Perhaps the dainty temple palfreys were content to make lap after lap around the tiny stable yard, but the huge war-horses required a much larger space in which to stretch their legs. Since the barbarian army was camped outside the temple walls, excursions into the surrounding terrain were impossible, and so Erinda had arranged to ride the larger horses around the circumference of the temple grounds to ensure they were getting adequate exercise.


  This morning she began with Brindle, a bulky chestnut mare whose shoulder towered a good two handbreadths above Erinda’s head. She had to drag a set of wooden steps over to the massive animal’s side just to get her saddled. Brindle was a dignified creature, and every muscle in her mighty body bunched and flexed in harmony, even when her gait was restrained to a walk. Erinda would have loved to take Brindle out for a real run and unleash that power in earnest, but within the temple walls, the most either of them could hope for was a brisk canter.


  They trotted past the pitiful little stable yard and followed the outer temple wall around the dormitories, the temple library, and the kitchens and dining hall. Of the three Great Temples Erinda had visited in her life, Mondera Temple was the only one that had a gigantic wall enclosing the entire temple grounds. It was similar to the one that also surrounded Agar, and a sharp reminder of the dangers that plagued this province; even priestesses here were not exempt from attack by their violent northern neighbors.


  All her life, Erinda had heard of the horrors experienced by the residents of Mondera, who were mostly miners, tradesfolk, or loggers, and ill-equipped to fend off the barbarian raiders. Even so, seeing this place for herself was an eye-opening experience. The Monderan people lived under a cloud of fear so ever-present that it had become ingrained in them, something they seemed to have accepted as a matter of course. Erinda had resolved to sit down with Queen Shasta upon their return and give her a long, frank account of what she had seen. The Queen might have all sorts of insight as to the political situation in Mondera, but Erinda was willing to bet she had no idea just how difficult even the most basic elements of life were for the people who lived here every day.


  When they passed the temple gardens, Erinda had to guide Brindle in a wide berth around the enticing vegetable plants, most of which were in midsummer bloom. The horse snorted with disappointment, and Erinda patted her neck.


  “Let’s finish our ride and then you’ll have a treat, girl.” Brindle tossed her head with displeasure, but she was too well trained to disobey. Her smooth gait never faltered, even as they left the succulent vegetables behind. They passed behind the high sanctuary, and when they reached the other side, they entered the temple cemetery.


  This was Erinda’s favorite part of the ride. The cemetery grounds were by far the most beautiful place within the temple walls. There were thirty-two grave markers here, each one a unique memorial to the Honored Mother interred beneath it. As a general rule, Ithyrians burned their dead, with just two exceptions: members of the royal family and Honored Mothers. These were returned to the earth intact in the belief that the land would be blessed by their nobility and wisdom. In the burial grounds of the Great Temples, the graves dated back a thousand winters, to the time of the Twelve.


  The cemetery was carefully tended. The grass was neatly shorn, the marble grave markers were meticulously polished, and their engravings painstakingly preserved generation after generation. Small cones of incense burned in brass censers beneath each carved name, filling the tree branches overhead with rich fragrance.


  And beyond the neat rows of headstones, an ornate mausoleum presided over them all with a watchful maternal air—the supposed resting place of Mondera herself. A squat, rectangular building made entirely of white marble, Mondera’s sepulchre was a self-contained work of art. As usual, Erinda’s attention was drawn to the face carved into the stone above the heavy oak doors. Time and weather had softened the woman’s features, but she could still see that the sculptor had depicted Mondera with her eyes closed. Her two normal eyes, at least. There was also a third eye in the middle of her forehead, and that one was very much open, gazing out over the cemetery grounds at the high sanctuary beyond. The carving always gave Erinda chills, especially at this time of morning. The early rays of dawn made the pale marble take on an otherworldly glow.


  This morning something was different, and Erinda drew Brindle to a stop. The mausoleum doors were cracked open, and soft blue light radiated from their seams. Erinda glanced around, but she and Brindle were alone. The groundskeeper was probably taking care of some routine maintenance within the mausoleum, she decided, and urged Brindle on again.


  Yet after a few more steps, the curious light had grown brighter, and again she reined Brindle to a halt as a woman’s cry reached her ears. Kade’s voice, though Erinda couldn’t tell whether it was a sound of joy or pain. She dropped from Brindle’s back to the ground and tossed the reins over a nearby tree branch.


  By the time she reached the doors the light had intensified. Erinda pulled at the open door until it was wide enough to see inside. She shielded her eyes with one hand and squinted into the brilliant interior of the mausoleum. It took several moments for her brain to grasp what she was seeing.


  Kade was suspended in midair. It was definitely Kade, in her boy’s tunic and leggings, floating on her back above the ornately carved sarcophagus that lay in the center of the sepulchre. But her skin and clothes were shining blue, like the hottest part of a metalsmith’s flame, and Erinda couldn’t look directly at her for very long. The light grew brighter and brighter, and Kade’s back arched.


  Erinda was beginning to get used to seeing strange things when Kade was around, but this concerned her. This was the Goddess’s power, of that Erinda was sure, and it looked like Kade was completely overpowered within it. Erinda ran forward, determined to yank Kade out of whatever strange spell this was, but before she could reach her, the light swelled into whiteness and shoved her back. Erinda squeezed her eyes shut and threw an arm over her face, and Kade let out an exclamation that brought Erinda to her knees.


  She knew that sound. She’d replayed that same ragged cry only in her most decadent and torturous memories. Occasionally, she heard it in her imagination while in the arms of some extemporaneous lover, and it always meant the relationship would not endure for long. Erinda had cherished that sound, had at times craved it to the point of agony. But this time, it was not for her.


  The realization struck like a hammer on glass. She fractured and fell, shattering on the cool marble floor, and when she could finally open her eyes again, Kade was descending onto the lid of the sarcophagus. Her ribs and chest expanded and contracted rapidly.


  Erinda stumbled to her feet. She wasn’t supposed to have seen this, she reminded herself. She shouldn’t be here, and she had to get out. With one hand clutched against her churning stomach, Erinda turned and fled. As her hand struck the heavy wood barring her exit, Kade called her name. A sob caught between Erinda’s teeth, and she shoved at the door.


  Kade’s hand grasped her wrist, pulling her back. “Rin, wait. Let me explain.”


  “Let go of me.” Erinda tried to wrest herself from Kade’s grip. But at her touch, soothing waves of comfort lapped up her arm and sabotaged her will.


  “Don’t go, Rin, please. Talk to me.”


  “About what?” Erinda struggled as Kade tried to draw her into an embrace. Tears of frustration welled up in her eyes. “How happy you are with Her? How wonderfully fulfilling your life is? Or maybe you just want to point out what an utter fool I’ve been making of myself? Well, don’t worry, Your Grace, I won’t trouble you any more with my pathetic mooning and pining. She’s won. I get that. So just let me go.”


  “No.” Kade pulled her in so hard that Erinda had to stop fighting or risk hurting her. A fine sheen of moisture still coated Kade’s flushed throat, and her skin was hot against Erinda’s cheek. “No, Rin, I need you to understand. This was never a contest between you and Ithyris.”


  “You think I don’t know that? She’s a Goddess. I’m well aware I can never compare with that.” Erinda was shaking so hard that Kade’s arms were the only thing keeping her upright. I just always thought at least there was one part of you that would only ever belong to me. How atrociously stupid.


  She felt Kade’s aura escalate in intensity, washing over her with such tenderness that it hurt to breathe.


  “Oh, Rin, you’re not stupid. Not at all.”


  Erinda pushed away, anger helping her find balance again. “Stop that! Stay the hell out of my head, Kadrian. You may be shaa’din, but that still doesn’t give you the right.”


  Her blissful energy recoiled in response, but still Kade did not let go.


  “I’m sorry.” She sounded genuinely contrite. “I can’t help it. Ithyris decides what I hear and I can’t block it out.”


  “That figures,” Erinda muttered.


  “Rin, what you just saw—this is how Ithyris connects with me as Her shaa’din. It’s how she keeps a channel open between us, so that Her spirit can flow through me.”


  The heightened points of color in Kade’s cheeks, however, belied the innocuous explanation, and Erinda was in no mood to be coy. “She makes love to you.”


  Those points of color expanded until Kade’s entire face was the color of an overripe tomato. “That’s not it.”


  “Isn’t it? You’re still glowing.” The initial shock was passing, and in its place came the stabilizing safety of reason. Erinda embraced its grounding influence with relief, and before Kade could protest she continued. “And you know what? It’s really none of my business. Goddess knows I’ve had plenty of lovers myself.” Kade flinched, but Erinda ignored it. “I’m happy for you, Your Grace. Truly I am. And I’m sorry to have intruded. It won’t happen again.”


  Rather proud that she’d managed to recover her dignity so quickly, Erinda tried to step away. But Kade’s arms only tightened around her. Kade’s breath was still coming hard as she lowered her lips to Erinda’s ear.


  “She’s not you.”


  The whisper was so strained that Erinda wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly, but in the next moment, she gasped. Kade’s aura, or whatever it was, had unleashed itself in full force, and this was no calming tide of benevolence. Unadulterated desire sluiced over Erinda’s skin like needles of fire, and her stomach dropped. Erinda found herself clinging to the front of Kade’s tunic to keep from losing her feet again.


  “Goddess, Kade, what are you—”


  Kade’s hand moved to cup her jaw. Her eyes glittered, sharp as emeralds. And then, before Erinda could finish the question, Kade kissed her.


  


  *


  


  The east tower suite had long been vacant. At this time of night, the King was snoring away in his chambers many doors down the hall, and the royal twins, Prince Daric and Princess Shasta, were fast asleep in their own suites on the far side of the palace. Aside from the occasional guest of the royal family, no one had used the east tower rooms in a decade or two, and only the royal chambermaids ever ventured this far down the hall anymore. They would be alone here.


  Erinda unlocked the door and Kade dragged her through it by the hand. No sooner had the door swung shut behind them than Kade had her pressed up against it, raining haphazard kisses over her face and neck. Erinda sighed and threaded her fingers into the silky blond hair, drawing Kade’s mouth up to hers. Their lips met feverishly, tongues tangling in excitement. The weight of Kade’s body pinned her to the door, and Kade was already fumbling with the laces of her bodice. Erinda captured her wrists.


  “Wait, my darling, not here. Come on.”


  She slid out from beneath Kade’s arms and darted through the dark parlor. “Mind the furniture,” she said as she skirted the hulking sideboard that stood in the center of the room. The bedchamber doors creaked open on leather hinges, and she ran to the huge four-poster bed.


  “Mother and I put clean sheets on just this morning, so…Mmph.”


  She’d turned, and Kade was right at her heels, stopping her words with another deep, frenetic kiss. They tumbled onto the brocade coverlet, sinking into its downy softness. Kade had her bodice open in moments, one hand roving over Erinda’s breast while the other went after the ties of her split skirts and her mouth worked greedily against Erinda’s throat.


  Erinda moaned again, her blood streaking like lightning beneath her skin. She knew why Kade didn’t want to talk, and she certainly wasn’t going to press her into it. Tomorrow morning, Kade would stand before the palace temple, the high priestess would shave her head, and she would take her vows as a priestess of Ithyris. Just like that, their lifelong friendship would come to an end. But Erinda had always known that there was another possibility. She’d tried to tell Kade countless times, but it wasn’t until this, their last night together, that Kade had finally worked up the courage to act on her feelings without backing out at the last moment.


  Ultimately, the choice would be Kade’s, of course. Erinda would never try to manipulate Kade down a path that she didn’t want, no matter how absolutely it would destroy her to let Kade go. In the deepest part of her soul she knew that Kade was as much a part of her as her own beating heart, and if she did choose to leave tomorrow, Erinda would be forever missing a vital piece of herself. She would never love this way again. It was even probable that she would never find happiness again. And though that knowledge terrified her, she had resolved not to breathe a word of it to Kade. If Kade was really meant to be a priestess, she should be able to move into her new life without guilt.


  But tonight was Erinda’s chance to show Kade just what they could have together, to try to help her see past her fears and self-doubts and understand the simple rightness of their feelings. Tonight, Erinda wasn’t going to give Kade the chance to entertain second thoughts.


  While Kade struggled with the ties of her skirts, Erinda reached around her and deftly undid Kade’s sash. She’d helped Kade don her white Pledged robes so many times that the familiar knot came apart easily under her fingers. When she slid the robe down, baring Kade’s slender shoulders, Kade seemed to regain some self-consciousness. Uncertainty entered her eyes, and she hesitated.


  Erinda was not going to let Kade call this off. Emotions raged wildly through her body, along with the knowledge that this was their last chance. If Kade ended this now, Erinda might just lose her mind. She sat up and tugged her shift up and over her head, tossing it aside. She arched her back, just a little, and grinned when Kade’s entire body went rigid.


  They’d seen one another naked, of course. As children they’d spent many a hot summer afternoon swimming in the palace duck pond in their undergarments. Their mothers had bathed them together to conserve bathwater. Even now, she and Kade often washed up and changed clothes side by side after a romp in the moors or a long day of lugging scrub buckets up and down the palace or temple stairs. But lately there had been something different in the air between them, a fizz of fascination that grew especially sharp when they looked upon each other unclothed.


  Erinda used that to her advantage now, gliding a hand under Kade’s robe and brushing her fingertips over the sensitive swell of flesh beneath. Kade’s eyelids fluttered and she gave a soft moan.


  “Please, Kade, I want to feel you.”


  She tugged at the robe again, and this time Kade allowed her to remove it. It joined Erinda’s shift on the carpet. Erinda rolled on top of her, sliding their bare skin together in glorious friction that sent shock waves of pleasure plunging deep into her belly. She seized Kade’s narrow ribcage in both hands, trailing her lips and tongue across the silken skin of Kade’s collarbone, down between her breasts, and then traced the curves back up to one small, rosy nipple. This she kissed as sweetly as she could, remembering how good it felt when Kade had touched her this way a few days ago. She wanted Kade to experience it for herself, to feel how right it was. For Erinda, nothing had ever felt so perfect, so natural as this. If she could only get Kade to realize it too.


  She straddled Kade’s hips with her knees. Beneath her, Kade’s body was surging upward with the need to get closer. Erinda sat up a bit and Kade whimpered so anxiously that Erinda had to smile. She finished untying her skirts, tugging them away from her hips so that, like Kade, she was clad in only linen undergarments. Then she let Kade pull her back down, and their mouths melded hotly once more.


  Erinda lost all sense of time as they moved against one another, taking turns exploring tastes and textures and the overwhelming loveliness of skin pressed against skin. She caressed Kade’s back, the delicate planes of her shoulders, her thighs and hips, first with featherlight strokes and then with more expectant pressure. Kade could not seem to decide which angle was best; she was under her one moment, over her the next, lying between Erinda’s legs, and then encasing Erinda’s hips with her thighs. Eventually, she somehow maneuvered herself against Erinda’s back, with one arm wrapped possessively around Erinda’s stomach while her lips and fingers burned nonsensical paths across her shoulder blades.


  At last, Kade’s hand found its way beneath Erinda’s underclothes, and Erinda cried out when those questing fingers reached the aching folds of her sex. Pleasure like Erinda had never known blossomed between her legs and swept into her thighs. Her hips pushed back against Kade’s, and Kade’s already labored breathing increased even more as she ran her fingertips through the delicate, desire-soaked flesh. It didn’t take her long to find the spot where Erinda most needed her, and with her other hand she kneaded Erinda’s breast while her fingers danced and pressed and tugged.


  A golden crescendo built powerfully in her bones, and Erinda could not help the stream of inarticulate cries that tore from her throat, each one only seeming to fuel Kade’s determination to drive her over the edge. But she wasn’t ready for that, not just yet. She managed to turn over, panting, and pulled at Kade’s underclothes.


  “Together,” she insisted hoarsely. “I need to share this with you.”


  Kade complied, wriggling out of the linen garment as Erinda did the same with her own. They came together again, one of Erinda’s thighs sliding between Kade’s legs to push against her slick, swollen center. A sharp noise erupted from deep in Kade’s chest, and she caught her lower lip between her teeth.


  “Did I hurt you?” Erinda asked.


  Kade shook her head and buried a hand in Erinda’s unbound hair. She bent and pressed her mouth to Erinda’s neck, just beneath her ear, and flicked the skin lightly with her tongue. “You feel so good,” she breathed into Erinda’s ear. “So good. I can’t…I want…Goddess, Rin, I have to touch you again, please.”


  The candid plea set off an unbearable ache in Erinda’s lower abdomen, and she guided Kade’s hand back down. Kade groaned as her fingers slid between Erinda’s legs, and Erinda shifted a little so she could slip her own hand between her thigh and Kade’s sex. At first she just cupped her tenderly, but Kade was so wet, so warm and silky to the touch, that she quickly found herself addicted to the feel of her. Erinda began to match Kade stroke for stroke as they thrust against one another. And then, at the same moment, they entered each other completely, muffling their simultaneous cries of wonder against each other’s skin.


  The pleasure built again, amplified a hundred times over. Erinda had wanted Kade to experience this along with her, but she hadn’t known just how much higher the ascension would be for the sharing of it. They were mirrors, reflecting every magical sensation and emotion back at the other, only to be magnified and returned. They were joined entirely—one breath, one pulse, one perfect and indestructible bond. As they soared toward climax together, Erinda was overcome with joy. No matter what happens tomorrow, no one—not even the Goddess—can ever take this away from us. This moment will belong only to you and me, forever.


  When the explosion took them at last, Kade let out a roar that liquefied Erinda’s very core.


  


  Kade broke the kiss with a gasp, as Erinda’s body convulsed against her and her own crested right along with it. For a long moment, they stood, clinging to one another and shaking in the aftermath of that…that…whatever that had been. A vision, perhaps? But Kade had never experienced anything like this before. For a few minutes, she had been eighteen winters old again, lost in blissful union with the girl she had loved since childhood. But somehow she’d relived the experience from within Erinda’s awareness, not her own, and what she had learned there burned like sour ash in her stomach.


  Erinda was the first to recover her senses, and though she was still trembling, she pulled out of Kade’s arms, breaking the silvery connection that still hummed riotously between them. Kade felt the loss of contact as sharply as if it had been severed with a blade, and she wrapped her arms around her midsection as if to keep her insides from spilling out onto the floor in pursuit.


  Panting, Erinda brushed a wayward curl out of her eyes. “What did you just do?”


  “I don’t…I didn’t mean to…”


  “You were there too, weren’t you?”


  Kade understood what she meant, and nodded. Erinda shuddered, pressing a hand hard to her chest. “Why are you doing this to us, Kade? I don’t understand.”


  “You knew.” Kade managed to force a complete sentence past her lips, though her voice felt like razors in her throat. “You knew and you never told me.”


  “Knew what?”


  “What we were to each other. What would happen to you when I left.” Even in the midst of her own terror, even knowing the misery that was to come, Erinda had remained Kade’s protector to the very end. “You knew it would…that you would never find anyone else.” She shook her head so hard it sent tears flying. “You should have told me, Rin. If I’d known I never would have…I thought I was doing the right thing for both of us.”


  “What are you saying?”


  Kade opened her eyes. Tiny beads of sweat glistened on Erinda’s forehead, her features flushed and altogether crushing in their beauty. Kade’s heart locked up in her chest. “I’m saying…” She struggled for air. “I’m saying that maybe I made the wrong choice.”


  Erinda’s wide gray eyes suddenly got even wider. Kade took a step toward her, but she moved away, and Kade watched her shock transform into fury.


  “Don’t you dare say that to me now, after all this time. It’s not fair.”


  “I know,” Kade said, reaching out to her, “but it’s the truth.”


  Erinda slapped her hand away and backed up against the heavy mausoleum door. “I don’t want to hear it! It doesn’t matter!”


  She nearly screeched the last words. Erinda was fighting to hang on to her anger, and Kade could glimpse the reason for it. Anger was a fragile lifeline, the only thing keeping Erinda suspended over a chasm of utter despair.


  “How can you say that?”


  “You tell me, Your Grace. I’ve a good horse waiting right outside. Will you really leave Her, now that you’ve had this epiphany? Are you ready to ride away with me now, far from all of this, and start life over again at my side?”


  Guilt and frustration knifed through Kade as she grasped Erinda’s meaning. “You know I can’t.”


  “Can’t. Won’t. It’s all the same. Call it divine duty or just plain cowardice, in the end all that matters is the choice you make. And I can’t do this anymore. I can’t keep playing these games with you. I survived losing you once, but I can’t go through that again.” She shoved at the door, and harsh sunlight shafted into the mausoleum. Kade lost sight of her in the glare.


  “If you ever do figure out what you want, Kadrian, you know how to find me.”


  Footsteps pounded across the grass, and then came a distant whinny. Kade assumed Erinda had retrieved the horse she’d spoken of. She heard hoofbeats thud away and slumped to the mausoleum floor, her back against the marble of Mondera’s sarcophagus.


  “Oh, Lady, what have I done?”


  There was no response from the spirit current. It had gone so quiet that Kade had to probe for it to be sure it was still there. It was, but trickled so weakly she could barely sense its presence. Kade wasn’t sure whether to feel dismayed or relieved. Was Ithyris angry with her? She certainly had every right to be. The Goddess had called Kade out to the sepulchre that morning to prepare for tonight’s ceremony. She had gifted Kade with Her touch and Her spirit anew, readying her for the things to come, and Kade had run straight from Her arms into Erinda’s. She had given herself over to selfish and heretical desires. She had even gone so far as to assert that perhaps her calling as a priestess had been the wrong one, as if the Goddess had made a mistake in choosing her to begin with. If Ithyris were to end Kade’s entire pathetic mortal life at this very moment, to snatch her into the nexus forever as punishment for her sins, Kade wouldn’t blame Her in the slightest.


  But right now, the pit of Kade’s stomach boiled with guilt that had nothing to do with the Goddess. She needed Erinda, needed her in a way she didn’t understand, and time after time, Kade reached out to her in love only to wind up tearing her apart. She had inflicted so much pain that she couldn’t comprehend how Erinda couldn’t hate her by now. It didn’t matter anymore what the rest of the world thought; Kade would gladly spend the rest of her life trying to make that up to her—if only she wasn’t destined to save the kingdom as a holy vessel of the Goddess instead.


  Kade was on the verge of dissolving into sobs when Lyris appeared through the sepulchre doors. Lyris drew up short when she caught sight of her, and bowed.


  “Forgive the interruption, Your Grace, but I’ve been sent to fetch you. The barbarian shaa’din is at the gates, and she’s asking to speak with you.”


  Kade scrubbed the back of her hand against her eyes and stood. “Thank you, Ostryn.”


  Lyris inclined her head as Kade passed, but Kade still caught the concern in her eyes and knew she must look a mess. She squared her shoulders as best she could and took up Fyn’s staff as she marched from the mausoleum. As she went, she tugged at the hem of her tunic and swept her knuckles beneath her eyes. It would never do for the Goddess’s shaa’din to appear before Mardyth disheveled and teary, no matter how wretched a failure she might be.


  


  *


  


  Mardyth’s scarlet hair was piled festively atop her head, garish bits of feathers and fur poking out here and there as if she’d strangled some unfortunate woodland creature within its ropes. The minute she caught sight of Kade on the temple wall she grinned and yanked a wizened old man forward by the arm. She gestured at him with a finger across her throat, and before Kade had time to think, the man raised a knife to his own neck and slashed it open. His fragile form crumpled into the dirt at Mardyth’s feet in a pool of blood.


  At Kade’s side, Mother Hirrow bellowed in anger—or perhaps fear—and though Talon didn’t make a sound, Kade watched the tendons strain in her hand as she gripped her sword hilt. Kade was still too overwhelmed with the morning’s emotion to sort out her own response, but she felt some clarity begin to return as two of the barbarian men slung the dead man’s body onto a pile of others before the temple gates. Yet another needless, innocent death. While Kade was preoccupied with her own petty interests, the Goddess’s people were suffering and dying at the hands of Her enemies, and she was doing nothing to stop it. Her guts heaved and she swayed on her feet, steadied only by Talon’s surreptitious hand at her elbow.


  “We thought you might like to have your people back, Handmaiden.” Mardyth wiped the blade of her knife on the bare skin of her protruding belly.


  “What do you want, Mardyth?” Kade was grateful that the challenge came out sounding much more stalwart than she felt.


  “You know what I want. When you retrieve that prophecy tonight, you will bring it directly to me. If not…” She gestured behind her, and one of the hulking barbarian warriors dragged two limp, dirty children forward. Neither could have been more than ten or eleven winters in age, and they whimpered as Mardyth patted their hair. “If not, I’ll add these two little brats to the pile there. But not before their cries of agony bring down the very wall you stand upon. Am I understood?”


  Kade ground her teeth. “I cannot give you the prophecy. It belongs to Ithyris.”


  Mardyth shrugged. “It’s your choice. Just remember that their fate”—she pinched one of the children’s cheeks—“rests with you.” She flicked her wrist to have them taken away. “See you tonight, Handmaiden.”


  Mardyth turned and sauntered back into her camp. Kade stared after her, wishing with all her might that she could figure out how to channel the Goddess’s power across all that empty space and make Mardyth go up in flames right then and there, pregnant or not. She should have obeyed the Goddess the first time. She should have killed Ulrike’s shaa’din without hesitation when she’d had the chance. If those poor children were tortured to death tonight because of her…


  Bile rose in her mouth and Kade gagged. Captain Talon produced a handkerchief from her sleeve and slipped it into her hand. “Here, Your Grace.”


  Kade gave her a grateful look and pressed it to her lips, spitting out the vile taste as politely as she could manage. Talon pretended not to notice, and instead pointed down at the bodies piled against the gates. “We can’t leave them like that.”


  Kade nodded, recovering some of her composure. “No, we certainly can’t.”


  “You’re not suggesting we open the gates?” Hirrow asked.


  “We must, Your Honor. Those are Ithyrian dead. We cannot abandon them.”


  The Honored Mother appeared very much like that was exactly what she wanted to do, but Kade fixed her with the most imperious, Handmaidenly expression she could muster. She brought Fyn’s staff down so that its iron rings clanked together with authority, and turned to Talon. “Go, Captain. I will make sure you get them inside safely.”


  Talon nodded and descended the ladder to the ground, shouting orders to the few soldiers who were not confined to the infirmary with the others. The temple gates groaned as they were opened.


