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        Dear Reader,

         

        First, I want to say thank you. Thank you for pre-ordering THE MOON RAVEN, for buying it before any reviews came out to give you hints of what to expect from the book, and for spending your hard-earned money and time on it, no matter when you purchased it.

         

        While I was happy with the story overall, I felt it needed more, mostly in the last three chapters. I pondered whether or not to expand THE MOON RAVEN in those spots or leave as is. Fate must have heard my thoughts, because an opportunity fell in my lap that necessitated that expansion.

         

        Twelve thousand words later, and THE MOON RAVEN is a bigger book with more details, more explanations, and more battle in Chapters 7, 8, 9, and the Epilogue. Evil Editor Mel and I also used the opportunity to do more proofreading and correction, especially since I was introducing new words, which never fails to introduce new errors that need tending.

         

        Because I don’t think it’s fair for you to have to buy a book twice just to read the new material included, I wanted to offer Chapters 7 through Epilogue to you in an abridged epub file. This gives you the option of keeping the first edition you’ve already bought and having this abridged file alongside, or if you so wish, you can purchase the second edition which is the expanded version in its entirety.

         

        As a bonus, I wanted to include a cover for the add-on. This cover was created by the multi-talented Ilona of the Ilona Andrews author powerhouse many of us know and love. The title “FROM WARRIORS RAVENS GREW RED” is a line from the ancient Welsh poem “The Battle of Argoed Llwyfain (Cad Goddau)” and attributed to the 6th century bard Taliesin.

         

        I hope you enjoy these expanded chapters. Thank you for reading.

         

        A fair moon above you -

      

      
        Grace Draven
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      Disaris listened to the tumbling lullaby of the river as she trailed behind Bron. The first village near the Hayman lim-stone lay beyond the line of trees ahead of them, an hour’s walk north and less than that by horseback. She wasn’t sure either of them would make it that far without stopping. And if they did stop, she doubted they’d start again.

      Bron hadn’t exaggerated when he said the four-day journey from the Nesting Grounds to the stone would be a challenging one. Fueled by fear and relief that they’d managed to escape the encampment and Cimejen’s clutches, they’d raced across the Vasparan plain that night with Bron in the lead, serenaded by the howl of wolves and the laughter of jackals.

      They hadn’t gone too far before Bron slowed their pace to a steady trot. Without the full moon’s light, the plain was a sea of rippling black water, with no border or definition, only the whisper of bluestem grass that purled like the tide in the ceaseless wind. Even with the light, it was difficult to see details, and Bron had employed his sorcery to alter his vision so that he might see better in the darkness. She’d jerked in the saddle hard enough to make her mare shy when he turned to stare at her over his shoulder. The combination of kohl-smeared face and the radiant green eyeshine that looked more vulpine than human gave him an otherworldly appearance.

      “Stay behind me,” he said. “And don’t veer from the path I take. I’ll act as a wayfinder while we ride at night.”

      She’d followed his instructions, hands tense on the reins as she waited for her horse to inevitably step into an unseen hole or crevice and fall.

      They rode through the night with brief stops every few leagues to rest their mounts and give them water once they’d cooled off. Dawn saw Disaris yawning in the saddle, and her buttocks and thighs were on fire from so many hours of endless trotting. She didn’t ask Bron to stop longer so they could sleep. She feared what lay behind them more than she craved rest and wanted as much distance between them and the eunuch battle mage as possible.

      Daylight revealed the track of flat plain, extending in every direction as far as the eye could see. Disaris felt horribly exposed and silently thanked the gods when they crossed into a section of sward where the bluestem grasses grew as tall as a man and even higher. She was about to ask Bron if he wished to stop when he raised a hand and called a halt.

      “We’ll rest here for a few hours,” he said when she rode up alongside him. The kohl he’d worn to change his appearance had rubbed off on the edges of his hood and smeared in multiple places around his eyes and forehead from perspiration. It gave his pale features a ghastly aspect.

      “I didn’t think you could look any scarier than when you pulled me out of the wagon, all painted for either war or sacrifice,” she teased. “But I think you’re even more frightening now with it smeared all over you.”

      One variegated eyebrow rose as he helped her out of the saddle. She groaned and leaned on his arm as needles of sensation returned to her numb backside and legs. His hands tightened on her waist. “You’ll make me vain with all these compliments you’re showering upon me.” He swiped at his forehead with the side of one hand, frowning when it came away dark with kohl.

      Disaris pushed his hand down. “Stop. You’re making it worse. We’ll be here for a while. I’ll clean your face for you.”

      While she rummaged through the provisions bag he’d brought with them, Bron unsaddled the horses and staked down their lead lines so they could graze on the lush grass. Seated within the feathery shelter of the lofty bluestem, she only saw the top of his head as he went about his tasks. When he returned to her side, he shouldered off his cloak and spread it on the ground.

      “Sit here,” he said, folding his tall frame until he sat cross-legged on the garment.

      She joined him, bringing a waterskin with her and a scrap of fabric she’d cut from the lining of her borrowed skirt. She’d have to be careful with how much she hacked away in the future. The frock and shift she wore underneath it were her only pieces of clothing.

      “Hold still,” she ordered, positioning herself so that she faced Bron. “I’ll make you pretty again.”

      He snorted but didn’t move as she wet the cloth and began to wipe away the smeared kohl. Each swipe across the contours of his face reminded her of how she’d once explored them with her lips. He’d grown even more handsome as he aged from gangly adolescent to a powerful man in his prime. His looks were thought unusual by most, but to her, he was sublime in every way.

      The cloth was stained black in patches by the time she was done, as were her fingertips and the underside of her nails, but she’d managed to get all the kohl off his face. His hair was another matter. That would require soap and more water than they had to spare.

      She recalled the bed maidens who’d come to their rescue when Cimejen confronted them in the alleyway. A man and a woman, both beautiful, both adorned in finery and exquisitely painted to enhance already stunning features. She wondered which of them had applied the kohl to Bron’s face. It had been a wise move and made with the knowledge that cosmetics had the ability to change a person into someone nearly unrecognizable.

      “Tell me about your friends,” she said, wringing out the cloth until it was nearly dry and setting it aside. “You called them Elal and Uzmina.”

      He shrugged. “They’re the two most popular bed maidens in the Nesting Grounds and the best sources of information for anything that goes on there, as you saw for yourself when they explained how they ended up our rescuers.”

      She uncorked the waterskin to coat her suddenly parched throat. The question she most wanted to ask was one both inappropriate and none of her business, and she swallowed it back with a drink of water and passed the waterskin to him. “It was generous of them to help us, especially if Cimejen finds out it was they who brought him low.”

      His throat flexed as he drank, and Disaris found it hard not to lean forward and press a kiss on his neck. He might swat her aside for the impertinence. Depending on the situation, his behavior toward her alternated between protective affection and reserve and suspicion. Lust as well, she thought, remembering those stunning moments in his tent when he’d kissed her senseless and almost swived her standing up before a messenger halted their frantic foreplay. They may have been estranged for years, but they were still spark and tinder together.

      Her curiosity about the pair of bed maidens stemmed from more than just casual interest. Were either of them more than just friends or helpers? Was Bron a patron or a lover of one of them? The idea that he might be a lover made her queasy. Jealousy was a hard taskmaster, and she had no right at all to feel it. Too bad her heart refused to listen, and her mouth refused to stay quiet. “They both seemed like friends. Have you known them long?”

      He corked the waterskin and set it next to him. His eyes were no longer the glowing green from the night before as he peered at her. “Quit dancing around, Disa. Say what you want to say. I can hear it in your voice.”

      The problem with a long-term relationship like theirs was he knew her far too well. She closed her eyes and inhaled a breath for courage. When she opened them again, he was still watching her, now with that maddening stoicism he always reverted to when he expected to hear something unpleasant or painful. “Is one of them your lover?” she asked in a rush, cringing inside with each word spoken. Regret for the question rose up her neck and into her face on a heated tide.

      The stoic mask remained in place as he continued to stare at her. “Why would you ask such a question?”

      Her gaze fell to her hands, knotted in her lap and white-knuckled. “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe because I’m a little jealous, a little envious. Someone has taken the affection that was once reserved for me.”

      She let out a startled squawk when he suddenly lunged for her, pushing her onto her back so that his looming figure blotted out the sky above, and his hair curtained her head in a white drape. Fury flashed in his pale eyes, ice-blue a moment earlier and now red. “No one,” he said between clenched teeth, “stole my affection from you, Disaris. You threw it away. On a rainy afternoon in the second week of the month of Saminos three years ago. Do you not remember? Because I do.”

      They stared at each other for several moments, Bron’s body heavy on hers, his face a mural of rage, anguish, and confusion that slowly blurred in the film of tears filling her eyes. “I never threw it away,” she whispered, daring to touch a finger to his cheek. “I just set it aside for safekeeping.”

      “Bullshit,” he said just as quietly and flung himself off her. He stood in one graceful motion and looked beyond her to a spot somewhere in the bluestem. “Get some sleep,” he said, in a voice devoid of any emotion. “I’ll wake you to ride in a few hours.”

      He disappeared into the veil of grasses, leaving her lying on his cloak as tears spilled into the hair at her temples. She allowed them to fall, indulging in a fit of silent weeping in the hopes that when she was done, she’d be clearheaded enough to explain why she’d once turned her back on him in the cruelest way.

      Sleep overcame her fast, even as she planned how she might answer his earlier question as to why she’d married a man she’d always disliked and one Bron had called friend. She woke when he returned to their resting spot and tapped her on the shoulder. “Time to leave,” he said and disappeared into the bluestem once more.

      Standing up was an exercise in agony as every muscle in her back, hips, and thighs went into open revolt at having to move. Squatting to empty her bladder was more torture. “The one and only time I wish I were a man,” she muttered as she limped toward the spot where Bron waited with the horses.

      He’d already saddled them, retrieved his cloak from their resting place and eyed her with a pitying look, despite his anger, as she approached. “You aren’t used to riding for long stretches, are you?”

      Her huff of laughter sounded brittle to her ears. “I’m not used to riding at all. Consider it a victory that I haven’t yet fallen off that sweet mare’s back.” Her gaze fell on her horse who seemed extraordinarily tall today, the stirrup set even higher than before. “I don’t think I can mount on my own,” she admitted, hating her helplessness.

      She gasped when Bron lifted her in his arms and carried her to the mare. “It will be less painful each day you ride,” he said, and deposited her into the saddle.

      It was hard to believe him when pain flared along her inner thighs, but she took the reins he handed her without protest and thanked him for the help.

      Unlike her, he was obviously used to hours on horseback and mounted the gelding with effortless grace. He guided his horse to where hers stood and handed Disaris a waterskin and ration cake. “You’ll have to break your fast while we ride,” he said. “We need to make up time.”

      The first league was a session in torture until her lower body finally gave up its objections to her continued abuse and went numb. At least her stomach stopped growling after she ate the ration cake, and the sun on her shoulders was warm instead of scorching.

      Bron rode ahead of her, no longer cloaked, though he’d exchanged the hood for a cowl that covered his head and neck. Bits of broken bluestem clung to the sleeveless leather mantle he wore over a dark caftan and trousers.

      He must have felt her gaze on him and glanced over his shoulder. “Do you need something, Disa?”

      She tapped her heels to the mare’s side, coaxing her into a faster trot until they rode alongside Bron’s gelding. “Tell me about the Hayman lim-stone and how you think it will take us to Luda.”

      He’d briefly explained where they were headed the previous night and why. Eager to get away from the Nesting Grounds, she’d simply nodded and trusted that Bron had a solid plan for finding and saving Luda. Now, she wanted details.

      She really wanted to address their most recent clash, but the look in Bron’s bloodshot eyes warned that now wasn’t a good time, so she asked about the stone instead.

      “Some of the Erakutsi manuscripts describe how entire armies once moved troops through the stone’s portal using incantations like the one you used to open the gate at Slaekum’s temple,” he explained. “The Hayman is much bigger, a monument of lim origin. It’s written that before Daes and Keforin existed to war with each other, the kingdoms before them battled for supremacy. They used the stone to move back and forth between territories. It stopped when both sides began losing entire battalions. They’d pass through the gate but were thrown back, all corpses instead of living men.”

      The image his description wrought sent chills down her arms and back. “Will that happen to us if we try it?”

      He brought both horses to a halt. He regarded her with a somber stare. “Honestly, Disa, I don’t know. I wish I could tell you otherwise, but the only way to reach Luda without a month’s journey to Keforin and Cimejen riding our heels the entire way—and that’s if we aren’t captured by him—is to try another lim portal.” His expression softened. “I don’t like any of the options available to us, but I will do whatever you choose. I want to save your sister as much as you do.”

      She’d already risked a great deal to reach Luda. What was one more peril? She only regretted dragging Bron into this mess with her. Still, she was glad he was by her side. “The stone it is,” she said.

      As with the previous night, they rode through darkness, guided by Bron’s night-seeing spell. Instead of a sward of bluestem grass, they stopped to rest among a stand of alders growing alongside a small spring. Once more, Bron laid out his cloak and advised her to sleep. She hesitated this time, worried by the look of him as he set their saddles down nearby and reclined against one of them. His eyes were even more bloodshot and encircled by dark rings that enhanced the pallor of his skin.

      “Let me take watch,” she said. “You haven’t slept since before we left the first encampment.” If she calculated correctly, he hadn’t slept since she woke up beside him in his tent.

      He shook his head. “I’m used to long watches and little sleep. I need you alert while we ride, and I make a better sentinel than you do, even sleepy.”

      While his reasoning was logical, she was still reluctant to leave another watch to him. Her fears for him were realized on the last day of their journey. Bron no longer sat straight in the saddle. The whites of his eyes were practically crimson, and his temper short. Disaris herself was exhausted, as were their horses, but at least the three of them had rested and slept.

      Bron’s fatigue finally overcame him as they followed a riverbank toward the first village not far from the Hayman lim-stone. A majestic willow tree stood guard near the water, and it was there he simply slid off his gelding and landed partially in the shallows with a splash.

      “Bron!” Disaris leaped off her mare and ran to where he lay, lifting his face from the water before he inhaled it and choked. She pulled him into her arms, uncaring that they were both getting soaked. She tapped him gently on the cheek with her palm. “Wake up, Bron. I need you to wake up.”

      He groaned and opened one fiery red eye. “We’re not there yet,” he said, slurring the words.

      She hugged him, pressing her cheek to his wet head. “We will be, but for now you have to stand. You’re too heavy for me to carry. You can sleep under the willow tree.”

      Somehow she managed to coax him to stand, and they staggered to the tree, passing through its draping branches to a patch of turf near its base. Bron collapsed the moment they stopped, asleep before his head touched the ground. She checked him for any injuries. At finding none, she stroked back a lock of wet hair stuck to his forehead and kissed him there. “Stubborn fool,” she whispered.

      “Reckless woman,” he muttered before slipping into a soft snore.

      She left him to tend to the tasks of unsaddling the horses, staking their lead lines so they could graze, and hauling the saddles into their temporary shelter. She unpacked what remained of their provisions and refilled the waterskins. Bron’s snoring paused when she draped his cloak over him, only to resume after a faint snuffle. Disaris found the sound reassuring. He wasn’t sick or injured, just bone-tired and in desperate need of sleep.

      The song of the river as it tumbled over rocks and danced in the shallows lulled her into a somnolence. She shook her head and slapped her cheeks to stay awake but to no avail. Bron was a big, warm presence beside her, and soon she lay snuggled against him, falling deep under the spell of both man and river.

      It was full night when she woke up, and she peered into the darkness, listening for anything that might signal danger among these unfamiliar surroundings. The soft snort of one of the horses eased her worries. While he hadn’t allowed the use of a firestick as they crossed the plain, she dug one out of their provisions bag and snapped the cap open to blow on the top. A flame burst to life with a hiss, and she used its meager light to check on the horses and survey the surrounding landscape.

      Bron was still asleep when she returned, though he no longer snored. Trying not to disturb him, she lay down beside him once more. He’d likely blister her ears for not waking him or, as was more his way, turn his darkest scowl on her and quietly reprimand her. She’d accept any admonishment. He’d half killed himself getting them this far, and they were still a long way from reaching Luda. The most dangerous part of the trip awaited them on the other side of the Hayman lim-stone, and if the bed maiden Uzmina was right about Cimejen, a relentless hunter was already on the path to finding them. Bron needed to rest so he could later fight.

      She turned on her side to face him. He was a blacker shape in the darkness, and she wished she hadn’t recapped the firestick so she could watch his handsome face while he slept. For now she’d have to be content with lying next to him and listening to him breathe. Sleep slowly crept over her once more, and she succumbed to its embrace.

      When she woke a second time, she was in Bron’s arms, wrapped in his cloak. Slivers of sunlight cut through the gaps between the willow’s pendulous branches, turning the sanctuary into a soft green canopy draped over the arching framework of the larger, gnarled limbs.

      Disaris tried to move, only to find herself trapped by the weight of Bron’s arm across her hip and his face pressed to her neck. Were their circumstances not so dire, she’d stay where she was forever, savoring these moments of him beside her, vulnerable in sleep—as he’d once been, long ago, when they were lovers.

      She managed to wiggle an arm free and stroked his tangled hair with one hand. “Bron,” she whispered, gently kissing his forehead where skin met hairline. “You have to wake up.” She kissed him again, all the while stroking his shoulder.

      He sighed and slowly stretched, his legs sliding along hers. He mumbled something and pulled her closer. She knew the moment he came fully awake. His body went rigid, and his breathing halted.

      She lay still as he rose on one elbow and stared down at her, squinting against the verdigris light surrounding them. “Where are we?”

      “Under a willow,” she said, already missing the closeness of his unguarded affection while he slept. “You were so tired, you fell off your horse. I helped you here so you could rest.”

      Alarm tightened his features. “How long have I been asleep?”

      “Since yesterday, near twilight.”

      “Gods damn it!” He threw off the cloak and leaped to his feet, grabbing her hand as he did so that she staggered up with him. “Cimejen will be on top of us in no time.” He glanced around, spotting their saddles and gear. “Where are the horses?”

      “Between here and the river. I made sure to stake their lines close by and checked them through the night.”

      She barely got the words out before he hefted the saddles onto his shoulders and left the willow’s shelter. She grabbed his cloak and the provisions bag and hurried after him. For a man who’d just awakened from a long, hard sleep, he moved fast. In no time he’d saddled the horses, nearly tossed Disa completely over her mare and coaxed his tired gelding into a canter.

      They rode to a spot in the river where the water ran calmer and the middle wasn’t so deep, crossing to the other side. There, the woodland was thick and overgrown. They halted just inside the perimeter, Bron swinging down from his perch and gesturing to Disaris to do the same.

      “The undergrowth is thick and will be hard for the horses to navigate. We’ll move faster if we lead them on foot.”

      “What about Cimejen?”

      “If he follows us, he’ll have to do the same.”

      They passed beneath the arched limbs of oaks and maples, whose leaves whispered to each other above them. They traveled deeper into the woodland’s cool shadows, so different from the open expanse of the plain farther south. For Disaris, the place felt closed in, sheltering and smothering at the same time. It was as if they trespassed upon some ancient, sacred space, committing sacrilege with every step forward.

      She guided the mare closer to Bron. “How much farther?” she whispered, reluctant to raise her voice in case she offended a forest deity watching their passage through its territory.

      He held up a hand and shook his head, indicating she stay silent. They stood in place for several moments as he listened to the myriad sounds filtering through the trees: bird calls, the scrabble of claws on tree trunks and across the forest floor, the snuffle of a nearby deer. He suddenly whirled, sprinted toward Disaris and yanked her to the other side of the mare.

      Two short thumps in the tree near where Bron had stood revealed a pair of arrows, shot in quick succession, their tips buried in the bark, the fletchings still quivering from the force of impact.

      “He’s here,” Disaris said, staring at Bron whose eyes moved back and forth, surveilling the forest and the threat hiding within it.

      “And he’s brought reinforcements.” Bron eased the provisions bag off the mare, making certain he kept himself and Disaris between the two horses. He unstrapped his sword from the gelding but left it sheathed. Disaris nodded to show she understood when he gestured at her horse. He slapped the gelding’s flank. She did the same to the mare. The startled horses bolted in one direction while she and Bron sprinted in the opposite one.

      They dodged another arrow, swerving back and forth through the underbrush to make themselves harder targets to hit. Thorny bushes tore at Disaris’s skirt as she ran, the slender branches of the taller verge lashing her calves. She prayed she wouldn’t trip and fall as she raced after Bron.

      Cimejen’s voice carried through the trees. “Stop, jin Hazarin! Don’t make me kill you!”

      Bron ignored him, picking up speed instead and nearly yanking Disaris’s arm out of its socket as he pulled her along behind him. She didn’t know where they fled to, but Bron didn’t pause or hesitate, and soon she spotted an opening in the treeline, a spot of blue sky over open ground framed by a sentinel troop of oaks.

      Fire licked at her lungs, and each new breath she took felt like broken glass in her nose and throat. She ignored the pain, urged on by the fear of being taken captive a third time. They burst into the clearing. Too late, Disaris spotted the sharp drop-off directly ahead of them. She tried to stop, only to find herself wrenched off her feet and into Bron’s arms.

      He never slowed. Disaris clutched his shoulders and stared into the face of approaching death as they hurtled toward the edge. Just before they fell, she buried her face in his shoulder, feeling the vibrations of each of his footfalls in her bones and then, in an instant, nothing.

      She opened her eyes and screamed as her stomach snapped against her spine, and they plummeted toward the ravine below.

      We’re dead, a shockingly calm voice proclaimed in her head.

      Bron’s own voice sounded above her and suddenly her ears popped. She screamed a second time as she was flipped, falling and falling, with Bron looming above her, his hands at her back and the sky shrinking fast. She saw arrows arc toward them, only to glance off some invisible shield and tumble out of sight. Tree branches snapped and cracked around her but never slowed their falls. She felt the pressure of their strike but not the pain. Something warm splashed her cheek, and she watched as blood dripped from one of Bron’s nostrils to splash her forehead, chin, and throat.

      Time seemed to slow as they fell, and Bron’s voice caressed her ears. “Hold on, Disa.”

      She was spun again, this time to see the ground rushing up to greet her, and promptly forgot his instruction. She crossed her arms in front of her face, teeth clenched as she waited for the moment that would shatter her bones and, if the gods were merciful, kill her instantly.

      Instead, her stomach lurched against her spine a second time, but only that. No explosion of pain or the quiet black of the abyss to greet her. She cautiously opened one eye to discover not only was she not dead but that she and Bron floated just above the ground, supported by the invisible hand of sorcery. Thin ribbons of blood trickled from his nose and slid down to frame either side of his mouth. “Are you all right, Disa?” he said in a hoarse voice.

      She made to answer with an affirmative, but all that emerged from her throat was a squeak and then an “oof” when Bron ended the spell he’d cast, and the cushion of air dissolved. He groaned when he hit the ground with Disaris on top of him.

      She rolled off him and stood, weaving unsteadily for a moment as the shock of their fall, and what she thought was certain death, lingered.

      Bron rose as well, glanced at the cliff above them and caught her hand. “Hurry,” he urged. “The stone isn’t far and neither is Cimejen.”

      Again they fled their pursuers, Disaris praying Bron knew where they were going and that it wasn’t another cliff.

      The Hayman lim-stone stood huge and solitary in a field of wildflowers. Disaris set one foot down on the grass and immediately lifted it as a wave of vibration passed over her toes to her heel and up through her ankle. She turned to Bron. “Did you feel that?”

      He put his hand out toward the stone, and she watched as the fine hairs on his arms stood up. “I’ve felt it since we were along the riverbank. It’s how I knew which way to take through the woods.” He motioned for her to follow him. “Come. Don’t be afraid. It’s just the song of sorcery. Do you not feel it every time you translate or break a code?”

      She did, but not to the same degree as Bron. The sensations spawned from translating the Kocyte grimoire felt like the gnawing of a rat’s teeth on her hand.

      The distant shouts of their pursuers grew closer, louder. Still uneasy with the thrum of lim sorcery below and around her, she trailed Bron across the field to the menhir. If they had any chance of escaping, she’d have little time to translate the runes carved on its surface.

      The wildflowers scattered about grew in thick profusion at the menhir’s base. The vibration she felt on her skin expanded until she didn’t just feel it, she heard it. A cross between song and chant, it sounded like a thousand faraway voices inviting her to join them and dance under the light of a harvest moon.

      “Disa!” Bron’s sharp tone snapped her out of the strange reverie that gripped her. “Hum to yourself,” he said. “Or sing a song. Something to drown out their voices.”

      Frightened by the realization she’d just fallen under the enchantment of a lim spell, Disaris began reciting the instructions she’d learned from her amman for how to bake a pie. The sweetly lyrical voices faded, leaving only the vibrations behind.

      Bron glanced behind him, then back at the stone. “Can you read the carvings?”

      The face of the menhir was covered in symbols, many of them resembling those she’d translated from the grimoire. If they were like the vile prayers, ruminations, and spells written in that horrible tome, she’d turn around and walk straight into Cimejen’s arms, dragging Bron with her if she had to.

      “I’ll try,” she said, praying that the stone was merely a shortcut to Luda and not a door locked shut to keep out a malice that waited with slavering anticipation on the other side for some careless idiot to set it free.

      “Try quickly,” Bron said. “Cimejen and company will be here soon.”

      “What if we’re tossed back as corpses like the armies before us?” It was a real possibility.

      Bron huffed an exasperated sigh. “Disa, we’re being chased by Golius’s finest hunter and just leaped off a cliff. You want to worry about this now?”

      He had a point. And there was Luda to save.

      She wiped her damp palms down her skirt, ignored the rapid thumping of her heart, and stepped back from the menhir so she could better see the symbols carved at the top. As with all the translations she’d read before, she turned to one side and eyed the stone askance. A dull ache started at the back of her skull as the runes reshaped themselves in her vision, becoming familiar characters and glyphs, words she’d learned to read in the cold, spartan surroundings of a village schoolroom. She silently read the passage revealed, trying to parse out if the writing direction was top to bottom, left to right, or the opposites of both.

      “How odd,” she murmured.

      Bron shifted impatiently beside her. “What’s odd?”

      The passage was a piece of verse, comprised of nine lines, each smaller than the one above it and read from top to bottom. One of the lines drew her nearer for a better look. A symbol within it had been altered. Faint remnants of the original mark beneath it remained but was mostly illegible. This, she thought, had to be the modified symbol that changed the function of the gate and made it a trap instead of a conduit for long-ago armies.

      
        
        Wish the place and wish the name my love

        As I await your coming here

        And will greet you at the gate

        With joy and hope in heart

        For you have searched far

        Always for me

        Your dear one

        Who waits

        Long

      

      

      “Can you translate it, Disa?” Bron’s voice had taken on a more desperate note as he repeated the question.

      Dear one.

      Disaris inhaled, almost lightheaded with excitement. If she was right, the key to opening this gate was more than just translating. She held out her hand to Bron. “Hold on to me,” she said. “So we go through the gate together.” His warm fingers closed around hers and squeezed.

      If only she could translate faster, but this was the language of an ancient people not human and mostly hidden from the world of men. She didn’t want to get it wrong by reading too quickly and mispronouncing something. The gods only knew what might happen to her and Bron if she did.

      The thunder of hoofbeats sounded behind her as she read the verse out loud, mindful of her words and cadence, even the tilt of her head as she read from the corner of her eye. Bron’s hand gripped hers so hard her fingers went numb. A blast of wind, smelling of flowers, spun about her and Bron, whipping her hair across her face to block her view of the stone. She shoved the strands out of the way with a frustrated growl. Behind her the curses of their pursuers and the whinny of frightened horses grew ever louder.

      She didn’t turn to look or halt her recitation. When she reached the end, she closed her eyes, pictured her sister’s face in her mind and said her name with the fervor of a supplicant before a deity. “Luda.”

      “Jin Hazarin!” Cimejen’s voice boomed behind them. “Stop!”

      Disaris opened her eyes as the carved symbols blazed to life, turning the menhir into a tower of violet light. She turned her face away, blinded by the brightness.

      Bron gathered her into his arms. “You did it, Disa. Now hold tight.” He stepped across the threshold, chased by the whine of fired arrows and accompanied by the chorus of chanting voices lifted in either welcome or warning.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Disaris fell in love with Bron jin Hazarin twice in her life, the first time when she was six years old and met the shy child she called “moon boy.” That love had been an innocent one, an affection between playmates that built a foundation of devotion and steadfast friendship that lasted for more than two decades.

      The second time she fell in love with him, she was fifteen—almost sixteen—and thoroughly confused by the burgeoning feelings of longing when he wasn’t by her side, jealousy when he drew the attention of other girls, and despair when the Daesin army stole him from her to turn him into a battle mage. Burnpool garrison was a day’s journey from Panrin, but it may as well have been as far away as the moon in her opinion.

      Since his too-brief visit in summer, she’d schemed of a million ways to see him again, even broaching her father with the outlandish suggestion of letting her ride to Burnpool. Reylan, normally the more lenient of her two parents, had taken his pipe out of his mouth and stared at her as if she’d suddenly grown another head. “I would have to be dead and buried half a league under the village square before I allowed you to visit anyone at a fortress full of soldiers.” He pointed the pipe at her as a thundercloud rolled across his brow. “Put that thought out of your mind, Disa, and don’t ask me again.” He scowled at his wife. “Did she ask you about this?”

      Gheza had sputtered in disbelief. “Do you really think she’d ask me such a thing? I’m fine with tossing her in her room and nailing her door shut for even having such an idea.”

      Disaris had slinked off to her bedroom to pout, thoughts still whirling with ideas for how to see Bron. His last visit was too short, the kiss they shared too wonderful to forget.

      Of all the people in the world she least expected to help her, Ceybold jin Pasith had found a way. For a price. Bron had returned to Panrin in the hard depths of winter, when the days were short and cold seeped into every crevice, no matter how hot the hearth fire or how many layers of clothes one wore.

      She had turned sixteen a week prior to his arrival and celebrated the turn of her birth year with her family by eating milk pudding topped with a drizzle of honey. Tired and cold from working in the tannery, she had almost fallen asleep in her dessert and went to bed, wishing that Bron had been there to celebrate with her.

      He’d turned eighteen three months before and sent a short note home to his mother that he was fine and not to worry for him. Hazarin had shared the message with Disaris, her mouth downturned. There was something strange about the note, a feeling riding below the neatly written words that did the exact opposite of what he wanted: made them worry.

      So when he appeared unexpectedly in front of her as she walked home, she thought the cold was making her see visions. The lingering stench of the tannery prevented her from throwing herself in his arms, but she danced around him and chattered nonstop as he accompanied her home.

      She bombarded him with questions about his days at the garrison, his training there, what spells he’d learned, what food he’d eaten, had he seen his mother yet. When she paused to take a breath, he held up a hand to forestall the next battery of questions.

      “I’ll answer one of your questions now and the others later. No, I haven’t seen my amman yet. I will after I walk you home.” His nose wrinkled. “You can bathe and change while I visit with her, and then I’ll return to your house.”

      On the surface, he was still the perceptive, enigmatic Bron she’d always known. Slow to warm to others but devoted to them when he did. His demeanor, however, had changed. Her mother had warned that might happen once he adjusted to military life, but Disaris’s gut told her the subtle shift in Bron’s personality didn’t draw from that particular well. While she kept her distance from him, not wanting to knock him flat with the aromas wafting off her, she still stretched out a hand to him. “Are you all right, Bron?”

      For the tiniest splinter of a moment, his smile faltered, giving way to an expression so bleak, it brought tears to her eyes. It was gone almost as soon as it appeared, and the easy smile was back in place.

      “I’m fine,” he said, and waved her along. “It’s cold enough to freeze the bollocks off a rooster. No reason to stand here. I’ll race you home.”

      He easily beat her to the front gate and stood there panting, his breath fogging around him in the cold air.

      “Not fair,” Disa protested between gasps. “Your legs are a lot longer than mine, and you’ve been training.” She wiped at her nose, which had started to drip.

      Bron’s grin was unapologetic. “But I bet you’re a lot warmer now, yes?”

      That was true. She no longer quaked beneath her many layers of wool. She did, however, still reek. “Go see your amman,” she said. “When I’m done here, I’ll come to your house. I was supposed to go there tomorrow anyway and give her the lesson plan I completed.”

      “Ah, that’s right. She’s your teacher now.” He crossed his arms, regarding her with a puzzled look. “I heard ten different stories about your brawl with the schoolmaster.” His eyes rounded. “Did you really beat him with a cudgel?”

      “No, I did not,” she snapped. “You’d think those gossiping ninnies would at least get their facts straight.”

      “What fun is there in that?” He whooped and dodged the handful of snow she scooped from the ground and threw at him.

      “Take a bath,” he shouted as he darted down the road leading to his mother’s house. “And don’t dally. I won’t be in Panrin for long.”

      It was the fastest bath Disaris had ever taken, and the fastest hair-washing as well. Her teeth threatened to chatter right out of her mouth as she sluiced barely tepid water over her body and scrubbed her scalp. She enlisted her mother’s help to braid her hair and secure it at the nape with the hair bodkin Bron had made for her.

      “Keep still before I accidentally stab you with this lovely pin,” Gheza had admonished her. “Bron isn’t going to run off if you’re a little late getting to his house.”

      Teeth still clacking with the cold, Disaris donned a freshly laundered frock, layering multiple scarves, a felted outer tunic, and a cloak atop that. She added gloves and a cap to protect her hands and ears. By the time she was done, she was sure she resembled a bear.

      She presented herself to her family who sat in the kitchen, huddled around the hearth. “How do I look?”

      “Like a fuzzy bear!” Luda cried out and flashed a gap-toothed grin.

      “Lovely,” Disa muttered and saw herself out, promising to return home by ninth bell.

      It was Hazarin who answered her knock and ushered her inside. “Come in and warm up,” she said. “Bron’s in the back garden, gathering a few more pieces of firewood for the fire.”

      When Bron returned, arms loaded with wood, he greeted Disaris with a smothered chuckle and a “You look like a small bear.”

      She stuck her tongue out at him. “At least I don’t smell like one anymore.”

      Tired of the repeated ursid comparisons, she shrugged off the first couple of layers and removed her cap and gloves. Bron handed her a cup of hot tea his mother had brewed earlier, his gaze resting on her hair.

      “You’re wearing the bodkin,” he said. “I’m better at carving now. I can make you a nicer one.”

      Disaris reached back and closed a hand over the hair ornament. “I love this one. I don’t want a different one.” His pleased blush warmed her from the inside out.

      The three shared conversation over tea for almost an hour with Bron updating both women about his tenure at Burnpool. Disaris glanced at Hazarin who returned it with a worried one of her own. Once more there was a reticence in Bron’s telling of his experiences at the garrison, a sense that he painted a prettier picture of his time there as a Daesin soldier than what was true.

      When the teapot was empty, Hazarin chased them out of the house with the task of fetching her favorite milking goat from Farmer jin Ordine’s farm.

      “Now, Amman?” Bron glanced out the one window in the parlor. “It’s blacker than Old Man Jonduh’s soul out there and almost as cold. It can’t wait until morning?”

      “If you don’t bring Euwey back tonight, that old fox jin Ordine might eat her for his breakfast tomorrow.” Hazarin pushed him and Disaris toward the door. “Take Disa with you and hurry up. The sooner you go, the sooner you can come back.”

      They both bundled into their heavy woolens, caps, and gloves, with Bron grumbling the entire time. His eyes, above the edge of his scarf, were shades of red, from pale pink to the darkest crimson in his pupils. He helped Disaris with her scarves, tucking the ends into her outer tunic before straightening her cap. “I can’t believe you walked here in the cold with your hair still wet,” he said. “You’ll be sick by tomorrow.”

      “You said not to delay.”

      He tugged the edge of the cap down over her ears. “When do you ever listen to me?”

      “What?” she yelled, giggling when he flinched.

      They bid Hazarin goodbye, assuring they wouldn’t come back until they’d caught Euwey the goat, and stepped outside into the biting cold.

      When Disaris left her house for Bron’s the night sky had been mostly clear with a single line of clouds drifting lazily below the stars. That line had become a shroud, covering the entire firmament in puffy clouds laden with snow.

      Bron gazed at the heavens, frowning. “It’ll snow soon,” he said and grabbed Disaris’s hand. “If we hurry, we can get the goat and be home before the heaviest of it moves in.”

      They jogged to the farmer’s homestead, reaching their destination to find the house dark and no goat in sight. No one answered the door when both Bron and Disaris knocked.

      She put her hands on her hips and studied the dark house with a puzzled look. “It’s awfully early for them to be in bed, don’t you think?”

      “But not too late to be enjoying an ale or six at the Feathered Wren.” Bron motioned for her to follow him to the gate leading to the pastures behind the house where the horse and hay barns stood.

      “What are you doing? she protested, looking over her shoulder to see if anyone witnessed Bron climbing over the locked gate.

      He landed lightly on his feet on the other side. “If I know Euwey, she’s found what’s left of the season’s hayricks or the laundry jin Ordine’s wife hung on her wash lines to dry. It doesn’t matter which, that goat will eat both if she can reach them.” He gestured for her to climb over the gate and join him. “We’ll be gone with Euwey long before anyone get home.”

      The gods must have laughed at Bron’s optimism because they didn’t find Euwey anywhere near the hayrick remains. Instead, the discovered her in the farthest corner of the farthest field, bleating her distress at finding herself alone and far from familiar surroundings. By the time Bron and Disaris reached her, the wind had risen from a soft ballad to a keening wail. Snow fell in heavy sheets, swirling in wind-driven patterns that made it difficult to see. Darkness, combined with the heavily falling snow blinded Disaris to most things in front of her. She clutched Bron’s cloak in one hand as they hurried across the slippery field, the goat bleating the entire way. By the time they reached the hay barn, snow had already mounded into knee-high drifts in some spots and fell even faster on them.

      “We won’t make it home in this,” he shouted above the howling wind. “We’ll wait it out in the hay barn.” Eager to get out of the blinding maelstrom before her eyes dried to pebbles and her nose froze solid, Disaris nodded and trudged after him.

      Without livestock to occupy it, the hay barn wasn’t much warmer than outside, but at least the wind no longer threatened to blow them over or the snow bury them. Bron set Euwey down and helped Disaris shut and bar the heavy doors. With their closing, the barn was pitched into darkness.

      “Well this is nice,” Disaris said in the sudden quiet, the cold making her stutter. She reached into one of the inner pockets of her cloak for the firestick she’d carried with her when she walked to Bron’s house earlier. Euwey bleated her agreement and gently head-butted her leg.

      With a true blizzard bearing down on them, they were trapped in the barn until it stopped. There had been more than a few unfortunates who’d made the unwise decision to go outside in such conditions or were trapped there. Some had frozen to death steps from their own front doors. Disaris hoped her parents wouldn’t worry too much, assuming that their daughter had made it to Bron’s house and would happily stay there as long as possible.

      She wished she could assume the same about Hazarin. Before she could knock the cap loose on her firestick, a blue and orange radiance flared to life next to her, revealing Bron’s ghostly features. The unexpected light came from a small flame that danced cheerfully on the tips of his fingers. Disaris gasped, enraptured by the sight. “Oh my gods, Bron, how did you do that?”

      He shrugged, his cheeks reddening at her enthusiastic response to a bit of sorcery. “It’s the first spell they teach battle mages at Burnpool.” He spoke a few more words in a soft chant and pulled his hand away. The flame hovered in place, flickering back and forth with the push and pull of the drafts eeling through the barn from outside.

      Its luminescence didn’t reach far or high, but it offered enough light to reveal the barn’s interior. Mounds of hay had been pitched in rows against the walls, their bases raised on pallets to keep them off the damp floor. They covered the expanse from entry doors all the way to the darkness hiding the very back of the barn.

      There was a hayloft built for additional storage and supported by heavy beams. A ladder leaned against the lip of the loft, providing access to the high space and the additional hay stored there.

      Bron gestured to where the wayward goat happily munched at one of the hay mounds. “She won’t get into much mischief in here,” he said. “We can wait out the storm in the loft where it’s sure to be warmer than down here.”

      Disaris hugged herself. She’d welcome a little more warmth right now. “Your mother will be beside herself with worry. I wish we could get a message to her.”

      Bron approached the ladder, stepping onto the first rung and bouncing to test its sturdiness. “She’d be right to worry if we tried to make it home. She trusts me. The best thing we can do is stay here.” He suddenly ran up the ladder, nimble as a cat. The rungs creaked under his weight until he vaulted over the loft’s edge and disappeared into the darkness.

      “Don’t you want your floating candle?” she called out to him.

      “No. Keep it with you. I can see.”

      She didn’t know how that was possible but was very glad he’d chosen to explore up there first before inviting her to join him. The loft might be warmer, but she imagined a swarm of rats nesting up there, tiny eyes shining as they watched these new intruders invade their domain.

      He must have heard her thoughts, because he suddenly appeared above her, leaning too far over the edge for her comfort. “No vermin,” he announced. “And it’s a lot warmer up here. Climb up.”

      He held the ladder steady as she climbed and helped her over the last rung with a grunt. “For a bear, you don’t climb so well,” he teased.

      “Be nice,” she said. “Or I won’t share my warm cloak with you.”

      At his command, the witchlight he’d incanted into existence floated up to provide them with light but stayed far enough from the hay to keep from igniting it.

      “I think that is the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen,” she said.

      Bron wiggled his eyebrows at her. “I thought so too until I saw a pair of battle mages sling fire balls the size of ox carts at fortress walls.” He didn’t laugh at her wide-eyed amazement or boast when she asked if he would be trained to do the same. “No. Except for small magics like this one, I can’t wield fire. It isn’t the element of my calling. Air is, though the two can work well with or against each other.” He flicked his fingers at the floating light. “That will fade, and we’ll be in the dark, but it serves its purpose for now.”

      They agreed to split the tasks of taking care of Euwey and fixing the loft for a more comfortable stay. Bron braved the fury outside, returning with a bucket filled with snow that would become drinking water for the goat. Disaris moved piles of hay to create a nest with short walls that blocked the icy drafts that managed to slide through the slivers of space between the barn’s cladding boards.

      Bron’s cheeks were ruddy with cold when he rejoined her in the loft. The witchlight had died away while he was outside, and he eyed the lit firestick she held. “Unless you need to do anything else that can’t be done in the dark, snuff the stick. I don’t want to burn down the farmer’s barn, especially with us inside.”

      She didn’t argue and capped the flame, making sure it was fully smothered before setting it aside. The loft descended into complete darkness. Bron was no more than a presence next to her, sensed instead of seen. A great deal of rustling came from his place beside her. “What are you doing?”

      He grunted. “Trying to get free of all these clothes.” More grunting, then a triumphant “Finally!”

      “You cannot be hot,” she said, shivering beneath her own layers of garb. “It’s cold enough to freeze snot the moment you sneeze.”

      “Trust me and take off your heavier garb,” he said. “We can use it and mine as blankets and get underneath them together. Shared body heat will make a difference.”

      If he’d suggested such a thing to her two years ago, she wouldn’t have thought much of it beyond the fact she’d be even warmer. Things were different now. Her feelings for him were different. He was still her best friend but no longer a playmate. And the greater part of her recognized that he’d left boyhood far behind once he joined the garrison.

      “Good idea,” she said, hoping her voice didn’t sound as fluttery as the butterfly wings swooping within her chest and stomach.

      Once they created the makeshift cocoon and slid under the heavy weight of cloaks, outer tunics and extra layers of hay, Bron immediately gathered Disaris in his arms and nestled his face into the space where her neck met her shoulder.

      She yelped and tried to jerk away. “My gods, your nose is an icicle!”

      “Stop thrashing about,” he muttered against her skin. “It’ll warm up soon enough.”