  Kade held her breath, scanning the fringes of the enemy camp for any sign of attack, but luckily, not a single barbarian rogue attempted to storm the open gates or accost the soldiers as they worked. Talon and her men moved quickly, gathering up the bodies and laying them out one at a time before the high sanctuary steps.


  There were nine bodies in all, including three children. The sight of them made Kade sick to her stomach all over again. All this time she’d been promenading about the temple like a pampered dignitary, utterly absorbed in her own concerns while these poor people were being captured, starved, beaten, and murdered right outside the doors of her safe little sanctuary. She’d done nothing to help them. Nearly two hundred deaths were already on her head, and what had happened to these people was her fault as well. The Twelve would never have allowed such a thing to happen. She had to be the worst shaa’din in the history of Ithyria.


  Kade heard the gates creak shut again. The heavy iron bar slid back into place with a bang that loudly underscored her morose thoughts.


  “Sweet Ithyris!” one of Talon’s men exclaimed. “Captain, this one’s still alive!”


  Talon hurried to the side of a red-jacketed soldier, the only man in uniform among the bodies. Talon bent over the man’s bloodied head, putting her ear close to his lips. She listened a moment and then called out, “Someone fetch the healer, quickly!”


  Kade hurried down the ladder, but by the time her feet reached the ground, the unlikely survivor was being carted away to the infirmary, flanked on all sides by his astonished comrades. Kade moved to follow, but was stopped by Hirrow.


  “Handmaiden,” the Honored Mother said with an obsequious bow, “there are still many preparations to be made for tonight’s events. Might I ask that you join the elder Ostryn and myself in the sanctuary? We would appreciate your guidance.”


  Kade hardly felt like she was in any condition to be guiding others in the Goddess’s matters at the moment, especially when the silver thread of Ithyris’s spirit was barely detectable. Her reassurance to Talon had been something of a bluff, in fact; right now, she wasn’t sure she could draw enough of the Goddess’s power to light Cibli’s stone within the staff, let alone hold back an attack from the barbarians if they’d decided to press their luck against the temple while the gates were open. What if she’d angered Her so terribly that She would not return by the time the sepulchre was to be opened? After what had happened with Erinda that morning, compounded by the guilt of all those murdered captives and two children whose lives now hung on a demand she couldn’t possibly fulfill, Kade wanted nothing more than to find a dark hole somewhere to crawl into and disappear until this whole dreadful day was over. But of course, she could hardly share any of this with Hirrow. As she stammered for a plausible excuse, Lyris interjected from beside her.


  “Your Honor, pardon my impertinence, but would it not better serve tonight’s purpose to allow the Handmaiden a period of private commune with our Lady?”


  Hirrow pursed her lips unhappily, but Kade was quick to seize the opening.


  “Ostryn Lyris is right, Mother Hirrow. I must withdraw and prepare myself for the task ahead. But I have every faith that in your capable hands, tonight’s ceremony will be a fine tribute to the Goddess.” She touched her fingertips to her forehead, and before Hirrow could protest, she turned and headed for the dormitories, looking forward very much to being alone with her misery.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  There is a story in the Book of Verdred that I have returned to many times in my life, especially at moments when the future is feeling dark and uncertain.


  The day the Twelve were introduced to one another for the first time, they met on a small stretch of beach to the south that today is part of Daiban province. There, the Goddess appeared to give Her newly created army their first mission: to march on the great city of Bellsund, which was in those days so overrun with Ulrike’s hateful influence that even the mention of Ithyris’s name within Bellsund walls was a crime punishable by death. Ithyris charged the Twelve with driving out the wicked priests and warlords who had enslaved Her people there, and reclaiming the city in Her name.


  All of them were filled with fear at this request, and Aster asked of Her, “How are we to do this impossible thing, Lady? Bellsund is a dark place, and we are but farm girls and scullery maids, not soldiers.”


  “Do you not know why I have chosen you?” the Goddess asked. “Each of you has a heart rich with love, and love is the lifeblood of divine spirit; it protects, heals, binds, creates, and endures always. So when darkness lies in your path, do not be afraid. Carry love in your hearts, my Daughters, and you carry my light with you into even the darkest of nights.”


  Centuries later, we scribes still proudly tell the story of how twelve young girls from the countryside marched alone against a city of thousands that day—and triumphed.


  Blessed Kadrian, Handmaiden of Ithyris, on this Fifthmoon eve, I and the rest of the kingdom share in this prayer for you: that you may hold fast in love, so the darkness invading our lands shall be once again made subject to Her light.


  Erinda had ridden every one of the Ithyrian war-horses in their usual circuits around the temple grounds, and when she finished she put them all through their paces a second time. She brushed and curried the big animals’ coats until they gleamed as sleekly as the horses of the royal stables, then she groomed each of the smaller temple palfreys as well. She mucked out the stalls, polished every bit, bridle, and saddle she could find, and by the time Myka tracked Erinda down in the temple stables, Erinda had a mallet in one hand and a bunch of nails clenched between her teeth, and was driving hooks into the stable walls to organize the grooming and cleaning tools.


  Myka surveyed the militantly tidy stalls and whistled. “Wow. You sure do like things clean.”


  Erinda stepped down from the footstool she was using, eyed her handiwork, and grunted. She spit the remaining nails into her hand. “Myka. Shouldn’t you be in the infirmary?”


  “Not anymore, thanks to you,” she replied. “I’ve been trying to tell everyone for the last two days that I’m perfectly well since the Handmaiden brought me back. And of course I am. You don’t think the Goddess would go to all that trouble to bring me back from the dead just to leave me injured, do you? But no one would listen, until they brought in that other man today who’s in much worse shape than me, and I finally talked them into letting me out so I could bring you this.” When she at last stopped to take a breath, she held out a folded piece of parchment.


  Erinda wiped her hands on her apron and reached for it. “What other man?”


  “Soldier. Red uniform just like the captain’s so he must be royal guard, and we think he’s probably a courier since he had that on him. It’s addressed to you. Captain Talon seemed to think it’s important.”


  Erinda turned the paper in her hand and recognized the royal seal. “It’s from the Queen! How in the world did a courier manage to get past that army outside?”


  “He almost didn’t,” Myka said. “You should see the knot on his head. It’s the size of my knee and all kinds of disgusting colors. I guess the barbarians thought they’d killed him, but he’s not all the way dead yet. Pretty amazing that he’s still breathing though, considering, even if it’s not as amazing as being brought back from the dead—which is still the greatest thing that I’ve ever heard of, don’t you think? So, aren’t you going to read it?”


  Myka chattered so fast and in such impossibly long sentences that Erinda could barely follow what she was saying, but when she paused and tapped her foot impatiently, Erinda took the cue and tore the wax seal.


  


  Dearest Erinda,


  How it breaks my heart to be writing you this letter, but oh, my dear friend, I need you now more than ever. Princess Brita is dead.


  


  Erinda gasped, her knees giving way, and she sat down on the wooden footstool. “Oh Goddess, no…” She’d spent all morning trying in vain to scrub away her troubles, yet all self-pitying thoughts vanished in the face of those four terrible words.


  “What is it?” Myka asked, but Erinda was too busy reading the rest to answer.


  


  The healer says the Princess’s illness was too much for her; she went peacefully, in her sleep, and for that, I am grateful. But I do not know how I shall ever bear this grief.


  Please, you must not tell anyone what has happened. Just come home as quickly as you can. There is no one else I can share this with, and I feel so dreadfully alone.


  


  Shasta


  


  Erinda scanned the letter for a date, but there wasn’t one. Slowly, she crushed the parchment in her hand. It would have taken the courier at least a quarter moon to get this deep into Mondera, and who knew how long the barbarians had held him before dumping him with the other dead. How long had Shasta been anguishing over the loss of her baby girl alone? The palace healer would know of Brita’s death, of course, and Nurse as well, but clearly, the Queen hadn’t announced the news to her court yet, or it would have been all over Ithyria by now.


  Erinda knew exactly why Shasta wanted to keep it quiet. Talon would torture herself senseless over this, agonizing over whether her greater duty now was to Shasta or to her mission with the guard, blaming herself for leaving Shasta to face their daughter’s death alone, blaming herself if the battle that was sure to come by morning went awry without her, and ultimately blaming herself for having left Shasta and Brita in the first place. Such distraction could easily be a death sentence on the battlefield. So long as Mardyth was in Ithyria it was better that Talon remain ignorant of this.


  But Shasta needed Erinda at the palace now, far more than she needed her here. Too much time had passed already, and the thought of Shasta grieving her child’s death all alone was too much to bear. Shasta wouldn’t be able to keep Brita’s death a secret forever, especially not once the royal chambermaids got wind of it; Clio and Oralie in particular were terrible gossips. If word got out before Shasta had someone at her side to lean on, Erinda could only imagine how much more terrible the public backlash would be for her. No one should have to go through that alone.


  “You okay?” Myka was asking, kneeling at her side and looking at her with concern. “You’ve gone white as milk. I can fetch the healer—”


  “No.” Erinda balled her fist around the letter in her hand as her mind began to work. “Listen, Myka, something awful has happened, and I have to return to the palace right away.”


  Her eyes widened. “You mean, now?”


  “Now,” Erinda said. “I just have to gather a few things together, and then I’ll slip out through the south gate and keep riding south long enough that I’m out of sight of the temple. The barbarians will never even see me leave.” At least, she had to hope they wouldn’t. Mardyth’s army was camped on the northern side of the temple, in front of the main gates. With any luck, they would be so preoccupied waiting for Kade’s mystical ceremony tonight that they wouldn’t notice a lone horse and rider escaping in the opposite direction. And if they did spot her, well…Erinda would just have to make sure she was on a very fast horse.


  “I could go with you,” Myka offered.


  Erinda suspected Myka was eager to avoid any more forced confinement in the temple infirmary, and in truth, she wouldn’t have minded the company in her present state of mind. But she shook her head. “Once I’m through the gate I can’t bar it again myself, and the temple has to be kept secure from that army outside. I need you here, Myka. Will you help me?”


  Myka nodded, and Erinda squeezed her hand. “Good. And one more thing. It’s very important that you don’t tell anyone about this, you understand? Not even the Handmaiden.”


  Myka nodded again even more solemnly, though she looked somewhat pleased at having been entrusted with such an elite secret. “I promise.”


  


  *


  


  Kade had no idea how long she’d been kneeling there, eyelids swollen from crying, swaying back and forth as she chanted every prayer and sang every desperate hymn she could think of. But Ithyris wouldn’t come. Kade couldn’t feel Her. There were even paralyzing moments when she couldn’t sense the vibration of Her spirit current either, and Kade would hold her breath and rake through her awareness until she found it again. As she prayed, a thousand images raged together in her mind: A neat row of corpses in the dirt. Her lips trailing hungrily over Erinda’s soft skin. A dirty child cringing under Mardyth’s hand. Captain Farsh with his bandaged stump of an arm. The Goddess, holding out Her beautiful, blood-covered fingers. Myka’s feet disappearing into the spirit lake. Talon lifting Erinda’s limp body from the battlefield. The memories hammered her with guilt, and Kade would not attempt to hide from them. She should feel guilty. Some legendary heroine she’d turned out to be.


  Exhausted, Kade finally pulled herself up from her prayer cushion and curled into her borrowed bed. She threw the blanket over her head in spite of the summer heat, and gave herself over to despair. She should stay like this forever. Fall asleep and never wake up, let everyone just go on their way without her. Ithyris could choose a new shaa’din, someone stronger and wiser who wouldn’t make such a mess of things. The world would be much better off if she stopped being part of it, if she just vanished into nothingness where she couldn’t do any further harm.


  Gradually, her agitated thoughts slowed to a disgruntled mumble, and her consciousness drifted. Her breathing relaxed and deepened, interrupted by the occasional residual sob. Peace crept over her, wrapping her in the cool, desensitizing mist of oblivion.


  “Kadrian. Beloved, can you hear me?”


  “Lady?” Kade was certain she was dreaming, because her own voice was echoing in her head just like Ithyris’s always did.


  “I’m here, Beloved.”


  Relief washed over her. “Oh, Sweet Ithyris, You came back! I was so afraid You wouldn’t, after everything I’ve done. I’m sorry, Lady, so very sorry. Please forgive me.”


  “My Daughter, there is nothing to forgive. Don’t you understand? I never left you. I have been here all along—you are the one who is blocking me out. Talk to me, Kadrian. You must let me in, or soon this guilt you are piling upon yourself will cut you off from me completely.”


  “I can’t!” Kade cried. “I’m too ashamed. I’m trying so hard to be faithful, Lady, but I’ll never be as strong as the Twelve were. My heart is weak and selfish. Everything I touch turns out wrong!”


  “Kadrian.” Her name on the Goddess’s lips was like music, and Kade felt Her love sweep over her, stunning and absolute in its purity. “Open your mind, my Daughter, and hear me. This standard you are punishing yourself with is one I have never asked of you, or indeed of any of my children.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Love, Beloved. Love is the lifeblood—”


  “—of divine spirit,” Kade finished automatically. She knew the proverb by heart; it reappeared often in temple hymns.


  “And what am I?”


  “You are the Goddess of Spirit, Divine Lady.”


  “Ask yourself then: how could I, as a being of spirit, ever forbid love?”


  Kade tried to piece this together, but she couldn’t figure out what Ithyris was trying to tell her. “I’m sorry, Lady, but I don’t understand.”


  “I have never asked you for celibacy, Kadrian. I have never asked that of any of my Daughters.”


  Kade was so shocked she could not even feel the embarrassment that would normally accompany such frankness. “But…I’ve read the Book of Verdred. The Twelve were virgins. All Your priestesses are supposed to be.”


  She heard the Goddess sigh.


  “Ah, Beloved, you cannot imagine how weary I am of all the needless rules and rituals attributed to my name. Yes, it is true that I selected my first shaa’din based in part upon the fact that they were all free of intimate involvements. I knew the magnitude of what I was going to ask of them, and had any of the Twelve been lovers, wives, mothers, the trials they endured would have placed more than their own interests in harm’s way. And the Twelve understood this. It was their choice to remain celibate after the war, to take up roles as spiritual leaders for my people and guide other young women who wished to dedicate their lives to my service. Over the centuries, the choice they made has somehow evolved into a dictate.


  “But it is one that I never issued myself, just like so many of your practices now. I will never understand why mortals feel such need to regulate each other’s behavior! Shaved heads and veils are superficial silliness, but withdrawing from your families and friends in order to serve me—this serves no worthwhile purpose and causes only suffering. I have never wanted nor asked for such a sacrifice, and it has been a very long time since I’ve been able to speak directly to one of you long enough to set the record straight again.”


  As She spoke, some of the mist that surrounded Kade began to clear.


  “That being said, Beloved, there are times when love can overwhelm a mortal’s spirit to the exclusion of everything but the object of that love—and that includes me. You have discovered this for yourself. Your own love is so strong that even with my spirit flowing inside you, there is a barrier forming through which I cannot reach. Left unchecked, that barrier will become permanent. When the Twelve realized this, they each chose to remain free of mortal relationships so as to never diminish their connection with me. I did not ask it of them, though I will always be deeply honored by their devotion.”


  Kade could see Her now, just the faintest outline of Her face and floating hair, and Ithyris reached out to lay a translucent hand against Kade’s cheek. She was smiling. “But you, Kadrian…you were meant for me from the beginning, yet I have always known that I would never have you completely to myself.”


  “Lady, I—”


  “I will never hold you against your will, Beloved. Your heart is wonderful, and it is nothing to be ashamed of. You have but to ask, and I shall release you from your vows.”


  Kade didn’t know whether the Goddess’s words horrified her or filled her with hope. “But I can’t leave You. I haven’t even found Mondera’s prophecy yet.”


  “I care more for you, Beloved, than I do about the prophecy. My service brings you suffering. That suffering cuts you off from my spirit, and in such a state your life and the lives of many others could be in great danger.”


  Kade looked into Her brilliant eyes and understood what She meant. “I have to choose, don’t I?”


  Ithyris shook Her head. “Your heart has already chosen, Kadrian. What you have to decide now is whether it is able to wait any longer.”


  Vaguely, Kade realized that they were in the nexus. She recognized the unbroken whiteness of the floor and the shifting walls and doorways surrounding them. But her mind was echoing the Goddess’s words: Your heart has already chosen. Erinda’s face materialized in her thoughts, and her breath caught with longing. Ithyris was right. No matter how Kade might try to override her feelings with guilt, with duty, with sheer force of will, the choice of her heart had been made a very long time ago.


  “I love You, Lady, truly I do, and I love being Your shaa’din more than I know how to say. But I need Rin. I’ve always needed her, and I…I don’t think I can be apart from her anymore.”


  The Goddess inclined Her head in understanding. Then Kade recalled the children Mardyth was holding captive. What would happen to them if she walked away now? And all the men and women who had been killed in the battle at Agar, and the peasants who had died in that forest village, and the bodies laid out so neatly before the high sanctuary…it was her responsibility to make sure every one of those deaths counted for something. Could she really abandon Ithyria to Mardyth’s hands in pursuit of her own desires? She would never be able to forgive herself.


  Kade took a deep breath, certain of what she had to do. “There will come a day, Lady, when I will ask You to release me. But Mondera said I was the one to do this. I still have no idea why, but so many people are depending on me to see this through. I have to find that prophecy and destroy it.”


  Ithyris was quiet for a moment, and Kade got the uneasy feeling that perhaps She knew the assignment would not be quite that simple. But then She held out a hand. “Are you sure?”


  Ithyris’s shining fingers weren’t dripping this time, though Kade was reminded, uncannily, of the vision of her blood pooling in the Goddess’s outstretched palm. Still, she nodded and reached for Her. “I’m sure.”


  Ithyris pulled her into an embrace, enveloping her with spirit that sparkled wondrously against every one of Kade’s senses. The veins of Her current swelled beneath Kade’s skin, drawing from Her until they were rushing so fast that Kade started to get lightheaded. The Goddess lifted Kade’s chin in one hand.


  “Kiss me,” She commanded.


  Kade closed her eyes and leaned forward. Ithyris’s lips brushed past hers like a million tiny stars, and then She was within her. The Goddess’s spirit filled Kade with light, with life, with the very essence of love itself, until every remote corner of Kade’s being strained to contain Her. Kade heard Her gentle, musical voice again, this time from within the depths of her own soul.


  You honor me, Kadrian. Thank you.


  


  *


  


  On this side of the Great Temple, the ground sloped away from the temple wall in a hazardous array of fallen rocks and crumbling cliffs, with bits of grass and wild chicory springing up wherever they could find root between. The path leading from the temple wound in snakelike switchbacks down the steep hill, and Erinda gripped Brindle’s reins tightly, leaning back to help the big horse balance as she sought footing among the gravel.


  “Easy,” she said, feeling Brindle’s hooves scuffle beneath her. It would take a good deal more than a few loose rocks to bring the war-horse down, but she was in a hurry and knew Brindle could sense it. When she thought about what Shasta must be going through, she wished there was some way she could sprout wings and get to her faster. Her own heart was broken, thinking of the little Princess’s sweet, chubby face and bright eyes, her precious baby giggles. How much more awful must Shasta feel right now?


  She didn’t see them until they were almost on top of her. The path curved around an enormous boulder, and as they rounded it three burly, leather-clad barbarians moved to flank her. Standing behind them, in the middle of the path, was the redheaded shaa’din, Mardyth.


  “You must be Erinda, then,” she said with a triumphant smile.


  Erinda drew up on the reins and looked from Mardyth to her men in shock. What were they doing out here? Their army was supposed to be concentrating on the temple’s front gates. “How do you know my name? What do you want with me?”


  Mardyth peeled her lips back from her teeth in a sneer. “With you? Nothing. But your friend the Handmaiden has something I very much want, and you’re going to help me get it.” She gestured upward, and too late, Erinda realized one of the men had clambered up on a rock behind her head. He swung his club, and everything went black.


  


  *


  


  At the head of Mondera’s ornate sarcophagus, the marble had been shaped into a thick column, which was topped with a large orb of polished silver. Following the Goddess’s instructions, Kade tugged and twisted at the silver globe until it came loose, revealing a deep, narrow hole. The iron shaft of Fyn’s staff fit easily into this channel, sliding down an armlength into the stone.


  When the staff struck bottom, Kade felt a vibration along the iron that spread into the marble floor under her feet, and beneath her skin, the Goddess’s current sang with contentment. In amazement, she recognized that the emotion was not her own. Each of these items—Fyn’s staff, Cibli’s stone, and Mondera’s sepulchre—still held an echo of the three sisters’ spirits, and they had been waiting a very long time for this moment. Kade stepped back as the crowd of onlookers jostled for a better view.


  She had placed the staff just as Ithyris asked, and now it rose from the head of Mondera’s resting place as if it had always belonged there. Candlelight danced within the small space inside the mausoleum, as every priestess in attendance carried her own small light. There was only enough room inside the mausoleum itself for a handful of the women, so the rest spilled out the doors and into the cemetery grounds beyond in a parade of twinkling candle flames. The sky had gone dark hours ago, its velvety depths sugared with stars and the heavy, luminous sphere of Fifthmoon ascending in the east.


  “What happens now?” Lyris asked.


  Kade was rather wondering that herself. Ithyris had described the staff and stone as keys, so Kade had assumed that once she put them in the proper place in the sepulchre something would happen. A hidden compartment would open, perhaps, or the prophecy would appear in glittering letters on the mausoleum wall, or Mondera’s voice would ring out from beyond the realm of the dead and recite the words they were all waiting to hear. But there the staff stood, stiff and regal at the head of Mondera’s sarcophagus, and nothing whatsoever had come of it. Maybe she hadn’t done it quite right? Perhaps if she jiggled it a little…Kade almost reached out to try it, but Ithyris spoke to her instead.


  “Just wait, Beloved. It is nearly time.”


  Kade turned to Lyris. “She says we wait.”


  For several awkward minutes, they stood in silence. Kade could feel everyone’s eyes shifting from the staff to her and back again. Lacking anything else to do, Kade began reciting a prayer of worship. She spoke under her breath at first, but Lyris quickly joined in, indicating to the others that they should do the same.


  Beautiful Goddess, blessed are we who stand in the glory of Your light. You are infinite in wisdom, perfect in compassion, boundless in love. Divine Lady of Spirit, I praise You, I praise You, I praise You…


  For Kade, the words were infused with so much gratitude she could barely contain the feeling. Ithyris had given her more than she could have ever imagined. The Goddess had chosen her, filled her with Her spirit, worked miracles through her hands. She had given Kade the opportunity to know Her in ways few ever would. She had shown Kade wonders the likes of which the world had not seen in a thousand winters. She had allowed Kade to bring Myka back from the nexus. She loved Kade without condition, through her weakest and lowest moments. And now, Ithyris had even offered to set her free.


  Kade could hardly wait to find Erinda and tell her. Once the prophecy was destroyed and Mardyth banished back to her own lands, Kade would ask to be released from her vows. After everything she’d been through in the past moon, the uncertain future that used to worry her so much seemed unimportant now. So long as they had the Goddess’s blessing, everything else would work itself out. After all, if the Queen of Ithyria could make a life with the woman she loved right under the noses of the entire kingdom, surely a priestess—or former priestess, rather—and chambermaid could do the same. She just hoped Erinda would be willing to wait for her a while longer.


  A shaft of light shot through the darkness of the mausoleum. Everyone, including Kade, gasped in surprise. A tiny opening in the sepulchre’s roof was drilled at exactly the right angle, and the staff was held in the sarcophagus at precisely the right depth so that a single brilliant moonbeam had lanced from the ceiling to strike Cibli’s stone. The ray was needle-thin, captured at precisely the moment when the Fifthmoon rose over the cemetery.


  Kade realized what Ithyris had meant when She’d said that hiding the prophecy had been Marin’s work. Only Marin of the Twelve could have calculated a phenomenon like this so perfectly, a millennium before its time. No wonder no one could have retrieved the prophecy except on this very night, for the moon was not likely to be in this exact position again for another thousand winters. Whatever Mondera’s message was, it had to be unimaginably important, for this was the most well-guarded secret Kade had ever heard of.


  A soft hum filled the mausoleum as Cibli’s stone began to vibrate, and then the staff was quivering as well. Kade watched in fascination as within the stone the thread of moonlight appeared to thicken, rather like honey. It flowed down the iron staff in a cascade of syrupy blue, until it struck the marble of the sarcophagus. Then it ran into the swirling channels of the elaborate scrollwork, and when it had filled every possible crevice on the sarcophagus’s surface, it dripped onto the marble floor and continued spreading outward toward the walls. Kade stepped aside as the liquid light swept past the toes of her boots.


  In a matter of minutes, honeyed moonlight decorated every surface inside the mausoleum, the swirling designs on the sarcophagus, the seams of the floor, the intricately carved murals on the walls, and the arched lines of the ceiling overhead. Surely nothing had ever been quite so beautiful. Ribbons of light formed patterns and pictures all around them in the darkness, setting the priestesses’ white veils and robes awash with a silver-blue glow. Kade turned to take in the full effect. It was like being suspended inside a star.


  “Praise Ithyris!” she heard Mother Hirrow exclaim next to her. Several of the other women raised their arms in prayer.


  “Do you like it?” Ithyris asked in Kade’s head. Kade could hear the smile in Her voice.


  “Oh, Lady, it’s so beautiful.”


  Outside, the moon rose higher, and the moonbeam dropped away. Yet the light that surrounded them remained, and gradually, the staff seemed to draw it back into itself. The gleaming ribbons receded in the same way they had spread, and as they gathered, the staff began to shine so brightly that it hurt Kade’s eyes.


  At last, Cibli’s stone gave a great flash. Everyone in the mausoleum had to cover their eyes. When Kade was able to blink away the effects, the sepulchre was dark again save for the dancing points of the priestesses’ candles.


  “Handmaiden, look,” Lyris said, holding her candle up. Fyn’s staff glinted in the candlelight, its surface now glimmering like polished silver. Kade could glimpse the shapes of strange-looking runes etched into its shining surface.


  “Is that it?” Lyris asked, leaning closer. “Is that the prophecy?”


  Hirrow stepped forward and ran her own candle up and down the length of the shaft. She made a harrumphing noise. “If it is, it’s not written in any language I’ve ever seen before.”