      “If you were anyone else, I’d throw you out of the loft.” She lay against him, terrified he’d feel the violent beating of her heart and correctly guess as to what made it so.

      His laughter was a rumble of vibrations along her neck. “I’m very glad I’m not someone else.”

      They fell silent, listening to the wind howl its fury and rattle the barn doors in protest at being barred from entering. Disaris’s eyelids grew heavy as the space she shared with Bron heated to a toasty pocket insulated from the cold. She burrowed deeper into its warmth until it was she with her face pressed to his chest, serenaded by the slow, steady beat of his heart.

      “I wish we could stay here forever,” she said. “That when the snow stops and the storm passes, you’d still remain in Panrin instead of returning to Burnpool. It isn’t the same since you left.”

      The easy rhythm of his breathing altered, becoming faster. His voice didn’t change, yet she once more heard the odd note in it that had alarmed her earlier. “Even if I stayed, things wouldn’t return to how they used to be, Disa. I’m different now.”

      She tried to rise so she could see his features in the heavy darkness. His grip on her tightened, keeping her nestled against him. Dread settled like a stone in the pit of her stomach. She was almost afraid to ask her question. “How so? You seem like the Bron I’ve always known.”

      Saying that out loud only confirmed the lie of her words. He was different. He looked much as he had since his previous visit to Panrin, at ease in the light armor he wore and quietly confident. This time, however, his expression bore a weariness and his shoulders a heaviness that hadn’t been there before. Bron had always been of a serious mien and enigmatic smiles, his mercurial eyes changing color with the light and his emotions. Now, a certain bleakness had entered his gaze. Those who didn’t know him well wouldn’t notice the subtle shift, but Disa had, as had Hazarin.

      She pulled one of her arms free of their embrace so she could trace the contours of his face with her fingers. “How have you changed that staying here wouldn’t bring us back to how it used to be?”

      He was quiet for so long, she wondered if he’d answer her. The despair in his voice brought tears to her eyes when he finally spoke. His cheek under her palm didn’t warm to her touch. “I’ve fought my first battle. There’s no glory, Disa. Only blood, and screaming, and dying.” His confession came out in a broken stutter as he caught his breath between each word. “I’ve become a butcher of men.”

      Her heart broke at his revelation even as she fought down terror. Until now, she’d only imagined him training within the relatively safe confines of the garrison’s walls. She’d shied away from the knowledge that all such preparation was meant for fielding a warrior who could fight for the country, take an enemy’s life, and hopefully not lose theirs in the process.

      Bron’s cheek finally warmed under her hands from the flow of his silent tears. When he tried to pull away from her, she held on tight, capturing him with her arms and legs in an unbreakable grip. He lay stiff in her embrace for a moment before his body relaxed to rest heavy and solid against hers. More tears fell, still silent. Some hers, most his.

      She kissed his damp face, tasting salt, and ached for him and the burden he carried. “You are not a butcher,” she whispered into one of his eyebrows. “You’re a Daesin warrior who fought for Panrin, for your mother, for me and Luda. Just like all the soldiers, whether they’re Daesin or Kefian, you all fought for those you loved.”

      A bitter laugh erupted from him. “That’s what they keep telling us, though I begin to think it a lie.”

      She didn’t argue with him. How could she? She knew nothing of war or its horrors beyond the stories overheard from old veterans who’d managed to survive their own battles, some missing a limb, fingers, or eyes, but their nightmares intact. As awful as those stories were, they had seemed more like grim fairytales to a younger Disa, too distant to elicit more than a fleeting, morbid interest from a child more concerned about the hours left to them to play before they had to go inside and wash up for supper. Bron’s anguish was the first time she began to truly understand the crushing loss of innocence and the trauma of warfare.

      She reluctantly let him go when he squirmed in her arms and said, “I need to dry my face and wipe my nose.” Her relief when he returned to snuggle with her was more than for this fleeting moment in time. He’d survived a battle and come back to Panrin, to her. Luck or Fate, she was grateful to both.

      Bron patted her head. “I got your hair wet,” he said. “I don’t think I got any snot in it.”

      Disaris laughed, thrilled at the return of his humor. “You better not have, you pudding brain!” They lay together while she pleated wrinkles into his shirt sleeve with her fingers. “If it hurts to much to keep close, you can always talk to me, Bron. I’m here for you whenever you need me.”

      “You’ll think me brutal or weak, Disa, and I don’t like either of those.”

      She yanked on his sleeve. “I will not! I’m just so happy you’re alive and here with me, and I’ve known you forever. You’re my best friend. There’s nothing about you that’s brutal or weak. You’re the most wonderful person in this world.”

      Once more his silence stretched into eternity until the words came in hesitant bits and pieces, telling a terrible story of slaughter and terror, guilt and shame. His recounting made her blood run cold and her tears stream hot. When he was done, Bron didn’t try to pull away this time, and his cheeks remained dry under her caressing palms.

      “Thank you for listening,” he said and squeezed one of her hands in his.

      She searched out his nose and planted a tiny kiss on its tip. “Thank you for telling me.”

      He was warm, and solid, and safe alongside her, his heart no longer slamming fast and hard enough that she could feel its pace through their clothes and her own flesh and bones. His weight bore down heavier on hers as tense muscles softened, and his breathing evened.

      Her own heartbeat had calmed as she drifted toward sleep, only to race once more when Bron’s hand stroked her back, gliding from her shoulder blades to just above her buttocks. With only a few layers of clothing between them, she easily felt the contours of his slender, muscular frame, the long length of his legs riding along hers, and the obvious proof of his arousal.

      Disaris was an innocent and had only experienced the small intimacy of a kiss with Bron. The exchange with Ceybold didn’t count. That had been a bargain made, transactional instead of intimate. She wasn’t, however, ignorant about the physical part of courting. She was the daughter of a pragmatic peasant woman who didn’t subscribe to the idea that lack of knowledge was protection. Her mother’s enlightening conversations and no-nonsense advice regarding what happened between lovers, what should happen between them, and what wasn’t acceptable, had a thirteen-year-old Disaris squirming with embarrassment. Now, she was grateful for the straightforward honesty.

      Bron’s reaction still made her blush, but it didn’t frighten or confuse her. On the contrary, her body hummed with excitement, the loveliest sensations spreading across her lower belly, her thighs and between her legs.

      His voice was a purr in her ear. “Disa, are you asleep?”

      “No.” She eased her arm from where it lay between them and slid it across his shoulder in a gentle hug. Her breasts pressed to his chest, and she gasped. Bron echoed the sound.

      “I want to kiss you again,” she said.

      He pulled her even closer until they were a tangle of arms and legs. His lips were a feather’s touch on her forehead, her temple, her cheek. “I’m very glad to know that,” he said against the corner of her mouth. “I want to kiss you too.”

      This kiss was far better than the one they shared on the hillside. No clumsy awkwardness or fear of the unknown, only an eager curiosity. Bron leisurely explored her mouth, coaxing tiny moans from her. She returned his caresses, learning again the shape of his lips, even the shallow indentation of his philtrum and the way his lower lip was fuller in the center than it was at the sides. When the tip of his tongue slid lightly along her lower lip, she opened her mouth and welcomed him inside.

      The storm seemed far away as they lay together, locked in a mutual exploration of each other’s shape and taste. Kissing graduated to touching, hands seeking bare skin beneath clothing to map the fascinating landscape of supple bodies.

      The darkness offered a shield against the embarrassment of vulnerabilities revealed in the harsh light of day or the softer luminescence of firelight. Disaris didn’t worry that if Bron saw her unclothed, he might find her disappointing. Her spirit scoffed at the foolish thought. Bron had been the other half of herself from the moment they met. He would never turn away from her, even if she had a horn growing out of the middle of her forehead.

      Their exploratory foreplay grew even more heated, more frantic, until Bron abruptly put an end to it by pulling away from her with a groan. “We have to stop,” he said between gasps.

      Disaris held on tight when he tried to roll off her. “Why? What’s wrong?” Panic crept in, along with chagrin as she wondered what had made him suddenly distance himself.

      “Nothing’s wrong,” he said in a strained voice. “But if we keep going, we’ll do more than kiss and touch.”

      She knew what he alluded to, and her relief was so profound, she was nearly lightheaded. Her belly clenched with anticipation and a little apprehension for what she was about to invite and embrace, but her body yearned for the beautiful moon boy almost as much as her heart did. “I want to do more,” she said softly. Her hand found his neck, stroked the tight tendons there and felt when he gulped.

      “Are you sure, Disa?”

      She could almost hear the way he held his breath as he waited for her answer. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life,” she said and wrapped her arms tightly around him, hands pressing on his back until he rested his full weight on her.

      Some would say she’d surrendered her chastity to Bron jin Hazarin that night. She disagreed. Loving him had never been a war between them. She’d never been his adversary. There had never been any surrender. She’d simply shared another part of herself with the friend she loved most, loved best in the world.

      That introduction to lovemaking had been a little awkward, a little clumsy, a tiny bit painful, and wonderful beyond words. Afterwards, Bron lay in her arms, nuzzling the warm spot under her ear. His hand cupped her breast beneath her shift. “I’m sorry if I hurt you, Disa.”

      She threaded her fingers through his hair, careful not to pull any of the tangles there. “Stop fretting,” she said. “It only hurt at first, and not that much.” Her inner muscles still pulsed with the memory of him deep inside her, and there was a warm slipperiness coating her thighs.

      She didn’t lie to him. There was no previous lover to compare him to, but he’d been gentle in every way, and the initial discomfort of being stretched and penetrated had quickly faded, becoming a lovely throb only appeased by his repeated thrusts.

      He rose on his elbows, lifting most of his weight off her. He was still nothing more than a blacker shape in the dark, and she wished she could light her firestick to see his expression instead of just feeling him staring down at her. “Are you sorry we did it?”

      It was the question she’d wanted to ask him. “Are you?” Her stomach clenched in anticipation of his answer.

      “Only if you are.”

      She reached up, searching for his beloved face. He kissed her fingertips when they glided over his mouth. “I’m not sorry at all. In fact, I’m so not sorry, I want to do it again.” The tension between them evaporated, and they both laughed. She coaxed him back down to rest against her.

      “Disa,” he whispered in her ear. “You bring me joy.”

      They spent the remainder of the night discovering the wonder of friends becoming lovers. By the time dawn arrived, the winter storm had blown itself out, and Disa dozed in Bron’s arms, sore and satiated.

      She was reluctant to leave the sanctuary of the barn and the lover’s refuge they had made in the loft, but Farmer jin Ordine was likely halfway home with his wife and wouldn’t appreciate finding them there, no matter the reason.

      They donned their heavier clothes, pausing at times to steal a kiss or a caress. Bron picked bits of hay out of her hair, and she returned the favor. She flinched at one point as a twinging cramp rippled across her lower belly. Her thighs ached too, and she dreaded having to climb down the ladder.

      Bron hugged her, sympathy in his eyes. “I know you don’t want me to apologize, but I hate that you’re in pain and I’m the reason for it.”

      She returned his embrace, holding him close. “I was a lot more sore after the first two days working in the tannery.” She tilted her head back to grin at him. “And that wasn’t nearly as fun.”

      He laughed before peppering her face with more kisses. He helped her down the ladder, hands on her hips as she slowly descended the rungs. Euwey the goat bleated a greeting from her own nest of hay and watched as her human rescuers unbarred the barn doors and pulled them open.

      They had to leap out of the way when a small avalanche of snow cascaded down with a soft rumble. Disaris stared at the massive sealed wall of snowdrift as high as the lintel that completely blocked the way out. They were trapped by a barricade of white. She looked to Bron. “I don’t think we’re going anywhere soon.”

      He studied the snowdrift, then glanced up to the hayloft. “Stay here.” He climbed the ladder, once more disappearing into the loft’s tenebrous depths. His steps made the floor boards above her creak while thin ribbons of dust rained down from the rafters. There were more creaks and then the painful squeal of hinges.

      When Bron rejoined her, he wore a triumphant look. “The snow didn’t reach high enough to block the loft doors,” he said. “But the drift is still tall enough that we can just step out onto it and walk down.”

      With the exception of hauling a squirming Euwey up the ladder, his plan worked perfectly. They managed to escape the barn, even closing the loft doors behind them. There was nothing to be done about the main barn doors, now blocked from within by the berm of snow that had fallen inside.

      The journey home was slow and difficult as they trudged through snow as high as their thighs in some places, taking turns carrying Euwey. Disa’s father and Bron’s mother met them when they were halfway to Bron’s house. Hazarin cried happy tears at finding them both alive and unharmed.

      Her expression changed, as did Reylan’s when Disaris recounted how they’d escaped the storm and ended up staying in Farmer jin Ordine’s hay barn. Bron didn’t flinch or look away under her father’s sharp regard, though Disaris felt her ears and face go hot.

      “Let’s get everyone home,” Reylan finally said. “I’ll carry the goat.”

      When the group parted ways at Hazarin and Bron’s house, the woman hugged Disaris. “I’m sorry for sending you and Bron out for that troublesome nanny goat. I’d never have done such a thing if I’d known a blizzard was coming.”

      Disaris returned the embrace. “I didn’t mind, and as you say, you didn’t know the weather would be so bad.” She met Bron’s eyes over his mother’s shoulder. “Besides, Bron took care of me and Euwey just fine.”

      As much as she wanted to throw herself in Bron’s arms and kiss him goodbye, she didn’t want her father to nail her or Bron’s hide to his front door. He still wore that look that warned Disaris he’d noticed something in her behavior she wished he hadn’t and was considering what to do about it. Instead, she offered Bron a friendly wave which he returned with a brief lift of his hand and a piercing stare.

      Once she and Reylan made it home, she was hugged by Gheza, cried over by Luda, and hustled into the kitchen where a washtub filled with steaming water awaited her.

      Her father had left for the village center to join a group of men gathered there for the purpose of rescuing or recovering any unfortunate neighbors made victims of the storm. Disaris spied on him through a crack in the door between the kitchen and the parlor as he spoke to her mother in low tones before leaving.

      Gheza wore the same pensive expression she had earlier. She didn’t tell Disaris what Reylan had said, and Disaris didn’t ask, but she’d paused after gathering Disaris’s discarded clothes for laundering, her gaze frozen on the pile for a moment.

      Disaris sat in the tub, soaking in the water as the heat warmed her bones and soothed her tired muscles. She was half asleep in the cooling bath when Gheza nudged her hand with a cup of tea that made Disaris’s nose wrinkle at the pungent smell.

      “Drink it,” Gheza ordered. “Every last drop. You’ll have another cup tonight before bed.”

      When her mother used that tone of voice, Disaris didn’t dare argue. She downed the tea, gagging at the last swallow. The idea that she’d have to do it again later made her gag a second time. “That’s horrible,” she said, passing the empty cup back to Gheza. “What kind of tea is it?”

      Gheza surprised her by crouching next to the tub, her face somber. “Did you bed Bron in that barn?” At Disaris’s horrified silence, she nodded. “I’m not surprised. It was bound to happen, I just wish you had waited a little longer.” She stood and blew out a breath that puffed her cheeks. “Young blood runs hot,” she said. “And is slow to cool. You’re smart, Disa, but you’re not yet wise. I know you. You’ll defy me at every turn if I forbid you to see Bron before he returns to the garrison.” She walked to the dry sink, leaving the cup there. “If, however, you choose to bed him again, come to me. I’ll brew you more of the Blood Lace tea. It will stop his seed from catching inside you.”

      Mortified, guilt-ridden, and crushed by the idea that she’d disappointed her mother, Disaris began to cry. “I’m sorry, Amman,” she said in a small voice.

      Gheza returned to the washtub, this time with a large drying cloth. “You’ve made a woman’s choice, Disa. Choices like those come with burden and consequence. There are no childish mistakes anymore, only adult ones.” She held up the cloth. “Up you go. I need to move this tub out of my kitchen.”

      When Disa met with Bron the following day, she told him of the conversation between her and her mother. “She’s right, you know. About everything.” They stood on the Galloris Bridge, Disaris huddled against Bron with his cloak wrapped around them both. “I made a woman’s choice, and even though I love her, there’s no possible way I would obey a command to stop seeing you. I couldn’t.”

      He tipped her chin up to look at him. The affection in those pale blue eyes warmed her from head to toe. “I’m afraid your eitan would find me sneaking around your house for a glimpse of you at your window.” They grinned at each other before his expression turned solemn. He rubbed a thumb across her cheekbone. “I’d never make you choose between me and obeying your parents. If that’s what they want, I’ll leave for Burnpool today.”

      She clutched the lacings on his heavy tunic. “No! That isn’t what I want, and that isn’t what she wants either. She just wishes for me to be mindful and be careful.” She squinched her face at the memory of the tea. “That tea is vile, but you’re worth it.”

      He tucked a loose strand of her hair under her cap and kissed her. Amusement danced in his eyes when they parted, and he fished a small brocade packet from the coin bag on his belt. He held it up for inspection. “Care to guess what this is?” When she shook her head, he dropped the packet back in the coin bag. “Carota seeds,” he said. “They’re supposed to kill a man’s seed for a day after eating them. My mother gave them to me with instructions to chew on them every day I remain in Panrin.”

      Disaris covered her face with her hands, certain her hair was going to catch on fire from embarrassment. “Oh my gods,” she said between her fingers. “Your mother. My parents. Who else will be offering us advice?”

      He snorted. “It’s a small village, and unless you wish it otherwise, I have no interest in hiding the fact I’m courting you, so expect a wave of opinions and wisdom from half of Panrin and gossip from the other half.”

      She froze at his words and slowly lowered her hands from her face to gawk at him. “You’re courting me?”

      He nodded. “I want to. I can’t marry you yet. Our parents will say we’re too young. And the Daesin army doesn’t allow its soldiers to marry until they’ve put in seven years of service. But I will marry you then, if you still want me.”

      Had she wings, she would have burst into flight from pure joy at his words. But since her feet were firmly anchored to earth, she threw her arms around him instead and kissed him until they both nearly fainted from lack of air. “When have I ever not wanted you, Bron jin Hazarin?” she said. “I’ll wait a thousand years if I have to.”

      If she’d only known then how prophetic those words were, she would have kept them behind her teeth.
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      The power of the lim was a force unlike any Bron had experienced before, even during his rigorous training to become a battle mage. Stepping across the threshold of the Hayman lim-stone’s gate was more than blinding light and the echo of voices chanting and singing. It was the dry gasp of his lungs crying out for air and the scream of his bones and muscles as he was wrenched and flung about in the corona of brightness.

      Somehow he managed to hang onto Disaris and his sword, even when they went into a tumble that set his head to spinning and his stomach threatening to exit his throat in one grand heave.

      As quickly as it happened, the chaos was over and they were thrown into a space of heat and sunlight, with the familiar smell of cut wheat redolent in the air. He landed hard enough on his back to knock the breath out of him. Something clipped the underside of his chin so that his teeth snapped together, and he bit his tongue.

      Disaris, silent amid their wild journey, rolled off him and promptly retched. Bron nearly did the same until all his fighting instincts slammed to the forefront, honed by years of training and spilling blood on battlefields. Nausea forgotten, he leaped to his feet and planted himself in front of Disaris, his sword a comforting weight in his hand. He wished he carried a shield as well, or even better, the weapon he was most skilled with: a short spear.

      The internal alarms that warned him of immediate danger had not misled him. A quick survey of his surroundings revealed they were no longer in the meadow with the Hayman lim-stone. Instead, they were surrounded by swaths of wheat fields, as far as the eye could see, in various stages of harvesting. A dozen people clustered nearby, staring at him and Disaris in slack-jawed amazement.

      It wasn’t their looks that made Bron raise his sword and plant his feet, preparing for a nasty confrontation. Every one of them held either a scythe or a hand sickle. The tools of warfare weren’t limited to swords and axes. The blades that cleared the fields to feed nations also watered the ground with the blood of enemies.

      “Disa,” he said, never taking his eyes off those who gazed back at him. “I need you to stand up and stay behind me. We have company.”

      “I’m already here,” she whispered near his left side. “Where are we?”

      “I have no idea, but I’m sure these folk do.”

      The crowd didn’t approach them except for one man. At first glance Bron guessed him to be similar in age to his mother, were she still alive. His gray hair was wrapped in a knot at the top of his head, and he sported an impressive beard tied at intervals so that it made a rope whose end he’d tucked into the waistband of his trousers along with his shirt.

      “You came through the Merisack Stone,” he said, expression and voice full of wonder. He pointed to something behind Bron. His eyes narrowed, and his grip on the scythe he held tightened. “Are you lim-folk?”

      Bron didn’t dare turn his back on this new problem, but Disaris could. Before he could ask her to look behind him, she was already describing what the man called the Merisack Stone. “It’s another menhir, Bron,” she said. “Shaped differently but still huge and with carvings like those on the Hayman lim-stone.” She paused, then said, “I can’t read them clearly from here, but they’re still glowing.”

      The spokesman for the harvesters repeated his question. “Are you lim-folk?”

      His accent was Kefian instead of Daesin, a fact that both alarmed and thrilled Bron. If the Hayman lim-stone had done what they’d hoped, they were a lot closer to Luda than they were an hour earlier. They were also somewhere in the enemy kingdom of Keforin.

      Disaris answered the Kefian for Bron. “Not lim-folk,” she said. “We’re Crossover People.”

      Bron hid his surprise and admiration for her quick thinking. Those who lived along the war-torn borders shared by Daes and Keforin were a mix of people from both sides, with blended accents, social conventions, religious beliefs, and often conflicting political loyalties. The region had earned the name Crossover for its location as well as the shifting allegiances of its population. He’d participated in his first battle there and come away from the experience with a much darker soul.

      Her explanation didn’t seem to reassure the harvester. “That might explain the way you both sound.” He pointed to Bron. “But not how he looks or how you got here. He looks lim to me. So does that sword he’s carrying.”

      Bron resisted the temptation to roll his eyes. He’d heard some version of this particular accusation from strangers throughout his life. He didn’t wait for the inevitable demand that always followed it and lifted his hair to expose his ears. He turned his head from side to side so the crowd got a clear look. “See? No points.” He raised his sword higher. “Good steel forged by a human blacksmith,” he said. “Neither bronze nor silver.”

      “He could be glamoured,” someone else among the onlookers called out.

      Their leader tossed a quick scowl over his shoulder. “Glamoured or not, he couldn’t hold that sword if he was lim.”

      “What if he’s lying about the sword?”

      Obviously there were some who were much harder to convince than others. Bron did roll his eyes then, his patience wearing thin. At this rate, they’d be here all day trying to convince the doubters while still not knowing where they were or if they were any closer to Luda. The sun’s scorching heat beat down on his head, and the stinging prickles dancing across his scalp warned of an imminent sunburn if he didn’t soon cover up with his cowl.

      A woman among the group approached the spokesman, handing him something with whispered commentary. He nodded and tossed the object toward Bron who backed up to avoid being struck by it. It landed in the grass at his feet.

      He bent for a better look at the item, surprised by the mundanity of it. He glanced at the onlookers. “What do you want me to do with an apron pin?”

      “Pick it up,” the harvester replied.

      Bron shrugged and lifted the pin, holding it up for closer inspection. There was nothing remarkable about it. It was jewelry with function, popular among women who worked and wore aprons to keep their clothing protected from spills and stains. This particular example was more ornate than most, but the same in that it was forged of iron and lacquered black to protect it from rust.

      Iron. The bane of all lim-folk.

      Those watching Bron visibly relaxed their stances, though they didn’t lower their harvesting blades.

      “Now what?” he asked.

      The spokesman gestured to Disaris. “Have your woman do the same as you.”

      Disaris took her place next to Bron. She removed her cap to expose her ears and plucked the apron pin out of Bron’s hand. “Pretty,” she said, offering its owner a smile.

      Her easy, friendly manner and the casual compliment worked a greater magic than any lim glamor could. The scythes and sickles came down, and Bron lowered his blade as well, though he kept it unsheathed.

      “How did you come through the stone?” one person asked. “We saw a flash of light and suddenly you two just appeared.”

      More comfortable now with taking his gaze off the gathering, Bron half turned, spotting the stone Disaris had accurately described earlier. The faintest hint of violet light edged the markings on its surface, and he felt the familiar vibrations on the soles of his feet through his boots, though he and Disaris stood at least sixteen paces away from the stone.

      Once more she spoke up, looping her arm through the crook of his and adopting a forlorn look that had him arching a disbelieving eyebrow. “We’ve a stone like this one at home, rumored to help those without children.” Large tears formed on her lower lashes. “My husband and I have been childless for a long time. We went to that stone to bring gifts and offer prayers, hoping for the blessing of a baby.” The sounds of sympathetic murmurs rose from the crowd. Bron struggled to keep his features expressionless, especially when he was the recipient of pitying looks from the men in the crowd.

      Disaris continued her fabricated tale of events. “We knelt and prayed as we were advised when suddenly there was a blinding light. Hulgin here thought we were being attacked.” She pinched the inside of his elbow at his sudden fit of coughing. “We were thrown about in the light. When we finally got our bearings, we found ourselves here.”

      Captivated by the story, constructed of a pack of lies and slivers of truth, the crowd forgot their wariness and rushed toward them, abruptly halting when Bron raised his sword in warning.

      “Oh, you poor woman,” the owner of the apron pin exclaimed. “How will you get back home?”

      It was Bron who answered this time. “We’ll manage,” he said. “Once someone tells us where we are.”

      In no time, they learned the connection between the Hayman and Merisack Stones had deposited them on the far outskirts of the town of Gatiset in Sedgefort Prefecture. Bron searched his memory for the map he’d memorized as part of his lessons regarding the enemy state of Keforin. Sedgefort Prefecture was in the central, southern part of the Kefian kingdom—a journey of less than half a dhen of time via lim gates, and a three-week trip by horseback from one gate to the other. They were indeed far from Daesin territory, but hopefully closer to where the Hierarch held Luda hostage.

      “How far of a walk from here to Gatiset?” he asked.

      Legis, the harvester who’d questioned Bron, shook his head. “You’ll want to avoid that place,” he said in the most dire of tones. “It’s controlled by the Daggermen, and they’re hostile to any not their own, especially strangers.”

      Disaris’s fingers dug into Bron’s arm, though she showed no other outward sign of distress or excitement at hearing that bit of information. Bron hoped he sounded only casually interested when he said “I thought the Daggermen only plagued Daesin government officials and military.”

      Legis shrugged. “I wouldn’t know about that. All I know is they showed up in Gatiset last summer, killed the chancellor, all of the constabulary, and set up their own justiciars.” He spat on the ground in front of him, his disgust obvious. “A few folks have written to the Crown Prince asking for troops to get rid of them, but we haven’t even seen a water boy much less a real soldier coming to help, and those who protest usually end up dead or missing.” He eyed Bron up and down, pausing at his facial scar. “You’ve the look of battle scourge about you. Have you fought the Daggermen before?”

      He’d fought a lot of people during his years in the Daesin army, including the Daggermen. “They’ve infested the borderlands,” he said. “Kill one hive, and there are five more to take its place.” If the hive squatting in Gatiset held Luda, Bron wasn’t going to wait for the Kefian army to arrive to destroy it.

      He wanted to question Legis more about the Daggermen but didn’t want to reawaken his suspicions. At the moment, he believed Bron and Disaris were merely a couple with the poor luck of being caught up in the vagaries of lim magic and were looking for a way home. Even if he wanted the Daggermen gone, dead, or both as much as Bron did, he’d cut off the stream of information for fear of being reported to them by this new acquaintance.

      “If it isn’t safe to go to Gatiset, is there an inn nearby where we can stay for the night?” He had every intention of journeying to the town and reconnoitering it during the small hours, but he needed to do it alone. A decent inn would provide some protection for Disaris while he was gone.

      The woman who’d offered her apron pin as a test of lim presence introduced herself as Zaras. “You can stay with me,” she said. “I’ve room now that my husband’s gone and my son married. And I’m not in town.”

      Bron was delighted. The private home of a widow was even safer than the multi-guest accommodations at an inn. He and Disaris both thanked her, and Disaris joined their future hostess, introducing herself as Nazlen, daughter of Kerei. She winked at Bron before strolling off with Zaras toward a circle of wagons, some empty, others piled high with wheat sheaves.

      Their tasks finished for the day, the harvesters climbed into the various wagons, some to drive and others to hitch a ride. Legis invited Bron to ride with him in the driver’s box. His conversation was both revelatory and continuous, for which Bron was grateful. He much preferred listening than talking. One learned a lot more that way.

      “It’s a good thing it was us and not the Daggermen who saw you and your woman come through the Merisack Stone. A group of them usually gather round the stone once a week or so, walking this way and that, chanting prayers or tracing the symbols there. They’ve never been able to make it light up the way you did or disappear into it.” Legis flicked the reins on the hindquarters of the two horse pulling his wagon. “If they’d seen you do it, you’d be their prisoner for sure right now.”

      Bron didn’t doubt it. The Daggermen arriving in Gatiset coincided with the timeframe in which Golius’s forces had found the smaller gate they used in Slaekum’s temple. Destroying that gate to keep their secrets necessitated finding another one to send messengers through and keep their network informed of the Hierarch’s wishes and warned of any ambushes by the Daesin army. They’d also lost touch with their precious itzuli and her ability to translate the goddess’s grimoire. He was surprised they weren’t visiting the Merisack Stone more often.

      “Have you seen their leader?”

      In the years he’d spent fighting both Kefians and Daggermen, Bron had captured three Daggermen subchiefs, only to have them die in captivity by their own hand or by the hand of a fellow assassin. None had lived long enough to describe what the Hierarch looked like.

      Legis shook his head. “I don’t think so, but who knows, I may have seen him but didn’t realize it. They’re a secretive bunch, and those who are too curious about them end up like those who complain about them.”

      When the caravan paused before a two-story cottage set back from the road and mostly hidden by a thicket of trees, Legis clasped arms with Bron. “This is Widow Zaras’s home. She’ll take good care of you two. Good luck on your journey home. If you need something before you go, tell Zaras. She’ll get a message to me. I’ll help if I can.”

      Bron thanked him and joined Disaris and the widow at the side of the road, waving to those in the wagons as they passed. When Zaras motioned for them to follow her to her house, they lagged behind a little. Disaris used the moment to whisper to Bron. “How many of them do you think are spies for the Daggermen?”

      He smiled and waved when Zaras looked over her shoulder to see if they followed her. “At least one, possibly two.” He’d observed all the harvesters who’d witnessed their arrival, noting those who watched but didn’t interact and those who seemed overly friendly. “They aren’t Daggermen themselves. There’s a certain look to the zealot that’s hard to see at first, but once you do, it’s easy to spot. They don’t have it, but they may be in league with them. They’ll be reluctant to bother them at first, so we have about another day before we need to disappear.”

      Disaris sighed. “I hope Zaras isn’t one of them.”

      Bron hoped so too, for both their sakes and Zaras’s as well. He didn’t want to kill her, but he would if necessary, especially if it meant protecting Disaris.

      The widow’s home wasn’t a lavish one but comfortable and very clean with the scent of rosemary rising from the woven rushes placed on the floor. She showed them the room where they would sleep and pointed down the short hall to a closed door at the end. “Knock there if you need anything during the night,” she said.

      The bedchamber was small with an equally small bed that would fit two people if they were both Disaris’s size. Bron reconciled himself to a night on the floor.

      Zaras pointed to a table in one corner holding a basin and ewer. “The well is on the other side of the house with a trough, or I can bring a tub in from the barn and fill it in the kitchen.” She looked relieved when both her guests assured her a scrub from basin or bucket was more than adequate. “I’ll have supper ready and a change of clothes for you when you’re done.” She gave Bron an admiring once-over. “You’re taller than my husband was and slimmer, but I may have something of his you can wear.”

      When she left, Disaris turned to Bron with a grin. “That was probably the nicest way anyone has ever told us we’re dirty, and we smell.”

      He laughed. “It is, and she isn’t wrong. We can use both trough and basin to clean up. Get most of the dirt off outside with the first and finish with the rest using the basin.”

      Bron pumped water into several buckets and helped Disaris haul them inside. They filled the earthen water cauldron in the kitchen next to the fire first and then the basin in the bedroom. “Payment for your hospitality, Mistress,” he told her when Zaras protested their labor.

      By the time they’d pulled up enough water to half fill the trough, the sun had disappeared behind the trees, and the delectable smell of food being cooked wafted into the cottage’s inner courtyard. Bron stripped off his outer tunic and long shirt, and toed off his boots. Were he alone, he would have stripped naked, but in deference to their hostess who was currently watching them from the kitchen’s one window, he left his trousers on. They were thin enough to dry in little time.

      “No one has the right to be so beautiful,” Disaris said behind him, in a voice that carried both wonder and admiration.

      She had always been upfront about her appreciation of his looks. He had never grown used to it and blushed when she complimented him. She still called him the beautiful moon, and even now reached out, as if enchanted, to touch him.

      “There are eyes upon us, Disa,” he warned.

      A quick glance at the window, and she lowered her arm with a sigh. “Who can blame her?” she said and gave him an unrepentant grin. “I’d do the same.”

      While he wasn’t as forthright as her with his regard, he too watched Disaris as she peeled off her dirty gown and left on the thin shift. She’d garnered as many welts and bruises as him over the last week, and she was still painfully thin, but he was certain he’d never beheld a lovelier woman. The places where water had splashed the shift and turned it transparent revealed a hint of a thigh, the slight curve of her waist and the shadow of her nipples. Bron’s mouth went dry.

      The memory of her in his arms in his tent at the encampment washed away every other thought, and he turned away from the cottage to hide the very obvious proof of his desire for Disaris from the widow Zaras. While the change in position concealed him from their hostess, Disaris had an unimpeded view.

      She paused in dipping her washcloth in the trough and wiping down her arms. Her gaze traveled from his face, over his chest and midriff and stopped on his erection for a long moment. No maidenly blush painted her cheeks, but her brown eyes had darkened until they were nearly black, and the points her nipples made in the shift became even more obvious. The smile she wore was both teasing and seductive. “If that’s for the kind woman housing us, you’re a dead man,” she said.

      His hoot of amusement echoed through the courtyard and did nothing to lessen the lust that slowly boiled the blood in his veins. Disaris joined in his laughter and threw her washcloth at him. He caught it, his chuckle fading as a light breeze suddenly swirled around them, heralding twilight’s arrival. An expectant solemnity settled between them. “Will you turn me away if I come to you, Disa?”

      Tears sheened her eyes for a moment but didn’t fall. “I turned you away once and regret it to this day. Never again, Bron. I will never turn you away. I swear it.”

      They hurriedly finished their rough baths. When Disaris argued they didn’t need to take turns in the bedroom to complete their ablutions, Bron had snorted his disbelief. “Do you really think nothing will happen between us if you strip naked to wash? I’ll have you bent over the bed railing before you have your shift off.”

      While the sight of his erection hadn’t made her blush, his uncharacteristic bluntness did. She clapped a hand over his mouth. “Shhh! She might hear you.”

      He drew her hand down, so tempted to guide it to his swollen cock, but they stood in the hallway outside the bedroom with the chance of Zaras walking in on their argument at any time. “She’ll hear a lot of things if you don’t hurry, get washed and get dressed. When you’re done, I’ll do the same and meet you in the kitchen.”

      Washed and outfitted in borrowed garb that was too short in the trousers and too large in the shirt, Bron joined both women at the table set for three. Zaras had presented him with a satchel containing their dirty clothes. “I won’t have time to launder these since you want to leave tomorrow morning, but this will make it easier to carry.” She stared at him, dressed in her husband’s clothes, with a wistful smile. “Keep them,” she said. “My Jopas would like the idea of someone else getting use out of them.”

      Bron made a note to himself to leave a generous portion of the coin he still had on him with Zaras before they left the next day.

      If the widow was aware of the tension simmering between her guests at supper, she didn’t comment on it. Bron knew, by the smell of the pottage in his bowl, that Zaras was a good cook, but if she had asked him how it tasted, he couldn’t have told her. It might as well have been horse feed for all the attention he paid to his meal.

      Next to him, Disaris happily chatted with the other woman, finished off her bowl of pottage as well as his and downed her portion of small ale with gusto. “I think that was the best meal I’ve ever eaten,” she announced. Zaras preened at her compliment and brought out a small cake to share for dessert. Over pastry and wine fermented from the previous year’s summer fruit, they chatted and Bron distracted himself from the anticipation of the night ahead with questions for Zara about Gatiset.

      “Legis said it’s too dangerous to go into Gatiset, but we need supplies for our journey home. A horse too if there’s one to be had for a good price. Is there another town or village nearby?”

      He needed to know what else surrounded Gatiset in case he and Disaris—and hopefully Luda—had to flee from Daggermen pursuers, either on foot or on horseback. If the gods were kind, they could use the Merisack stone in the same way they’d used the Hayman one. Cimejen might be waiting on the other side, but at least he’d shown a hesitation in killing him that Bron was sure the Daggermen wouldn’t.

      Zaras rose from the table. “I’ll be right back.” She returned with two leaves of parchment, inkpot and quill. “I can draw you a map so you’ll have something with you. I don’t know much about the land beyond a few townships. Jopas and I were never ones to travel far, but it could help you with certain landmarks.”

      Her map was basic but gave Bron exactly what he needed, a view of the topography around Gatiset and a layout of the town itself.

      “Gatiset still has the fastest horses for the best price,” she said. “It’s how the Daggermen make their money.” She worried a graying curl that had escaped her kerchief. “Though I’d tell you to go elsewhere, even if you have to pay more. When the Daggermen took over the chancellor’s estate, they killed him and his entire family. As Legis said, they’re dangerous to deal with.”

      Bron looked over the map she’d made, noting where she’d drawn the chancellor’s estate adjacent to the river that curved around the town. He now had the location of the Daggerman’s den and would visit it in the small hours, when the town slept and sentinels were hopefully few. He glanced at Disaris who gave a quick nod and carefully gathered up the two pages.

      “Thank you, Zaras,” she said. “This will be of great help to us.”

      They helped her clean up after supper and closed the house for the evening. Bron walked the property, checking that everything was in order and nothing looked odd. He didn’t think anyone had reported his and Disaris’s arrival to the Daggermen yet. Tomorrow might be a different story.

      When he returned to the bedroom he’d share with Disaris, she had lit the candles in the two sconces attached to the wall. Light bathed her in a golden corona, and he leaned against the door to admire the shadowy shape of her body beneath her simple shift. Her hair was loose, freed of its customary braid she wore coiled and held in place by the bodkin he’d given her years ago. “Where’s your bodkin?” he asked softly.

      She smiled, gesturing to the table behind her. “There, safe and sound.” She lifted a lock of her hair. “I can wrap my hair and put it back in if you want.”

      He left his place at the door to stand in front of her. She smelled of the soap Zaras had given them to wash with earlier and a scent unique to her that he’d never forgotten, even when he’d been sure they’d never meet again. His hands flexed with the need to touch her, but he held back, savoring the in-between moments where anticipation and reward met and danced around each other. “Leave it,” he said. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you with your hair this way.”

      Unlike him, she suffered no reticence in touching. She reached up, her hands leaving heated patches on his neck and throat, his jaw, and the deep scar lancing his cheek as she caressed him. “I liked that Legis called me your woman. He’s right.”

      Her words wrenched his insides as he recalled why Legis was actually wrong. He grasped her wrist, bringing her palm to his mouth to plant a kiss there. “For tonight, I will believe Ceybold is dead, and that I will make love to his widow, not his wife.”

      She stilled, her face a little paler than before. Her fingers closed around his. “I am not and never have been Ceybold jin Pasith’s true wife,” she said, the finality of her tone sure and unwavering.

      Bron was certain in that moment his heart ceased to beat. His fingers tightened around hers, then instantly let go when she winced. The question that had ridden his back for the last three years—why had she married Ceybold—no longer had bearing if what she said was true. The desire that sang in his blood for the past hours cooled before the tide of shock rolling through him. “What are you saying, Disa?”

      She leaned her forehead against his chest and sighed. When she looked at him again, sorrow had hollowed her features. “The Daggermen rise in status based upon the number of assassinations they carry out, who it is they kill, and the number of wives they have. There are no bed maidens, though a Dagger wife is often treated worse. Ceybold had only two kills to his name, and one wife—a quiet woman named Adriat.”

      “Let me guess,” Bron said. “He was a disciple of little worth with few chances of surpassing his fellow assassins until he brought an itzuli to his master.”

      She nodded. “Luda and I had been with the Daggermen a few months, sheltering with others as the war raged around us. I’d already figured out that Ceybold’s rescue of us wasn’t that at all, and every word out of his mouth was probably a lie. I hadn’t yet met the Hierarch, but word had passed through the ranks that he was coming to this particular den to meet the code-breaker wife of one of his followers.”

      A slow, red rage rose inside Bron. “What did he threaten you with?”

      Sparks of old anger danced in her eyes. “Harm to my loved ones. Marrying him would raise his status to that of salar in their brotherhood. In exchange, Luda and I would have protection. As he already had one wife and wasn’t attracted to me any more than I was to him, my role as second wife was simply ceremonial.” Contempt curled her upper lip on one side. “I refused at first. It was bad enough that I owed him a debt of gratitude. The last thing I wanted was to be tethered to him in one more way. He told me if I didn’t agree to it, he’d sell Luda to the first Daggerman willing to pay a bride price.”

      “If he isn’t already dead, I’m going to kill that fucker.” Bron could barely get the words past a snarl.

      Her smile was tight with the blackest amusement. “Not if I get to him first.” She cupped his face in her hands, and her face softened. “Breathe, moon boy. I’m no longer shackled to him, and he isn’t worth your fury.”

      Bron closed his eyes, letting the urge to put his fist through the nearest wall bleed away. When he opened them again, Disaris had leaned against him, wrapping her arms around his middle. Her cheek was pressed to his chest, and she stroked his back in a soothing rhythm.

      Her explanation for marrying Ceybold didn’t quite answer why she’d cut Bron out of her life three years earlier. She was still hiding something from him that made her gaze shift guiltily away his. He chose not to push for now, still reeling with astonishment that bordered on euphoria over what she just revealed. The desire that had gone cold as she spoke of Ceybold and his threats ignited once more. He tilted her head back, studying the face that had haunted him every moment they’d been separated. “Legis is right,” he said, sliding his thumb down to her chin. Her lips parted, exposing the edge of her teeth and the pink tip of her tongue. “You are my woman.”

      He kissed her then, a deep consuming kiss that seduced and claimed and declared her his wife in every way. The thrust of his tongue inside her mouth matched the thrust of his hips against her thighs. She swallowed his groans when her teeth scraped across his bottom lip, and he buried his hands in her hair, stumbling towards the narrow bed awaiting them. The frame creaked and the ropes stretched under their combined weight, but the sound was a faraway annoyance, drowned out by the heavy thud of his heartbeat in his skull and Disaris’s sweet moans in his ears. She lay beneath him, her shift bunched up between them and her thighs spread wide to cradle his hips.

      When they paused in kissing long enough to take a breath, she stared at him, unblinking. “You are my greatest weakness,” she said. “And I’m blessed for it.”

      Her words hit him hard, straight to his soul’s center. He wanted to tell her he felt the same, that for too long he’d been only half alive, existing but little else. Little else until he discovered her huddled among the dead in a crumbling ruin amid the inhumanity of war. Instead, he kissed her again, this time slowly, softly, worshipping instead of devouring. “Let me be your greatest strength,” he whispered against her mouth. “As you have always been mine.” The bed ropes creaked as she twined around him, offering all that he asked for with murmured endearments and loving hands.

      He relearned every part of her, from the length of her back and slope of her shoulders, to the curve of her hips and the dip in her waist. Her ribs were more prominent and her breasts smaller than he remembered, but her nipples still tasted as sweet in his mouth. She undulated under his caresses and moaned into the blanket she pressed against her mouth when he pulled her legs over his shoulders and thoroughly fucked her with his tongue. He took her to the edge of climax only to back away.