  Kade took hold of the staff, lifting it from the sarcophagus to get a better look. The entire thing glittered as if a jeweler had plated the dull, rusty iron with precious metal, and the runes ran down its full length, from the base of the ringed finials to its blunted end. She couldn’t make any sense of the odd symbols either, however.


  “It is not necessary that you be able to read them, Beloved.”


  Kade turned the staff slowly in her hand. “But this is Mondera’s prophecy?” she asked the Goddess under her breath.


  “Yes. You have done well.”


  Triumph surged through her as she held the staff up, and her hand shook with excitement. Just one task remained, then. “So how do I destroy it?”


  “Not just yet, Beloved. The staff has been returned to its full power now, and it is meant for one last purpose. Have you forgotten my brother’s shaa’din?”


  “Mardyth,” Kade said slowly.


  “She still holds two of my children captive. The staff can help you to save them, and drive Mardyth and her army out of Ithyria. Once Ulrike’s shaa’din is no longer a threat to my people, we shall destroy the prophecy together, and this will truly be ended.”


  Kade was taken aback. She had expected to destroy the prophecy upon finding it. That way Mardyth would limp home, licking her wounds, and by the time dawn broke Kade would be a free woman with Erinda in her arms and a whole new life of possibilities stretching out before them. But even as she fought to quell her disappointment, she knew Ithyris was right. It was naïve to think that Ulrike’s shaa’din would give up. Even if Kade did destroy the prophecy here and now, Mardyth would certainly kill her two captives out of spite, and might very well go on another murderous rampage through the kingdom in revenge.


  And there was no doubting the power that the staff held now. It thrummed against Kade’s palm like a living thing, in sync with the rhythm of the spirit current. The blue stone was even glowing faintly of its own accord. Kade could sense its eagerness and knew that it, too, had a mission to fulfill.


  Reluctantly, Kade nodded. “It will be as You command, Lady.”


  Hirrow, Lyris, and the other priestesses were watching her with great interest. They could only hear Kade’s side of the conversation, of course, but waited to see if she would share Ithyris’s words with them. Since it had already been a night of ceremony, Kade decided to maintain that formality as best she could while she addressed them.


  “Daughters of Ithyris, tonight we have recovered a legacy left to us by the Twelve, orchestrated by our predecessors one thousand winters ago in anticipation of this very moment in our history. A warrior of the Flesh God waits outside these temple gates, and our Lady has provided us the weapon we need to defeat her.” The women cheered, and Kade waited until their excitement had died down before saying, “Come, my sisters, and let us send our enemies back to the darkness from which they came.”


  The crowd parted as Kade moved through them, stepping down out of the mausoleum and onto the cemetery grass. She passed Captain Talon, Captain Farsh, and a few other uniformed men on the fringe of the group and exchanged a quick nod with Talon as she went by. Though Kade did not look back, it seemed every single person in the temple was following on her heels as she marched for the gates.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  A nasty odor assailed Erinda’s senses. Consciousness returned in a surge of nausea and terror as she became aware of the gag invading her mouth, the rope binding her wrists and ankles, the sharp dig of a tent pole against her spine. The first thing she saw when she got her eyes to open was a pile of stinking furs lying in the dirt nearby. A dim oil lamp hung over a rough-hewn table, and within its sickly yellow light flies buzzed over the remains of a half-finished meal, something bloody and disgusting that Erinda didn’t even want to identify. She could just make out the texture of animal skins and burlap all around her, supported by wooden poles, and a small opening overhead which did little to freshen the stagnant air. A large black beetle was creeping over the fabric of her split skirts, but Erinda couldn’t brush it away. Her arms were bound tightly behind her back, around one of the tent poles.


  Goddess, what have I done?


  Her first instinct was to panic. Her head throbbed where the barbarian had struck her, sending pinpoints of pain jabbing through her neck and shoulders. How had this happened? Why had the barbarian shaa’din been out there, on the wrong side of the temple? Wasn’t she supposed to be watching for Kade’s miracle tonight, the one everyone was so excited about? And, even more disturbing, Mardyth had called Erinda by name.


  She knew I would be out there. Somehow, she knew! How does she even know who I am? And now she’s going to try to use me against Kade. Sweet Ithyris, how could I have been so stupid?


  No one even knew she’d left the temple except for Myka, and she’d sworn Myka to secrecy. No one would go looking for her any time soon. And Shasta…Goddess, what about Shasta, waiting day after day in lonely grief for a friend who would never come?


  Erinda realized she was beginning to hyperventilate, and forced herself to breathe more slowly, filling her lungs, holding the breath for a moment, then blowing it out in a measured whoosh. The noise it made was a comfort, and after a few breaths, she became aware of another sound in the tent with her, a soft whimpering. Erinda turned her head as far as she could over her shoulder.


  A wooden cage, just a couple of armlengths high and scarcely any deeper, stood in the far corner. Pressed between its bars were two small, pale faces, smudged with dirt and framed by stringy hair. Two pairs of dark eyes watched her warily, and Erinda tried to straighten up a little against the tent pole.


  “Hello,” she tried to say, but she’d forgotten the gag. The word came out an unintelligible mumble.


  The children shifted, never taking their eyes from her. Then their little hands disappeared from around the bars and they shrank into the shadows as the tent flap lifted.


  A hulking, bearded man entered, bits of bone and teeth swinging from a leather thong around his neck. He glanced at Erinda and grinned. “Awake, are you? That’s good. But the Mistress doesn’t want you just yet.”


  He shuffled over to the cage and slid its wooden bolt aside. One of the children, a boy, quickly popped up as if he were trying to run, but the barbarian grabbed him by the scruff of the neck. He lifted the kicking child out of the cage as easily as one might lift a wayward puppy. He reached back in and grabbed the second boy by the arm, hauling him out as well, and their thrashing fingernails and snapping teeth had no effect on him as he dragged them both toward the entrance.


  Erinda struggled against her bonds, protesting as loudly as she could through the gag. The barbarian turned to her, chuckling. “You’ll get your turn soon enough, miss.” He swept the tent flap aside and left, one screeching child trapped in each hand.


  Erinda exclaimed again in frustration. She wriggled down as far as she could get against the tent pole, and peered out through the gap where the tent flap had not quite fallen completely back into place. She didn’t have much of a view, but it was enough that she could see the edge of another tent just a few paces away, and beyond that, the ground sloped up toward the temple. She could see the barbarian man towing his two charges up the hill.


  From this angle, she had a very narrow view of the temple gates. A line of priestesses stood before them, bearing torches and dressed in white like an army of ghosts. They were too far away for Erinda to make out much detail, but she thought she saw a flash of scarlet amongst them, which had to be Talon or one of her men. Near the center of the line there was a point of light far brighter than the torches, and as it tilted forward it illuminated the edges of a figure standing before them. From this distance, the silhouette was no taller than her thumbnail, but Erinda recognized the flame-colored hair.


  Faintly, she heard a voice call out, “We have come to demand your surrender, Mardyth.”


  Kade. Erinda tugged against the ropes even harder, mindless of the way they bit into her skin. Try as she might, though, she couldn’t make out Kade’s face in the line of holy women, because the details were obscured by the brilliant light. She called Kade’s name as loudly as she could, but the gag in her mouth absorbed most of the sound.


  “What a coincidence,” Mardyth replied. “I have come to demand your surrender, Handmaiden, and I think you will find that I have far more leverage.”


  Erinda heard a shriek from one of the children, and cringed.


  The grounds lit in a blue flash, and another cry came, this time from Mardyth. A roar went up from the barbarians, and then chaos erupted. More blue light pulsed against the translucent skins of the tent. In Erinda’s limited range of vision, the shadowy edges of the barbarian line boiled over into the glowing white of the priestesses. For several minutes, darkness tangled with light, punctuated by sapphire columns of flame. Streaks of blue fire arced away from the primary brilliance that was Kade and struck the seething blackness, outlining clumps of barbarian warriors for only an instant before igniting and dissolving them into nothingness. Metal clanged and men shouted.


  And then the noise and commotion quieted as abruptly as it had began, and the darkness fell away to reveal Mardyth crouching on the ground at Kade’s feet.


  


  *


  


  The staff sang in Kade’s hand, its stone blazing down on the red-orange head of the woman cowering before her.


  “My baby,” Mardyth moaned. “Please, don’t hurt my baby.”


  Kade called over her shoulder. “Do we have the children?”


  “Yes, Handmaiden,” Hirrow replied from behind her. “I’m taking them inside now.”


  The temple gates creaked as the Honored Mother ushered two small forms between them, but Kade kept her attention focused on Mardyth.


  “It appears your leverage is gone,” she said, “and as you can see, you and your men are no longer quite so immune to the Goddess’s celestial fire. Mardyth of Dangar, you have invaded Ithyris’s lands without provocation. You have butchered innocent people, destroyed their homes, stolen their goods and livestock, tortured and murdered their families. You have dared to attack the Goddess’s Daughters before Her own Great Temple. By all rights, I should destroy every last one of you tonight.”


  Indeed, the staff was trembling in her hand as if it longed to do that very thing, and Kade squeezed it a little tighter in agreement.


  “Please, Handmaiden, I don’t want to die. My baby—”


  “Your child is spawn of the Flesh God,” Kade snapped.


  Mardyth lifted her head. Maybe it was just a trick of the light, but her eyes, Kade noticed with a start, were the same dove gray as Erinda’s. She wrapped her arms around her blood-spattered belly. “A child cannot choose its father,” she said in a whimper, “even as a woman cannot always choose the one who gets her with child.”


  Kade hesitated. “You’re saying this wasn’t your decision, becoming shaa’din?”


  Mardyth cast her gaze aside. “One does not say no to a God, Handmaiden. But surely you know this. Were you not called as I was?”


  Ithyris had chosen her, it was true, even though Kade still didn’t know why. And perhaps at the time Kade hadn’t known Her well enough to realize she had more say in the matter than she’d imagined. But if she’d refused Her—even if she refused Her now—Kade was certain that the Goddess would not retaliate as Ulrike surely did to anyone who refused Him. Kade drew the staff back a little.


  What should I do, Lady? she asked of the silver current.


  Ithyris’s voice was gentle in her thoughts. “What does your heart tell you, Beloved?”


  She’s hurt so many people. Shouldn’t she have to pay for that?


  “Do you want to kill her?”


  I never wanted to kill anyone. She recalled the barbarian she’d impaled with Fyn’s staff, the one who had been about to violate Erinda so horribly. She couldn’t bring herself to feel sorry over his death. And she wouldn’t feel sorry over Mardyth’s either, she realized. The woman was a monster. But what if Mardyth was telling the truth, and she hadn’t wanted this any more than Kade had? Please, Lady, just tell me what You want me to do.


  “Not this time, Kadrian. This is your decision.”


  Kade huffed in frustration. I don’t understand. You’ve been guiding me this entire time. At Agar, You commanded me to kill her, and I failed. Yet now, all of a sudden, at the most important moment of all, You’re making me decide this on my own?


  To her annoyance, she heard the Goddess laugh. “I have faith in you, my Daughter.”


  Kade pressed her lips together and lifted the staff. Spirit surged along its length, and she braced herself, staring down hard at the barbarian shaa’din. Those gray eyes met hers, resigned to their fate.


  Kade set the staff back down.


  “I will ask you one last time, Mardyth. Surrender. Give me your word that you and your army will leave Ithyria and never come back…and I will let you live.”


  She saw a shudder of relief pass over her shoulders, but still Mardyth hesitated. “The prophecy. Please, if I return without it Ulrike will kill me.”


  Kade shook her head. “I’m sorry, but this is the most I can offer. The prophecy remains with me. You will leave, or you will die.”


  Mardyth hung her head. “You leave me little choice, then. Give us two days to pack up our camp, and—”


  “You have two hours.” Kade raised a hand, beckoning the other priestesses to return to the temple. “And if you or your men harm even one more creature in Ithyria on your way home—I don’t care if it’s so much as a horsefly—I will come after you, and I will kill you. Do we have an understanding?”


  Mardyth rose to her feet, still bent forward, and backed away several steps. “Yes, Handmaiden.”


  As she watched Mardyth and her men retreat down the hillside, Talon came to stand at her shoulder.


  “You’re letting them go,” she said. If the deep tones held reproach, Kade couldn’t detect it.


  “There’s no sense in any more death. We’ve defeated them.”


  “Are you sure?”


  Kade turned to her in concern. “You’re not?”


  Talon’s dark eyes followed the barbarians back into their camp. Already, they were pulling up tent pegs and gathering up supplies, seemingly taking Kade’s threat seriously. “I don’t know. The Dangar barbarians have always been little more than bullies. Quick to attack when they believe they have the advantage, and just as quick to flee when things don’t go their way. Cowards, the lot of them, but this seems too easy. They haven’t spent the last three moons tearing through Mondera after this prophecy just to turn and go home now.”


  “So you think I should have killed her?”


  Talon was quiet for a moment before she answered. “Perhaps. But that decision is not mine to make. I do think it’s a mistake to let them leave without an escort, however. Three of my men are still well enough to travel. As soon as the barbarians leave, we’ll follow them. Make sure they cross the border without incident.”


  “Four soldiers aren’t enough to take them on, Captain,” Kade said.


  “We’ll follow far enough behind that they won’t know we’re there. If they keep their word and leave, we’ll return to the temple. If they start trouble again, we’ll send for help.” Talon nodded at the staff, still shimmering under Kade’s fingertips. “I’ve seen what that thing is capable of. You might have need of it, if things go wrong.”


  Kade drew the staff toward her. “All right. I won’t destroy it until after you and your men have returned.” Inwardly, though, she sighed. It would be that much longer before she and Erinda could be—Erinda. She hadn’t even told her yet!


  Behind them, the priestesses were filing back into the temple. “Excuse me, Captain,” she said, and turned. The women parted to let her past, and she entered the temple with her heart pounding. She had to find Erinda. There was so much they needed to talk about.


  


  *


  


  Erinda shrank back against the tent pole as Mardyth swept the flap aside, followed by the burly man who had come earlier to take the children away. Mardyth paid no attention to her, striding over to the table and lowering herself weightily into a chair. Her self-satisfied grin seemed rather at odds with the sniveling she’d demonstrated for Kade outside.


  “I don’t understand, Mistress,” the big man said, though he kept well out of arm’s reach of her as he spoke. “What did we go to all the trouble of taking her for,” he pointed at Erinda, “if you weren’t going to bring her out? I thought you said she was our best weapon against the Handmaiden.”


  “Patience, Haggett.” Mardyth flicked the flies away from the plate before her with a disgusted look. She pushed the plate back and picked up a mug, bringing it to her lips.


  “But, Mistress,” he said, “we surrendered. We’re really going to leave without the prophecy? Almighty Ulrike will strike us all dead the moment we set foot in Dangar without it.”


  “I’ve already told you, Haggett, we can’t defeat the Handmaiden here on her own lands. The Goddess’s power is too great. We have to get her into Dangar, where I shall be the one with all the strength.” Mardyth fixed her mean eyes on Erinda. “And our new friend here is going to bring her right to us.”


  “How?”


  She raised an eyebrow and he clamped his mouth shut, apparently remembering that it was not a good idea to question her. But she didn’t seem to mind too much, because she answered. “Remember our last run in with her? She’d gotten the best of me, the little bitch, but instead of finishing things she ran off to save this one. Never mind how many of her other starry-eyed acolytes we’d killed, for some reason this one is special to her.” She returned her attention to Erinda, tilted her head with curiosity. “So what are you two to each other? Sisters? You don’t look much alike.”


  Erinda shook her head violently and cursed, though the words were indistinguishable through the gag. This seemed to amuse the shaa’din.


  “I don’t suppose it matters. Whatever it is, it will be enough. I hope you didn’t tell anyone where you were headed, my dear,” she said, taking another sip from her mug. “Though I suppose that even if you did, anyone who goes looking for you will be headed for the palace, won’t they? But don’t worry. Once we reach the border we’ll send word back to the Handmaiden so she can come to rescue you. Of course, by the time she makes it to the border we’ll all be safely tucked away in Rok Garshluk, waiting for her.


  “I should thank you, by the way. I’m so glad you got my letter and decided to go running off to the Queen’s aid. I wasn’t sure you would.”


  “Your letter?” Erinda mumbled around the gag. Then the Princess isn’t—


  Mardyth must have read the question in her face, because she laughed. “Sadly, the Ithyrian Princess is alive and well as far as I know. Perhaps one day I’ll come back for her, and wipe out the Goddess’s precious Rane bloodline once and for all. But it was a good story, no? At least, it was convincing enough for you to dart right into my hands.”


  Erinda cursed at her again, but Mardyth had turned to Haggett. “Don’t just stand there, idiot. We’re packing up. Strike the tent and see to the wagons. And find something for our guest to wear. Wouldn’t want anyone recognizing her until we’re ready for them to know we have her.”


  He bowed and scuttled off, and Mardyth sat back in her chair. She sipped at her mug.


  “You’re wrong about Kade,” Erinda said, not caring that Mardyth would not be able to understand her. “She’s not going to come for me.” She looked down at her lap, where the beetle had found her again and resumed its journey over the landscape of her skirts. Kade’s tear-streaked face rose in her memory. You knew and you never told me…Maybe I made the wrong choice…You know I can’t.


  I can’t.


  I can’t.


  The words echoed in her head, and Erinda squeezed her eyes shut. Once again, Kade would be forced to choose between Erinda and the Goddess. And Erinda already knew what that choice would be. She didn’t blame her; it was the right thing for Kade to do. Too many lives depended on Kade holding fast to the Goddess’s commands, so She could protect Her people from the evil woman who was sitting in this tent, watching Erinda with such calculating eyes.


  But even so, it was just one more way in which Ithyris had bested her when it came to Kadrian Crossis. And it hurt.


  


  *


  


  Kade was so tired. Other than the sentries Talon had posted above the gates, everyone else in the temple had gone right to bed after the night’s climactic events. Dawn would not come for a few hours yet, and the priestesses had wandered off to their chambers with excited chatter and languid yawns. They were already discussing the feast that Hirrow had declared for the next evening, a celebration of Ithyris’s glorious victory. Kade had been curtsied to and saluted and congratulated and thanked more than she knew how to respond to, and so she’d been rather grateful when the commotion died down and the temple fell quiet.


  She knew she should get some sleep herself, but first she had to find Erinda. Their encounter that morning had ended so awfully, but what Kade had to tell her now would more than make up for it, she was sure. She entered the dormitories first and checked the room she knew Erinda shared with Talon, but found no one there. She checked the temple stables next, then the infirmary, but without any luck. She tried the gardens, the kitchens, the laundry, the common hall where most of the refugees from Agar were sleeping. She tiptoed among their cots and sleeping mats, but did not find Erinda among them.


  Worried now, she walked back across the temple grounds to Mondera’s sepulchre, thinking perhaps Erinda might have returned there. The sepulchre was empty. Kade tried the high sanctuary and the library beneath it, walking every one of the marble benches and tall shelves of books. At last, she went back to the dormitories and began peeking into each and every room, drawing back the curtain and holding a candle before the sleeping faces of the inhabitants. A few awakened, peering at her, and Kade apologized for disturbing them and moved on. On the second floor, at the end of the hall, she reached her own guest chamber. As she reached for the curtain she imagined discovering Erinda inside, sitting on her cot, waiting for her…the idea sent a little thrill through her and she pulled the curtain aside.


  Someone was there, and she sat up when Kade’s candlelight swept the room, but the sleepy voice did not belong to Erinda. “Your Grace?”


  “I’m sorry, Myka. I didn’t mean to wake you.”


  Myka leapt up. “I know I shouldn’t have taken your bed. I just didn’t know where else to go. I didn’t want to spend another night in the infirmary, and you weren’t here so I just thought I’d—”


  “It’s all right. I won’t be needing it tonight. Go back to sleep.”


  Myka looked her over. “Is everything all right?”


  “It’s fine. I’m just…I’m looking for someone.”


  “Oh.”


  An odd note entered Myka’s voice, and Kade narrowed her eyes. “You haven’t by any chance seen Erinda tonight, have you?”


  “Not since sunset,” she said.


  But Kade caught the evasiveness in her tone. “Where is she, Myka?”


  Once they’d taken a drink from the Cup of Purification, the Pledged could not lie. Myka sputtered and stammered before finally just crossing her arms in front of her. “I won’t tell. I promised.”


  “Promised who? Erinda?”


  Myka pinched her lips together. Kade stepped toward her. “I’ve been looking for her all night. Please, Myka, it’s important.”


  Myka shook her head again.


  “Fine. I’ll find her myself,” Kade said angrily and turned to go.


  “You’re wasting your time,” said Myka from behind her. “She’s gone.”


  “Gone?” Kade spun back around. “What do you mean, gone? Gone where?” When Myka didn’t answer, she took two steps forward and shook her by the shoulders. “Answer me, Pledged. Gone where?” She realized as she said it that the demand was coming out in the ancient Ithyrian tongue.


  Myka’s eyes widened. “The palace,” she blurted out. “I brought her a letter from the royal courier, the one Captain Talon brought to the infirmary, you know? She read it and said she had to leave.”


  “What did the letter say?”


  “I don’t know. She didn’t tell me. Just said something bad had happened and she had to go to the Queen. I helped her out the back gate and barred it behind her. That’s all I know, I swear.”


  “She left?” Stunned, Kade dropped her hands from Myka’s shoulders and sat on the cot, speaking mostly to herself. “She didn’t even say good-bye.” Erinda must have been more hurt by their encounter that morning than Kade had realized. But Myka had said she’d left because of a letter from the Queen, so maybe she wasn’t running away from her. Kade hoped that was the case, because the thought that she might have driven Erinda away was unendurable.


  “She asked me not to tell anyone, not even you.” Myka sat next to her, watching her face anxiously. “I’m sorry, Your Grace. It’s just that she made it seem so important.”


  “It’s all right, Myka. Thank you for telling me.”


  So Erinda had returned to the palace. Kade couldn’t go after her until after her business with the prophecy was complete, but it should only take a few days, no more than a quarter moon at most, for the barbarian army to reach the border. As soon as Talon’s group returned, Kade would destroy the staff, and then it would be over. Less than a moon’s time, for certain. Then she would take her leave of Mondera Temple and return to the palace in Ardrenn. She hadn’t been back there in seven winters, but it seemed only fitting that she be reunited with the woman she loved in the same place where Erinda had first stolen her heart, so long ago.


  That was, of course, if Erinda would still have her.


  Kade stood. “You should go back to sleep. Tomorrow’s going to be a big day.”


  “But what about you?”


  As tired as she was, Kade knew she would never be able to fall asleep now. “I’ll be all right. It will be morning soon. I think I’m going to go for a ride around the temple grounds.” As she moved for the door, she realized she was still carrying Fyn’s staff in one hand, and she stopped to prop it against the wall in the corner. “Watch over this for me?”


  Myka’s eyes lit and she hopped back onto the cot, snuggling under the blanket. “You bet!”


  “Sweet dreams.” Kade swept the curtain aside and strode away down the hall. Just one more moon. She could make it one more moon, couldn’t she?


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  The road through the northern mountains was steep in many places, at times so narrow that the wagons were veering over it with one set of wheels dangling over empty space. The barbarian horde clambered over the debris of rockslides, slogged through the icy snowmelt that dribbled across their path, and waited while the strongest among them cleared fallen trees that were blocking their way.


  Erinda’s feet burned like they were on fire. This was their third day of walking, and blisters had long since given way to a ring of raw flesh around her ankles where her shoes had rubbed away the skin. The soles of her feet were so swollen she could feel them squishing against the ground with every step. Erinda had planned on riding to the palace, not walking, and the thick socks she’d packed in Brindle’s saddlebags were long gone now. The summer sun beat down on the smelly fur hood that Haggett had plopped around her shoulders, its sweltering pelt drooping down her back. She was so hot and thirsty that, if she had control of her own body, she would have fainted away long ago.


  But she did not have control, and she remained mercilessly conscious as one foot plugged after the other. She wished she could ask one of the men trudging next to her for a sip of water, but knew she would be unable to even open her mouth to form the words.


  The barbarian shaa’din rode ahead, mounted on a sturdy chestnut charger. Even in the summer heat, she wore leggings and leather gloves, and a large helmet with curling horns that Erinda suspected was more for visual impact than for function.


  When they were ready to leave the temple, Mardyth had taken great pleasure in informing Erinda that she’d “gifted” her with her blood while she was unconcious, just as she had her men. The thought that she’d been forced to drink the shaa’din’s blood was revolting, but its effects were far more frightening. While it masked the barbarians’ aura from the Goddess’s celestial fire, kept them alive and moving even with mortal wounds, it also meant that Mardyth could now dictate every movement of Erinda’s body—which she had helpfully demonstrated by making Erinda slap herself in the face a few times. If she chose, she could also desensitize her to pain, but of course she had not granted her that. Erinda could feel every fiery step as her feet plodded on against her will.


  The first day, Mardyth had seemed much entertained by Erinda’s helpless state. She’d forced her to walk next to her horse, and spent the day regaling Erinda with all sorts of things Erinda did not care to know. Apparently, Mardyth belonged to a mighty tribe from Kizgrik, the second largest kingdom in the Dangar Empire. She killed her first Ithyrian at the tender age of seven, when she’d joined her father’s war party in a raid on a migratory Outlander village. She was the oldest of five siblings, all the rest boys, but by the time she was eighteen she’d killed two of her brothers and the other two had willingly conceded her superiority. She was her father’s favorite and the greatest warrior in her tribe, with more kills to her credit than even their tribemaster.


  Erinda learned that Mardyth had been selected, among three hundred other young women in Dangar, for the honor of becoming the Flesh God’s shaa’din. The priests of Ulrike had brought them to a great arena, and for two moons, she and the other women had been pitted against one another in battle after battle, each one a contest to the death. In the end, Mardyth was the undefeated champion, and this was her prize—the God’s child in her belly and blood that could make any living creature her personal puppet. It was the greatest power any mortal in Dangar had ever held.


  “And yet your sweet Handmaiden was so very taken in when I told her how Ulrike had forced Himself on me,” Mardyth chortled, snapping the reins against her poor horse’s neck. “You Ithyrians are so eager to believe any evil that tickles your ears.”