      She begged and cursed him by turns, digging her heels into his back hard enough to leave bruises as she arched off the bed. He pushed her down and rose above her, his cock nudging her entrance. He reached between them to glide a finger along the tip and capture a drop of the semen gathered there. Disaris watched him with eyes that burned in her flushed face. She caught his hand and brought his finger to her mouth, sucking it clean. The sight almost made him come right there, and his belly cramped as he held back.

      Her legs slid down to grip his hips and pull him forward. “Stop teasing, Bron. Stop.”

      “If that’s your wish, Disa.” He slid an arm under her buttocks, lifted her and slid inside her with one smooth thrust. His groan echoed hers as he set a slow pace, then a faster one as the sweat dripped off his chin to splash her throat. She came before he did, lunging up to sink her teeth into his shoulder. That stinging bite sent his own climax slamming through his body, and he came inside her with a shuddering gasp.

      Disaris held him in her arms, stroking his slick back as her body twitched under his, and her interior muscles clenched and unclenched on his softening cock. She lifted his head to plant a long, luxurious kiss on his mouth. Her smile when she pulled back was teasing. “Did I break you?”

      His chuff of laughter sounded strained as he strove to catch his breath. “Not yet, but not from lack of effort. You should keep trying.”

      She enthusiastically embraced his suggestion and nearly succeeded as the night aged. Vengeance for his earlier teasing was sweet as she knelt before him and milked him dry a second time with her mouth and tongue. Their rest after that bout of lovemaking didn’t last long before Bron bent her over the bed railing as he’d warned earlier, one hand busy teasing her sensitive folds while the other held her in place as he fucked her from behind. She moaned into the pillow she clutched when he came inside her again.

      Afterwards, he sprawled the length and width of the bed, catching his breath while Disaris trailed a lock of her hair across his throat. “Am I crushing you?” she asked. “I did eat all of my supper and the rest of yours earlier. And had cake.”

      She lay atop him, elbows braced on either side of his head so she could look at him. All but one candle had guttered. The light that remained painted shadows across her sleepy face. They’d kicked the blankets to the floor at some point, and Bron was far too content where he was to retrieve them. She was slippery against him, and he cupped her buttocks, anchoring her in place. “I wear armor heavier than you.”

      A tiny frown formed between her eyebrows. “I know you’ve been a soldier a long time and aren’t a green boy anymore when it comes to fighting, but I live in fear for you. I used to dream of you dying and calling my name, but I couldn’t reach you in time to save you.” She shuddered. “I’d rather dream of being eaten by a leviathan.”

      He stroked her back with one hand. It would be easy to offer her empty platitudes about not worrying, but he respected her too much to do that. Her fear was the fear of all families with loved ones serving in the army. His mother had once expressed the dread she felt every time he left home for Burnpool and her relief each time he returned. They were both justified in their worry. He’d lost count of the number of times he’d come close to dying. He chose not to mention that to Disaris. “You sound like a soldier’s wife, except for the leviathan part. That would be a sailor’s wife.” He lunged up to steal a quick kiss from her. “Why leviathans? We aren’t anywhere near the sea.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe that’s why. We’re too far away for it to be any more than a bad dream.” She lifted her head, tilting it toward the door to listen. “I think Zaras is up and about.” A rumble of laughter escaped him at her cringing look. She thwapped him lightly on the shoulder. “Shhh. I think we may have kept her up.”

      “Unless the woman was listening at the door, I doubt it.” Their vigorous bedplay had elicited more than a few loud exclamations, all smothered by either a hand, a pillow, or the smooth expanse of a neck. “Besides, imagine how confused she’d be if she heard you call out for Bron or I for Disa.” He grimaced. “I can’t believe you introduced me with the name of one of the arseholes who bullied me when we were children.”

      “He stopped doing it after you sent him home with a black eye and a bloody nose.”

      “I gave him the black eye. You gave him the bloody nose.”

      “Bullying arsehole deserved it,” she said. Sadness settled over her features. “When I last saw him, he was married, running his father’s loom shop, and the father of two children. All died in the Kefian attack on Panrin.”

      He gathered her close, rolling them to their sides. “When I heard about Panrin, I suffered the terror of the damned, wondering about your fate and that of your family.” When he was finally allowed to leave his stationed post, he’d almost run three horses into the ground to reach Panrin. Passing the burned and gutted ruin of Burnpool had ratcheted his fear into pure terror. His first sight of what was left of Panrin brought him to his knees. He had shouted Hazarin’s name, then Disaris’s, then her sister’s and her parents’ until he was made mute and tasted blood in the back of his throat. The only thing that kept him from falling into complete despair was finding Hazarin’s grave, as well as those of Reylan and Gheza, but none for Disaris or Luda. He’d collapsed onto his belly over his mother’s burial site and sobbed out his sorrow and rage until he dry-retched. Then he prayed for and thanked the person who had buried her instead of leaving her corpse to the scavengers. He’d grieved for the beloved dead but held onto a thread of hope that the two sisters had escaped the carnage and were alive somewhere in the Daesin kingdom, and he had a lifetime to search for them. Those grim memories served to make him clutch Disaris more tightly until she wheezed his name. He loosened his grip with a short apology.

      She patted his cheek. “You found me,” she said. “Twice. And you’ll do the same for Luda.”

      Her faith in his abilities humbled him. He prayed she was right. They kissed before leaving the bed to dress. Bron promised he’d return from Gatiset as soon as possible but couldn’t guarantee he’d be back before Zaras awoke and asked questions about his absence.

      “Don’t worry,” Disaris assured him. “I can weave some tale to satisfy her. After all, she did draw you a map, and you did tell her you needed to buy a horse. Early arrival at the horse markets usually means a better choice of a good mount. She won’t question why you left so early.” She squeezed his arm, worry clouding her brown eyes. “Please be careful. You may have fought the Daggermen. I lived with them. They don’t think like regular people. There’s no reasoning with them. They’re puppets to the Hierarch. If they’re willing to kill themselves and their own families at his command, they’ll kill you without hesitation.”

      The night was old by the time Bron sneaked out of the cottage, but dawn was still hours away. He glanced over his shoulder and caught sight of Disaris’s silhouette, backlit by candlelight, in the bedroom window. She raised a hand in silent farewell, and he did the same before slipping out of the garden and onto the road leading to Gatiset.

      He smelled the town before he saw it. Any enclave of notable size always carried a smell. People, livestock, and all the attendant detritus that came with them stamped a permanent stench into the air. Those towns close to water were also redolent with the scents of fish, rotting wood, and if close to the sea, the briny tinge of salt.

      Except for the salt, Gatiset was wreathed in all of those, but underneath it lay a familiar reek that sharpened Bron’s senses from vigilant to leery.

      Night during the small hours was especially dark, and he invoked the spell that would better help him see details obscured by shadows. The sickle moon above offered no help, sinking toward the horizon with the slow fading of stars.

      The town squatted on the riverbank, with docks that climbed a length of bluff barnacled with numerous buildings. They served the boats and barges with cargo and the deckhands who worked aboard them. Only a few small boats anchored in place, bobbing gently on the river’s somnolent current.

      That was strange. He’d expected to see numerous vessels moored here, and the riverfront ablaze with light and lively with crowds as the taverns and brothels that always thrived in these quarters opened for business and stayed open until the first pink streaks of dawn appeared. Instead the docks and streets were dark, silent, empty of people. The only denizens of the town moving about were the numerous feral cats slinking along walkways and over crates and bales in search of rodents for their dinner.

      He paused in front of one building, an ornate place with three stories and balconies that overlooked the street running parallel to the river. A mural, once depicting in graphic detail the services offered in the establishment, had been splashed with black paint, obscuring most of the details. Now it look like a crowd of naked people struggled and screamed as they drowned in a lake of tar.

      At this time of night, the brothel should have had its doors thrown open, and its courtesans welcoming a steady stream of customers and the purses they carried. Instead, it crouched in the darkness, the doors closed and the windows boarded.

      Bron didn’t linger, sidling along the front of a warehouse, keeping close to the concealing shadows until he reached an alleyway between two more pleasure houses. The path was so narrow, he could stretch out his arms on either side and touch the brick and plaster walls of both brothels. It was so dark here, even his ensorcelled gaze had trouble discerning smaller details. Still, the spell worked well enough to reveal the horror framed in the broken window of the brothel on his left.

      The lingering odor of death hung heavier here, wafting into the alleyway with every breath of wind cast off the river. The window, devoid of glass except for a few jagged shards clinging to the muntins, revealed the hall where the house’s panderess greeted patrons, and the bed maidens who worked there displayed their charms. The high ceiling rose to a second floor accessed by a pair of spiraling staircases flanking either side of the hall. It wasn’t the grandeur of the architecture that held his attention.

      At first blurry glance, he’d assumed the shapes suspended from the ceiling joists by ropes were pendant lanterns. In a brothel open for business, they would have burned bright with golden light. These were dark and oddly shaped, and there were far more than usually hung in a space this size. The hair on his nape and arms rose when he squinted for a sharper look.

      Bodies, not lanterns, hung from the ceiling. Dozens of them.

      Most of the flesh and muscle had sloomed off the bones, leaving only desiccated tendons to hold the skeletons, draped in tattered silk and long tangled hair, together. Each one wore a small placard upon which the word “WHORE” had been written in Kefian. The symbol of a dagger, painted below the slur, was a boast to all who stumbled upon the grotesque scene that this was the work of the Daggermen.

      “Holy gods,” Bron said on a shuddering exhalation.

      A decade of constant warfare had hardened him to its brutality, yet there were instances where even he still recoiled at the proof of man’s most twisted cruelties. What lay before him wasn’t an example of fighters slaughtering each other on the battlefields for reasons that only benefited kings and aristocrats. This was calculated execution delivered with righteous glee. Target the most powerless, make an example of them, and anchor the fear of suffering the same fate into the hearts and minds of those better folk. People might rebel in outrage at the death of an administrator’s son or a justiciar’s wife or daughter. No one would weep for murdered prostitutes or seek justice in their names.

      Sick to his soul at the nightmarish sight, Bron moved away to continue his reconnoitering. Fury simmered inside him. He was familiar with the Daggermen and their ways. He’d been part of three separate teams whose focus was the rooting out of infestations of such fanatics in Daes. Unlike Daes, Keforin gave them sanctuary as long as they helped cause chaos among the Daesin military and ruling class with their assassinations.

      It was a short-sighted alliance in his opinion. The Daggermen’s first and only loyalty was to their Hierarch, who only bent the knee to his goddess. As soon as Keforin was no longer of use to him, he’d unleash his bloodlusting wolves on the Keforin population as well. Considering the macabre evidence of their savagery behind him, the Hierarch had already lengthened the leash.

      Bron tracked a path through the silent town using his memory of Zaras’s map to guide him through the streets, noting where stables were located as well as the town armory, and stores that carried foodstuffs. So far he hadn’t spotted any roving packs of Daggermen, but he hadn’t been here long and didn’t doubt Zaras’s or Legis’s warnings that the fanatics controlled Gatiset through vigilance, intimidation and murder.

      Part of him wished he had come upon a few of them. He’d happily demonstrate the same mercy toward them that they’d shown to the bed maidens hanging like charms on a death goddess’s necklace.

      Something or someone must have heard his thoughts and granted a chance for justice the town never would. While the streets were mostly empty, he spotted an old man walking alongside a boy of about nine or ten years of age. They attempted to hurry, hampered by the adult’s age and an obvious limp. The boy pulled on the man’s sleeve to coax him into a faster gait as they both glanced repeatedly over their shoulders.

      Unnoticed within a triangle of shadow cast by one of the ramshackle buildings, Bron followed the line of their gazes to a trio of figures dressed in rough peasant garb and cowls that lay loose around their shoulders. They obviously stalked the pair ahead of them, their expressions feral as they followed their quarry. One detail of their humble clothing stood out. Each wore a wide silver ribbon tied around their upper right arm.

      Bron instantly recognized it. The Daggermen of Cruor usually didn’t wear such an identifying accessory so openly. He recognized it because he’d taken ones just like these off the bodies of dead Daggermen killed in skirmishes with Daesin troops. The ribbon, embroidered with the same symbol of the dagger painted on the signs worn by the murdered bed maidens, was another tool of assassination. When stabbing didn’t accomplish the task, strangulation usually did.

      The old man and boy certainly didn’t look like the Daggermen’s usual preferred targets of military officers, noblemen, and government ministers. The again, neither did the massacred women and children of Septos nor the hanged courtesans of Gatiset swaying gently from brothel ceilings.

      The rage smoldering within him ignited to a momentary blaze before he tamped it down. Whatever the unfortunate pair were doing to be out so late, and at such great risk, didn’t matter. The two were mice stalked by three bored cats who looked thrilled at the idea of playing with their food before they killed and ate it.

      The spell that allowed Bron to see in the darkest spaces was taking its toll on him, sliding a splinter of pain behind his eyes strong enough to make them water. He’d have to break the invocation soon before it grew too intense and became a dangerous distraction. Fortunately, the main thoroughfare wasn’t as dark as the alleyways, and both groups carried a single lantern to guide their way. It was enough light to suit his purposes.

      He moved quick and silent thorough a back close paralleling the main street before racing up an alleyway that put him between the Daggermen and their prey. They’d unsheathed their daggers, spinning them casually between their fingers. He could hear their conversation now – an argument over whether or not they should use the boy for their pleasure, then kill him while the old man watched, or kill the old man first, then have their fun with the boy. If Bron had harbored any hesitation about dispatching these three, it was gone now.

      He waited for the trio to reach the alleyway’s entrance, then struck. The Daggerman closest to him only managed a surprised squeak before Bron grappled him long enough to wrench his head to one side, breaking his neck. The man slumped to the ground, dead before his shocked companions registered the attack. When they did, they rushed into the alley, lantern forgotten on the road, daggers flashing as they volleyed curses into the darkness at their unseen assailant.

      Bron took down the second Daggerman with the inadvertent help of the third by yanking him around to face his charging compatriot who promptly sank his dagger to the hilt into the man’s belly. Bron finished him off with his own knife, severing his spinal cord from the back.

      One Daggerman left, and to Bron’s ensorcelled vision, the whites of his eyes glowed like twin moons as he gawked at this assassin of assassins. He’d lost his dagger. It remained buried in his fellow fanatic’s gut. Weaponless against an adversary both silent and deadly, he pivoted to run. He made it two steps before Bron was on him. He tried to shout, only to find himself thrown back against the brick wall of the building behind him and a wad of silver ribbon shoved into his mouth hard enough to make him gag.

      Bron bared his teeth in a humorless grin, gratified to see the terror in the Daggerman’s eyes. The awful memory of the hanged bed maidens bloomed like a poisonous flower in his mind’s eye and promised a plethora of future nightmares. He kept his voice low so only the Daggerman could hear. “Tell your goddess when you see her that I’ll be sending many gifts to her very soon. Compliments of a whore.”

      He slashed with the knife, deep enough to almost decapitate the Daggerman. Hot blood jettisoned across Bron’s face, neck and chest. He stepped back and watched as the goddess’s disciple slid down the wall, leaving a smear on the brick as he crumpled to the grown, the ribbon trailing from his mouth like a silver tongue.

      Thirteen years earlier, Bron had wept in Disaris’s arms over the shame of taking a life in his first battle. He’d shed far more blood than tears since then in a war that made no sense to him. Now he simply wiped his face and neck with his forearm, cleaned his knife blade on the Daggerman’s trouser leg and left all three bodies where they lay in the alley.

      The old man and boy hadn’t gotten far, hampered by the elder’s limping gait. They cowered away from Bron when he approached them, and he held up his hands to show he meant no harm, wincing at the idea of what he looked like at the moment, splattered in blood from his head to his midriff. “I’m not a Daggerman,” he said. “And the ones following you are no longer a concern.”

      They continued to back away, though the boy’s expression had subtly altered so that curiosity mingled with fear. His voice trembled when he asked, “What do you want?”

      Bron didn’t draw any closer and kept his hands raised in truce. “I’m looking for a woman held captive by the Daggermen.” For a moment he wished he’d brought Disaris with him. He could point at her and say “She resembles this woman.” As it was, he had no real description that might help other than his memory of a child of similar age to this boy, with long dark hair. “They would either keep her here in Gatiset,” he continued “or at the chancellor’s mansion.”

      The two continued to stare at him without speaking, and Bron was on the verge of abandoning them to continue his reconnaissance of the town, when the boy spoke a second time. “All the Daggermen stay at the mansion. The Hierarch sends some of them here to scare us and take money from us. I saw a woman with them once.” The ghost of a smile flitted across his mouth. “She called them names.”

      Bron tightened his lips to hold in his laughter. If Luda had grown up to be anything like her older sister, that was surely her. “My thanks,” he said and gave a short bow. “Hurry home before more Daggermen decide to play cat and mouse with you.”

      He jogged away from them until he was out of their sight but could still watch them until they reached the door of a small house and disappeared inside. Impromptu guard duty finished, he returned to the labyrinth of alleyways and sprinted for the edge of town. Fortune favored him as he encountered no more Daggermen. Once clear of the town, he raced for the Daggermen’s lair and the captive Luda.

      While a horse would have gotten him there faster, he would have made a lot more noise and drawn unwanted attention. A steady run was his best bet, and he’d participated in plenty of marches at double time. So it didn’t take long before he heard the rushing of water and glimpsed the unfortunate chancellor’s house.

      Once a grand affair befitting a Kefian or Daesin aristocrat, it bore the hard-worn look of a bandit’s den. Makeshift fencing enclosed a lawn overgrown with weeds, while towers made from the wood of a disassembled barn were crowned with narrow platforms.

      Bron cursed his eyesight, which had never been the best and was worse in darkness. The eyeshine spell he’d relied on to get him and Disa across the plains and now through Gatiset threatened to blind him from the pain. He’d have to give up the spell for a short time and allow his eyes to rest, relying on the squint that had carved lines into the skin at the corners of his eyes. Stealth would give him a better look at the towers, and the trees lining the riverbank provided him with some cover as did the numerous outbuildings—mill, coops, bakery, laundry house—that once supported the main house but were now abandoned. They allowed him to get closer, even to the fence itself. Shadows of men patrolled the grounds as well as the platforms atop the four sentinel towers.

      They wore the same nondescript clothing and silver ribbons as the comrades he’d killed in Gatiset. Driven by religious fervor and a belief in their own righteousness, the Daggermen had become a force to reckon with for both Daes and Keforin. Their hives were spread throughout both kingdoms, but the only one Bron was interested in was the one that held Luda.

      “I think I know why the Hayman lim-stone worked for us but not for others,” Disaris had told him as they lay in bed together, waiting for the night to age. “The passage on the stone alters each time someone translates, though I think the first line mostly remains the same: ‘Wish the place and wish the name.’ It’s the first instruction for how to open the gate.”

      He frowned. “I don’t understand. What does wishing for something have to do with getting troops through the gate?”

      Disaris shrugged. “When it comes to entire armies, I don’t know. There’s a spot on the Hayman lim-stone where a newer symbol overlays an old one. I couldn’t read what it was, but maybe whoever carved the new one tried to hinder or limit the number of people crossing from one place to another through the gate. One person can cross, definitely two from what we experienced. Maybe even a dozen, but not whole battalions.”

      Artifacts possessed of lim magic always made him twitchy. He’d dealt with a few during his time as a mage-in-training. They were enigmatic and uncanny, and in a careless human’s hands, sometimes deadly. Desperation had forced him to rely on one, and it had dropped him and Disaris in the middle of enemy territory, near a nest of Daggermen. “I saw your face while you read the symbols the first time, before you spoke them aloud. It was like seeing someone discover a priceless treasure.”

      A hint of that same expression flickered across her features again. “It was the third to the last line of the passage, ‘dear one,’ that made me understand how it worked. The first verse of the passage tells you what to do. The one at the end instructs you what to tell or wish to the stone. Wish the place. Wish the name. Dear one.”

      Bron’s eyes widened as the bottom dropped out of his stomach. “Dear one,” he murmured. “Luda.” Disaris had literally wished them to her sister, and lim magic had answered.

      “Yes!” Her eyes shone bright in the weak candlelight. “Because the connection is stone to stone, gate to gate, it couldn’t send us straight to Luda…”

      “Which is a good thing, considering.”

      “But it could send us to the gate closest to where she was.”

      “Thus, the Merisack Stone.”

      He’d clasped her face in his hands and planted several kisses on her cheeks, forehead, and mouth in celebration.

      Disaris had quickly brought them both back from the clouds with one succinct question. “What if we’re wrong?”

      “We’re not,” he said firmly, refusing to even entertain the idea. “I believe we’re exactly where we’re supposed to be in order to rescue Luda.”

      Creeping around the perimeter of the chancellor’s seized property, Bron still believed what he’d told Disaris, and just as he was looking for a way past the fence that wouldn’t alert the guards, that belief was confirmed in the most unequivocal way.

      Luda jin Gheza, a taller, darker-haired version of her older sister, walked out of the great house, flanked by two Daggermen carrying torches. She paused at the top of the steps leading to the unkempt lawn and turned to look directly at Bron hiding in the shadows of a slat fence.

      He froze, waiting to see what she would do. For all he knew, she simply looked in his direction without seeing him, or she saw the shape of a would-be intruder lurking just outside the fence. Even if she did see him, he didn’t believe she recognized him, Bron—until her mouth curved into a smile and she raised her hand to the sky, with its profusion of stars and a sickle moon barely there. “The moon,” she said in a reverent voice reminiscent of her sister’s. “The beautiful moon.”

      For a moment, all the blood in Bron’s body rushed to his feet, leaving the empty spaces to be filled by battle fever. She knew him. How that was so remained a question, but there was no mistake, and every instinct screamed for him to vault over the fence, kill the two Daggermen and run with Luda all the way back to the widow’s house where Disaris waited. The more logical, cool-headed part of him warned he embraced death for himself and Luda if he followed the commands of his emotions. Instead, he stayed crouched where he was, wondering how she’d seen him there when no one else had—yet.

      “I want to walk,” she told her guard. Both exchanged looks of contempt for their charge but didn’t argue, staying next to her as she descended the stairs and began a leisurely stroll around the edge of the property, near the fence but not so close that someone else might detect her observer.

      She moved farther away from the perimeter wherever the cover or the shadows were more sparse and a challenge for him to remain unseen. He followed her path as she stopped to wave at those standing guard on each of the sentinel platforms, calling out greetings and asking after their welfare.

      “Mad as an old loon,” one of her escorts said, not bothering to lower his voice so she wouldn’t hear the insult.

      If Luda was offended, she didn’t show it. Instead, she laughed in a strange girlish way that made Bron wonder for a moment if the guard spoke the truth. He was dispelled of that notion when twice more she met his eyes and either gave a quick nod or the slight flick of her hand to signal of any upcoming spots that might reveal him as she walked.

      She walked the entire border of the overgrown front and back gardens, offering Bron a chance to reconnoiter the outside of the property while she distracted the guards. There was nothing she could do to show him the inside of the house, but she paused at both the side and rear entrances for several moments. At the rear entrance, she tapped a foot impatiently while her guard retrieved a key to unlock the door. “I don’t understand why you have to be the one with the key to this door!” she exclaimed in a loud, indignant voice. “What are you going to do with it? I’m the one who needs it when I have to relieve myself late at night! Instead I have to hunt you down to unlock the door!”

      The guard she spoke to replied, but in a voice too low to hear.

      Luda slapped her hands on her hips, scowling. “Will you be the one who has to unlock it again, or will I have to go searching for him?” She stabbed a finger toward the other guard, who backed away and waved his hands at his colleague in a gesture of refusal.

      The first guard said something else Bron couldn’t hear, but at the volume Luda answered, he didn’t need to.

      “You better not switch,” she warned. “Or I’ll tell the Hierarch you’re being cruel and playing tricks on me. I won’t care if he’s in his usual spot, praying to his goddess in the cellar.”

      Once more she adopted her original serene demeanor with dizzying speed, disconcerting her guards who edged away from her. She gazed up at the sky with a sigh and said, “I love the moon. Almost as much as my sister does.” And with that, she yanked open the rear entrance door and flounced inside.

      For a moment, Bron stayed where he was, waiting for the sentinel Daggermen to grow bored again with the night’s guard duty before he slipped away. By the time he reached the river, where its liquid laughter hid the sound of his movements and the trees obscured his shape, dawn had painted the horizon purple and red.

      Buoyed by the stroke of miraculous luck at not only discovering Luda but having her drop a wagonload of information about the Daggermen’s lair in his lap, he sprinted back toward the widow Zaras’s house where Disaris waited for news.

      The cottage was still dark when he entered the front garden, which he found odd at this hour of the morning. No farming family stayed abed with the sun’s rise. The euphoria that had sustained him as he raced back to Disaris vanished, replaced by a keen wariness that raised the hair on his nape. His hand rested lightly on his sword as he eased it out of its scabbard, and he slowed to a stroll as he approached the front door. The sense of something terribly wrong slithered down his back. The silence hung in the air like a shroud.

      He found Zaras in the kitchen, sprawled on the floor in a pool of blood, her throat slashed. Whoever had killed her had taken her by surprise while she churned butter. She still clutched the plunger in her lifeless hand. He bent to close her eyes before continuing his search through the house. The detached calm that always settled over him prior to a skirmish or one of the bigger bloodbaths that left thousands of corpses from both sides littering the fields aided him now, keeping him focused and clear-headed as he looked for Disaris, despite knowing she was no longer anywhere in or near the cottage.

      The bedroom he shared with her the night before was a shambles of broken crockery and wrecked furniture. Whoever had come for her had to fight for the privilege of capturing her. Blood spatters on the sheets and the floor threatened to shatter his preternatural calm, but he continued investigating, looking for something that might hint at who’d taken her and where.

      He found his answer lying partially under the bed—a pillow with a note impaled to it by the hair bodkin Bron had made for her. He pried the swatch of paper free to read the ragged handwriting.

      Come to the river house. Once again, I have what you want. Your greatest weakness.

      Bron closed his eyes for a moment. Disaris had been wrong—in more ways than one. Ceybold wasn’t dead, nor did he seek revenge against her through Luda. He sought it against Bron through Disaris. His personal, one-sided war with Bron had started the moment Bron’s magic manifested and the Daesin army conscripted him into its ranks, turning Bron into a man who commanded respect and admiration. His hatred had only grown with the passage of time, culminating in a confrontation years in the making and at the sacrifice of one whose only crime was kindness shown to strangers.

      Bron stayed long enough to carry Zaras’s body into her bedroom and set her gently on her bed. He covered her with a blanket, wishing he could promise not to abandon her, but only the gods knew if he would survive the next several hours.

      He opened the cottage’s entry door and froze. Of all the things he’d prepared himself to see when he stepped outside, it wasn’t Cimejen jin Orune with an arrow nocked to his bow and ready to fire.

      “I told you to stop, jin Hazarin,” he said in a dry voice.

      Bron’s terror over Disaris’s circumstances tempted him to lunge to the side and run, but only a lim could outrun an arrow. He stayed where he was and prayed Cimejen was in a listening mood. “How did you find us?” It could only have been through the Hayman lim-stone. The real question was how the eunuch had used it successfully.

      Cimejen offered him a thin smile. “That’s a story for another day.” The smile disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. “Where’s the itzuli?”

      Truth, more than lies, served Bron best right now. Wresting Disaris from Cimejen’s clutches later would be just as difficult as rescuing her from the Daggermen, but at least the battle mage didn’t intend to kill her. “The Daggermen have taken her,” he said.

      “Fuck!” Cimejen spat the word out with a frustrated huff. One hand tightened on the bow while the other pulled harder on the bowstring. His expression turned even more forbidding. “Did you kill that woman inside?”

      Bron flinched at the question. In a way he had. She would still be alive if she hadn’t hosted him and Disaris at her house. “No,” he said. “But I know who did. Disaris’s not-dead husband is the guilty one. He intends to deliver the itzuli back to the Daggermen’s lair nearby. The Hierarch is there too.”

      Cimejen’s eyes widened, then narrowed. “Are you sure you didn’t just conveniently lose the itzuli when you found out I was here?”

      Desperate to return to the chancellor’s mansion, not only to save Disaris, but Luda as well, Bron lost his patience. “Stop wasting my time, Cimejen,” he snapped. “Either help me save the itzuli and her sister, kill me, or get out of my way so I can rescue them myself.”

      The stand-off between them felt like an eternity to Bron, though he knew it to be less than a breath or two.

      “You’re sure the Hierarch is there?” Cimejen’s expression still promised death if Bron attempted some trickery, but his tone had changed.

      Bron shrugged. “As certain as anyone can be relying on the accounts of others.” He baited a hook he knew the other man couldn’t resist. “The Hierarch’s head is yours if you want it. Golius will be very pleased.”

      Cimejen gradually eased up on the bowstring and finally un-nocked the arrow before lowering the bow. “A typical hive has twenty or thirty Daggermen. If this is the Hierarch’s lair, then it will be double or triple that number.”

      Bron nodded. “I scouted the outside and counted forty-three, and those were just the ones I could see.”

      Impossible odds for one man to face but they didn’t give him pause. He’d get both sisters out of there alive and take the entire hive down with him. A tiny spark of hope kindled inside him as Cimejen’s features altered from grim to calculating. Impossible odds for one man, difficult ones for two battle mages.

      The eunuch tapped a finger against his bow. “I came alone and without a horse. Men and mounts are on the other side of the stone.”

      Bron waved away his concerns. “The hive is close enough to reach on foot in good time at a steady run. And you and I together can do as much damage as three squads of troops, if not more.” He waited, hands clenched at his sides. “What say you, jin Orune?” He gave an inward sigh of relief when Cimejen tipped the arrow he held back into the quiver tied at his hip.

      “Fine.” Cimejen shouldered his bow. “I’ll help you, but only because the Hierarch is an even greater prize than the itzuli, and I still plan to take her back with me.”

      Bron didn’t argue. That would never happen, but for now he had one war to win before worrying about the next one. He took the arm Cimejen offered as agreement and returned the hard clasp. “Sun Crow and Moon Raven ride to battle,” he joked.

      Cimejen flung his arm away with a disgusted snort. “Don’t even start with that idiotic horseshit, jin Hazarin.” He gestured to the road behind him. “Which way? And do you have a plan?”

      They left the cottage, Bron plagued by the thought of Disaris in the hands of the Daggermen and at the mercy of a man who saw her as tool to use against him. For the second time that morning, he raced for the river.
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        * * *

      

      The day before Bron was to return to Burnpool, he agreed to meet Ceybold at the Feathered Wren for a few tankards of ale and an hour or two of conversation. It was, on the surface, a meeting of friends before one of them left for home and the other stayed behind. For Bron, it was a confrontation on neutral ground. He didn’t doubt Ceybold viewed it the same way.

      The tavern was crowded for that time of day, and several of the patrons gathered there greeted Bron when he arrived, offering to buy him an ale or wine. He declined but made sure to pause and chat with each person who approached. While he talked, he spotted Ceybold waiting at a table in one of the tavern’s back corners, watching him. He raised his cup in salute, and Bron returned it with a nod.

      By the time he made it to the spot Ceybold had reserved, there were three cups of ale waiting for him, sent by other tavern guests. Ceybold slid all three toward Bron. “I was going to buy you one, but it looks like I don’t have to.” He waved a hand toward the crowd. “I think half of Panrin is here to see and talk to the great battle mage, Bron jin Hazarin.”

      His smile was as sharp as a razor, the expression in his eyes one of malice. Bron shrugged, taking a small pleasure in the other man’s obvious envy over what was, in essence, a mirage. “The title sounds more romantic than the actual position.” He quaffed one of the ales in front of him. He handed the second gifted ale to Ceybold. “We’ll share, and I’ll buy the next round.”

      They spent the next few minutes in stiff, polite conversation. Ceybold asked more about Bron’s daily routine at Burnpool and shared his own routine as the yeoman’s son who’d taken over much of his father’s administrative tasks. “It’s dull,” he said. “Certainly nothing noteworthy like training as a battle mage, but my bastard father stays out of my way these days. He much prefers idling his time away with the various whores here in Panrin and Twebek. With any luck, one of them will kill him.”

      Time hadn’t sweetened the bitter relationship between father and son, but it had changed it. Yeoman jin Silsu was a man who abused those weaker than himself and shied away from the strong. Ceybold was no longer a boy of thirteen, constructed of bony elbows, knees, and big feet. At eighteen, he was shorter than Bron but just as muscular and outmatched his father in physical prowess. It didn’t take the yeoman long to recognize when the positions of power between him and his son had changed, helped along no doubt by the bruised jaw and dislocated arm jin Silsu displayed one day during a village gathering. Ceybold had been fifteen then. No one attending the gathering missed the way the yeoman avoided his son or the fact that Ceybold’s hand was bandaged.

      Ceybold’s personality had begun to change after that. He was still charming, but to Bron that charm had taken on a more sincere quality. When he wasn’t spending his free time with Disaris, Bron spent it with Ceybold. They became fast friends, or so he thought, until the day the Daesin army came to Panrin wanting to meet the boy who had commanded the wind and saved himself and a small child from drowning.

      Their friendship had cooled after that, certainly for Ceybold who suddenly found other things to do when Bron invited him to go somewhere or do something. When they did interact, his comments were often snide, veiled insults disguised as joking remarks on Bron’s appearance, his likes and dislikes, even the way he pronounced certain words. Bron had shrugged it off, wanting to believe it was just Ceybold’s way. When he left for Burnpool, Ceybold didn’t wish him good luck or say goodbye. When he returned to Panrin in the summer after many months of training, Ceybold hadn’t welcomed him back. Bron had simply thought of it as the natural death of a childhood friendship brought on by distance and different interests.

      The way he’d manipulated Disaris during the Honesty or Bravery game destroyed whatever remnants of their friendship still survived. Bron wanted nothing more than to drag Ceybold outside the tavern and beat the shit out of him, but he held his temper and bided his time until Ceybold finally revealed why he’d invited Bron to meet with him.

      He didn’t waste his time. “Did Disaris tell you we kissed each other at Spirius?” The tone he used to ask the question made it sound like the two had swived each other in the town square in front of shocked onlookers. His expression was one of malevolent glee when he told Bron “I wish you could see your face right now. What are you going to do? Turn me into a toad? A snake?”

      “Why bother? You’re already a piece of shit.” Bron rarely took the first shot, but he usually took the last.

      Ceybold went rigid. Any hint of amusement, feigned or otherwise, disappeared. His lips pulled back in a baring of teeth. “Fuck you, you fish-bellied son of a—” He stopped when Bron half rose from his seat, swallowing the last part of an insult that he was wise enough to understand would probably have his father burying or burning his corpse the next day.

      Bron stared at him. “Say it. Give me an excuse,” he dared the other man. When Ceybold stayed silent, he nodded and resumed his seat. “Of course she told me.”

      She hadn’t been the first to do so. The moment Bron had set foot in Panrin and stopped at the village mercantile to buy his mother a gift, no less than six people had informed him about the fact they’d seen the yeoman’s son kissing Disaris and wondering what he thought of that.

      He’d disappointed them all with his casual shrug and noncommittal reply. “It’s Spirius. Someone is always kissing someone else at festival.”

      Inside, he’d been a jumble of questions and confused emotions. Why in the gods’ names had Disaris kissed Ceybold? Every time she saw him, her upper lip curled.

      She’d enlightened Bron the day after the blizzard, when they stood on the bridge together and she’d accepted his request to court her. “Who told you I kissed Ceybold at Spirius?”

      He pressed his cold face to hers. Their breath steamed in from of them as they watched a pair of cranes creep across the partially frozen creek, hunting for food. “Most of Panrin,” he said. “They couldn’t tell me fast enough, along with the fact you’d brawled with the schoolmaster.”

      “I would have forfeited Ceybold’s challenge,” she said. “Except he made me a wager I couldn’t refuse.”

      When she explained that her willingness to kiss Ceybold in exchange for his help in getting Bron to return to Panrin, he thought his blood would boil out of his body. No longer shaking from the cold, he spun a startled Disaris about and glared at her. “Never do that again, Disa,” he said softly, not sure who he was more displeased with—her or Ceybold. “Never bargain with anyone over me, especially when you’re using yourself as the stakes.”

      “But it was the only way I knew how to bring you back to Panrin, even for a few days!” She sighed. “I missed you.”

      “I missed you too,” he said. Especially after his first battle with the Kefians, when he was sure he would die on an icy field next to the first man he’d killed. The shame of that killing weighed heavily upon him. He shoved aside that particular darkness and returned to the matter at hand. “But there are other ways to bring me to Panrin. Trust me to find them. Trust yourself.”

      After they parted at the bridge, he’d intended to confront Ceybold at his home. Not because he’d kissed Disaris—which fueled Bron’s anger with jealousy—but because he’d used a mostly innocent game, and Disaris’s affections for Bron, to turn the kiss into a transaction. Disaris may have been too innocent to understand the underhandedness of Ceybold’s actions, but Ceybold wasn’t, and neither was Bron. That petty cruelty, disguised as a favor bought with false affection, had finally made Bron accept there was no redeeming any friendship between himself and Ceybold, nor did he care to any longer.

      He pushed his unfinished ale to the side. “You get one warning. Stay away from Disa. Don’t bother her, don’t pretend with her. Don’t use her to strike out at me. If you want to draw a little blood, then you grow a spine and a pair of balls, and you come for me directly.” He leaned across the table, gratified when Ceybold leaned back, eyes widening. “If I find out you’re bothering her—and I will—I’m coming for you.” He stood and walked out of the Feathered Wren, leaving Ceybold to seethe alone with the gifted ale.

      He thought the matter settled between them. When he wrote to Disaris after returning to Burnpool, and asked if Ceybold was vexing her, she’d replied that she hadn’t spoken with him, and the only times she’d seen him was in the company of that “pip tarse schoolmaster jin Morevan.”

      He should have known better. Nine years later, when Disaris unexpectedly and coldly cut him out of her life, he learned the hard way that malice like Ceybold’s had staying power. It didn’t fade with time; it grew roots, blossomed and bore the most poisoned of fruit. When he’d asked Disaris if she’d once again bargained with Ceybold, he’d watched her eyelashes for the betraying flutter. She never blinked once when she told him no.
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      Disaris squirmed against her bonds, making the horse that carried her and Ceybold to the Daggermen’s lair snort and toss its head in protest. Pain exploded across the side of her head when Ceybold cuffed her with a closed fist.

      “Stop it.” His tone promised additional punishment if she didn’t obey.

      She growled at him behind the gag he’d shoved into her mouth and tied snuggly to the back of her head. Curses, vulgarities, and insults regarding his heritage, his character, and his looks – all erupted from behind the gag in an incomprehensible jumble that made him laugh.

      The anger sustained her, kept her from falling into frozen terror or releasing the tears bottled inside her for the kind but unfortunate Zaras.

      Dawn had just crested the horizon when she’d heard a strange thump from the direction of Zaras’s kitchen. She’d just finished dressing and paused long enough to put on her shoes before investigating the sound.

      She managed only a startled gasp when the door flew open, smashing into her shoulder hard enough to send her flying backwards. She fell against the small table, knocking over the pitcher and wash basin so that the former shattered at her feet.

      “Oh no you don’t, you slut. You’ll not use that trick twice on me.”

      Before her shocked mind could register the awful familiarity of that voice, her attacker yanked her up by a fistful of her hair. Tears flooded her eyes, and she grabbed for their hands in the vain hope of prying them loose.

      Ceybold, bruised, battered, and terrifyingly alive, pushed his face close to hers, grinning when she recoiled. “Miss me, wife?”

      The murderous glint in his eyes made her struggle even harder in his grip despite the agony coursing from her scalp and down to her neck. She didn’t answer him, slamming her heel onto the top of his foot as hard as she could.

      He cursed, loosening his grip enough for her to break free at the cost of a few strands of hair. She didn’t run, using her momentary freedom to smash her forehead into his face and was rewarded with his startled scream.

      Disaris did run then, but Ceybold, despite his injury, was faster. He caught her at the threshold between door and hallway. She turned on him, feral with terror, ready to punch, claw, and bite her way to freedom. Intent, however, didn’t always defeat superior strength.

      She caught only a glimpse of Ceybold’s enraged, bloodied features before a black pain engulfed her from head to foot. The smack of the wood floor against her cheek was nothing compared to the pulsing fire encasing her entire head.

      Her vision swam as she fought to stay conscious. All the strength streamed out of her body at once, and she lay still on the floor, tasting blood in her mouth. She didn’t resist when Ceybold hauled her to her feet and half dragged, half carried her out of the bedroom.

      They stumbled drunkenly through the kitchen, and Disaris emitted a shuddering sob at the sight of Zaras sprawled dead on the floor, an overturned butter churn beside her. Blood and milk mixed into a pink river under her body.

      Ceybold ransacked the room, still shackling her arm in one hand, until he found a length of heavy twine. Disaris screeched a protest when, instead of binding her to a piece of furniture, he bound her to Zaras at the wrists. Disaris tried to squirm away but couldn’t put all of her fight into it, horrified at the idea of desecrating the woman’s body in the struggle.

      Ceybold’s sneer was a treasure trove of malice. “Unless you want her flopping about as you try to escape, you’ll stay where you are and keep still.”

      He left her to return to the bedroom she’d shared with Bron. Disaris allowed herself a silent cry as she gazed at Zaras’s face, slack and graying in death, black blood coagulating at the deep slash in her neck. She still wore a startled expression, as if she was about to cry out before Ceybold ended her life.

      “I’m so sorry, Zaras.” Disaris curved her bound hands around the woman’s lifeless fingers and brought them to her cheek. “He won’t walk away from this. If it takes me a lifetime to do it, I’ll make him pay.” She could only pray that the spirit of their kind host was now with her beloved husband.

      She tried to pick the knots free on the twine, but the way Ceybold had tied her to Zaras made it awkward, and her hands were already numb with how snug he’d knotted the binding. Whatever he was doing in the bedroom, he made a lot of noise. The scraping of furniture, the fall of books and crockery, the flutter of bed clothes drifted into the kitchen until he finally emerged, wearing that same self-satisfied smirk that made her want to punch his teeth out.

      He returned to the kitchen, untethered her from Zaras and yanked her to her feet. Before she could shake feeling into her hands, he rebound them with the twine.

      “Move!” he said, shoving her toward the door leading to the back garden. Outside, a horse waited patiently for its master. Disaris promptly fell to her knees before keeling onto her side. Her face throbbed hard enough to make her stomach turn and her vision blurry, but she was clear-headed now. She might not be able to overcome Ceybold in a fight, but she didn’t have to help him with her abduction.

      She lay on the ground, curling into herself when he kicked her thighs, her back, and her shoulders. “Get up, you stupid fucking bitch.”

      If she could hold out against his abuse a little longer, Bron would return and rid the world of this foul pip tarse.

      Her hastily hatched plan crumbled when Ceybold told her, “The Hierarch has Bron, but he wants you. If you don’t want to see your lover’s head on a pike, you’ll get on that horse willingly and come with me.”

      She unfurled from her protective position to glare at him. “How do I know you aren’t lying?”

      His grin was jackal-sharp and wide. “You don’t, but are you willing to risk your precious Bron’s life on a hunch?”

      Defeated for the moment, she staggered to her feet, swaying before him. “I hope one of us gets the chance to rip your guts out and hang you with them. I truly hope it’s me.”

      Grin gone, he considered her with a sneering curl to his upper lip. “Ever jin Hazarin’s lapdog whore. You’d do anything for him, wouldn’t you?”

      Of the many bad decisions and flawed judgments Disaris had made in her life, protecting Bron, no matter the cost, wasn’t one of them and never would be. She allowed all the contempt she held for Ceybold to spill into her reply. “I married you, didn’t I?”