  Of course, Mardyth lamented, her powers within Ithyria were significantly diminished. Here she could only obtain control of a person if they had consumed her blood, and the effect wore off after a while. But in Dangar, she had only to look at someone and their flesh was hers to command.


  Erinda had listened to this dissertation only because it kept her mind off the suffering of her feet. Today, she was almost wishing Mardyth would talk to her again, just for the distraction.


  She berated her own stupidity for days. The letter she’d received had been a ruse, and while she was infinitely relieved to know that the Princess was all right, she was angry with herself for having fallen into Mardyth’s trap so easily. She should have brought the letter to one of the priestesses. They had the ability to detect lies and would have recognized the message right away as a fake. Or she could have taken it straight to Kade who, if the letter had been genuine, would certainly have kept the Queen’s secret, and would have helped her figure out what to do.


  But none of it mattered now, because the fact was that Erinda had believed it, and she had left the temple like an idiot, and now she was going to die. The only question was how badly Mardyth would torture her, once she realized Kade wasn’t coming. Erinda doubted Mardyth would be in any mood to show mercy when she discovered her plan had failed.


  When her legs stilled beneath her, Erinda could have cried with relief. They had reached a broad plateau on the mountainside, and an enormous stone tower rose out of the rock above it. Erinda knew it was a border tower, though this was far bigger than any of the ones she’d seen at the provincial borders. It appeared to be unoccupied, and Erinda wondered if its guardians had been killed, or if they had merely fled when the horde approached. The barbarians gathered onto the plateau, and Mardyth twisted in her saddle to address them.


  “Well, here we are, boys. Home, sweet home.”


  Erinda heard nervous muttering. She wondered if these men feared the same thing Haggett had mentioned, that setting foot in Dangar would be an instant death sentence, courtesy of their angry God. But Mardyth gave a whistle that quieted them, and waved an arm. “Bring him here, Haggett.”


  The barbarians parted, and if she still had mastery of her lungs, Erinda would have cried out. Haggett came forward, shoving the point of a broadsword into the back of a captive.


  Talon! Her name rose to Erinda’s tongue, but her lips would not move, and she watched as Haggett forced Talon, uniform torn and her handsome features swollen and bruised, up to where Mardyth waited. Talon was limping so heavily on one side that she stumbled over several steps, but she held her head high and glared at Mardyth.


  “The others are dead, I presume?” Mardyth demanded of her second-in-command.


  “Yes, Mistress.”


  “Excellent.” She beckoned to Erinda.


  Erinda’s feet carried her forward until she was standing at Talon’s side. She felt her arms moving, and her hands came up to draw the hood back from her face.


  “Erinda?” Talon asked incredulously. Up close, Erinda could see that one of Talon’s eyes was blackening, blood dripping down the side of her face. Whatever blow the barbarians had struck, it had reopened the gash from the battle at Agar. Erinda could not reply, but she tried to put as much welcome into her eyes as she could; they seemed to be the only part of her body she had any governance of.


  Mardyth slid down from her horse and looked from one to the other. “You two know each other? Well, that’s even better. Now, I’m counting on you to watch this carefully, Captain.”


  She produced a small dagger from between her breasts, then snatched up one of Erinda’s long braids and yanked. Erinda blinked at the pain, and she felt the blade of the dagger hovering behind her ear. She closed her eyes, waiting for the strike that would cut her throat. Instead she felt a strange release of pressure, and then her head was free of Mardyth’s grasp. She opened her eyes to see Mardyth holding the severed end of her hair. Her eyes widened in shock, but her body remained unmoving as a statue as Mardyth moved to hack off her other braid as well.


  Mardyth tugged a leather thong from somewhere on her belt and used it to bind the braids together, then held them before Talon’s eyes. They were still curling at the bottom, with bits of green ribbon securing their neat plaits. Talon stood stiffly as Mardyth wound the braids around her fist, undid the first two buttons of Talon’s uniform jacket, and tucked Erinda’s hair inside. Talon was watching Erinda with a mixture of sympathy and horror.


  “Now, soldier, you are going to carry these back to the Handmaiden just as quick as this horse will carry you. You are going to tell her that she has three days to bring the prophecy to me in Rok Garshluk. Here. I’ve made her a map, so she won’t get lost.” She flicked her gloved fingers toward Haggett, who handed her a bit of folded paper. Mardyth tucked it into Talon’s jacket with Erinda’s hair, and refastened the buttons. “And you be sure to tell her that if she’s not there on time, the next thing I chop off of her pretty friend here will be far more permanent. Got that?”


  Mardyth turned to Erinda. “Anything you want to add? Go on. Now’s your chance.”


  Erinda felt the invisible grip on her jaw fall away. “Don’t let her come,” she rasped, her voice grating through her dry throat. “You hear me, Talon? Don’t you let her—”


  Mardyth snapped her fingers, and Erinda’s mouth locked shut again. “Ithyrians are such martyrs. You. Get on the horse.” She held the reins of the chestnut courser out, and Haggett prodded Talon to indicate she’d better take them.


  Talon leaned forward and touched Erinda’s arm. “We’ll get you out of this, Erinda,” she said. “You have my word.” Then she swung onto the horse’s back, favoring her injured leg. She wheeled the courser around, and with one last earnest look into Erinda’s eyes, she kicked the horse into motion and raced back the way they’d come.


  Mardyth shook her finger at Erinda as if reprimanding a naughty child, then strode out in front of her men. “Come on, then, you cowardly curs. Let’s get ourselves home before the Handmaiden comes looking for us, shall we?”


  Erinda’s legs carried her behind, but the men hung back until Mardyth was well down the road ahead of them. She paused, almost imperceptibly, at the edge of the shadow cast by the border tower. Her confident gait resumed. Only after her men saw that Mardyth had passed the tower without falling dead to the ground did they begin to follow.


  


  *


  


  “Your Grace?” Myka tapped Kade on the shoulder, jolting her out of her meditation. Or what was supposed to be meditation, anyway; Kade’s mind kept drifting to thoughts of Erinda and what she was going to say when she saw her again at the palace. Maybe she wouldn’t say anything at all at first. Perhaps she would just run to her and take her in her arms, and kiss her until she had no breath left.


  “Your Grace, I’m sorry to disturb you, but you said you wanted to know as soon as the captain returned.”


  Kade shot up from her prayer cushion. “He’s back already?”


  “Yes, but—”


  Kade darted past her and down the center aisle of the sanctuary. What perfect timing. That very morning she’d received a messenger from Agar who had confirmed there was a blacksmith in the city with a forge large enough to destroy the staff. Now Talon had returned, which meant her wait was almost over. Beaming, Kade pushed out the sanctuary doors and ran for the gates, which were just closing behind a sweating chestnut horse. Kade skidded to a stop when she caught sight of Talon, and the giddy smile vanished from her face. Her stomach wrenched. Something was very wrong.


  “Someone fetch the healer!” she cried out as Talon slid off the back of the horse and into the waiting arms of several priestesses. A few of them ran for the infirmary. Kade dashed to Talon’s side. Talon was battered and bruised, one side of her face a mess of blue and purple, blood crusted across her forehead and down her neck.


  “Sweet Ithyris, what happened?”


  “No time,” Talon wheezed, reaching into her jacket. “We have to go. They have her, and we have to get her back. I gave her my word.”


  “Captain, slow down. What are you talking about?”


  Talon pressed something into Kade’s chest. Kade held it out, and two long, mousy braids unspooled from her fist. Kade felt her legs go numb.


  “Rin.”


  “They have her, Your Grace. They’ve done something to her—I’m sorry, I didn’t even recognize her until they captured me at the border.”


  The healer arrived, puffing, and she shooed Kade back. She tilted Talon’s face into the light, then bent to check her leg. Talon grunted as the woman probed her ankle. “We have to go back as quickly as possible. I promised her we’d get her out of there.”


  “You are going nowhere, Captain,” the healer said. “That ankle’s broken, and I’m going to have to cast it.”


  “It can wait,” Talon insisted.


  “It most certainly cannot. Not if you want to be able to walk without a cane for the rest of your life.”


  Kade was still staring at the braids in her hand when she realized something else was also crinkled in her fist, and she unfolded a piece of paper that bore a diagram, clearly scrawled by hand. “What’s this?”


  “A map to Rok Garshluk.”


  “That’s one of Ulrike’s temples,” Lyris said, stepping up behind them and looking over Kade’s shoulder. “Talon, are you all right?”


  “I’m fine,” Talon replied, fanning the healer’s fingers away from her face. “Your Grace, Mardyth said you have three days to bring the prophecy to Rok Garshluk. There’s no time to waste. We have to get to Agar and ask Urden for a contingent of their guard.”


  “I’m going alone.”


  Everyone stared at her.


  “Alone?” Lyris asked. “I’ve read dreadful stories about that place. Forgive me, Handmaiden, but I don’t think even you should be traveling into Dangar by yourself, and especially not to one of the Flesh God’s temples.”


  “Erinda wouldn’t even have been in Mondera if it wasn’t for me. I’m coming with you,” Talon said.


  “An army will only slow me down,” Kade replied, “and I mean no disrespect, Captain, but so will you in your condition. You said yourself that Rin doesn’t have that kind of time. Besides, I won’t ask any more Ithyrian soldiers to risk their lives for me. This is between me and Mardyth now.”


  “She’ll kill you,” Myka said. “We couldn’t even get shaa’ri and celestial fire to work against her here in Ithyria.”


  “I’m not leaving Rin to die. Mardyth wants the prophecy; I’ll bring it to her. No one can even read the thing anyway.” She heard the recklessness in her own words, but didn’t care. Mondera and her unintelligible, trouble-causing prophecy could be damned. This was Rin. Her Rin.


  “Your Grace,” Talon said, “I thought that all of this, your whole calling to become shaa’din, has been about keeping that prophecy out of Dangar’s hands.”


  “If there’s one thing Ithyris has taught me in the past moons, Captain, it’s that love is more important than any other calling. Even mine.” She held Talon’s eyes for a long moment, until Talon inclined her head.


  “Safe travels, Your Grace.”


  Lyris laid a hand on Kade’s arm, her gaze just as somber as Talon’s. “May the Goddess heed your voice, Handmaiden.”


  She understood what they weren’t saying. Neither expected to see her again. Kade swallowed hard around the lump in her throat and turned before her eyes could spill over. She couldn’t bring herself to say good-bye to Myka too, and so she brushed past her and ran for the dormitories, where Fyn’s staff was waiting.


  She took it up from its resting place against the wall, and it vibrated in response to her touch. Ithyris’s spirit current was muted beneath her skin, as it often was when thoughts of Erinda were strong in her mind.


  Reverently, she laid Erinda’s shorn braids across her cot, and she untied the green ribbons at their ends. As she retied them around the staff’s gleaming silver rings, Kade breathed a quick prayer. She wasn’t sure if it was to the current, the Goddess, the spirits of the three sisters, or the staff itself.


  “If I die, so be it. Just, please, let me save her. Please.”


  


  *


  


  The horse’s hooves pounded the ground beneath her, and Kade leaned low over its neck, urging it faster. As she rode, she concentrated on clearing her mind, on the feel of the spirit veins beneath her skin. It wasn’t easy, but the hypnotic rhythm of the animal’s gallop lulled her raging emotions until they were a murmur inside her head instead of a roar.


  Are you there, Lady?


  “I am here, Beloved, always.”


  You said You care more for me than for the prophecy. I hope that’s still true.


  “That will always be true.”


  I don’t understand, Lady. How could You not tell me they’d taken Rin? You must have known.


  “I wish that I had. But Ulrike’s power is great. Sometimes He has ways of blocking my children from my sight.”


  Kade had never heard the Goddess’s voice catch like that, so painfully, a dissonant chord within an otherwise perfect piece of music. He’s done this before?


  “Yes.”


  And that single word was so sorrowful that Kade guessed what She was referring to. Olsta. He did this when they took Olsta, didn’t He?


  “Yes. He did.”


  Tell me. Kade tried not to make it sound like a demand, but she desperately needed to know.


  “I knew where she was. I even had some sense of what was happening to her, the despicable things my brother’s followers were doing.” There it was again, that dissonance, jarring the Goddess’s words like sobs. “But I couldn’t reach her. Her cries rang in my ears because I was within her, yet I couldn’t reach her. Couldn’t help her, or even transport her to the nexus where her spirit might find some respite from the horrors being wrought against her flesh.


  “At the time, the rest of the Twelve were spread out all over the countryside, working to liberate villages from Ulrike’s influence and gather support from my people. When Olsta was taken, I called to every one of them and sent them after her. Tabin got there first, being the fastest, but Ulrike’s forces were too numerous and she was badly wounded. Zarneth and Fyn arrived shortly after that, then the others. It took all of them to get to her, to get her away from there. And by that time she was…” Ithyris did sob then, a heartrending sound.


  “Her spirit was mortally wounded. Changed. She was still my Olsta, but broken so that even I could not fully repair the damage that had been done. I comforted her the best I could. I promised I would never let her be taken from me again, never, and I held her close to my heart until the day her spirit rose to Yura’shaana on its own.”


  Tears splashed onto Kade’s fists, knotted in the horse’s mane.


  “That day I swore I would never create another shaa’din. I would never again put one of my precious Daughters in that kind of danger. But Mondera assured me there would be more. ‘In a thousand winters, Lady,’ she told me, ‘You will find another who is meant to follow in our footsteps. She alone will begin the end that must be.’”


  You don’t know what she meant by that?


  “I know she meant you, Beloved. Beyond that, I am not sure. Mondera’s gift for divining the future was within her since birth. I believe it was part of her flesh as well as her spirit, and for that reason it exceeded even my own abilities.”


  For the longest time, Lady, I thought that Olsta’s fate was something You had intended for me.


  “Oh, Kadrian, no. Never. I would gladly go back and prevent it if I could. But time, like love, life, and faith, are all forces over which I have no sway.”


  You don’t think that…Please, tell me this isn’t what’s happening to Rin. Kade’s concentration wavered as this thought swept over her, and she had to strain to hear the Goddess’s reply.


  “If I knew, Beloved, I would tell you. But I was able to maintain connection with Olsta only because she was shaa’din. I am afraid I cannot see Erinda at all.”


  Kade rode until night fell, and kept going through the darkness, using moonlight and the staff to light her way. She was forced to slow their pace, however, once they’d entered the treacherous mountain road. She brushed past the grasping branches of trees and ignored the biting insects that nipped at her arms and face. Once, she thought she saw the glowing eyes of a wild creature standing in the path, but she waved the staff over her head and it darted into the underbrush.


  For hours, they kept moving, and when her stomach began to feel queasy, Kade pulled some dried meat from the pouch at her belt and chewed it without tasting. She didn’t feel much like eating, but she would need strength if she was going to have any hope of facing Mardyth when she arrived. On and on they went, around cliffs and up steep, rocky inclines. They splashed through creeks and skirted boulders, and the darkness around them felt endless and ominous. When the mountain air turned chilly, Kade wrapped herself in her woolen cloak and slumped forward over her horse’s neck, resting her cheek in its mane.


  When the steady gait beneath her finally slowed and stopped, Kade sat up and rubbed her eyes, dismayed to realize that she’d fallen asleep. She blinked and looked around her. They had reached a large, flat plateau, and the sky overhead was a pearly color that meant the sun would rise soon. To the west, an enormous tower erupted from the rocks, a monstrous shadow against the lightening sky.


  The Goddess’s voice resounded in her ears. “Dangar. Once you cross the border, Beloved, I will not be able to reach you.”


  “Why, Lady? I’ve never understood that.”


  “When the Twelve pressed Ulrike’s disciples back into these mountains, my brother realized that not even the mountain range would stop them—me—from progressing ever further into his territory. With every league we gained, more mortals, weary of his tyranny, turned to me for freedom. I wanted to liberate every last person who cried out to me, and we would have kept advancing had he not erected a wall against me here.”


  “A wall, Lady?” Kade glanced at the tower, which for all its imposing dignity, appeared to be a singular construction.


  “Not a wall of stone and mortar, Beloved, but a Division of far greater magnitude. A curtain of hatred, madness, fury, and fear, every gruesome disease that warps and destroys spirit. Mortals may pass through it and scarcely notice the difference, but it holds me here, on this side, and I have not been able to breach it for a thousand winters.


  “What Ulrike did not consider, of course, is that the same sicknesses that cripple spirit also waste away the flesh. His blockade had effectively shut Him out of my lands as well. How He raged when He discovered it! But His mistake has kept my people safe for all this time, though there are so many more…so many, Beloved…who are held on his side, out of my reach.”


  Kade thought of the barbarian warriors, with their inhuman strength and unnatural ability to survive deadly wounds. If what Ithyris said was true, how had Mardyth endowed them with so much of Ulrike’s power within Ithyria, leagues away from Ulrike’s domain? But before she could even voice the question, the answer scorched onto her tongue behind it, and she went rigid with shock.


  “Now you begin to understand,” Ithyris said, not unkindly.


  “You and Ulrike can’t venture into one another’s lands. But shaa’din are mortal. We can cross the wall. And when we do, we take You with us, don’t we?”


  “Mardyth’s flesh is infused with Ulrike’s, just as your spirit is infused with mine. As shaa’din, you can carry a portion of our power across the Division. However, the moment you cross the wall, our direct connection is severed, so you are able to take with you only that remnant of us which your bodies can hold.”


  Would it be enough to save Erinda’s life? Anxiety tangled her guts like fishing nets. She could not live with the alternative.


  “My brother has been jealous of my lands for a thousand winters. He has schemed for centuries, trying to find a way to take Ithyria from me. His most recent attempt very nearly succeeded, until my Daughters discovered how to call celestial fire.”


  “The Battle of the Ranes,” Kade said.


  “He is growing desperate, I think. When Ulrike created His shaa’din, I felt it—felt the drop of spirit He stole from Yura’shaana to inhabit His offspring, planted in a mortal womb. Yura’shaana is a dangerous place for Him, and He has not tried such a thing in a very long time. I knew that what Mondera had foreseen was upon us, and it was time to give myself to you.”


  Something brushed Kade’s cheek, and she knew it was the Goddess’s touch on her face. She could feel Her embrace like a shawl of starlight settling over her, glittering and warm. But the Goddess did not enter her. She just held her for several long minutes, and the silver veins of Her spirit pulsed so urgently that Kade found herself wondering if Ithyris was afraid for her. Or did She fear it was a mistake, letting Kade go?


  Guiltily, Kade became aware of the staff in her hand, a beautiful shining thing of graceful rings and ethereal light. Mondera had gone to great lengths to hide it away from the world. Now Kade was about to do the very thing that would make all Mondera had planned, every one of Marin’s ingenious machinations to keep the prophecy from falling into the wrong hands, worthless. She was going to hand it over to the enemy to save the life of the woman she loved.


  “Why are You letting me do this?”


  The starry embrace shifted and shimmered, lifting from her shoulders. Still, the love in Her words was undiluted as She replied, “Faith, Beloved.”


  Kade wondered if She meant faith in her, or faith in Mondera’s predictions. Ithyris didn’t seem to know the specific details of her supposed destiny any more than Kade did. Yet She was willing to allow Kade to hand-deliver the prophecy to Her brother, all because Mondera had said that Kade was the one to—how had She put it—begin the end that must be. Whatever that meant. Right now Kade was sure it couldn’t mean anything good.


  The Goddess had drifted away again. Kade tugged at her waterskin and brought it to her lips. A rustle behind her, however, made her turn.


  “Who’s there?”


  The challenge was met with silence at first, but then came a snuffle and the sound of hooves pawing the earth. Kade directed the staff’s light back along the path. If she was going to encounter an attacker, it might as well be on this side of the border, where she still had full access to Ithyris’s spirit.


  “I know you’re there. Show yourself.”


  The hoof beats came closer, and then Myka entered the circle of light cast by Cibli’s stone. Myka was leading a little gray palfrey, and she gave a sheepish grin. “Guess I should have stayed back a little farther. Didn’t realize you’d stopped until we were almost on you.”


  “You should have stayed at the temple,” Kade replied irritably. “What a troublesome little fox you’ve turned out to be.”


  Myka seemed unbothered by the scolding. “You followed me into the arms of death, and I intend to return the favor.”


  “It’s far more likely that you’ll end up right back in death’s cozy arms. And I might not be able to bring you back a second time.”


  Myka shrugged. “I’m going with you. You may be the Handmaiden, but I can handle a sword far better. I’m better at tracking, and hunting, and making a fire, and—”


  “Go home, Myka.”


  “I don’t have one.” The sun crested the eastern slope, turning Myka’s ruddy hair to gold. “I’ve been a lot of places in my life, but the only place I ever really feel at home is traveling the in-betweens. Besides, you’re my friend. I’m coming whether you want me to or not.”


  “This isn’t going to make you famous. It’s probably going to make you dead. And I don’t want to see you get hurt.”


  “That makes two of us.” Myka grinned and mounted her horse, riding up until she was shoulder to shoulder with Kade. “But I’m still going.”


  The sun was gilding the clouds in pink and gold, pressing back the shadows of night with rosy palms. Kade pushed her cloak behind her shoulders.


  “You still have the chance to change your mind.” She urged her horse forward, past the foreboding border tower.


  Faintly, she heard the Goddess whisper a farewell. For a moment, Her spirit current glowed, like one last, loving caress. Then a profound chill swept in behind, the light in Cibli’s stone winked out, and Kade shivered to the depths of her soul. She had crossed the Division. She reached back for Her, using all her senses, but it was just as She had said, as if an invisible wall had sprung up behind her. Prod as she might, it was as if she had passed through a sheet of glass that blocked contact from the other side. Kade could sense Her, lingering just beyond it, but their connection was gone.


  She was alone.


  Tears rushed up behind her eyelids, and Kade scrubbed them away. She was always crying at inappropriate moments. Now was not the time for such frivolity. Somewhere here, behind Ulrike’s wall, Erinda was also alone. And who knew what Mardyth and her brutes might be doing to her, with every passing hour that it took for Kade to arrive?


  She pressed her mount into a canter and heard Myka’s little palfrey clip-clopping determinedly behind. Kade ground her teeth, but she didn’t have any more time to waste arguing with her. Erinda only had one day left.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  The temple of Rok Garshluk was a flamboyant display of power, carved into the face of a vertical granite cliff that had to be a half-league high. Eight gargantuan columns, chiseled out of the rock, towered fifty paces above the ground. At first, Erinda thought they were sculpted to resemble a macabre display of dead body parts, larger than life and perhaps impaled on a massive pike, but when they drew closer, she realized the carvings were clearly a tribute to life, not death. She could see arms and legs, hands and necks, chests, stomachs, and even—she might have quirked an eyebrow if she could—well-formed buttocks, all rendered in painstaking detail. They were finely muscled, powerfully veined, each a celebration of strength and carnality.


  Behind these great columns there were a few paces of empty space, just enough room to allow a glimpse of the temple’s façade as they approached. This was decorated with more etchings, of beasts as well as men. Or maybe they were men with the bodies of beasts? Exhaustion and pain had her mind processing things in a haze, and she didn’t have the chance to study the murals in detail because her feet carried her into the temple’s gaping maw. Here she found herself in a long corridor of stone, with torches set low along the walls and a ceiling so high that it was lost in the blackness above, out of reach of the torchlight.


  Once they had crossed the border into Dangar, Mardyth forced them to walk ceaselessly, night and day, so that now it had been nearly three full days since Erinda had last slept. Her ankles had stopped bleeding yesterday, not because they had scabbed over, but because it seemed her body had decided it was wasteful to keep sending blood to them. Her feet were dull blocks of agony, skinned raw and bruised to the bone, and they felt very far away from the rest of her, as if her mind was trying to forget she even owned them.


  Like the limbs of a marionette, her legs kept moving beneath her, following the beacon of Mardyth’s hair down the corridor. The deeper they went, the cooler the air became. The temple was musty, but the smell was rich and unexpectedly welcoming, earth and rock and ash so ancient that it remained untainted by the stench that clung to the barbarians like a pestilence.


  The stone walls reverberated with the cadence of the horde’s footfalls as they bottlenecked into the corridor behind their leader. They passed openings that branched into other halls on both sides, but Mardyth did not stop until their own corridor terminated in a set of enormous doors. These she shoved open, and strode into the cathedral beyond with all the arrogance of a war hero returning to her clan in victory.


  The room was cavernous, with row after row of granite pillars supporting a ceiling so high it was indistinguishable in the shadows. Yellow-robed priests sat about the floor in clusters. Most were engaged in rituals and meditations which apparently involved mortars, pestles, sharp knives, and a number of foul-smelling herbs. Mice and snakes squeaked and slithered in tiny cages, and Erinda caught glimpses of fur and blood in the priests’ bowls, snakeskin spread glistening on wooden trays before their knees.


  The priests were swift to push their things aside and bow their foreheads to the floor as the shaa’din passed by them. A sort of raised dais had been carved into the stone in the center of the cavernous room, and Mardyth left Erinda and her army standing at its base as she climbed its steps. She waited for the priests and warriors to surround her, and raised her arms in triumph.


  Then she fell to her knees and screamed.


  Abruptly, the invisible puppeteer’s grip on Erinda’s body went slack, and Erinda, too, dropped to her knees, her exhausted body unable to support her. Darkness surged forward, promising a respite from the pain, but she fought it back and looked up at the dais. She wanted to see what was happening as Mardyth convulsed over her burgeoning belly.


  She continued screaming. Behind them, Erinda heard grunts and footfalls as many of the horde fled back down the corridor in fear. Those who remained edged toward the exit in case it seemed wise to follow their comrades. Every priest lay prostrate and trembling on the floor, not even daring to look up.


  At last, whatever gripped Mardyth seemed to withdraw enough that she could raise her head. Blood streamed from her eyes, staining her cheeks like garish tears. “My Lord, please,” she croaked, “I have not failed You.”


  Another wave racked her body, but this time her screech was half-swallowed, as if she was fighting the pain. “She will come, my Lord, I promise You. Ithyris’s Handmaiden will deliver the prophecy to You with her own hands.”


  “She will not,” Erinda choked out, her voice razing her throat like shards of glass.