      She only smirked when he snarled at her and hefted her onto the horse with a roughness that made her sore head throb even more. She only stopped when he shoved a gag into her mouth and tied it in place.

      Seated so close to him in the saddle made her flesh crawl, and she shifted continuously to put as much space between them as possible until he lost what small bit of patience he had and struck her.

      Not wanting him to beat her into oblivion, she stopped struggling, contenting herself with cursing him behind the gag, much to his amusement.

      The ride to the Hierarch’s lair was blessedly short, something Disaris never thought she’d be grateful for. Unfortunately, she saw no proof that Ceybold had lied to her. Bron never appeared to rescue her during their short journey to the chancellor’s mansion. Her fear for him had been realized. The Daggermen must have caught him as he scouted Gatiset.

      She might have found the chancellor’s estate impressive, even in its neglected state, if she didn’t know it housed a pack of bloodthirsty fanatics.

      A group of Daggermen met them at the gates, a few exclaiming their surprise at Ceybold’s arrival and his appearance. Their eyes raked over her with speculative interest, with one asking a curious question.

      “Is this one as loon-mad as the one we have?”

      Her captor gave a nasty laugh as he dismounted and yanked her off the horse. He shoved her toward the other Daggermen. “Not mad. Just a shrew who’d be barely tolerable with her tongue cut out and flat on her back with her legs spread.”

      Disaris barely registered what he said or the sly laughter that followed his comment. She was caught by the words of the one Daggerman.

      Luda. Surely, he referred to Luda. Her heart raced with a cautious joy at the knowledge that her sister, though in the hands of the enemy, was still alive.

      The Daggermen and Ceybold escorted her across the estate’s expansive lawn where the remnants of manicured gardens lay hidden within the conquering spread of weeds and nettles sprinkled with the detritus of those currently lodging there.

      Vines crawled up a majestic staircase that led to a loggia. Disaris waded through a flight of feathery bluestem grass that reminded her of her journey with Bron across the Vasparan plain. She smacked Ceybold with her bound hands as he shoved her up the steps toward the entry to the mansion.

      She stumbled through the doors of a once-lavish home and was pushed toward another room farther in the house. There, another crowd of Daggermen waited, parting like a black wave when she fell to her knees before a man dressed in long red robes and a tall hat decorated with onyx beads and the skeletons of birds. While his clothing was morbidly majestic, the man himself was unremarkable. \Until one looked into his eyes and saw the fires of fanaticism burning there.

      Ceybold knelt beside her and bowed until his forehead touched the floor. “Master, I have brought you a gift. My wife, Disaris. The code-breaker who was translating the Holy Book of the Dark Mother, Kocyte.”’

      Disaris swallowed a gasp. This was the Hierarch? The notorious leader of the Daggermen? The man who embraced violence as a standard to live by and worshipped a goddess so vile that other gods had exiled her from this realm? Her mouth went dry. She had met him before, at Baelok, but only for a brief time. She hadn’t gotten a clear look at him then. He’d stood behind a concealing veil of linen, nothing more than a shape and a voice as he questioned her about her skills as a code-breaker.

      She had lived among evil in the past, feared if she did so for too long, she’d be corrupted by it. Succumb to it. Now she knelt before the heart of its source.

      The Hierarch regarded them with a gaze colder than any serpent’s. “Ceybold, I thought everyone in Baelok was dead.” He softly clapped his hands together as if applauding Fate. “It seems Golius’s army didn’t completely succeed in routing all of us, though you look the worse for surviving.” His attention turned to Disaris. “So it is true,” he said, his toothy smile making her flinch away. “The goddess has blessed us with your safe return, mistress. Welcome back to the fold.”

      Equally disgusted and furious, Disaris refused to indulge in social etiquette with the leader of assassins. “Where is Luda?”

      She was about to demand Bron’s whereabouts as well, but Ceybold’s sharp cuff to her head sent her canting sideways.

      “Shut up, bitch.” His command was hardly more than a snarl. “You haven’t been given permission to speak.”

      It was one more of many blows he’d dealt her since he’d sneaked into Zaras’s house and abducted her. Dizziness and a low, constant ringing in her left ear made her stomach roil.

      Ceybold got a taste of his own discipline when the Hierarch backhanded him hard enough to knock him over. He lay on the ground, clutching his face, eyes wide as he stared at his master.

      “Neither have you, Ceybold,” the Hierarch said in a mild voice. He turned his attention back to Disaris as if Ceybold’s presence was no more important than that of a fly, and just as annoying. “Your sister is well,” he assured her in a tone usually reserved for grandfathers who passed out sweets to their grandchildren instead of murdering them. “She doesn’t quite have your talent for translation, but she’s improving. Things will be different now that you’re returned to us.”

      Luda translating? Disaris stared at the Daggermen leader, stunned by what was either his revelation or his lie. Luda had struggled in the schoolroom, especially with reading, and now she was translating script for the Hierarch? Either code-breakers weren’t as rare as most thought, or the jin Gheza family had passed on a questionable gift to more than one of its offspring.

      Bron had once told her to stop bargaining with people, especially those like Ceybold. Too bad Fate kept throwing obstacles in her way that forced her to gamble with such repulsive people. “I want to see her,” she insisted. “I won’t translate a single rune or letter for you until you show me proof that she’s alive and unharmed.”

      Her defiance was a risk, taken not because she was fearless but because she was desperate. Disaris needed proof that Luda was here, then she had to find a way to help her escape.

      The Hierarch shrugged. “Fair enough.” He signaled to one of the many disciples surrounding him who bowed and disappeared into a hallway at the back of the room. He then pointed to Ceybold who’d resumed his subservient position and stared at the floor. His head jerked up, mouth wide with shock when the Hierarch pointed to him and said “Kill him.”

      Ceybold inhaled and scurried back from the pair of Daggermen approaching him, knives drawn, ready to dole out the same ending they gave to all their victims. He held up his hands to ward them off. “Wait! Wait!” he pleaded. “I know how the portal stones work. Not just the one we used at Slaekum’s temple.”

      Another gesture from the Hierarch, and his minions returned to their positions. Their master tilted his head, watching Ceybold cower before telling him, “I’m listening.”

      Disaris listened too, disgusted as Ceybold did his best to talk his way out of his own execution. He had no idea how to decipher the stones and make them work. He’d admitted as much to her during their journey here so he could curry lost favor and reclaim his status.

      “You and Bron never even saw me hiding near the Hayman Stone,” he’d said. “You were too busy keeping an eye on the Daesin soldiers chasing you.” He jerked her back against him when she tried to scoot further up the saddle. “Everyone knows if you don’t properly shut a door, something will come in or go out. I waited until the leader of the Daesin guard followed you through the portal, then I went in as well, and just in time.”

      Heartbroken over Zaras’s death and furious over her own recapture by the man she’d fervently hoped had died at Baelok, Disaris paused in her ruminations for how to escape and kill Ceybold to repeat his words in her head. The leader had followed them.

      Cimejen.

      Hope soared within her. In his own way the battle mage was as much an adversary as the Daggermen. Still, she prayed that Golius’s hunting dog would find them and become their ally instead of their enemy. Either way, she’d rather take her chances with him.

      Ceybold spoke even faster as the Hierarch visibly began to lose patience. “I can show you how the stone near here works and how to use it in conjunction with the Hayman Stone. But first, you should know she…” He paused to point at Disaris. “Came through the portal with a battle mage known as the Moon Raven. They were followed by a Daesin officer. I came through after them.”

      He’d lied to her. Of course he’d lied to her. The Daggermen had Luda. They didn’t have Bron. While she wanted to glare at Ceybold and call him an arse-kissing midden rat, she held her tongue and kept her gaze on the Hierarch.

      The Daggermen’s leader regarded her with a measuring gaze. “Is that true, mistress?”

      She nodded. “The gate part, yes. The rest, no,” she gleefully lied, “I came alone.”

      “You bitch!” Ceybold attempted to lunge at her, then thought better of it as Daggermen closed in on him. He struggled and begged forgiveness when the Hierarch again signaled to his minions. “Muzzle him.”

      With Ceybold gagged and things much quieter, the Hierarch reached out and helped Disaris stand. “If what he says is true, then you’re even more valuable than I thought. Who is this Moon Raven?”

      She stood her ground, ignoring how her stomach twisted itself into knots. “Let me see my sister.”

      A short time that felt like forever passed as Disaris waited. Her patience was rewarded by the appearance of Luda being escorted into the grand foyer by a half dozen more Daggermen.

      Her sister froze when she saw Disaris, then rushed to her. “Disa!”

      The two women embraced, holding each other tightly until Disaris loosened her grip and stepped back to better view her sister. “Are you all right?” It had been four long years since she’d seen her sibling, and she hugged her hard.

      The girl nodded and made to answer, but the Hierarch interrupted her. “Of course she is. Luda is the key to many things, including your cooperation.”

      This revolting excuse of a human being sickened her more than Ceybold did, but once more she made a bargain. “Let her go, and I will translate the rest of your grimoire and show you how to use the stones as a portal. I do know to open them. I can show you the way through.”

      “Disa!” Luda squeezed her arm and shook her head. “No!”

      The Hierarch’s mocking chuckle only inflamed Disaris’s fury. “Why would I let either of you go? You’re the chinks in each other’s armor.”

      He wasn’t wrong, but Disaris refused to only see it that way. A weakness was also a strength. Loving Bron had taught her that.

      “Who is this battle mage, and what are his powers?” His question alerted her to the fact that while he didn’t believe everything Ceybold had told him, he didn’t discount everything he said either or fully trust Disaris. She was about to stall, to insist that no one followed her through the gate when suddenly the entire building rocked on its foundation under the force of booming thunder. Daggermen rushed to protect their master as sconces and pictures fell from the walls, while other things unseen crashed to the floor with shattering noises. Another boom followed the first, and this one blew out the windows, sending showers of glass raining down on them from every direction.

      Disaris stumbled against Luda, dropping to a crouch and pulling her sister down with her as plaster from the ceiling fell in a dusty torrent to join the glass littering the floor.

      Luda grabbed Disaris’s hand and pulled. “Hurry,” she yelled over the chaos of falling furniture and the bellowed orders of Daggermen telling each other to protect the Hierarch. The cult leader and his minions almost trampled the sisters in their bid to flee.

      Disaris gasped when something shackled her ankle. She tripped, falling to one knee, and glanced behind her. Ceybold’s mad gaze gleamed with an otherworldly malice in the miasma of plaster dust. He’d managed to rid himself of the gag, and his shout carried across the thundering chaos of the shuddering house. “I’ll kill you both!”

      She struggled to kick herself free from his iron grip while she bellowed at Luda to run. Her sister ignored her. While Disaris’s kick failed to dislodge Ceybold’s hold on her, the one Luda landed to his ribs managed the task.

      The sudden slackness on her leg sent Disaris pitching forward as Ceybold rolled away, clutching his side. Luda helped her to her feet, and the two women sprinted from the room behind the last of the fleeing Daggermen.

      Disoriented by the blinding dust and the unfamiliar surroundings, Disaris squeezed her sister’s hand. “Where are we going?”

      Luda didn’t pause. “Don’t let go, and keep running.”

      They raced through a labyrinth of corridors, past rooms cluttered with toppled furniture and broken glass, down a flight of stairs to the bowels of the house. Here the plaster dust didn’t swirl so thick, and no Daggermen lurked on the stairs or in the corners.

      Still, Luda didn’t slow their pace and leaped the last two treads that ended at a door painted with the symbol of the Daggermen and framed in arcane symbols that seemed to ripple in the guttering light of a single wall lantern.

      Alarmed by the feel of the closed-in space and the sound of the house in its death throes, Disaris tried to pull Luda back up the stairs. “Why did you bring us to the cellar? We need to be outside. We aren’t safe here.”

      She didn’t know what was happening outside, but judging by the pandemonium that just took place inside, Bron had arrived, and possibly Cimejen, to unleash chaos among the Daggermen.

      Luda shook her off and bent to search for something along the floor. “We can’t leave just yet.” She gave a victorious cry when one of the pavers in the cobblestone flooring came free, and she excavated a key from a small hollow beneath it. She held it up with a triumphant grin. “That mad tarse never guessed this was his worst kept secret. Everyone knew where the extra key was. No one was brave enough to use it.”

      She stood to unlock the door, her expression changing to one of unease as she paused before opening it.

      Disaris’s already pounding heart beat faster. She covered Luda’s hand with hers. “What’s in the cellar, Luda?”

      Her sister’s mouth flattened into a grim line. “An altar to Kocyte, where the Hierarch supposedly communes with her.” Beads of perspiration dotted her forehead, and her voice lowered to a whisper. “The original grimoire is in there, Disa, along with the pages you and I have translated so far.”

      While Luda hesitated to go inside once she unlocked and opened the door, Disaris strode across the threshold. That cursed grimoire had been the bane of her and Luda’s existence before she’d even seen the first page. Her sister was right. They couldn’t leave yet, not until they found the grimoire and its translations, and destroyed the lot.

      Considering the Daggermen’s notorious reputation and her own experience with living among them at Baelok, she’d expected to find some horrific bloodstained tableau of violence and sacrifice. Instead, the cellar was a spartan space, swallowed mostly by darkness except for the small wedge of luminescence cast by the lantern on the wall outside the door.

      Wishing she had something like Bron’s handy night-seeing spell at her disposal, she gestured to Luda. “Give me the lantern,” she said. Once Luda handed her the light, she raised it high and stepped farther into the room.

      The moment she did, a crushing weight seemed to press down on her. The darkness in here was a living, watching thing. It oozed around her ankles and crawled over her skirts. Disaris tried not to swat at her clothes, and she didn’t imagine the way locks of her hair were lifted and carded as if by invisible fingers tipped with claws.

      When Luda made to follow her, she held up a hand. “Stay there and keep the door open.”

      The seeping horror at the idea of finding herself trapped in this makeshift sepulcher slid down her spine in icy rivers. Where the light shimmered in front of her, she could see her breath fogging into a phantom cloud. Cellars were always cooler than the rest of a house, even in high summer, but this one carried the cold of a grave in it.

      Luda’s gasp echoed her own when one of her wispy exhalations suddenly coalesced into a thin white ribbon and was sucked away into the darkness as if inhaled or devoured by something unseen. And ravenous.

      “Disa.” Luda’s shaking voice sounded closer.

      Alarmed, Disaris turned to snap at her. “I said stay there. You can run for help if something happens.” In their present circumstances, that seemed an impossible endeavor, but she didn’t want Luda anywhere in this room.

      She moved the lantern about, its fading light revealing a small mantel and a cushioned kneeler in front of it. The mantel was empty save for a candlestick with its unlit candle and a plain brown box large enough to hold a book.

      The grimoire. Disaris had no doubt of it. Instinct urged her to forget the box and the book, and flee. She wished she didn’t have to ignore the internal warning.

      The box was cold to the touch as she eased open the lid for a look inside. As she suspected, a book lay within.

      There was nothing remarkable about its appearance. No ostentatious ornamentation or design. No precious jewels sewn into the leather cover or gilding painted on the edges.

      It didn’t need any of those things to steal one’s breath and forge a frightened awe in the observer. The power swelling out of the box, polluting the already tainted room with a malevolence both ancient and starving, turned Disaris’s blood to ice. She slammed the lid down and scooped the box up, tucking it under her arm. The lantern swung wildly in her trembling hand as she strode for the door and Luda waiting at the entrance.

      Luda cried out when Disaris was suddenly wrenched backwards, the box she held ripped away from her to fly across the room where it disappeared in the deepening black. Somehow, she managed to stay upright and keep her grip on the lantern.

      Luda’s panicked expression and frantic shout sent the fire of terror rushing through her veins. “Get out, Disa! Get out now! Something’s pushing the door closed!” She stared at Disaris, wide-eyed, knees bent as she braced against the door, fighting to keep it from slamming shut and trapping Disaris inside.

      Grimoire be damned. Disaris bolted for the rapidly narrowing opening, grabbing the hand Luda held out to her. Luda yanked her hard across the threshold, pivoting to follow just in time. The door slammed shut with a deafening clap.

      The two sisters stared at each other, wide-eyed and panting. Disaris no longer saw the vapor of her breath, but the bone chilling cold of the cellar lingered, making her shudder.

      “Kocyte?” Luda asked.

      Disaris shrugged. “I think so, but we’re not staying to find out.”

      They flew back up the stairs, taking the treads two at a time. The hairs on Disaris’s nape remained standing. She dared not look behind her, frightened of what she might see watching them from the bottom of the stairs.

      She cannoned into her sister’s back when Luda came to a sudden halt. A Daggerman waited at the top of the stairs, his smile wolfish and murderous.

      “Bastard!” Luda spat at him.

      Disaris buried her hands into the back of Luda’s shirt, intent on pulling the girl behind her. Luda resisted, refusing to move.

      The Daggerman advanced on them, his signature dagger gleaming dully in the light that illuminated the upper part of the stairwell. He made it two steps before his body jerked and his eyes went wide. His mouth opened on a silent gasp as he looked down at the crimson-painted sword blade emerging from his belly. He pitched toward the siblings, threatening to knock them down the stairs with him. Luda and Disaris flattened themselves against the wall in a vain attempt to get out of the way.

      Just before the Daggerman fell, the blade withdrew, and he was yanked backwards, then flung aside out of sight. Bron stood on the landing, wild-haired, wild-eyed and bloodied.

      “Bron!” both women screamed in unison.

      It was a race to see who’d throw themselves at him first. He caught them both in a hard embrace before letting go and stepping back to bestow the blackest scowl on them. “Why aren’t you outside?” he snapped.

      Disaris pointed to the cellar. “Bron, Kocyte’s book is…”

      He grabbed her arm and Luda’s hand, pulling them with him toward another hallway littered with plaster, glass, and the sprawled bodies of a half dozen dead Daggermen. “Later,” he said over his shoulder. “Out of the house now!”

      Soon, they were racing toward the back of the mansion. A glimpse through a shattered window revealed a patch of wholesale chaos outside that offered no more safety than inside. Bron thought otherwise, shoving them through a rear door as the house began to cave in on itself.

      The world beyond looked apocalyptic. Gouts of flame roared across the estate’s grounds in billowing arcs, devouring anything in their paths. Fire serpents slithered up the guard towers, engulfing them in their coils, snapping Daggermen out of the air as they plummeted from the collapsing platforms. Several fell like torches, screaming and flailing until they hit the ground and went silent.

      More fire arrowed down the fence line as if shot from an invisible bow, leaving black scorch marks and thick smoke in its wake. Daggermen swarmed the grounds, trying to avoid the flames, help burning comrades, or chase down terrified horses freed from a stables turned into an inferno.

      Bron’s grip on Disaris’s hand numbed her fingers while she did the same to Luda. They followed behind him, dodging the same wildly cavorting flames as they raced for safety. Bron guided them toward a cluster of ale barrels set away from the collapsing house and those buildings devoured by fire.

      “Hide here,” he shouted, his voice almost drowned out by the cacophony of shouting Daggermen and the panicked whinnies of horses. “Stay out of sight until I capture a horse,” he instructed. “Then you gallop out of here as fast you can.”

      He tried to say more, spinning about when both Disaris and Luda screamed at the Daggerman who suddenly loomed behind him, sword raised to cut him down. The clash of blades didn’t last long before Bron impaled his opponent, then kicked him free of the blade.

      He turned back to the two women. “Keep out of sight,” he ordered. “I’ll be right back.” He dashed away, into the heart of chaos in search of a horse.

      Disaris hugged her sister, praying for Bron’s safety as he disappeared from view in the madness. While she no longer saw him, his presence was unmistakable. Black clouds roiled overhead, and out of their depths a trio of whirlwinds spun down, twisting ropes of howling wind that ripped trenches through the estate grounds, tore trees up by their roots and hurled them in the direction of the house. Slate tiles snapped off the roof, spinning like sharpened crescent moons. One embedded its edge in a Daggerman’s chest while another decapitated a Daggerman trying to escape the maelstrom of flying shrapnel alongside his comrades. His headless body staggered drunkenly before falling, while the head rolled to a stop and stared at the grotesque spectacle with blinking eyes.

      Bolts of lightning cleaved the clouds to spear the ground. One struck a group of Daggermen clustered together. Behind the questionable shelter, Disaris and Luda hid their eyes from the brightness. When they could see again, a pile of smoking corpses lay where the Daggermen had once stood.

      Fire mated with wind and lightning, birthing twisting spirals of death that danced and spun toward the mansion. What the wind didn’t take alone, the fire consumed with a ravenous roar.

      Disaris spotted Cimejen standing within a vortex of flame, unharmed by its destroying touch. His hands moved in a carefully choreographed dance as fire flowed around and away from him like a dancer teasing her beloved.

      Bron, she thought, gaze searching frantically for a glimpse of him. Somewhere in the rampage of fire and wind, her lover worked his own sorcery to destroy the Daggermen’s lair. She finally spotted him sprinting toward them, leading a bridled, wild-eyed horse with one hand while using the other to sketch patterns of sorcery in the air that flung Daggermen out of his path like thistledown in a storm.

      He finally reached them, fighting to hold the rearing horse still. His sorcery had taken its toll. Blood streamed from his nostrils as he motioned to Disaris first. “Up you go,” he said before flinging her onto the horse’s back.

      There was no saddle or grip to hold on to, only the animal’s rough mane to keep her from sliding off the opposite side and hitting the ground. She almost slid off a second time when Luda landed behind her with a solid thump.

      Bron tossed Disaris the reins, his hand closing briefly around her knee. “Head north,” he said. “Away from Gatiset. I’ll catch up…”

      He suddenly jerked forward, falling abruptly silent except for a surprised grunt. His fingers dug hard into her leg as he stared at her.

      She gawked at him. “Bron?”

      Mad laughter sang out above the noise around them, and as Bron slowly crumpled to the ground, she caught sight of Ceybold standing in the distance, half hidden by a cloud of smoke.