  Mardyth managed to turn her head, even through her own obvious pain. She narrowed her eyes, and Erinda’s hands came up of their own accord, her fingers wrapping around her neck and squeezing. She felt her thumbs wrap around her vocal cords with a strength she didn’t possess, pressing so sharply she could almost feel them touching through the layers of flesh. She couldn’t breathe, and she wheezed as her hands tugged outward. Her eyes bulged as she comprehended Mardyth’s intent. Just a little more pressure, and her thumbs would tear through the skin. Just a little more force, and Mardyth could make her rip out her own throat.


  Mardyth released her, though, struck by a fresh onslaught of her master’s wrath. Erinda pulled her traitorous hands from her neck and trapped them protectively between her thighs, gasping and coughing against the smooth stone floor.


  Mardyth was in little better straits herself, curled into a moaning ball as blood flowed down her face. “She will come, my Lord. She will come. I swear it. Please…”


  For a moment, it seemed as if her unseen God was unconvinced, but then Mardyth’s body relaxed and Erinda felt an odd sort of lifting, as if a weight she hadn’t even known was there had retreated into the fathomless blackness of the cathedral ceiling. Everyone seemed to take in a deep breath simultaneously. The priests lifted their heads.


  Mardyth straightened. She held out a hand, and one of her men hurried up the dais steps to her side, helping her up. Then she turned her lurid, blood-streaked countenance on Erinda.


  “Stand up.”


  Erinda’s body obeyed in an instant, though it felt like her bones were creaking with the effort.


  “Hold out your hand.”


  Erinda’s left hand came up. Then her right followed, and it took hold of her left index finger. Erinda had just enough time to register Mardyth’s cruel smirk, more grimace than smile, and she shook her head. “No, please!”


  “You’d better start hoping that little bitch comes for you. Otherwise…”


  Erinda’s right wrist wrenched back, and Erinda felt a sickening, splintering crunch. The pain followed a second later, and it was Erinda’s turn to shriek helplessly. The men still lingering by the door cheered, and began calling out sundry suggestions as to what Mardyth might do to her next. The priests merely returned to their pounding and cutting as if the torture of captives was a common occurrence in their midst.


  Mardyth wasn’t done with her yet, however. She stalked down the dais steps and wiped a bit of the blood from her own face with a gloved finger, smearing it along the length of Erinda’s broken one.


  Erinda cried out again as the tiny muscles in her finger clenched and fired. Laboriously, they contracted until they’d ground the bones back into place. She felt a calescent fusion of bone to bone, like smelt metal being poured into the break. Her flesh rearranged itself around the welded bones, and Erinda screamed until her voice was gone.


  Then the pain ended, leaving behind only a deep, throbbing ache. Mardyth flicked her own index finger up and down, causing Erinda’s to mimic the movement as perfectly as a reflection in a mirror.


  “Good as new,” she said. “Want to try it again?”


  Erinda sobbed as her right hand took hold of her newly repaired finger. “No! Oh, Goddess, please don’t!”


  Mardyth arched an eyebrow. “I think now we understand each other, yes? If I feel like it, I can crush every bone in that delectable body of yours, then put you back together again and start all over. So you’d better start praying that your simpering Handmaiden comes for you. Because the longer it takes for her to arrive, the thinner my patience becomes. And you won’t like me when I’m impatient.”


  The pressure against Erinda’s finger increased, and she whimpered. Hunger and exhaustion had already driven her body to its limits, and torture was more than it could withstand. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and even with Mardyth’s control holding her erect, she swayed out of balance.


  Mardyth paused. She seemed to realize she was dangerously close to pushing her over the edge because she said, “Then again, I can’t have you dying on me before the Handmaiden gets here.”


  Erinda’s hands dropped to her sides, and she was pirouetted around. Mardyth marched her to an iron cage beneath one of the great pillars. Erinda’s legs stepped into it one at a time, then bent until she was sitting, and her shoulders and head slouched down until they were fully inside. Mardyth flipped the top of the cage down and slid its deadbolt into place.


  “And in case our little bird gets any ideas about trying to escape…” Mardyth gestured to one of her men, and he began to crank a wheel set into the wall by the door. Chains clanking, the cage lifted off the floor, carrying Erinda with it. She lurched from side to side as her little prison rose higher and higher. When she was a good twenty paces in the air, the man stopped cranking and set the wheel. Erinda kept swinging back and forth in gentle, nauseating passes.


  But she was free. Mardyth had relinquished control. The cage was so tight that Erinda could barely move, but after being imprisoned within her own skin for the last three days, this new arrangement felt like a precious gift. She curled her legs beneath her, slumped against the cold iron bars, and immediately lost consciousness.


  


  *


  


  “Well, that certainly looks like an unholy temple of flesh to me,” Myka said, stepping so close to the edge of the cliff that Kade put out a hand to steady her. “Just look at those columns, all carved up like body parts. Yech.”


  Mardyth’s scrawled map confirmed they were in the right place, but Kade didn’t need to be told. Here the road clung to the side of the mountain like a snake, dropping into a sheer cliff along its outer edge. They had rounded the pass to find that below them, the cliff plunged into a jagged canyon, and at the base of the canyon floor a massive temple had been sculpted into the opposite cliff face. Eight grotesquely wrought columns rose halfway up the canyon wall, shadowing the entrance behind.


  Erinda was somewhere inside that mountain. Kade felt that knowledge pulsing inside her with every heartbeat. Staring down at the monstrosity of Rok Garshluk, she felt very small and insignificant. She was not at all the force of daring rescue that Erinda needed. Yet she was all Erinda had, and so she could not fail.


  “What do we do now?” Myka asked.


  Kade thunked the end of Fyn’s staff into the dirt. “I give Mardyth what she wants.”


  Myka’s eyebrows did a funny dance. “That’s your plan? You’re going to just walk in there?”


  “You have a better idea?”


  “Yes!” Myka exclaimed. When Kade looked at her expectantly, however, she faltered. “We could at least, I don’t know…Sneak?”


  “We’re in Dangar now. I really don’t think it’s going to matter if they see me coming.”


  “But you can’t trust Mardyth to keep her word, even if you do give her the staff. She’ll probably kill your friend Erinda anyway, just to be cruel. And we don’t know where they’re keeping Erinda in there, or even if she’s still—”


  “Don’t,” Kade snapped.


  Myka broke off under Kade’s hostile glare and sighed. “All I mean is, shouldn’t we try to find her first, see if we can maybe get her out of there without having to stand nose to nose with Mardyth again?”


  “How?”


  “Can’t you make us invisible, like you did before?”


  “No, Myka, I can’t. That’s what I’ve been trying to get you to understand. I’m cut off from the Goddess here. I’m alone.”


  “But have you even tried?”


  Kade would not even dignify that with an answer. She was beyond trying to reason with the silly girl, who had trailed her all the way out here and was, more than likely, going to get herself killed. Another innocent death on her conscience. Kade returned to her horse, tucking Mardyth’s map back into her pack.


  Myka caught her arm. “Look, I know you’re angry with me for following you. But I’m trying to help. Why won’t you let me help?”


  “You want to help? Boost me up.”


  “Not until you listen.” Myka punched her fists into her hips. “You’re not alone here. I’m not leaving you, no matter how much you glare and snip at me. And I believe Ithyris is with you too, even if you’re being too bullheaded to listen to Her either.”


  Kade scowled. “I am not.”


  “Are too. If Mardyth could still use Ulrike’s power in Ithyria, then you should be able to use at least some of Ithyris’s here. But you won’t even try. Like I said: bullheaded.”


  Kade’s irritation magnified. “You want me to try? Fine.” She closed her eyes and felt for the spirit current, still running cold under her skin like an echo. But her annoyance warmed it with new urgency, and she pushed into it, urging it outward and around her like a misty silver veil. The spirit felt thick and sluggish, but with some coaxing, she did get it to move.


  Myka crowed. “See, I told you so!”


  Kade opened her eyes to see Myka looking at her, but her gaze was just slightly off center, as if she was staring at some point just past Kade’s right ear. Myka was grinning as she reached out and felt for the front of Kade’s tunic. She patted her hands blindly along Kade’s shoulders and then her cheeks, and her eyes skimmed after her fingers without recovering their target. “I mean, it’s not quite the same. I can’t see you, but I can see something. Like the edges of the space where you ought to be.”


  “I don’t think I can…” The silver haze was wavering, and Kade had to keep constant pressure on the current in order to hold it in place. “This is a lot harder than before.”


  “Try this.” Myka tugged the staff from the ties that held it to the horse’s pack, and thrust it out.


  Kade’s fingers closed around the cool metal, and she felt suction against her skin. She fed the current into it and the staff hummed. After a moment, Cibli’s blue stone began to glow, faintly, and the hazy veil thickened around her. She still had to keep pressure on the current’s flow, but the staff did much of the heavy work.


  Myka cheered again. “It’s almost perfect now. You can sneak into their creepy temple and look for Erinda before anyone finds out you’re there.”


  Kade held on to the current for a few moments longer before letting the veil drop back into its cool flow. Myka’s eyes refocused on her face. “The staff helps, but even so, I can barely hold it. There’s no way I’ll be able to cover the both of us.”


  “That’s all right.” Myka dropped to one knee and made a stirrup with her hands, apparently ready to give Kade the requested boost now that she’d made her point. “I can take care of myself.”


  Kade regarded her for a moment with a mixture of exasperation and gratitude. She bent and drew her to her feet. “You were right, Myka. And I’m sorry for being so short with you. You’re a good friend.” She hugged her, then took her horse’s reins and pressed them into Myka’s hand. “I’ve changed my mind. I’m going on from here by foot. If I asked you to stay behind, would you do it?”


  “Probably not. But at least I don’t plan on doing anything so stupid as strolling inside in plain sight.”


  Kade rolled her eyes, then squeezed Myka’s shoulders. “Please, Myka. I know arguing with you is pointless. But whatever you do, be careful.”


  Myka pressed her fingertips to her own forehead with a bow. “May the Goddess be with you, Handmaiden.”


  


  *


  


  Erinda dozed in fitful spurts of misery. The cage was so small that she could not straighten her legs, or lie down, or even find a comfortable place to rest her head. Her finger ached and her feet burned, and the discomfort dragged her into consciousness long before her body finished getting the rest it needed. Erinda wriggled into a new position, cradling her head against her arm. The movement set the cage swinging, gently, and she was able to drift off again for a while.


  The next time she woke, her arm had fallen asleep, and it hung from her shoulder like a dead thing while her circulation returned in sparkling needles. She reached down and fumbled for the laces of her shoes, gasping between her teeth as she freed her blistered feet. The cathedral was too dark to make out the damage, but without the shoes the awful burning was somewhat alleviated. She tucked the shoes carefully into her lap, curled up, and slept some more.


  A while later, she woke again, this time because her feet had grown cold. She found herself missing the smelly fur cloak, as she could barely keep her teeth from chattering in the dank underground air. She twisted and thrashed until she managed to get the hem of her split skirts tucked over her frozen toes, and then leaned forward, resting her forehead on her knees and wrapping her arms around her thighs for warmth. She sighed and tried to send herself back to sleep.


  The enormity of her situation was sinking in. She was going to die, and as Mardyth had so pointedly demonstrated earlier, it was going to be a slow and horrific experience. She was already so cold, exhausted, and weak. She raised her head and looked up at the cage bolt. It wouldn’t be too difficult to slip her hand between the bars and pull it aside. Of course, if she did the cage would open and drop her twenty paces onto the stone floor. Probably not enough to kill her. Definitely enough to break some bones, and she was not at all eager to experience Mardyth’s twisted healing powers any time soon.


  Beneath her, mice skittered and squeaked in their own little cages. Erinda sighed and lowered her head. Two moons ago when she’d left the palace, she never could have imagined she’d end up here, of all places. Kidnapped, tortured, held captive by the Flesh God’s shaa’din in an underground temple in Dangar, all because the barbarians believed her to be their ultimate pawn against the Goddess. Little did they how utterly, tragically preposterous that was. Ithyris hated her.


  And Kade…Kade was probably praying herself into a sickness over this. And crying, too, of course. But in the end, she would do the right thing, as she always did, and for the first time, Erinda was grateful for it. Kade didn’t belong here, among all this violence and death. The Goddess needed Her Handmaiden. Ithyria needed their champion. And in a few more hours, when Mardyth finished with her, Erinda wouldn’t be in need of anyone ever again.


  One of the cathedral doors opened, sending a dim slice of torchlight slanting across the floor. Snakes hissed at the intrusion. Erinda grabbed the bars of the cage and peered down. The cathedral had been empty for hours, the priests having abandoned their work to see to Mardyth’s needs. The door closed, and she thought she saw a hint of movement below, a whisper of space that was lost in the wavering shadows cast by the torches along the walls. But everything went silent again, and all she could hear was the sound of her own breath and the scritching and slithering of her fellow captives.


  “Is someone there?” she called out. She was not quite sure why she was asking. What if Mardyth had returned? But the quiet was unsettling, and she pressed her face between the cage bars. “Hello?”


  “Rin!”


  Something shimmered, white and gold against the dark. Suddenly, Kade was standing there, looking up at her. Her face and tunic were smudged with dirt, dark shadows ringing her eyes. The shining silver staff in her hand clattered to the floor.


  Erinda covered her mouth with both hands.


  “Oh, sweet Ithyris.” Kade’s voice broke as she took in the cage, and her eyes followed the chain that suspended it until she spotted the wheel set into the wall. “Hold on, Rin. I’m going to get you down.”


  She ran to the wheel and pulled back the pin that held it, grunting as the weight of both Erinda and the iron cage lurched into her hands. She braced herself against the wall. The cage creaked and swung, lowering almost halfway, but Kade was not strong enough to keep hold of it. The wheel spun out of her fingers.


  Erinda felt herself go into free-fall, and instinctively she curled sideways, the same protective position she assumed when being thrown from a horse. The chain above her rattled and clanked. The cage hit the floor with enough force to drive the air out of her body. Her shoulder and hip took the worst of the blow, though her left knee jerked forward and struck one of the iron bars. Her head would have cracked against the bars as well if she hadn’t curled one arm underneath it as a cushion. She lay there stunned, trying to remember how to get air back into her lungs.


  Above, the bolt slid back, and the top of the cage was flung open.


  “Rin, oh Goddess, Rin…”


  Hands tugged at her gently, as if Kade was afraid of hurting her. Erinda stumbled to her feet, mindless of her bruises, and let herself be drawn into Kade’s arms. Kade’s linen tunic was warm under her fingers, her shoulder real and solid against her cheek.


  “You came for me,” she mumbled in disbelief. She felt Kade’s hand in her shorn hair. Kade’s aura swept over her, soothing and blissful as ever. The burning in her feet receded. The pain in her muscles melted away. Erinda clung to her in shock, in joy, and Kade pressed kisses against her temple and forehead.


  “I will never leave you again, Rin. Never. I’m so sorry.”


  Erinda held on to her with every last bit of strength that she possessed. Kade was here. Which meant that she had chosen Erinda over her duty to the Goddess. Such a thing was unthinkable. Amazing. So wonderfully, incredibly…


  Wrong.


  Erinda’s eyes snapped open. Over Kade’s shoulder, she saw the cathedral door open. She moaned and tilted her mouth to Kade’s ear.


  “Run.”


  “What?” Kade mumbled against her hair.


  Mardyth entered the room, her eyes locking with Erinda’s. Erinda planted her hands against Kade’s chest and pushed her back.


  “Run!”


  It was too late. Mardyth’s control clamped down over her, and she could only watch in horror as her arm drew back and her fist clenched. With the shaa’din’s inhuman strength possessing her body, Erinda punched Kade squarely across the face.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  “Welcome to Rok Garshluk, Handmaiden.”


  Kade lifted onto her elbows. The force of Erinda’s blow had sent her sprawling, nearly on top of the silver staff where it lay on the floor. Confused, she raised a hand to her lip, and her fingers came away with blood. “Rin, what…?”


  Erinda stepped woodenly out of the cage and moved to Mardyth’s side, and Mardyth wrapped an arm around her waist.


  “Ah, I see it now,” Mardyth said, looking between them with delight. “Of course. This is going to be so much more entertaining than I thought.” With her free hand, she pulled Erinda’s curls back, baring her neck. Erinda tilted her head to the side, and Mardyth made a great show of exhaling on the pulse point just beneath Erinda’s jaw, her teeth a hairbreadth from the skin. She ran gloved fingertips over the swell of Erinda’s breasts.


  Erinda’s face was blank, but her eyes told Kade everything she needed to know. Whatever Mardyth might be trying to imply, Erinda was not a willing participant in this. Kade rose to her feet, taking up the staff as she went.


  “Let her go.”


  “What makes you think your little bird even wants to fly away with you, hmm? She seems perfectly content to me.”


  Kade hardened her voice. “If you want the prophecy, you’ll let her go.”


  Scoffing, Mardyth said, “You think this is a negotiation? You’re in my world, Handmaiden. I make the rules here. You have the prophecy, I presume?”


  “Yes. But you’re not getting it until—”


  “Let me guess. Until I let her go?” Mardyth grinned. “I have a counter offer.” She threw a wink in Kade’s direction as Erinda’s fingers dipped between her fur-clad breasts.


  A growl built in Kade’s chest, and she stepped forward.


  “Careful, now,” Mardyth said, but the warning was not for Kade. She had directed it at Erinda.


  Kade’s heart began to pound as she remembered. Her touch kills. She froze, the breath caught in her throat.


  Carefully, without contacting Mardyth’s deadly skin, Erinda withdrew a small knife from Mardyth’s bodice. The weapon twirled in her fingers, a flourish that never would have come naturally to Erinda. She began walking toward Kade, the knife in one hand and frantic apology filling her eyes. Kade took an uncertain step back.


  Erinda lunged. Kade dodged, the blade catching the edge of her cloak. She recovered her footing just as Erinda swiped at her again. She hopped backward, but the tip of the knife slit the linen of her tunic like soft butter and sliced across her ribs. Kade stumbled and whirled away, clutching at her abdomen. She felt wetness beneath her fingers, but there was no time to even register pain. Erinda came at her a third time. She would have sunk the blade into Kade’s shoulder, but Kade brought the staff up instinctively. It cracked against Erinda’s wrist, hard. Remorse swept over her, and she drew back. Had she hurt her?


  But if Erinda was hurt, she showed no sign of it. She ducked underneath the staff so fast that Kade barely had time to track the movement. And then the knife was pressed to Kade’s throat.


  But it was trembling.


  “Interesting,” Mardyth said, sounding impressed. “She’s fighting me. No one’s ever managed it quite so well, at least not on this side of the border. Tougher than she looks, isn’t she? I don’t think she wants to kill you.”


  “Stop this,” Kade panted, backing away. She pressed a hand against the stinging cut across her ribs. “Let her go.”


  “Give me the prophecy.”


  “You and I both know the prophecy is the only leverage I have right now.”


  “And your little bird is the only leverage I have. I’ll release her after I have the prophecy.”


  “I’ll give it to you after you release her.”


  Mardyth sighed. “Oh, this is going nowhere.” She turned to Erinda and flicked her hand.


  Erinda twirled the knife, and Kade braced for another attack. But this time, Erinda took the hilt in both hands, and drove the blade into her own stomach.


  “No!” Kade roared. She lunged forward, but Mardyth put up a hand.


  “One more step, Handmaiden, and I’ll let her die.”


  Kade stopped in midstride. Erinda had not made a sound, but blood coated her hands and splattered onto the floor at her feet. The blade was buried to the hilt in her stomach. It was a mortal wound. No one could survive an injury like that. Kade felt her throat closing up in terror.


  “If she dies, I’ll kill you.”


  “Oh, don’t be so dramatic. I plan to heal her. But there’s something you should understand.” Mardyth yanked the knife from Erinda’s body. Erinda still made no noise, though her pupils constricted with pain. “Healing hurts, Handmaiden. Most of the time it’s far more painful than the injury itself, and I can keep it up indefinitely. So I’m going to heal your pretty bird, and you can listen to her sing while I do it. Pay close attention, because we’re about to play a game. Every time I ask for the prophecy and you refuse, I’m going to hurt her—and then heal her again. As many times as it takes, until you give me what I want.”


  Mardyth slashed her forearm, and a deep scarlet line formed against her pale skin. She held a gloved hand beneath for a moment or two. Then she turned, and pressed her fistful of blood into Erinda’s wound.


  Erinda screamed.


  Kade leapt forward, shoving Mardyth aside. Mardyth stepped back with a laugh. Kade fell to her knees as she pulled Erinda into her arms. Released from Mardyth’s control, Erinda sobbed and shrieked. She grabbed white-knuckled at the front of Kade’s tunic as her flesh repaired itself with excruciating speed.


  The silver current responded in fury, rising to the surface of Kade’s skin. If they’d been in Ithyria, it would have surrounded them explosively in an instant. Here, it beaded on her arms and chest like sweat. Kade locked Erinda in the circle of her arms and took hold of Fyn’s staff in both hands. The Goddess’s spirit had once been an infinite river, but this was more like working with water from a bucket. Frustrated, she forced what she could into the staff, where it was magnified and returned again. She kept straining until Erinda was completely enveloped in it.


  Erinda’s cries subsided as the spirit worked, drawing her pain into the space between them. She shuddered violently instead, and in spite of her own smarting wound, Kade pulled her closer, whispering comfort in the Ithyrian tongue. When the current was saturated and could hold no more, Kade took the excess into herself. Her insides cramped and burned as if the mending flesh was her own. She pressed her face to Erinda’s neck and rocked her.


  No sooner was the healing complete than Kade found herself sprawling on the floor again. Her vision went starry as pain burst across her left cheekbone. Stunned, it took her a moment to realize that Erinda had just punched her across the face again. Kade blinked at her. Erinda’s jaw was once again set so that she could not speak, but her eyes sought Kade’s desperately as Mardyth forced her back to her feet.


  A soft shing, and Mardyth had drawn her sword.


  “The prophecy, Handmaiden. Or I’ll cut off her arm next. And believe me, not even your Goddess’s magic will spare her the pain of regrowing it.”


  “Stop.” Kade stood, clutching at her throbbing eye. With the other hand, she held the staff out, and the torchlight glittered along its length. “It’s yours.”


  When Mardyth tilted her head, Kade gave the staff an impatient shake, its rings tinkling. “Take it.”


  “The prophecy is inside?”


  “Look closer.”


  Mardyth stepped forward, and when she caught sight of the runes etched into the staff’s surface, her face lit. “Of course,” she breathed, snatching the staff from Kade’s hands and sliding her palm along the etchings. “Clever girls, you Handmaidens are.” She used her teeth to tug one of her gloves off so she could trace the symbols with her fingertips. “Do you know what it says?”


  “No,” Kade said flatly, crossing her arms.


  Mardyth flicked her gaze up, and Kade’s smugness dissipated. “Would you like to?”


  “You can read it?”


  “It’s a very old dialect, of course, but these”—she swept the runes with her fingers—“are Kizgrish. The language of my tribe. I’m surprised your Goddess never told you. Mondera and her sisters? Long before they belonged to Her, they belonged to us.”


  Kade gaped after her as she went to the cathedral doors and threw them open. The movement startled the group of priests who were clustered just beyond, eavesdropping. Mardyth waved them into the cathedral.


  “Come on, all of you. You’ll want to hear this.”


  They crowded inside in a flurry of yellow hoods and shuffling sandals. Mardyth gestured for one of them to seize Kade’s arms. The priest was shorter than she was, but he dug his fingers into her wrists and wrestled her after Mardyth.


  Mardyth strode to the center of the room and mounted the dais, with Erinda right behind her.


  “Almighty Ulrike,” she shouted, her voice echoing off the cavern walls. “As You have commanded, I have obeyed! I bring You the prophecy of Mondera!”


  She held the staff up and read from it. Her native tongue was harsh and guttural, and when she was done, she caught Kade’s eyes and grinned, translating. “When the Avatar of Flesh rises, the house of Rane shall fall, and darkness will no longer stand divided from the light.”


  Kade listened to this proclamation with a quiver of anger. Mondera and her riddles. How many people had suffered and died for that single nonsensical sentence?


  “You have what you want,” she shouted. “Let Rin go.”


  Mardyth sneered. “As you wish.”


  When Kade realized what was about to happen, she howled. The priest let go of her arms. She charged the dais, but Mardyth had already taken hold of Erinda’s wrist.


  With her bare hand.


  Erinda stiffened. Kade saw her eyes roll back. Mardyth shoved her down the steps, and Erinda tumbled, lifeless, into Kade’s arms.


  Her touch kills.


  Kade gave an inarticulate cry. She lowered Erinda to the floor, her head cradled in her lap. “No! Sweet Ithyris, no…Rin!” The silver current feathered over Erinda’s body, plucking at her face and arms. But Erinda lay without heartbeat, without breath.


  Kade glared wildly at Mardyth. “Give her back!”


  “Now why would I want to do that?”


  Kade’s ears were ringing. Her mind worked frantically. Here, she was cut off from the Goddess’s voice. She had a mere bucketful of Her spirit to work with. But Ithyris had said She could hear Olsta, even when She had been separated from her. Kade threw her head back, reached her arms up, and with tears pouring down her face, she prayed as she had never prayed before. I can’t lose her. Lady, please. I can’t lose her, not like this.


  Tendrils of the spirit current were still grasping at Erinda as if confused. Kade pulled them back and into herself. She knew exactly where Erinda had gone, and if she was going to follow, she had to do it now. The paltry trickle she could access here was insufficient to get her to the nexus. So Kade began to feed it with the only other thing she had. From every corner of her being, Kade gathered up her own spirit and pressed it into Ithyris’s residual current.


  The response was sluggish. Where the current would normally have swept her away like rushing water, instead it felt like kneading bread dough. She shoved and prodded. The more of her own spirit she was able to blend into the Goddess’s, the easier it moved. When she had thinned it as much as she could, it flowed a little better, more like the consistency of cake batter. That would have to do, and she plunged into it.


  Usually, the journey to the nexus took no longer than a breath. But this time the current would not whisk her there. She was going to have to force her way through it. She strained and thrashed, every handbreadth of progress a hard-fought victory. A bright spot waited far ahead, the arched doorway that opened onto the whiteness of Yura’shaana. At this very moment, Erinda was probably emerging from her door, crossing the endless floor of the nexus, looking up at the lake…


  She felt the Division as soon as she began to cross it. All around her, the current splintered into what felt like millions of tiny mirrored shards. They flayed into her eagerly. Bits of her spirit shredded away in ribbons, devoured by the wall’s insatiable appetite for destruction. Hatred, the Goddess had said it was. Fear. Anger. The pain was terrible, and she understood what Ithyris meant. The Division wanted to tear her apart.


  With every piece the wall took from her, she weakened. The current became thicker, more viscous, and she had to push that much harder. Everything hurt, yet even the pain in all its magnitude could not outstrip her grief. It kept her clawing forward with single-minded will.


  Funny, she had never been very strong-willed. Kade had spent her entire life trying to make others happy: her parents, the other priestesses, the Honored Mother, the Goddess. Somehow, she’d gotten it into her head that anything she wanted for herself must be wickedness. If what made her happy differed from what was expected of her, was it not her duty to give it up? But when she had been too timid to stand at Erinda’s side and fight for their love, Erinda had not stopped her from leaving. Fierce and fearless, Erinda had suffered on alone for seven winters rather than let their love go.


  If Kade did not go on, she would lose Erinda forever. So let the Division destroy her, if it could. This time she would not be meek. She would not be gentle. The nexus was just a few paces away now, and this time, Kade was going to fight like she should have winters ago. If there was nothing left of her by the time she reached the other side, so be it. She would die here or in Erinda’s arms, but either way, she would see this through.


  The instant she breached the other side, a silver flood engulfed her. Power surged through the current’s straining veins, and she was swept at once from the barbed clutches of the Division into the dazzling brightness of the spirit nexus. Kade lay gasping on the pristine floor. She couldn’t be sure, but it felt like parts of her were missing. An arm, or a leg maybe. The Division had torn away too much, and it was irreversible. She would never be whole again. Blood began to puddle beneath her, glistening crimson against the white floor. Kade could not help but remember the vision, all those moons ago, of her blood dripping from the Goddess’s fingers. This wasn’t quite how she had imagined it would turn out, but it seemed fitting that it would end like this, dying in a pool of her own blood after failing spectacularly at the one thing the Goddess had charged her with. Holy warrior, indeed.


  But after a moment, it occurred to her that she didn’t have a body here, or blood either. Injured as she was, it was easier than usual to embrace the idea. As some clarity cut through the blinding pain, the puddles beneath her vanished. She remembered why she had come.


  She found Erinda, rising overhead, already caught in the lake’s tow. Kade didn’t bother rolling over or standing up. She just thought about being beside her, and the next moment she was. With a deep sigh, she twined the rags of her spirit around Erinda and held on. The lake drew them both inside.


  “Kade…is that you?”


  “I’m here, Rin.”


  “You came for me?”


  “I told you. I’m never leaving you again.”


  “You’re hurt.” Erinda touched her, and shreds of Kade’s spirit drifted away into the lake. “Oh, my darling, you’re really hurt!”


  The water closed around them, prickling in welcome. Kade couldn’t summon the energy to resist it. “I’m sorry. I’m not strong enough to get you out of here, not anymore.”


  “Oh, Kade, you shouldn’t have done this. You shouldn’t have come. Ithyria needs you.”


  The lake tingled, drawing them deeper. Curious shadows drifted near, then darted off into the murky depths. So much of her was gone already, and Kade felt herself dissolving much faster this time. Erinda was softening, too, even as Kade kept hold of her. “I need you more.”


  Soon the lake would take them apart. They would return to the infinite state of oneness they’d been drawn from at birth, and nothing would ever separate them again. She might have lost the chance to share a life with Erinda, but at the very least she could die with her. That was something.


  Kade noted that a few of the flitting shadows had begun to form a ring around them. Most were as tall as she was, and of decidedly human shape. One, two, three, four, five…


  “You do not belong here, Ostryn.” The figure directly in front of her darkened and pulsed with each word.


  “Who are you?” Erinda demanded.


  A second shadow pulsed. “We were once Twelve.”


  Another added, “Now we are all, just as you were once and one day shall be again.”


  “But today is not that day,” said a fourth, with a deeper voice. “You must return, Kadrian.”


  Kade pulled Erinda closer. “I won’t leave her. I may have failed at everything else, but I won’t in this.”


  “What makes you think you have failed?”


  “If you really are the Twelve then you know already. Ulrike has Mondera’s prophecy. After all the work you put into hiding it away, I handed it over to Him. And,” Kade mustered some defiance in spite of her exhaustion, “I’d do it again.”


  A chorus of laughter swept through the throbbing shadows. One of them moved forward, and its voice was deliciously textured, like gravel and honey. “But of course you would, Ostryn, and that is exactly as it should be. You have not failed. You have done everything just as I saw that you would.”


  Kade tried to focus on the undulating shape. “Mondera?”


  “Why do you think I went to all the trouble to write down what I saw? To hide it away with such care?”


  “And genius!” This bright interjection came from the other side of the circle.


  “Don’t you see? The prophecy was never meant for Ithyrian ears. It was meant for Ulrike all along. And because He believes He’s stolen the knowledge from us, He’s certain to follow the thread we’ve spun for Him. As for your part, you have played it perfectly. But this is not yet finished. Do you not know what you have done?”


  Another interrupted. “You brought Ithyris’s pure spirit through the Division, Ostryn Kadrian. Even we were unable to accomplish such a thing.”


  “Without your flesh it should not have been possible,” added someone else.


  “Indeed,” Mondera said, “it would not have been possible, but for your gift.”


  “My gift?” Kade repeated weakly.


  “When the Goddess calls a shaa’din, Her spirit enhances their natural talents. In my case, precognition.”


  “And in my case, brilliant intellect,” the bright voice piped in.


  The deep-voiced shadow muttered, “But unfortunately not humility, hm, Marin?”


  Tired as she was, Kade still almost chuckled. Myka and Marin were most definitely kindred spirits.


  Marin gave an audible huff. “The point is, Ostryn Kadrian’s gift is more powerful than any of ours.”


  “I don’t care how powerful it is,” Erinda interjected. “Look at her. She’s been torn to pieces! She doesn’t have anything left for any of you. Why can’t you just leave her alone?”


  “Peace, child.” This speaker was calm, yet her words were delivered with resounding authority. “What we are trying to say is that Kadrian’s gift is you.”


  Both Kade and Erinda exclaimed in unison. “What?”


  Mondera’s voice came again. “It’s difficult to explain. Handmaidens are the only mortals who can visit Yura’shaana while their flesh still lives. Ithyris’s spirit creates a foothold in both places, a path along which the shaa’din’s spirit may travel. The Goddess’s spirit can only cross the Division if it is contained within flesh, which is why a Handmaiden can bring only a small part of Her into Dangar. But when Kadrian followed you here from within Dangar, she had to bring the spirit of the Goddess across the Division without the protection of her flesh. She should have been destroyed.”


  “Except that she loves you. And just as importantly, you love her.”


  “Love is the lifeblood of spirit. It is stronger than hate, stronger than fear.”


  “Kadrian’s love created a path through the Division, even when the Goddess could not.”


  “Love is her gift. Love protected her.”


  “You protected her.”


  “And you can heal her again.”


  “You must, for her work is not yet done.”


  The voices melded into and over one another and the shadows blinked in dizzying succession. Kade was too far gone to make sense of what they were saying. She was scarcely more than a shadow herself now, and her hold on Erinda was slipping.


  Erinda seemed to feel it too, and she asked frantically, “How?”


  “We will help you.”


  The shadows closed in, and they were pushed downward through the prickling lake. The shadows swirled and blackened, and more of them appeared. Kade felt them pressing into her.


  Gradually, she realized she felt firmer, as though the lake’s dissolution was operating in reverse. She congealed slowly, felt the bits of her spirit that had drifted into the lake returning a little at a time. Still, there was so much of her that had been lost to the Division. Even if the lake returned everything that it had taken, she would be just a sliver of herself.


  “It’s not enough,” she heard one of the shadows say. “Lady, we cannot do it alone.”


  After a moment, a tiny silver bubble floated up through the darkness and merged with her. Strange—it was a different pattern, something definitely not hers. Yet it adapted, shifted in rhythm and shape until it was indistinguishable from the rest of her. Another bubble came, and then another, until she was surrounded. A thousand drops of spirit, each unique and not one her own, packed into the missing places. Each adapted to her as it converged. Yura’shaana was re-creating her from itself.


  Erinda, too, felt more solid against her. As Kade’s senses sharpened, she could hear Erinda’s voice guiding the others, recalling Kade’s features in perfect detail. A gaping space on her right side was restored. Shreds were smoothed down, fused together, made whole. As she was reconstructed, her mind began to translate the sensations into bodily awareness, which was a more comfortable way to perceive herself, even if she didn’t really have a body here. New weight hung from her hip and shoulder, and she felt it sculpted into familiar shapes. After a moment, she could wiggle fingers and toes—figuratively, anyway—that had not been there before. Erinda even directed a small constellation of freckles to reappear where they had been on her left forearm, and the shadows complied without argument.


  Kade’s feet emerged from the lake, then her legs and torso. She drifted down until she was standing sure-footed on the floor of the nexus, with Erinda tucked safely in her arms. Where moments ago she had felt like a mere tenuous fragment of herself, she now felt whole like never before.


  What was more, Ithyris was beside them.


  “Lady,” Kade breathed. The Goddess was beautiful as ever, though Her face was drawn. If Kade hadn’t known better she would have said Ithyris looked tired.


  When Erinda caught sight of the Goddess, she erupted in a startled curse. Kade half expected the walls and floor of the nexus to crack wide at such irreverence, but Ithyris only tilted back Her head and laughed.


  “Oh, Erinda, I am so pleased to finally meet you.”


  Kade felt Erinda’s fingers dig into her shoulders. “What do You want?”


  “You do not need to fear me, Child. I will not take Kadrian against your will.”


  “You already have,” Erinda said, her voice catching. Kade tightened her arms around her in reassurance.


  “I have borrowed her for a time, yes. And well do I know the sacrifice it has required. But it is because Kadrian’s heart belongs so completely to you that she was able to do what no one else could. Thanks to you, Kadrian has pierced the wall that keeps me from my brother’s lands. Now, if you will permit it, she can return and finish the task she has always been meant for. The love between you will bring my power to Rok Garshluk. Kadrian can bring Ulrike’s temple, and His shaa’din, down.”


  Kade interrupted before Erinda had the chance to answer. “No.”


  The Goddess turned the liquid light of Her gaze on Kade. Kade could scarcely believe her own nerve. She would never have thought she could deny Her anything, but in this she could not concede. “I’m sorry, Lady, but I won’t leave Rin again.”


  “Once you’ve returned Erinda’s flesh to Ithyria, Beloved, I will be able to send her spirit to you. You have my word.”


  “It’s too dangerous. Her body might not last that long.”


  “Wait.” Erinda squeezed Kade’s shoulders gently, then turned to study the Goddess. “If Kade returns now, You can protect her?”


  Ithyris inclined her head. “If you remain with me, love will connect you to Kadrian across the Division. You can give her full access to my power, even within Dangar.”


  A look of determination, one Kade was well acquainted with, filled Erinda’s eyes. “And You’ll see to it that she stops Mardyth?”


  The Goddess nodded again.


  “Rin, no,” Kade protested. “It’s not worth—”


  Erinda laid a finger to her lips, then rose on tiptoe and kissed her. Even in the nexus, without their physical forms, Erinda’s kiss was everything Kade remembered. Soft. Redolent with fire and promise. It set her trembling.


  “A long time ago,” Erinda murmured against her mouth, “you told me you were born for this. You were right.” She drew away. “Go, my darling. Save the world, so there will be a place for us together in it.”


  “But I—”


  “Go.” Erinda gave her a gentle shove, and Kade tumbled backward into her glowing doorway. The Division snapped her up with razored teeth, but she barely felt it. All she could see was Erinda, silhouetted at the Goddess’s side, watching her go with adoration and pride in her face.


  Such breathtaking love welled up in Kade that it coated her being like perfumed oil. In a sweet, silvery rush, she slid through the Division without so much as a scratch.


  Chapter Twenty


  


  The fifth day of Fifthmoon had never been a remarkable date for the Ithyrian people. The day brought no holidays or feasts, commemorated no historical events. But on this fifth of the Fifth, the Daughters of Ithyris would experience something that had never happened before, and may well never happen again. Those of us who were present for it will certainly never forget that day for as long as we live.


  Some of us were working in the kitchens, peeling potatoes for the evening meal. Some were sitting with groups of Pledged, guiding afternoon meditation. Still more were scrubbing floors, mediating disputes among local villagers, pulling weeds in the gardens, mending robes, blessing childbirth, or fetching water. All across the kingdom, priestesses in every temple, in every province, were tending to daily chores of service and worship. I myself was perched on a ladder in the basement of Verdred Temple’s library, looking for a text that had been requested by one of the elder priestesses, when Ithyris spoke.


  “Help her, my Daughters.”


  We all heard Her at once, the old and the young, those who had encountered Her voice before and those who had not. And we listened—how could we not? For She was showing to us the broken and tattered spirit of one of our sisters.


  I recognized her. I think perhaps we all did, even those who had never met the Handmaiden. We did not know what had happened to her, or how she had been brought to such a state. But we gave what Ithyris asked without hesitation. From across the distance, we joined together, a thousand priestesses from every corner of Her lands, from the western desert to the eastern Outlands. From each of us She took a small piece, no more than a drop, and we watched as She used those tiny flecks of our spirits to heal our sister. We felt the Handmaiden’s regeneration echo within each of us.


  It could not last, of course. Each of us was returned to our work within a breath, as suddenly as we had been taken from it. For my part, it was such a startling transition that I lost my footing on the library ladder and had to clutch at the rungs to keep from a fall. There had never been record of something like this. We could not imagine what it must have cost Her, to bring us together in such a way.


  But that, dear readers, is the reason why every fifth of the Fifth thereafter, the Daughters of Ithyris in every part of the kingdom have paused in their work and joined hands. We remember the day when our Divine Lady worked a miracle, and brought us together to save one of our own.


  


  When Kade’s eyes snapped open, her cheeks were wet and cold with tears. Erinda’s body lay in her lap, and she reached down to touch her face in wonder. The real Erinda was still in Yura’shaana, on the other side of the Division. Yet Kade could feel her there. Longing, sharp and bright, was strung between them like a wire, and even the blight of the Division could not sever it. Ithyris’s spirit flowed surely along that connection, and Kade was drenched with silver and light.


  She heard Mardyth speak to one of the priests. “You.”


  His head came up, face obscured by the yellow hood of his robe. She tossed her weapon to him.


  “Kill her.”


  He caught the sword, and after a moment’s hesitation, took several steps toward Kade. Fisting the hilt with both hands, he raised the weapon over his head. Kade raised an arm, feeling the spirit current surge to her fingers. Then she glimpsed the face hidden beneath the hood, and drew up short.


  It was Myka, winking down at her. Kade gasped and Myka spun, plunging the blade into Mardyth’s shoulder instead.


  An indignant cry went up from the other priests, who immediately surrounded the traitor. But their assistance was unnecessary, since Mardyth gestured at Myka and she went stiff, like a statue, while Mardyth examined her injury.


  The blade had gone all the way through. It was protruding from her back, forcing her shoulder blade into an awkward angle, but she didn’t seem to be in pain. She looked between Kade and Myka. “What sort of magic is this?” she asked as she pulled the sword out. A gush of blood followed, but did not last long.


  Kade just twitched her lips to the side in amusement. Mardyth narrowed her eyes. “You have no power here.” She stalked over to Myka and yanked her hood back.


  “You will tell me what—” she broke off as red-gold hair fanned from the yellow hood. She seemed genuinely startled to find a teenaged girl beneath, glowering at her.


  “No magic, you horrible cow. Just a good old-fashioned sword through the heart!”


  Mardyth eyed Myka with no small measure of mirth. “Well, my dear, I’m afraid you need a great deal more practice, if that was your intent. You missed my heart entirely.”


  “Hah! That’s if you even have one. If the sword had been longer I would have gone for your head.”


  “You are one of the Goddess’s recruits, yes? I assume you serve the Handmaiden, then. What’s your name?”


  “I’m Myka. And I serve no one.”


  “A shame, young Myka, that Ithyrians find their women of no better use than in their kitchens and temples. In another time and place, perhaps, you would have made a fine warrior.” She beckoned to the priests, and they raised their blades. Myka did not so much as flinch as they came down, but her eyes looked to Kade as if to say, what now?


  The exchange was no longer humorous, and Myka was in trouble. Kade flung out her arms with a roar. Torrents of blue fire streaked from her hands, swallowing the priests surrounding Myka. They disappeared, their knives and swords clattering to the floor. Kade rose, gently transferring Erinda’s body out of her lap. When another group of priests charged, she dispatched them just as quickly. Facing Mardyth, she brought her palms up. Torrents of celestial fire licked at her fingers. All around them, the priests began to yell and run for the cathedral doors.


  Mardyth took a step back. “That’s…that’s not possible. Ithyris can’t reach you here!”


  “Looks like She can now!” Myka exulted.


  “The staff, Mardyth. I want it back.” When Mardyth tightened her grip on it, Kade thrust one of her palms out. Spirit whisked down her arm and burst from her hand, clubbing Mardyth’s wrist. She let go, and before the staff could hit the ground Myka had snatched it up.


  Mardyth flailed in the direction of the doors, and every one of the fleeing priests stopped in his tracks. They turned, unnaturally, and marched back toward her. Mardyth positioned herself behind them. “I don’t know how you’ve done this, but it doesn’t matter. You’ll never get out of here alive, Handmaiden. This is Ulrike’s temple.”


  “So it is.” Kade thrust out a palm again, but this time the energy was directed at one of the giant pillars that supported the ceiling. Shaa’ri smashed into it with the force of a lightning bolt, and the pillar crumbled with a sound like thunderclaps. Kade repeated the motion again, and again. One by one, the enormous columns disintegrated into gravel.


  Mardyth sent a few of the priests running forward, and Kade sliced a hand toward them. Every one collapsed to their knees, their heads rolling across the floor. Mardyth followed up with a second group, and these, too, lost their heads. Kade continued alternately smashing pillars and warding off the unwilling priests until above them the cathedral ceiling began to groan and quake.


  Myka was busy whipping the staff into every yellow robe within range. She bludgeoned her way through the line of priests until she reached Kade’s side.


  “Here,” she said, pressing the staff into Kade’s hand. Large chunks of the cavern ceiling crashed around them. “What do we do now?”


  “Take Erinda,” Kade ordered. “Get her out of here.”


  “But Your Grace, she’s—”


  Kade swung a hand, and blasted a falling rock before it could crush Erinda’s body. It rained in powder over Erinda’s face and clothes.


  “Now, Myka!”


  Myka stopped arguing and hefted Erinda over one shoulder. Kade poured spirit into the staff. It drew from her eagerly, but now there was an endless spring to replenish it.


  Ithyris had been right. Kade was acutely aware of Erinda’s spirit in the nexus. As the Goddess’s current rushed beneath her skin, Kade realized that Erinda was there too, an earthy undertone to Ithyris’s delicate shimmer. Her lungs filled and her heart swelled. Love and spirit burst from her skin, until Kade was shining in Ulrike’s cavernous cathedral like a ferocious star.


  She waved the staff, and the remaining priests went up in flames. Mardyth dodged a falling rock and gaped at Kade in terror.


  “How are you doing this?”


  “Rin was all I wanted. You could have let us walk away, and we would have left you in peace. But you took her from me.” Kade raised the staff, and it hummed with anticipation. “I want her back.”


  Cerulean flames shot from Cibli’s stone. They struck Mardyth’s swollen belly and she screamed, dropping to her knees and curling over her stomach as she had on the Agar battlefield. Kade looked up at the crumbling ceiling. The staff quivered, and she understood. She let it go.


  The staff shot upward like a silver arrow. Somewhere far overhead, it collided with the rock in a deafening explosion. Kade threw an arm over her eyes as light seared through the cathedral.


  Erinda’s voice sounded in her head. “Run, my darling. Run!”


  Kade ran. She dove through the cathedral doors just before they crumbled into debris behind her. She tore down the corridor, the tunnel collapsing on her heels as she went. Pebbles stung her back. Once or twice, a larger rock bounced away from her at an improbable angle, and Kade was dimly aware of a faint blue haze surrounding her, like a protective shield. She burst from the temple entrance in a flying leap, stumbled as she hit the ground, and staggered a few more paces.


  Someone grabbed the back of her tunic and hauled her upward, until she was dangling across horse-scented haunches. She looked up to see Erinda’s limp form draped just as haphazardly over the back of the gray palfrey. In front of her, Myka kicked the horse into motion, keeping tight hold of the palfrey’s reins.


  This was hardly a dignified escape, but while they galloped away, Kade was able to watch as the eight mighty columns of Rok Garshluk toppled to the canyon floor.


  


  *


  


  They stopped only once so that Kade could mount her horse properly, with Erinda’s body tucked against her. Myka resumed her place on the palfrey, and together they navigated the steep, winding curves of the mountain road that would lead them home.


  They rode mostly in silence, Kade preoccupied by a strange dichotomy of sensation. Erinda’s weight lay lifeless against her, but at the same time a warm thread of Erinda’s spirit still coursed under her skin, pulsing with a different cadence than the Goddess’s silvery veins. The feeling was sweetly intimate. Under other circumstances, Kade might have gloried in it, but right now she was too anxious.


  The Goddess had promised to send Erinda back once Kade had returned her body to Ithyria. But they were hours from the border, and league after league, Erinda’s skin grew colder, her limbs heavy and stiff. The color in her cheeks and lips faded. Fearfully, Kade kept glancing down and muttering prayers under her breath. Stay with me. I’ll get you there, just stay with me. Please, Lady…


  What if they didn’t make it to the border in time? What if Erinda’s body was uninhabitable by the time the Goddess could send her spirit back? Or, what if Erinda did come back, but her body suffered permanent damage? What if she had to spend the rest of her life unable to walk, or speak? These thoughts created such a knot of panic in Kade’s throat that she could barely breathe.


  She switched the horse’s reins to one hand and pressed the other to Erinda’s chest. The spirit current, both Ithyris’s and Erinda’s, funneled from her palm into Erinda’s body. She couldn’t tell if it made a difference. The color did not return to Erinda’s face, and her body continued to stiffen. But Kade kept channeling, because it was the only thing she could think of to do. Maybe if she could keep even a little spirit running through Erinda’s body, it would help.


  To the west, the sun had reached the horizon. The tips of the mountains captured it gently, gilding themselves in its fire, until the sky was striated with pink and orange. Kade pressed her horse faster, tears burning behind her eyelids. They had to get back in time. After everything that they had lost, all the winters they had spent apart, Kade could not see how she could go on living if Erinda could not come back.


  Darkness fell. The night birds began to call to one another from the treetops. Crickets chirruped in the underbrush, and the air grew cooler. Ahead, the Ithyrian border tower loomed like a vast sentinel above the cliff face. Kade urged her horse faster, and Myka wisely did not say a word as she kept up.


  Kade crossed the Division like a drowning woman spluttering to the surface. On the other side, her senses expanded, as if she were taking a full breath for the first time in days. Her connection to Erinda’s spirit flared and shortened, and Kade reined her horse to a stop, clutching Erinda to her chest.


  “We’re here, Rin. We’re safe. Come back to me.”


  Myka pulled up next to her and regarded her sadly. “Your Grace, Erinda is gone. You know she’s gone.”


  Kade pressed a kiss to Erinda’s forehead. “I can feel her. I’ve felt her every moment since I came back from Yura’shaana. She’s the one who helped me channel the Goddess’s power across the Division. Ithyris said She’d send her back once we got back to Ithyria. You promised,” she reminded the Goddess, closing her eyes. “Please, Lady. You promised.”


  Now that the spirit current was no longer directly tied to her connection with Erinda, Kade was able to decipher them separately. The silver veins thrummed back to life beneath her skin, and Erinda’s unique, primal vibration grew stronger. That, at least, was reassuring. But it was dark, and the mountain air had taken on a chill, which was sure to sharpen as the night went on. This was no place for Erinda to wake up.


  “We have to get her inside, lay her down somewhere. Come on.”


  They rode for the border tower. The cylindrical turret soared high above their heads, but widened into a rectangular structure at its base. When they drew close, they could see that the iron grate guarding the entrance had been left ajar. Whoever had been stationed here had departed carelessly.


  Inside, the air was damp and only slightly warmer. Everything was dark, save for the rectangle of moonlight that fell through an unshuttered window. The horses headed for several bales of hay stacked in a corner. Myka dismounted, and Kade lowered Erinda’s rigid body into Myka’s arms. She dropped from the horse herself, and Myka gestured toward the stone steps that led to the next level.


  “Let’s get you someplace to rest. Then I’ll find some kindling and start a fire.”


  In the gloom of the tower’s interior, Kade could just make out that the next level of the structure was set up as a kitchen. Deep shadows indicated a large hearth on each end, and a heavy table set down the middle. Barrels, boxes, and the pale outlines of canvas sacks lined the walls. She heard the squeak and scurry of mice as they continued up to the next floor.


  Here the stone steps ended, and a set of wooden stairs spiraled around the wall, up through an opening in the floorboards of the level above. This room had more windows, long and narrow and set high in the wall, which probably served as slits for archers in times of battle. There was a hearth here too, but more important to Kade was the row of rough-hewn bunks, stacked military style with nailed planks serving as ladders to the upper beds. The flimsy straw mattresses were moth-eaten and appeared to have been unoccupied for quite some time. Kade selected the one that looked cleanest, and Myka helped her ease Erinda onto it. The task was difficult, as Erinda’s body had grown stiff and she had to be laid on her side.


  Kade knelt beside her and folded one of Erinda’s rigid hands into hers. She scarcely noticed when Myka went back down the stairs, all her attention on Erinda’s ashen face. She closed her eyes, her lips moving in silent prayer, and felt for the warmth of Erinda’s spirit running alongside the Goddess’s. She gripped Erinda’s hand, trying desperately to will that current back into her inanimate body.


  Come back to me, Rin. Come back. You promised, Lady…She prayed to them both at once, and interchangeably, prodding the different currents with agitation. She didn’t care which answered, so long as at least one of them did.


  Something passed through her. Where the Goddess’s spirit-veins were usually cool and tingling, they abruptly filled with fire. Her insides felt incandescent, and heat shot through her shoulders and arms and seared from her palms. There was no discomfort, but when it was over she was left with a disturbing sense of emptiness. The Goddess’s current was now the only one she could feel. Erinda’s was gone.


  Kade whimpered in terror. “Oh, Rin, where are you?”


  “Here.” Against the dingy mattress, Erinda shifted. She couldn’t seem to open her eyes, and she appeared to have trouble moving her lips and tongue. But her head turned very slightly toward Kade’s voice. “I’m here, Kade.”


  Kade groaned in relief, tears scorching her cheeks. “Oh, thank Ithyris. How are you feeling? Are you all right? Can you move?” Erinda’s fingertips twitched against her palm, and she gave a pained whimper. “No, wait, don’t try. Save your strength.” She pressed her lips to Erinda’s hand, then to her forehead. “Just rest, all right? You’re back. That’s all that matters.”


  By the time Myka returned, Kade had stretched out next to Erinda on the cot. Her arms were wrapped around Erinda, emanating a soft blue glow in the darkness.


  She heard Myka ask uncertainly, “Your Grace?”


  “She’s back, Myka. Ithyris gave her back.”


  “Wow!” Myka bounded over, the candle in her hand casting shadows over her features. She leaned over, nearly singeing the ends of her hair in the flame as she held a finger beneath Erinda’s nose. “She’s breathing! You really did it! You’ve brought two people back from the dead. You are the best shaa’din ever.”


  Kade chuckled softly. “I didn’t do much. But, Myka?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Do you think you could get her some water?”


  Myka pounded down the stairs and returned, panting, with a water skin in hand. She helped Kade roll Erinda onto her back, and tilted her head in order to help her swallow. Kade tried to be gentle, but Erinda’s hips and knees remained contorted at unyielding angles. Her tiny mewls of suffering broke Kade’s heart.


  “What’s wrong with her? Why’s she still so crooked?”


  “Her spirit’s been gone a long time. I’m going to help her. Can you start a fire?”


  “Sure.”


  “And keep the water coming.” Carefully, Kade settled Erinda back onto her side. She put one hand on Erinda’s hip and the other on her knee, and the blue glow resumed beneath her fingers. Erinda was breathing shallowly, as if her chest refused to expand enough for her to fill her lungs. Kade drew heavily from the Goddess’s current, trying to bathe Erinda in its comfort. Spirit couldn’t heal flesh, but it could desensitize pain and maybe induce relaxation. Kade was prepared to use everything it took, for as long as she had to. No matter what happened from this point on, she would never give up on Erinda again.


  Chapter Twenty-one


  


  A soft scraping sound pulled Erinda from sleep. When she opened her eyes, Myka was brushing cinders back into the hearth. She added another piece of wood to the fire and prodded it into position with an iron poker. Erinda’s nose twitched at the scent of woodsmoke.


  Myka propped the poker against the wall and picked up a satchel at her feet. She had her tall boots on over her dirty white leggings, and a traveling cloak slung over her shoulders. Erinda raised her head, wincing as her neck and shoulder rebelled.


  “Are you going somewhere?”


  Myka looked up and pressed a finger to her mouth, nodding over Erinda’s shoulder. Erinda turned to see Kade stretched out alongside her. Weary lines etched Kade’s face. Her lower lip was split, and one of her eyes was blackened and swollen, but her breath was even and deep.


  Gingerly, Erinda slipped out from under Kade’s arm, which was resting across her ribs. When she stood up, her exhausted joints nearly buckled. She swayed on her feet, and might have collapsed back onto the bed again, but Myka darted over and caught her.


  “You all right?” Myka whispered.


  Erinda took a moment to steady herself. Her muscles were weak and sore, but if she focused through the pain, she was able to manage them. She nodded and glanced back at Kade, who looked battered and fragile on the dilapidated mattress.


  “She’s been working on you all night,” Myka explained, keeping her voice hushed. “I woke at dawn and she was only just falling asleep.”


  Erinda gave her a quizzical look, then spied the stairs and pointed. She held on to Myka’s arm for support as they descended to a lower level, where they would be able to talk without disturbing Kade. They entered a large room, which appeared to be a kitchen. Another fire crackled at one end, and a row of dead rabbits was lined up on the table. Myka helped Erinda to a seat on one of the benches, then dropped her satchel on a nearby barrel and started rummaging through it.


  Erinda stretched her legs out, flexing them and hissing against the discomfort. Her entire body ached as if she’d been beaten, but everything appeared to move all right.


  “What do you mean, Kade was working on me all night?”


  “She was doing that glowing hand thing. Mostly on your legs and arms, trying to get them to move. You were dead a long time. You knew that, right? And I guess dead people don’t move so well after a while. So you came back, but the Handmaiden was worried you might be, you know…stuck.” From the depths of the satchel, Myka produced a ball of twine, and she made a satisfied noise.


  “I…” Erinda straightened her elbows, then bent them and rotated her wrists. The movements were stiff and perhaps a little creaky, but everything seemed to bend like it was supposed to. “I don’t feel stuck.”


  Myka busied herself with the nearest rabbit, wrapping the twine around its hind legs. “That’s good. She’ll be glad. ’Course I didn’t get stuck either, after she brought me back, but I wasn’t dead as long as you.”


  “What are you doing?” Erinda asked as Myka climbed atop the table.


  Myka grunted as she tossed the ball of twine over one of the rafters, then hoisted the rabbit in the air. “I figure the two of you ought to stay here a few more days. You just came back from the dead, and the Handmaiden looks like she’s been through a barbarian gauntlet—which is, you know, pretty much the truth of it. Now that Mardyth’s dead and her army is back in Dangar, this place should be safe enough. So I did a little hunting this morning,” she finished tying off the rabbit, using a knife to cut the twine, “and it turns out there’s a well in the cellar and a creek about a half-league west. Also enough grain to keep a horse happy for a good while.” She sat on the edge of the table and picked up the next rabbit to repeat the process.


  “But you’re not staying?”


  “I think someone had better get back to Mondera Temple to let everyone know how things turned out. Especially the captain. Broken ankle or not, I bet if he doesn’t get some news soon he’ll be on a horse headed for Dangar.”


  “Talon’s injured?” Erinda asked. The last time she’d seen her, Talon had been in bad shape, but it had to be something serious if it had prevented her from joining Kade on her rescue mission.


  “Yeah, the healer wouldn’t let him leave the temple. Said he’d be fine, but only if he stayed off his leg for a while. He was pretty cranky about it.” Myka tied off the second rabbit. When she reached for the third, Erinda picked it up and beckoned for the ball of twine. She tied the legs and handed it up to Myka.


  “I think you’re right. The temple needs to know what happened. All those people can go back to their homes now, the refugees from Agar, the soldiers. Can you give Talon a message for me?”


  “Sure.”


  “Tell him that I said ‘go home.’”


  Myka grinned. “Will do.” She finished with the rabbits and hopped down from the table, wiping her hands on her tunic. “I think that’s everything. You both should be set for the next few days. So, hey, in case I don’t see you for a while…” She bent and hugged Erinda around the shoulders. “Tell the Handmaiden I said thanks for everything. This has been every bit the adventure I was hoping for.”


  “You’re not going to say good-bye yourself?”


  “Nah. She needs her sleep. And anyway, I’m sure we’ll run into each other again.” Myka swung the satchel over her shoulder and headed for the stairs. At the first step, she lifted a hand and Erinda waved back. She heard her tromp down the steps, and a faint whinny below.


  Carefully, she stood from the bench and stretched her tired body again. Climbing the stairs was difficult, and she made her way back up slowly, using her hands as much as her feet until she’d returned to the room where Kade lay sleeping. Getting a better look at the state of the mattress, she made a face. Recuperating or not, the first thing she was going to do once she had a little more strength was to wash and mend the bedding. But for now…


  There were three other sets of bunks to choose from, but she lay back down next to Kade anyway. Kade’s golden lashes fluttered. “Rin?”


  “Shh, my darling. I’m here. Sleep.” Erinda hesitated for a moment, then kissed the uninjured side of Kade’s mouth softly. Kade wrapped an arm around her, and slid one leg between Erinda’s, so that they were cuddled together as closely as when they were girls. A contented sigh escaped Kade’s lips, and Erinda closed her eyes.


  This wouldn’t be hers forever. She had made peace with that. Kade might love her, but she belonged to the Goddess. And after having met Ithyris, Erinda couldn’t bring herself to begrudge that anymore. Ithyris loved Kade as deeply as Erinda did. She was beautiful, powerful, and perfect. Eventually, Kade would return to Her.


  But in the meantime, Erinda was going to make the most of every precious moment.


  


  *


  


  Kade pressed her hands into the small of her back and stretched, eyeing the late afternoon sun. The day had been oppressively hot, and she was looking forward to the twilight that was fast approaching. Erinda had gone to bathe in the creek, but she would be returning soon, and Kade wanted to be sure she was ready. She turned to survey her work.


  A blanket was laid out over the plaster of the border tower’s roof, and spread with the makings of their dinner. She had sliced the last of their cheese and arranged it around a pile of dandelion greens and wild onions. This was flanked by a small dish filled with mulberries and another of pine nuts. Down in the kitchens, a stew of rabbit, lentils, and leeks simmered over the fire, and even from the rooftop, its perfume made Kade’s mouth water. She went to her basket to retrieve a dusty bottle of wine that she had found tucked away in a corner of the tower’s cellar. She used her sleeve to polish away the dirt, and set the bottle alongside the other foods.


  The past half-moon had gone by like a strange dream. Exhaustion had rendered them both quiet and thoughtful. They had slept, mostly, and talked little other than to coordinate meals and other necessities. But they had also remained constantly within arm’s reach of each other, especially those first few days. Kade felt an uncontrollable impulse to maintain physical contact, even if it was just to sit close enough to Erinda that their shoulders brushed, or extend her foot far enough to rest her toes on Erinda’s feet. It wasn’t so much about possessiveness as it was connection…the reassurance that Erinda was there, that Erinda knew she was there, in the aftermath of something so enormous it couldn’t be processed in words. They had died. They had both died, and now they were back, and there was no way to be sure of it except through touch. She felt silly for being so needy, but at least she was not the only one—Erinda seemed to seek out the gratuitous contact as often as she did.


  But as the days passed, Erinda’s bruises had faded, and the swelling in Kade’s eye had gone down until only a greenish yellow stain remained above her cheek. The stitches Erinda had used on the cut across her ribs had begun to itch and pull, and Erinda had promised to remove them for her tonight. They were both healing well, but their provisions were starting to run low. That morning they had agreed that tonight would be their last in this place. Yet Kade still had not found the right moment to tell Erinda that she was leaving the temple.


  Over the past few days she had tried, dozens of times, to bring it up. But the timing had never been quite right. And if she were honest with herself, she was a little afraid. What if, once they returned to the palace and Erinda was reunited with her friends, there was no place for Kade in her life? Erinda had already suffered so much because of her. Kade no longer cared what anyone else thought, but would Erinda be able to withstand the ostracism that was sure to come if she took Kade as her lover? Was it even fair to ask it of her?


  


  “You deserve a better life,” Kade insisted, even as her vision blurred with tears. She fumbled with the sash of her Pledged robes, which were rumpled after spending the night on the floor. “You deserve someone who can take care of you, provide for you, someone you can love in the open without fear. I can’t give that to you.” Her voice broke. “After a while, you’d start to hate me.”


  Erinda sat up in the bed, shaking her head. Her curls bounced around her freckled shoulders. “I wouldn’t!”


  “You would, and I won’t let it come to that. I love you too much to keep you, Rin.” Her fingers were trembling so hard she couldn’t get the sash tied. The high priestess was probably already waiting for her at the temple.


  They were out of time. No matter what impossible fantasy Erinda was clinging to, the idea that they might hop on a horse and ride away together was preposterous. Kade was becoming a priestess today. All she had wanted was to hold Erinda close one last time, to be with her fully and completely in the hours before they said good-bye. But she had never imagined how much harder this would be, after what they had shared last night. This was supposed to be the most momentous, joyful day of her life, and her heart was so heavy she could barely remain on her feet. The grief in Erinda’s eyes was unbearable. She never should have allowed things to get so out of control. She needed Erinda so badly, but this was too cruel.


  Gently, Erinda moved Kade’s shaking hands aside. With slow, deliberate movements, she formed the sash into a neat bow. But her voice was nowhere near as steady. “That’s it, then? You’ve made your decision?”


  Kade closed her eyes, tears flooding her cheeks. “I’m so sorry.” Leaning forward, she pressed her lips to Erinda’s forehead. She heard Erinda’s breath expel harshly, felt the warmth of it against her throat. When she tried to swallow, she ended up in a sob instead. She held the kiss as long as she dared.


  “Be happy, Rin.”


  She turned and ran for the bedchamber door.


  


  The sour knot in her stomach tightened as the high priestess beckoned her to face the assembled worshippers. Slowly, Kade turned, sinking to her knees on a prayer cushion. Behind her came the sound of liquid sloshing in a metal bowl, indicating the shaving implements were being prepared.


  Kade searched the faces in the crowd. She spotted her mother and father, beaming at her behind the rows of priestesses. Her brother Jen was next to them, more absorbed in picking his nose than paying attention to the ceremony. When he caught her eye, he grinned and pretended to flick something at her. She cringed, and his grin widened.


  Disgusted, she looked away. She didn’t really think Erinda would come, not after last night. Especially not after the way she had left this morning. Maybe it was better this way. She was starting a new life, and from today on, she would have to get along without Erinda at her side. Still, the nauseous feeling in her stomach was getting worse.


  “Pledged,” she heard the high priestess say somewhat impatiently, and realized she had missed the cue to begin reciting her vows.


  “Y’kuranin sora…” She stammered the first few syllables, then stopped. She had practiced the lines morning and night every day for an entire winter, but the ancient Ithyrian tongue had always given her trouble. Flustered, she started over.


  “Y’kuranin sora vai meliaa


  “Y’tiriena lo…lo…”


  The high priestess sighed and murmured the next line. Kade repeated it, scarcely any louder, but the prompt didn’t bring the rest of the words to mind. Panicked, Kade scanned the assembly. Some were starting to appear annoyed, or even amused by her predicament. Others looked back at her with pity. She felt her stomach turn over and knew she was about to be sick right there on the dais, in front of the entire palace temple.


  Then a shadow moved at the back of the sanctuary, half-hidden behind a marble pillar. A pair of eyes arrested hers. Kade inhaled.


  A sad smile played at Erinda’s mouth, but she held Kade’s gaze. After a moment, she gave a small nod. The knot in Kade’s stomach dissolved.


  “Y’kuranin sora vai meliaa


  “Y’tiriena lo gulias


  “Sherysta yi fuli inrusel, Shaa’Nalusa


  “Lurenza y’rastablis sa mihaton…”


  The vows flowed freely, as did the hundreds of emotions they exchanged silently across the space of the sanctuary, over the heads of the oblivious onlookers. I’m sorry. I love you. Don’t hate me. Don’t forget me. Be happy. Please be happy.


  The high priestess laid a palm full of warm oil against Kade’s scalp, and it ran down her temples and dripped over one ear. Then she felt the razor as it was drawn back from her hairline, and the feathery sensation as her hair fell in golden wisps to the floor. Kade closed her eyes and continued chanting. The razor was drawn back again and again, until her head was bare.


  When Kade opened her eyes, Erinda was gone. Filmy white fabric was draped over her head, and then drawn over her face and pinned neatly at either side of her cheeks. She looked up to see the high priestess holding out a hand.


  “Rise, Ostryn.”


  Beneath her new veils, Kade took a deep breath and accepted her hand.


  


  Sighing, Kade pushed the memory away. If only she had known then how much that decision would cost. At the same time, she couldn’t rightly say she regretted it—not when the result had saved the kingdom. She wondered if this was how the Twelve had felt after the Division, once Ithyria was safe in the hands of the Goddess and they had time to contemplate all the things they had lost: Fyn’s eyesight, Tabin’s face, Olsta’s innocence. Yet in the end, every one of them had chosen to stay with Her.


  She wouldn’t. Not because she had lost any love for Her over the past few moons; if anything, her adoration of the Goddess had grown a hundredfold since she had become shaa’din. But Erinda deserved all of her, not just the portions that weren’t dedicated to Ithyris. And while her love for Ithyris was deeply spiritual, her love for Erinda was an absolute that she could no longer deny.


  Kade moved to the edge of the roof. The tower battlements were low, their tops reaching only to her abdomen, and the walls between rose just to mid-thigh. She leaned between them and looked out toward the creek, shading her eyes against the setting sun. There was no sign of Erinda yet.


  Resting her hands on the stone, she eased down to her knees. If she lifted her arms too high, the stitches in her side pulled, so she settled for bending them at the elbows with her palms up. She tilted her head back, and the silver spirit current swept her away in an instant.


  


  *


  


  The whiteness of the nexus surrounded her, shining doorways flashing on all sides, but the Goddess’s surreal beauty was far more blinding.


  “Hello, Kadrian.”


  Whenever She was this close, the spirit current became a symphony under Kade’s non-existent skin, and she struggled to catch her breath. The Goddess hovered before her, smiling.


  “Lady, I’ve come to ask…That is, You said that I could…”


  How exactly did one make a request like this? Perhaps she should be standing instead. No sooner had the thought crossed her mind than she found herself on her feet. But being face-to-face with Ithyris was worse; Her luminous eyes stole the words from Kade’s tongue. Kneeling was probably best after all, she decided, and in an instant, she was back to staring at Her feet in consternation.


  The Goddess laughed. “Peace, Beloved. Say what you have come to say.”


  “Sweet Ithyris, please, I know I promised to serve You for a lifetime. I tried my best, but this isn’t…I’m not…I don’t think I can do this anymore. I know it’s ungrateful, maybe it even makes me a coward…but I’m asking You to release me from my vows.”


  She heard the smallest of sighs and looked up anxiously, but there was only tenderness in Her expression. “Ah, Kadrian, I wish you could know how greatly your service has honored me. You have never been ungrateful, and most certainly you are not a coward. On the contrary, you have sacrificed so much for my sake that the debt I owe to you is more than I can ever repay.”


  To Kade’s astonishment, She knelt until they were eye to eye again, and took Kade’s hands. “You have already done me the service of a hundred lifetimes. Of course I will release you, if that is your desire.”


  Kade lowered her head. “I am truly sorry, Lady.”


  “What in the world for?”


  “You waited for me for so long, and I’m leaving You alone again.”


  Ithyris squeezed her hands, a note of mirth in Her reply. “Oh, I will not be alone for long. You see, Kadrian, being with you has shown me how selfish I have been.”


  “Selfish, Lady?”


  “For a thousand winters I have kept to myself in my grief. I was so determined never to harm another of my precious children as Olsta was harmed, and I failed to see how badly they needed me. When my people could no longer hear my voice, they turned to their scriptures and stories to reach me instead. Over the centuries, they’ve lost so much of what I wanted to give them, so much of what the Twelve had fought for. Also, I am certain my brother Ulrike has only just begun his assault on my lands. Now that you have created an opening in the Division, I must find a way to reach those on the other side who have been kept from me for so long, and I have no doubt that Ulrike will try to reach through to my side as well. So I have decided…You cannot be the last of my shaa’din.”


  “There will be another?”


  “She is preparing for me now. I will go to her soon.”


  Kade wasn’t quite sure how to feel about this announcement. Once, she might have been filled with jealousy. Though she hadn’t really wanted to become shaa’din, had even feared it, in the past few moons she had been more intimately connected with Ithyris than she ever could have imagined. Yet she did not regret her decision, and if Ithyris created another Handmaiden, the kingdom would still have someone to look to for Her guidance and protection.


  “Will I ever see You again?”


  “Of course. When the time comes, your spirit will return to Yura’shaana.”


  “I mean before that.”


  Ithyris smiled. “That will depend on whether there is any room left for me in your heart, once you have settled in your new life. I hope so. But even if you cannot see me, I will be with you always. You are in my heart, Beloved, and that will never change.”


  Kade felt the pull of her Flesh from the other side. This was probably the last time she would ever be able to travel to the nexus at will, and her body was calling her back already. She braced herself against it as Ithyris bent to kiss her cheeks.


  “Good-bye, Kadrian. Live well.”


  The Goddess released her hands and Kade was drawn back along the colorless floor, into the light that would take her home.


  Chapter Twenty-two


  


  When Kade came to her senses, she was still kneeling on the plaster of the border tower’s rooftop. She lurched forward and caught herself on her hands. It took a moment, as it always did after these journeys, to regain equilibrium. The spirit veins were pulsing hard after the surge, like the beat of her heart after a long run. But she felt Ithyris withdrawing, until the current slowed into a faint thrum. The result was similar to how it had been on the other side of the Division, cut off from Her spirit, with only the remnants of Her to draw from.


  Ithyris had really let her go. Though she had asked for this, the quieting of the spirit veins brought a twinge of sadness. How long would the current last, now that She was no longer feeding their connection? A few days, perhaps? It would be strange, adjusting to Her absence after all this time.


  She became aware that Erinda was standing behind her, a steaming iron pot at her feet. Her shorn curls were plastered wetly to her neck, and her shift, split skirts, and bodice looked damp. They had been laundered, though after their ordeal in Rok Garshluk, they were badly in need of mending.


  “Rin…”


  Erinda looked down, reaching for the pot handle. “I didn’t mean to interrupt,” she muttered. “Sorry.”


  Kade sprang up and helped her lug the heavy stew pot over to the blanket. “You didn’t—it’s not what you think.”


  Erinda took a seat on one of the cushions without reply, and began ladling the pot’s contents into a bowl. When she looked up, she was smiling brightly, though the cheer did not quite reach her eyes. “It smells delicious. Come on. Let’s eat.”


  Kade sat down, accepting the bowl Erinda handed to her. “I went to see Her, because—” She was cut off by the spoonful of stew that Erinda thrust into her mouth. The flavor of rabbit and wild leek burst over her tongue.


  “Good, right?”


  She nodded and chewed while Erinda filled her own bowl. As soon as she swallowed, Erinda pressed a slice of cheese to her lips. With a sigh, she bit off one end, and Erinda popped the other half into her own mouth. This was not how their evening was supposed to begin. She had to find a way to explain, but Erinda was doing her best to keep their mouths too full for conversation.


  They ate until it seemed like her stomach would burst. The stew was rich, the greens fresh and flavorful, but in her agitation, Kade could barely taste them. Erinda uncorked the wine bottle and tilted it to her lips. She gulped several times, then offered the bottle to Kade with a questioning look. Kade hesitated. Priestesses generally drank wine only as part of specific holidays, and even then in very small quantities. But she was not a priestess anymore. She took the bottle and drank as deeply as Erinda had. The taste was bitter, and burned a little as she swallowed, but the act of drinking itself bolstered her courage.


  She passed the bottle back and winced as the movement pulled at the stitches in her side.


  Erinda set the bottle down. “Are those bothering you? Let me see.”


  She leaned over, reaching for the sash at Kade’s waist. She had cleaned her nails, each pretty pink nail bed tipped with a neat white crescent, all traces of dirt gone beneath. The sunshine scent of her hair tickled Kade’s nose.


  The sash came undone in a few tugs, and Erinda peeled her tunic back to reveal the knotted bits of thread dotting her ribs. She skated her fingertips over the stitching, and bent to examine them in the fading light. Damp tendrils of her hair brushed Kade’s abdomen.


  “These are ready to come out.” From beneath her apron, she produced a pair of small iron clippers, tied to her apron strings. She laid one hand flat on Kade’s stomach. “Hold still.”


  The day had been scorching, and the air had only just begun to cool. Still, the warmth of Erinda’s hand raised goose bumps on Kade’s arms. The sharp tip of the clippers slipped beneath the first stitch and severed the thread with a click. Erinda grasped the knot between her thumb and forefinger and tugged it out. The sensation was no more painful than a pinprick, though her abdominal muscles flinched in response.


  Erinda’s head came up. “Ah, I’m sorry. This might pinch a bit.”


  “It’s all right.” Their eyes met, and Kade felt her face flush. Beneath Erinda’s fingers, her ribs expanded and contracted. Erinda’s irises darkened to the color of thunderheads, but she turned her attention to the next stitch, snipping it through and yanking it away.


  “That’s two,” she said loudly. “Three. Four. Five…”


  She didn’t move, but she could feel her heart beating hard against the palm of Erinda’s hand.


  “Six. Seven. And…eight.” Erinda flicked the last bit of thread away and smoothed her fingers over the newly formed scar. “There. Good as new.”


  When she tried to withdraw her hand, Kade reached up and caught it, pressing it back against her skin. She could feel the vestiges of the spirit current swell at the contact, and allowed it to wash over her hand and up Erinda’s arm. Very slowly, she lifted her other hand to Erinda’s face, brushing curls behind her ear. The Goddess might be the epitome of feminine beauty, but Erinda’s mortal flaws—her secret dimple, the way one eyebrow arched just a little higher than the other—these were Kade’s idea of perfection. In the sunset, the curves of her face were highlighted in rose and gold. She was so beautiful, all irresistible softness and wondrous strength. And she was hers. No guilt, no condemnation, no fear. Erinda was hers, and Kade would never give her up again.


  Erinda’s lips parted, just a little.


  If Erinda didn’t want to talk, she would get her message across another way. She leaned forward, keeping Erinda’s hand trapped firmly against her ribs. Her emotions spilled into the silver current, and she pressed them outward. The space between them narrowed until she could feel Erinda’s trembling breath against her mouth.


  Then Erinda turned her face away. Kade closed her eyes in frustration.


  “Don’t do this,” Erinda said in a pained whisper. “Please. I can’t do this again.”


  “Rin…”


  “Can’t we just have a wonderful night? Eat good food, drink wine under the stars. That’s all I want. And then tomorrow, I’ll be gone before you wake up.”


  She sat back in alarm. “What are you talking about?”


  “We’re leaving tomorrow, aren’t we? It’s a long ride back to Verdred Temple, and Ardrenn isn’t exactly on the way. I don’t want to say good-bye again, Kade. I’d rather just go our separate ways quietly. No fuss this time, no…” A surge of anguish rippled through the spirit current, so sharp that Kade winced. “Nothing that’s going to make this any harder.”


  “But I’m not going back to Verdred, Rin.”


  That seemed to give her pause. “Oh. Then where is She sending you?”


  “That’s what I’ve been trying to explain. I’m not shaa’din any longer. I’m not a priestess, either.” She tightened her grip on Erinda’s hand. “Ithyris has released me from my vows.”


  “She did what?” Erinda snatched her hand back, rising to her feet so fast that the hem of her split skirts threatened to topple the wine bottle. “Are you serious?” she exclaimed, her face a mask of fury. “After everything you’ve done for Her, everything you’ve been through…you nearly died for Her, and She’s turning Her back on you now? How can She do that?”


  Shaking her head, Kade stood up. “You don’t understand. I asked Her to.”


  Erinda’s arms went limp at her sides, and she stared at Kade wide-eyed. “What?”


  Kade reached for her, pulling her into her body. Her tunic still hung open, and Erinda’s damp clothes were cool against the bare skin of her chest. She took Erinda’s face in her hands and unleashed the last of the spirit current in full force.


  “I’m going with you to the palace. You can put me to work in the kitchens, or scrubbing out the chamber pots, or mucking out the duck pond, I don’t care. I’ll do whatever you want. But I can’t live without you anymore, Rin. I love you.”


  The shudder that traversed Erinda’s body was unmistakable. Her eyes glistened, and the intermingled hope and fear that Kade saw there was more than she could stand. She bent and crushed her lips to Erinda’s.


  Erinda gasped into her mouth. Kade drew the soft fullness of her lower lip between her teeth. She ran her tongue over its satiny surface, then pressed deeper. Erinda’s tongue melted against hers like sugar, and just like that, a wildfire spread through her blood, setting the spirit current ablaze. She kissed her the way she’d spent seven winters trying not to think about, using lips and tongue and teeth to communicate what she had never been able to adequately put into words. You are everything, you are amazing, I don’t deserve you, but oh, I want you so much…


  She only broke the kiss when she felt Erinda’s tears against her hands. She pulled back, and Erinda was looking at her with such frantic longing that it made her heart hurt.


  “Is this really happening?”


  She wiped her thumbs beneath Erinda’s eyes. “I know you have no reason to trust me. But I swear by the Goddess Herself that I mean it.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “I am absolutely sure.”


  Erinda slid her hands beneath Kade’s open tunic. Slowly, she ran them up her chest and around her neck. Her touch sent glittering waves of arousal crashing through Kade’s insides, and Kade made no attempt to suppress them. Erinda laid her lips to her throat and Kade made a sound she hadn’t known she could make, something like a groan and a gasp and a whine all mashed together. Erinda was giving her another chance. Until this moment, she hadn’t been sure that she would.


  “If you break my heart this time, Kadrian Crossis, I will kill you.”


  Her mouth trailed along Kade’s collarbone, lips and tongue working incredible sensations against her skin. Kade let Erinda shove her against the battlement. The stone was hard at her back, but her attention was overwhelmed by the feeling of Erinda’s body pressed to hers. Underneath the damp fabric she was warm, and strong—Kade had forgotten how strong.


  Erinda’s hands traveled across her shoulders, sweeping her tunic open. Her nipples hardened in the open air, and Erinda stroked them with her thumbs. Exquisite pleasure arched through her as Erinda drew one tight bud into her mouth. Kade cried out, her hips surging forward. She hadn’t expected her to move so fast, but she guessed that Erinda was feeling as impatient as she was.


  “Goddess, Rin…”


  She captured Erinda’s head in her hands, pulling her up to meet her lips again, and in this kiss was everything: the unfulfilled desire of seven winters’ separation, the desperate relief of their survival, a promise of the things to come. It began deep and lush, tongues tangling urgently, and softened into a delicate, erotic savoring of lips that barely touched. The silver spirit current encased them both in a haze, and though the flow was self-contained, it moved as easily as it ever had, without any effort on her part. The sheer intensity of it was enough to make Kade lightheaded. She needed to be closer.


  Her hands tightened at Erinda’s waist, and she spun them both around. Now Erinda was the one pressed against the battlement, and Kade kissed her feverishly as she tugged at the laces of her bodice. The leather thongs snapped free of their eyelets. Kade wriggled the bodice from Erinda’s shoulders and tossed it aside. She broke the kiss long enough to lift Erinda’s chemise over her head and at the same time shrugged out of her own tunic. Both garments were sent flying after the first. Then she returned to Erinda’s lips, plunging her tongue into the heat of Erinda’s mouth. Their bodies came together like merging shadows, the luscious fullness of Erinda’s breasts melding against hers, and she heard Erinda’s soft, pleading moan. The sound clenched muscles deep within her, so hard that her legs buckled.


  She didn’t fight it, dropping to her knees on the plaster of the rooftop. She kept hold of Erinda’s hips, pressing kisses to her stomach, and fumbled with the ties of her split skirts. They puddled to the ground, followed by her undergarments. She wrapped her arms around Erinda’s thighs, sinking fingers into the flesh of her buttocks. She inhaled the gorgeous scent of her, fragrant and heady, and pressed her face to the thatch of curls that covered Erinda’s sex.


  Erinda moaned again, naked and quivering beneath her hands. She smelled so good, so sweet, and her moisture coated Kade’s lips. She put out her tongue to lick it away, and the sound Erinda made nearly stopped her heart. She tongued her again, parting the dainty curls and pressing into the slick folds.


  “Kade, oh, my darling, oh…”


  Erinda’s astonished cries sent a flood of wetness to her own throbbing center. She growled, gripping her even tighter, and took her time exploring this secret, intimate territory. She loved that she could make Erinda cry out like this, get her to tremble in such unrestrained ecstasy. From now on, she would never bring Erinda anything but joy. She would find a way to repay all of the winters of longing and hurt, and she would never let anyone or anything separate them again. Kade stroked her with her tongue until Erinda was shaking so hard that it was clear she could not remain standing, and then pulled her down into her lap.


  Erinda’s legs folded around her hips, her intimate heat pressed so tight to her pubic bone that Kade could feel it even through her leggings. Beneath her skin her veins rushed with fire. The spirit current expanded, as if driven by the frenetic pounding of her heart. Erinda let her head drop back, panting, and Kade fastened lips to her breast, suckling as she ground their hips together. She slid one hand down, between her body and Erinda’s. She ran her fingers through the creamy warmth that awaited her, felt Erinda shudder and writhe against her hand. Her fingers were drenched, and her caresses deepened. Yet when she would have slid inside, Erinda stopped her.


  “Together,” she rasped. She locked eyes with her and Kade inhaled sharply, the word catapulting her into memories of that night so long ago. She thought of the first and last time they had been with each other like this, cresting with passion at the same time. Having relived it through Erinda’s awareness in the current, she knew it had meant the same thing to Erinda as it had to her—that they were one spirit, indivisible, whole. Yes, that was what they needed now, what she needed to be able to give her again. She could not speak, but nodded her understanding.


  Erinda shifted, tugging at the waist of Kade’s leggings. Kade lifted her hips enough that the clothes could be stripped away, and Erinda pulled them down the length of her legs, her pretty fingernails lightly grazing the flesh of Kade’s thighs and calves. When the clothes were gone she brought herself back up Kade’s body, the hardened peaks of her breasts brushing Kade’s belly, and brought her hand up between Kade’s legs. Kade hadn’t realized how wet she was until Erinda’s fingers glided against her, sweeping over the sensitive knot of nerves like a shock wave. Her stomach went taut as a bowstring, and she reached down to seize Erinda’s wrist.


  Panting, she pulled Erinda against her, changing the position of their legs so that Erinda was straddling her again. She shifted until she was sitting cross-legged, her knees cradling the soft contours of Erinda’s buttocks, Erinda’s thighs draped over her hips. She moved her hand down between them, cupping Erinda’s sex, and was greeted with a renewed rush of moisture against her fingers.


  She let Erinda touch her then, and mimicked every fluttering caress of Erinda’s hand with her own. They moved against each other in union, breath coming in audible sighs. This time it was not just pleasure and passion they exchanged; the silver current shimmered between them, trading emotions and sensations with such vivid clarity that Kade couldn’t differentiate between her responses and Erinda’s, or between the feelings of her flesh and those of her spirit. Unable to wait any longer, she turned her wrist slightly and slipped a finger deep into Erinda’s body. A groan escaped from low in her chest at the feel of her, at once both firm and pliant, the wondrous texture and shape of those sacred, innermost places.


  Erinda followed suit, entering Kade with the same gentle movement. There was nothing in all the world to compare to this, the feeling that came from being simultaneously surrounded and filled with one another. Erinda rocked and Kade held her, letting her set the pace and choose the most enjoyable angles. Every thrust of her hips drove her fingers deeper into Kade, sending ripples of sensation shattering through the spirit current. Kade had to brace herself against the wall with her free hand, splaying her fingers against the stone to hold them both upright.


  She needed Erinda to understand her heart, to know beyond any doubt that this was real. More than anything, she wanted to sweep away all the loneliness, all the sadness of the past seven winters, and fill those places up instead with every wonderful thing that Erinda had ever wanted. It might take a long time to undo the damage she’d done, to make up for the pain she’d inflicted. For the rest of her life, Kade would never stop trying. Her heart was too full, and she could not contain this much emotion all at once. A glowing blue light radiated within her, as dazzling as the Goddess’s legendary skin. Suddenly, she understood the reason for Ithyris’s permanent state of illumination.


  “I love you,” she gasped. “Oh, Rin, I love you. I love you.”


  She felt Erinda’s inner muscles constrict around her fingers, so hard that Kade was trapped inside her, and the sweet crescendo that tore through the spirit current swept Kade along with it.


  They blazed together, in a flash of brilliant cerulean light. It was the single most extraordinary experience of Kade’s life, brighter and more overwhelming even than when the Goddess had first claimed her as shaa’din. The spirit erupted from her like an explosion, searing from the core of her being outward. She and Erinda cried out in unison, exclamations of euphoria and wonder. They clung to each other as the surge passed, and the night fell dark around them once more.


  They made love many more times that night, brought one another to the peak of ecstasy over and over again, until they were both too exhausted to move anymore. But after that first great release, the current did not return. When Kade awoke the next morning, she found that she could no longer sense the threads of Ithyris’s spirit, no matter how she tried. She might have been a little disappointed, except that she could not imagine a more perfect way to have spent the last of Her power.


  Though Kade would have much preferred to spend the day in Erinda’s arms, their diminishing supplies were a concern that could not be ignored. There was work to be done if they were to be on their way back to the palace. Still, as they packed up the cushions, blankets, and food that had long gone cold from the tower rooftop, she repeatedly interrupted their more mundane tasks to pull Erinda in for long, languorous kisses.


  During one of these amorous interludes, Erinda froze, her eyes going wide. She stared over Kade’s shoulder, then clapped a hand to her mouth and began to giggle.


  “Well, no one will ever be able to forget we were here,” she sputtered between peals of laughter.


  Kade turned to see what she was pointing at, and her mouth dropped open. After a moment of consternation, she also began to chuckle. Erinda’s amusement only added to hers, and soon they were both bent double with laughing.


  When the current had overtaken them last night, Kade’s hand had been pressed against the battlements. Ithyris’s final gift had not just carried them both over the edge. Apparently, it had also scorched a perfect impression of her handprint into the wall.


  


  *


  


  “You sent for me, Your Majesty?”


  Erinda closed the ornately carved doors of the royal chamber, and turned to find Queen Shasta, already fully dressed, smiling at her from the parlor’s velvet sofa. To her surprise, Kade was also there, seated to the right of the Queen in a plush brocade armchair. Erinda was brought up short, not just by the presence of Kade but by the sight of her wearing the finest gown Erinda had ever seen her in: pale green silk, embroidered with golden butterflies at the hem and sleeves. The color was stunning with her short blond hair. Erinda could not remember the last time she had seen Kade wearing any color other than the stark white of her Pledged and priestess robes. She was so beautiful that Erinda could only blink at her in a daze.


  A grin broke over Kade’s face. She stood and crossed the room, and as she walked, Erinda could see that the gown had been made with split skirts. She had heard that Shasta had been working to popularize the fashion of split skirts at court. If everyone looked this graceful and powerful in them, Erinda was sure that every countess, baroness, and lady in the palace would soon be reworking their wardrobes.


  “Kade…you look amazing.”


  “Not even half as amazing as you.” Kade put one hand to Erinda’s back and bent to kiss her.


  That was pure flattery, and Erinda knew it. Her morning ride had left her windblown and breathless. She’d only just managed to pat her hair into some semblance of order and stuff it under her cap before entering the parlor. She hadn’t even had time to mop the sweat from her neck, since Panna had met her at the stables with the urgent message that she was wanted in the Queen’s chambers.


  But whether or not the compliment was warranted, Kade’s lips were on hers with a fervency that was most certainly unfeigned. She coaxed Erinda’s mouth open and explored her with such tenderness that her heart felt like it might batter free from her chest. Only the knowledge that they had an audience kept her from collapsing into Kade’s arms. But the blood rose in Erinda’s cheeks, and she pushed her back.


  “Kade! Not here. The Queen—”


  “Never mind her, Kadrian,” Shasta interrupted airily from the sofa. “You may kiss her all you like in my presence. In fact, I rather insist on it. Goddess knows, Erinda has endured the same from Talon and me countless times.”


  Kade chuckled and bent her head again, but this time she only skimmed Erinda’s lips before pulling away.


  Erinda turned to Shasta, somewhat flustered, and curtsied. “You’re up early this morning, Your Majesty.”


  “Today is an important day,” Shasta said cheerfully. “For more than one reason. Please, sit with me.”


  Kade laced her fingers with Erinda’s and led her to the sofa. She waited for Erinda to sink down next to Shasta, then resumed her spot in the armchair. “Ithyris is creating another shaa’din today,” she said.


  Shasta nodded. “How is Lyris, Your Grace? Is she ready?”


  “It’s just Kadrian now, Your Majesty. And yes, she seems much more prepared than I was. Truthfully, I believe Lyris will make a far better Handmaiden than I.”


  Erinda turned to Kade. “Have you told her? About what being touched by the Goddess means?” She lifted a brow, remembering that afternoon in Mondera Temple when she had walked in on Kade and the Goddess while they were busy…communing.


  Kade winked. “Oh, I’ve told her. She can’t wait.”


  “Just don’t tell Talon,” Shasta giggled. “I think she rather likes the idea of her sister remaining safely virginal for the rest of their lives.”


  “Speaking of Talon, I can’t help but notice that the two of you seem pretty happy these days,” Erinda said. “May I assume that she’s finally come to her senses and let go of all that nonsense about you finding a husband?”


  Shasta’s eyes lit. “Oh, Erinda, it’s even better than that. Believe it or not, the first thing Talon did when she got back to the palace was come find me in the conference hall. She marched into the room, knelt at my feet, and right there in front of the provincial senate she asked me to marry her.”


  Erinda gasped. “She did?”


  “I’m announcing our engagement to the court this evening. Not all the viceroys are pleased, of course, but they’ll just have to get over it. Ithyria’s going to have an Outlander on the throne whether they like it or not.”


  “Talon’s agreed to take the crown?”


  “Well, she’s agreed to become King Consort,” Shasta said. “The title doesn’t require her involvement in kingdom politics, though it’s probably impossible for her to avoid them completely. Still, she says she wants us to be a family—her, me, and Brita—and that she isn’t going to let my responsibilities as Queen keep us from that anymore. She said…” and here Shasta turned to Kade with a thoughtful expression, “that she’d learned something in Mondera. She said the Goddess’s Handmaiden told her that love was more important than any other calling.”


  Kade inclined her head, and glanced at Erinda shyly. Erinda’s eyes filled with tears, and she cleared her throat. “Oh, Your Majesty, I am so happy for you.”


  “It’s all thanks to the two of you,” she replied. “Which is why I asked you both here this morning. I have something to give you. I had planned to do it in court tonight, with lots of fanfare, but Talon has assured me you would both prefer a private presentation.” She reached a hand to Kade, and laid her other hand on Erinda’s.


  “Erinda, you are such a dear friend. You have counseled and supported me through the darkest times of my life. I honestly don’t know what I would have done without you these past moons. Because of me, you’ve gone through so much suffering, getting dragged off to Dangar. I can’t even imagine how awful that must have been.”


  Before Erinda could protest, Shasta turned to Kade and continued. “And, Kadrian, you saved my kingdom from a dreadful enemy, at great danger to yourself. Not to mention, you’ve made Erinda smile like I have never seen before.”


  Kade’s cheeks reddened, and Shasta laughed. “Nothing would make me happier than to see the two of you enjoy a long, peaceful life together, doing what you truly love to do. So, I’ve asked Kadrian for suggestions. As sad as I will be to lose your company, Erinda, I think you two need a place of your own, away from the court and the temples, to build your own kind of life with each other.”


  Erinda looked over at Kade, but Kade only smiled.


  Shasta squeezed their hands. “I am hereby granting you both shared possession of the baronial estate of Warinsgate.”


  Erinda knew that name, and her mouth dropped open. “Warinsgate, Your Majesty? Where the royal horses are bred?”


  “That’s the one. The estate has been in the possession of the crown for several generations, ever since the last baron died. I think it’s time to pass it on to someone who will give it the attention and care it deserves. I understand it’s a pretty big place, with a manor house, two dozen or so household staff, several stables, and grounds spanning nearly a league in all directions. They tell me there’s close to two hundred head of stock there now.”


  Erinda met Kade’s eyes in excitement. Two hundred horses? The Queen was going to give them their own land, and two hundred horses? The prospect made her head spin. Though she had never been dissatisfied with her position at the palace, it had never occurred to her that she might one day be offered the chance to work with horses of her own.


  Shasta pretended to frown. “Actually, now that I think about it, an estate that size is going to be quite a lot of work. Perhaps you’d prefer someplace else?” But there was a twinkle in her eye as she said it, and Erinda shook her head.


  “Oh, Your Majesty, I can’t imagine anything better. That is, if Kade wants it too.”


  Kade’s lips curved. “I already told you, Rin, you can put me to work doing anything you want. I’ll be happy as long as I’m with you.”


  “Excellent. It’s settled then. Kadrian, can you hand me the little bag, there on the table?”


  Kade retrieved a small bag of blue silk from the table, passing it to her. Shasta loosened the drawstrings and turned the contents over into her palm. “As Warinsgate is baronial land, its owners are members of the nobility. These are yours, as its new baronesses.” She took Erinda’s hand and slid a heavy ring onto her middle finger. A large ruby was secured within bands of gold, which twisted together above the center of the stone. Framed within the bands was a small enameled disk, shaped in a likeness of the royal crest. Erinda held her hand up, eyes wide.


  “Your Majesty, this is beautiful. But it’s too much, isn’t it? I’d be happy with just the horses. Just one horse, even.”


  Shasta gestured for Kade’s hand and placed a matching ring onto her finger. “It’s the least I can do. I know how little the affairs of court interest you, so I promise I won’t require your presence at court functions. Though I do hope you’ll come for visits every now and then. I am sure to miss you terribly.”


  She rose to her feet and drew Erinda up into a hug. Overcome with gratitude, Erinda could only accept her embrace, mindful not to muss the Queen’s carefully arranged hair.


  “Panna,” Shasta said over Erinda’s shoulder, “is the gown ready?”


  Erinda turned to see the chambermaid curtsy at the entrance to Shasta’s bedchamber. “Yes, Your Majesty.”


  “Then please assist Lady Erinda as she dresses. Quickly, the ceremony is beginning soon.”


  


  *


  


  The gentle notes of a flute brought everyone in the palace temple to their feet. Standing next to Talon, Erinda craned her neck to see the procession. The flutist was first, a young Pledged with dark hair, who paraded down the central aisle with her instrument at her lips. She was followed by the temple high priestess, two senior priestesses swinging incense burners, and then Kade, whose green silk gown and golden hair were a warm contrast to the priestesses’ stark robes and veils.


  Erinda watched her as she passed. Something about this ceremony had her a little on edge. Lyris had requested that her shaa’din rites take place in the palace temple, rather than at the Great Temple of Aster on the outskirts of Ardrenn. But even though Kade was participating only as a former Handmaiden, Erinda could not help but be reminded of Kade’s Pledged ceremony, and that last morning when she’d fled from the bed they had shared to take her vows. Both events had taken place on that very same dais. She felt her heart accelerate and did her best to calm down. Today was different, she reminded herself. Kade was no longer a priestess. She had left the temple and was promised to Erinda now.


  Kade reached her spot on the dais and turned toward the crowd. The moment she caught sight of Erinda, such a look of desire came over her face that Erinda felt silly for having worried. The blatant lust with which Kade was staring at her set her cheeks burning, and she looked down self-consciously. The dress that Shasta had created for her was of the same cut as Kade’s, with a snug bodice, flowing bell-shaped sleeves, and rustling split skirts. But hers was made of deep rose-colored silk, and the embroidery had been done in the shapes of hundreds of tiny horses, galloping with streaming manes and tails around the hem of the skirt and the edges of her sleeves. Until her hair grew out again, she could not create the braids that she usually wore, so instead Panna had pinned flowers into her cropped curls. Erinda had never worn such fine clothes in her life, and she felt strange in them now. She had been born a palace servant, and had never aspired to any higher station. But with Kade looking at her like that, perhaps the fancy gown wasn’t so bad after all.


  A murmur spread through the onlookers as another priestess entered. Above her veils, Lyris’s olive complexion distinguished her from the others. Her robe was blue rather than the usual snowy white, and she carried a single stick of burning incense, its thread of smoke spiraling toward the ceiling overhead. She moved forward with a reverence that suggested every step was a treasured experience.


  Lyris ascended to the dais, where she placed the incense among an arrangement of flowers at the base of an ornately carved statue. After having spent some time with Ithyris in person, Erinda found the statue’s beauty underwhelming, to say the least. Then again, she doubted there was a sculptor alive who would be able to re-create the uncompromising perfection of Her features.


  Kade moved forward to address the assembly. The past few moons really had changed her. At one time, the prospect of speaking before so many strangers would have held her paralyzed, and she would have been looking to Erinda for help. Now, her voice was strong and clear as it carried through the temple sanctuary.


  “Daughters of Ithyris, Children of Ithyria, Your Royal Majesty…we have come together today to witness the birth of a shaa’din. Our Divine Lady has decreed that from this day forth, Ostryn Lyris shall become a vessel through which She may reach all of Her people. The Handmaiden’s face shall not be veiled, and her hair shall no longer be shorn, for she is a warrior consecrated unto Ithyris, and a weapon wielded by Her hand.”


  As Kade spoke, two of the other priestesses were unfolding a large white-screened partition in front of the statue, and the high priestess was unpinning Lyris’s veils. Lyris was offered a shining silver cup, and as she drank from it, Erinda could see spiraling blue paint decorating the backs of her hands. When she handed the Cup of Purification back to the high priestess, Kade took Lyris’s elbow and led her out of sight behind the partition. When she returned, she had the blue robe in her hands.


  Talon leaned over to Erinda, an odd note in her voice. “Is that what’s supposed to happen?” she asked, indicating the robe.


  Erinda met her suspicious frown with a grin. “Yes, Captain, it’s supposed to happen.”


  Talon gave a disapproving grunt as she straightened, and Erinda had to suppress a chuckle. It was probably very good for Talon that she didn’t know what was coming next.


  Kade handed the robe to the high priestess, who began to lead the assembly in a hymn. Kade made her way down the dais steps, coming to stand at Erinda’s side. She laced her fingers with Erinda’s and kept her eyes on the partition as a faint blue glow began to emanate behind it.


  Erinda watched her face for a while, as the blue light intensified and the green of Kade’s eyes brightened with tears. Finally, she had to ask.


  “Is it hard?” Kade looked down at her, and Erinda nodded toward the partition. “That was you, once. Is it…Are you sorry you chose this instead?”


  Kade’s grip tightened and she brought their joined hands up, pressing a kiss to Erinda’s knuckles. Then she bent until her lips were at Erinda’s ear. “Not one bit. I’m so happy, Rin. You have no idea how much.”


  Closing her eyes, Erinda sighed in relief. All around them, the audience gave a collective cry of amazement as the Goddess’s blue light whitened into absolution. But she paid no attention. In the blinding flash that followed, she found Kade’s lips with hers, and kissed her softly and deeply until long after the light had receded.


  Epilogue


  


  A few moons after the new Handmaiden was called into Her service, the first snows fell in the eastern mountains of Mondera. The shift in seasons was particularly important to the people living in the Monderan Outlands, who sent their hunting parties into the foothills to seek what would likely be the last large game to be found before winter.


  It was the shaman’s daughter who found the stranger’s tracks. The marks were undoubtedly human, and female, but too heavy and uneven for an Outlander. She followed them to a small cave, hidden in the rocks, and found within a person unlike any she had seen before, a woman with hair the color of fire and a belly greatly distended with child. The stranger’s face was thin, as though she had not eaten well in many days, and her skin was yellowed with signs of infection. The pains of childbirth were upon her with such force that she seemed unaware she had been discovered.


  The shamaness was no stranger to the birthing process, and it was not the practice of a shamanic family to abandon those in distress. Laying aside her weapons, she went about preparing a fire, melting snow into water, and covering the stranger with her own fur cloak to ease the chattering of her teeth. She shared the medicinal herbs carried in her pouch, and sang every healing chant she knew. But it seemed nature had already determined this woman’s fate. The closer her child came to the world, the weaker she became, until her breathing was so labored the shamaness feared she might die before the baby could be delivered.


  At last, the child emerged. The shamaness used her skirt to clean away the birthing membranes. The woman’s eyes were still open, and so the shamaness tucked the crying infant into her arms.


  “You have a daughter, lady.” She did not know whether the woman heard, as a moment later, her eyes closed and she released a final breath. Saddened, the shamaness picked the child up again, drawing it close to keep it warm, and looked it over with curiosity. Such a strange looking thing, with a thick patch of hair the same brilliant shade as its mother’s.


  “Poor little bug,” she said to it. “Don’t worry. Since your mother is gone, I will bring you back with me to my village. You shall be an Outlander now.”


  Abruptly, the baby ceased its crying. It gazed up at her with eyes so clear and calm that the shamaness was almost convinced it had understood her. She had no milk to feed it, but there were always plenty of women with young in her village, who would be willing to share. All the child had to do was endure the night.


  Outside the cave entrance, the wind whistled, bringing with it the scent of an imminent snowfall. The shamaness laid the baby down near the fire, curled herself around it, and began to croon a lullaby.
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