      He raised the bow he held in triumph. “So much for your great hero, Disaris,” he shouted and laughed again before nocking an arrow. “And so much for sweet Luda,”

      Disaris screamed, swinging her arm back to knock her sister off the horse. “Stay down, Luda!” She struggled to hold the animal still so that it might act as a shield for Luda and not inadvertently crush Bron, prone beneath it.

      Ceybold drew the bow, taking aim. “One sister is as good as the other. It doesn’t matter who dies first.”

      Disaris refused to close her eyes or look away. “Get back behind the casks, Luda,” she said. “Crawl if you have to.”

      Her sister’s frightened sobs brought tears to her eyes. “Bron,” she said between gasps. “Ceybold shot him. I can see part of the arrow. My gods, Disa.”

      Disaris wanted nothing more than to fling herself off the horse and shelter Bron in her arms, check his injuries, and promise him she’d fight Death itself to keep him with her. Instead, she stayed mounted, keeping Ceybold’s attention on her instead of Bron and Luda. She smiled at the grinning madman. “And still you will remain lesser,” she called to him. “A mere shadow beneath the moon.”

      Ceybold’s grin slid away. “Slut,” he mouthed and released the arrow.

      Disaris did close her eyes then, waiting for the hammer blow of the arrowhead as it struck and embedded itself in muscle, bone, and whatever fragile organ that lay in its path.

      It never came. A strange cracking noise sounded so close, followed by an awful agonizing shriek. She risked opening one eye and watched a writhing silhouette, enveloped in flame, hurl itself back and forth before falling to the ground where it slowly curled into a blackened shape.

      She didn’t watch long before leaping off the horse to fall to her knees next to Bron who lay still and pale, blood bubbling up between his lips to spill down his chin. She gingerly touched the shaft of the arrow sunk deep in his right side.

      “Oh gods,” she chanted and gently lifted his head to cradle it in her lap. “Oh gods, Bron. Look at me.” Luda joined her, calling his name as well. Disaris stroked his face, the blood a bright red stain against the ghastly pallor of his skin and the dusky blue of his lips.

      Inside, she screamed and screamed until she thought her head might burst. Blind and deaf to the battle still raging around them, she held his head as he convulsed and gasped. “Do you hear me, love?” she said softly. “You must stay alive for me, or I will marry Ceybold again. I swear it.”

      He coughed and more blood spilled over his lips on a wet exhalation. He reached up to clasp her hand. “Stop making bargains with that bastard, Disa,” he said between wheezes.

      She almost lost her hold on him when Cimejen suddenly appeared beside her and dropped to his knees next to them. “Move,” he commanded her and pulled Bron from her arms. Stunned, Disaris instinctively shoved back and tried to hold on to him. Cimejen shoved her again. “Let me help him, itzuli!”

      Help. Her thoughts spun, and she recalled a bit of conversation she and Bron had about a battle mage’s powers. His were wind and lightning. Cimejen’s had been fire. And healing.

      Please, she prayed to any god listening. Please.

      Cimejen placed his hands on Bron’s side, around the embedded arrow. “You owe me for this, jin Hazarin. This is what happens when idiots go into battle without donning armor.”

      Bron’s gaze shifted to where Luda knelt beside Disaris. “We meet again, dear one.”

      Tears spilled from Luda’s eyes. “Oh Bron,” she whispered, and her hand joined Disaris’s in stroking his head.

      Cimejen’s hands began to glow, and he too paled as life-giving power flowed out of him and into his fallen battle-brother. “So much fucking blood,” he muttered. “What are you, a pig?”

      No one laughed. Disaris and Luda prayed. Cimejen cursed.

      Bron’s eyes squinted when he stared at Disaris, as if he struggled to see her. She forced back her own tears so his face wouldn’t blur in her vision.

      “I have always loved you,” he said, the words barely audible.

      Please, she continued in silent suppliance. Please.

      She smiled at him. “As you should, moon boy, because I’ve always loved you.”

      “It’s hard to see you now.” He weakly raised his hand, inviting her to take it. “Walk with me, Disaris.”

      She swallowed down the tears caught in her throat and twined her fingers through his. “Through this lifetime and all that come after it.”
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        * * *

      

      On the second day of the second week during the month of Saminos, the sky opened wide and poured her tears onto thirsty ground. Disaris waited alone in a rented room on the upper floor of a nameless inn that served travelers passing through a nameless town. She stood by the window overlooking the inn’s stable yard, watching and counting the number of grooms that dashed to and fro across the muddy stable yard, leading wet horses out of the deluge and into the barn’s dry sanctuary.

      She’d trade her right arm to be one of those grooms at the moment, at least long enough to snatch one of the horses and ride pell-mell down the merchant road, away from her jailers. She’d find Bron and warn him to turn back, to stay away, to pretend she no longer existed. Downstairs, a dozen Daggermen mingled unobtrusively among the tavern’s patrons as they too waited expectantly for the arrival of Bron jin Hazarin. Ceybold had left her here to join them, for which she was thankful. If she didn’t have to look at him, she wasn’t as tempted to kill him.

      “Remember, Disa,” he’d warned her before he left. “Try to leave with Bron, and Luda is dead. Tell him about Luda or your purpose with us, and he’s dead.”

      Until that moment, she’d managed to bite back the insults and snide remarks she so desperately wanted to throw at him. The effort had left her with an aching jaw from clenching her teeth. This time she gave in, allowing a lifetime of contempt for this craven bastard who’d once falsely presented himself as Bron’s friend and her and Luda’s savior. “Do you really think a dozen of the Hierarch’s minions can successfully take down a Daesin battle mage?”

      Ceybold’s mouth tightened before curving into a humorless smile. “No, not without help, and you’re the help. I could threaten to break one of your fingers, and he’d willingly lie down and allow my men to butcher him if it meant saving you.” All the blood drained to her feet, and she swayed, sickened by the idea he might actually be right. He tutted. “All that training, all that experience, all that power…reduced to nothing before the vulnerability of a woman. Pathetic.”

      She laughed, a mocking cackle. “Who is truly pathetic here? Did you not force me into a marriage for a chance at becoming a salar? Threaten to kill Luda if I didn’t agree to translate Kocyte’s grimoire?” She raked him with her gaze, hoping it conveyed her loathing for him. “Bron sacrifices himself for others. You sacrifice others for yourself. Who between you stands and who crawls is obvious.”

      He lunged for her, handsome features twisted into a snarl as he slammed her back against the wall, one hand closed around her throat in a strangling grip. Disaris clawed at his fingers and used her other hand to jab at his eyes. His reach was too long, preventing her from blinding him. He bared his teeth in a smile as she squirmed frantically in his clutches and fought off the rising black that filled her vision as her lungs struggled for air.

      Part of her regretted her careless tongue. She’d managed to enrage Ceybold enough that he’d forgotten about his many machinations and their failure if he killed her. She would die in this room.

      The other part of her was relieved. At least she wouldn’t have to lie to Bron, tell him things that were the epitome of dishonesty dressed in cruelty and wielded with the noblest of intentions.

      A soft knock at the door saved her life. “A scout has reported seeing the mage enter the village, Brother Pasith.” The Daggerman’s voice on the other side of the door carried a hint of urgency. “He’ll be here by the time we go downstairs.”

      Ceybold abruptly released her, and Disaris crumpled to the floor with a gasping inhalation. He landed a solid kick to her hip, making her hunch away and almost bite her tongue to hold in her yelp. “Get up and make yourself presentable,” he snapped. “And if Luda means anything to you, you’ll not forget what you’ve been told to say.”

      He strode to the door without looking back. The Daggerman waiting for him on the other side bowed and stepped out of the way as Ceybold entered the hallway and closed the door behind him with a soft click. Disaris huddled in place, coughing and wheezing until she no longer felt the phantom pressure of his fingers crushing the breath out of her.

      She staggered to her feet, tucking a loosened strand of her hair behind one ear with a trembling hand. Her hip throbbed, and she limped as she resumed her place by the window. “May you die a brutal, horrible death, you miserable bastard,” she said to the closed door, wincing at the raspiness of her voice and the way the words scorched a path from her throat to her lips.

      Besides almost choking her to death, Ceybold had made it even harder for to convince Bron of the truth in the lies she was about to tell him. She tugged the neckline of her blouse higher, hoping it hid whatever marks Ceybold had left on her skin.

      The steady creak of booted feet climbing the stairs to the upper floor warned her someone else approached. They paused outside her door, and Disaris waited, silently crushing her skirts in her fists in a bid not to fly across the room, yank the door open, and throw herself into Bron’s arms. She knew, with every fiber of her being, he was on the other side.

      The handle lowered, and the door eased open, slowly revealing a tall figure standing at the threshold. Disaris’s heartbeat seemed to slow, then picked up speed and strength until she was sure it would break through her breastbone as Bron entered the room, pale eyes bright with an inner lightning as he stared at her.

      Fully harnessed in blood-splattered armor, he was wet, mud-smeared, and bruised, with the beginnings of a black eye. His normally white hair stuck to his skull in damp, tangled gray mats, and tiny streambeds of dried blood trailed from under his nostrils to stain the brackets at either side of his mouth.

      What latest fight had he come from, she wondered. Despite the wet, the blood, and the mud, he was surely the most beautiful man to ever walk this suffering earth if for nothing more than he stood before her alive and breathing.

      “Disa.” The sound of her name uttered in that beloved voice brought a sob spiraling into her throat. He stepped towards her, arms opened to gather her into his embrace.

      She darted to the side, out of reach, her heart breaking at the surprise and confusion flitting across his face. If he touched her, her will would shatter as easily as fine-spun glass, and she’d throw herself in his arms, as she did every time he came back to her, and beg him to take her far away from here. Instead, she hid her fisted hands in the folds of her skirt and gave him a short nod. “It’s good to see you, Bron,” she said, relieved her voice no longer sounded as raspy, only cool and horribly distant. “It’s been a long time.”

      Two years, four months, three weeks, six days, and an eternity of hours.

      His snowy eyebrows came together in a puzzled frown. He glanced down at himself before turning his gaze back to her. This time his features lightened with a faint, embarrassed smile. “My apologies, Disa, for being too eager. I should have stopped somewhere to wash and change before I came to you from Cataringa Pass.” He lowered his arms but took another step toward her. “As soon as we routed the Kefians, I was on a horse headed here.”

      Her eyes burned so hot from the effort not to cry, it felt like somebody laid branding irons across them. She swallowed, praying for calm and a steady voice. “How did you find me?”

      The smile disappeared, and the frown returned. “I’ve been hunting for you and Luda since I walked through what was left of Panrin.” Despair deepened his voice. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there to fight off the Kefians. I was at the siege of Broysia and didn’t hear about it or the sacking of Burnpool until a month after it happened. I saw your parents’ graves and that of my mother. Were you the one to bury them?” When she nodded, he closed his eyes for a moment. They were almost violet when he opened them again. “Thank you, Disa.”

      He didn’t have to explain or apologize. He moved with the army by duty instead of choice. Messages between towns often didn’t make it to their destinations, and if they did, it took a long time as those who delivered them navigated enemy territory and the frontlines of warfare. She wanted to reassure him that he had nothing to be sorry for, that even if he’d been there in Panrin, he might well have died under a Kefian blade alongside so many others, but she held her tongue. Any sympathy she displayed now would weaken her role in this terrible play.

      She nodded and put more distance between them. “Of course. I loved your mother. I would have never left her for the crows.”

      His gaze sharpened, and his frown deepened as he observed her movements. “What are you doing?”

      She tightened her grip on her skirt, ignored the frantic beat of her heart and the inner voice that begged her not to follow this road, and steadily met his eyes. “I’m happy you’re well and that I’ve had a chance to see you again, but it’s no longer appropriate for us to touch, or even to keep this friendship between us.” As soon as the words left her mouth, her soul wailed its anguish.

      She didn’t think it possible, but Bron went even paler under the mud smears. His knees buckled a fraction before he straightened. “What are you saying?”

      If she managed to make it through this awful conversation without retching, it would be a miracle. “I’m married, Bron. I have been for thirteen months now.”

      Her revelation dropped between them like a boulder flung from a catapult. The silence that followed hung thick in the air, as strangling as Ceybold’s hands on her throat.

      Bron went rigid, his face a frozen mask. “That isn’t a funny jest, Disa.”

      This was one truth in the pack of lies she was spewing. “I’m not jesting.” She refused to look away from that piercing stare. If she did, it was over. He wouldn’t believe anything else she said.

      “Who did you marry?” Each word came out slowly, deliberately as if carved off his tongue.

      “Ceybold.”

      Bron’s entire body jerked at her reply. His eyes rounded, and his jaw sagged. “What?”

      As if the name summoned its owner, Ceybold opened the door and strode in, all smirks and bravado as he said, “Are you through yet, wife?”

      He barely got out a gasp before Bron spun about and was on him, hands fisted into Ceybold’s tunic in an unbreakable grip. Ceybold’s head snapped back, then forward as Bron lifted him and flung him against the wall.

      Bron, whose voice only grew softer as he grew angrier, shoved his face close to Ceybold’s. “You mongrel bastard.”

      Disaris slammed the door shut to keep from drawing the attention of the inn’s other guests before grabbing one of Bron’s wrists. “Let him go!” It was like trying to bend an iron bar. Bron meted out the same reactionary punishment to Ceybold that Ceybold had bestowed on her. He struggled in Bron’s relentless grip, fingers clawing at his hand as the battle mage slowly choked him. Disaris practically hung on Bron’s wrist to loosen his grip. “Bron, stop it! You’re killing him!”

      He ignored her, baring his teeth at his erstwhile friend while Ceybold’s face turned the color of a beet. “What did you do to her, jin Pasith?” The question was almost an incoherent snarl. “What threats did you use to force Disa to marry you?”

      “Bron, please!” Disaris used her body as a wedge to try and break the two men apart. If Bron killed Ceybold, Luda was as good as dead.

      Bron finally let go, dropping Ceybold like a sack of salt, and stepped back. His irises had changed color again. They were almost as crimson as his pupils now. His chest rose and fell in quick pants, and his nostrils flared with each inhalation. One hand dropped to the pommel of the sword tethered to his belt. He began to draw it from its scabbard.

      Disaris crouched next to a coughing, gagging Ceybold, pretending a solicitousness she didn’t feel as she helped him straighten and leaned close to his ear. “If you want to survive this, you’ll leave and make yourself scarce. I won’t stop him if he goes after you a second time.”

      He didn’t argue or reply, leaning on Disaris who brought him to his feet and guided him out the door into the hallway. She’d barely closed it on him before she was the one against the wall with Bron looming over her, far gentler but no less angry than before. He didn’t touch her, but she was submerged in his presence. The familiar scent that belonged only to him, still there under the iron smell of blood and the pungency of sweat. The heat pouring off him enveloped her, and his breath drafted across the top of her head as a caress.

      He braced an arm on either side of her head, giving her a close look at the crimson prisms of his irises and the stygian red of his pupils. “Disaris jin Gheza,” he said, in a voice as frosty as a midwinter’s day. “Tell me the truth.”

      She couldn’t help it. She closed her eyes. “I’m telling you the truth. Ceybold is my husband. I’m his wife.” Her internal voice pleaded with him. Please don’t ask me if I love him. I’ll vomit if you do.

      A light pressure against her forehead made her open her eyes to discover he’d leaned his head against hers. So near, all she had to do was tilt her chin up to kiss him. She shivered, closing her eyes again.

      “What madness have I walked into, Disa?” he whispered. “Where’s Luda?”

      She fought hard not to wrap her arms around him. Unyielding armor lay between them, but it didn’t matter. She knew every dip and angle of his body, how it had changed as he aged toward his prime. How each of those contours fit perfectly to hers as if they had been, in a lifetime unremembered, one being now split into two. “She’s at a hermitage, safe from the worst of the fighting.”

      She wanted to weep when he nuzzled her temple with his nose. “Why aren’t you there too?”

      Nothing froze her insides more than thinking about Ceybold, so she imagined his sneering features, hoping that chill might also seep into her voice. “Because my place is with my husband.”

      He jerked away from her as if she’d slapped him, that same stunned confusion furrowing his brow before anger turned it to a scowl. “Stop it, Disa. I am your husband in all but name.”

      She looked away in an attempt to claw back her crumbling resolve, then leveled a look on him that had him put more distance between them. “It’s the name that counts, Bron. And you’ve been married to the Daesin army, not me, all these years.”

      The anguish in his eyes made her want to flee the room. “I told you I couldn’t marry until I’d served seven years. You agreed to wait.”

      “I waited eight,” she said, wondering how long she could keep up the horrible charade. Her thoughts contradicted her words. I would have waited a thousand if things were different.

      His short, disbelieving laugh held a world of bitter sarcasm. “Oh well, your enduring devotion is impressive.” He ran a hand through his wet, tangled hair with a frustrated swipe. “Gods, Disa. You’re married? And to Ceybold of all people? Why?” The desperate need to understand her actions was almost her undoing.

      Because, she thought, Ceybold and the Daggermen have all the power for now, and I have none. With her sister held hostage in order to force Disaris’s cooperation in translating the grimoire, she and Luda were at their mercy. Bron too was at risk. As a battle mage, he was a force to be reckoned with, but still just one man. If the Daggermen found him a significant enough threat and chose to target him, they would triumph in killing him simply by force of numbers and endless, repeated onslaught. Making him hate her enough to cut ties with her would save him, save Luda.

      “Why, Disa?” he repeated, his voice low and strained.

      She shored up her wavering resolve with those thoughts. “He was there for me and Luda after Panrin. A savior when we desperately needed one.” An absolute mendacious opportunist who saw a tragedy and used it to his advantage.

      Bron flung out an arm in a gesture of frustration. “So you married him out of gratitude?”

      “No. I…” She was about to tell him she listened to reason, but he interrupted her, closing the gap he’d created so that once again he pressed her to the wall.

      His eyes blazed with red fire, an angry blush riding the high curves of his cheekbones. “If you say you love him, I will go downstairs, break every bone in his body, rip out his lungs and toss him to the strays to fight for meat in the street.”

      Whoever this desperate, violent man was, he wasn’t the Bron she’d last seen and made love to a fortnight before the destruction of Panrin. She didn’t fear him, trusting he’d wipe out a kingdom rather than purposefully step on her toe, but she feared for him and wept inside at the anguish in his expression as he stared at her.

      “You are my wife,” he said, gripping her arm as if frightened she might try to bolt. Words poured out of him in a tumbling river, coaxing, tempting. “I’ll take you away from here to a safer place and flatten this entire tavern and all within it if someone dares to stop us. We’ll retrieve Luda from the hermitage and…”

      She clapped a hand over his mouth to halt the spell he so effortlessly wrapped around her. His lips were soft against her palm. “Enough, Bron! Stop it!” She stared into his wide eyes and lowered her hand. “I’m not going with you,” she said flatly. “We’re different people now.”

      “I’m not.”

      She laid her hand over his breastplate where his heart was sheltered. The armor was warm under her touch, rough in spots from blood splatter and mud. “Really? Can you really say that and mean it?

      Long white eyelashes fluttered down to shield his eyes from her gaze before lifting. “When it comes to us, yes.”

      She lowered her hand and slid around him, using the nearby supper table to put a barrier between them. “I’m not interested in being your wife anymore.” Words she never imagined she’d say to this man, and a piece of her soul died with their utterance. “You aren’t the Bron I knew and grew up with, nor am I the Disa you wanted to court and left behind in Panrin. Like many friendships over time, ours has faded.” To her horror, a warble slipped into her voice, despite her best efforts. She paused, certain he’d heard it, but he didn’t move or turn around, for which she was grateful. It was easier to say what she needed when he wasn’t looking at her. “It’s for the best that we leave it to memory,” she continued. “As I said, I’m married, and one day you will be too.” No matter how much she wanted him to be happy, the idea that he might find that happiness with someone else gutted her.

      He slowly pivoted to face her, his eyes bright with the sheen of tears. That piercing gaze burned holes into her spirit. “I will ask you one question. Do you love me?”

      Thank the gods for the table before her. She heard the finality in Bron’s voice and gripped the table’s edge to keep from falling. She straightened her spine until she was sure it cracked in protest. “I did,” she said, congratulating herself on her outward indifference. “Once.” She gestured to the door. “I think it’s time for you to leave.”

      His face went blank, wiped clean of expression except for the tears that edged his bottom lashes. He held out a hand to her. His voice was the soft cajoling of the lover who’d gathered her in his arms and loved her through the hours, through the days, and over the years. “Walk with me, Disaris.”

      It was an invitation, the last given, not only to accompany him out of the room and out of the inn, but through this lifetime and the eternity to follow. She stared, stricken to silence, at that battered, callused hand, suited better for a quill but adept with a weapon. Inside, she was a temple falling to ruin, nothing left except rubble and the memory of prayer.

      She turned her back to him to face the wall. “Goodbye, Bron. May the gods keep you safe. We’ll not see each other again.”

      The quiet pressed down on her, making her ears throb. She finally heard the door open and Bron’s measured stride fade as he made his way to the stairs that led to the main room on the first floor. He didn’t close the door.

      She stayed rooted in place, staring at the wall, even when another set of footsteps approached and entered.

      Ceybold spoke behind her, his voice maliciously cheery. “He’s gone. You must have convinced him with a bucketful of lies because his expression…”

      He halted abruptly when she slowly turned to face him, and the triumphant smile he wore collapsed. Her expression must have warned him he tread on dangerous ground. He backed toward the door with a wary scowl. “I’ll take you back to the women’s quarters in the morning. Don’t try to escape. I’ll have a guard outside this room and others stationed within and around the inn.”

      Unlike Bron, he closed the door, leaving her alone. The momentary numbness was rapidly wearing off, leaving an abyss filled by overwhelming despair. Disaris collapsed, her buttocks hitting the unforgiving floor with a thump. She didn’t notice the pain or the way her exhalations became panting gasps. Instead, she gathered handfuls of her skirt to press to her mouth and muffle the sounds of her sobs. She rocked back and forth, screaming into the fabric until her chest burned and only croaks emanated from her throat.

      The rain fell in an unending torrent that second day of the second week of Saminos.
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      Disaris stood in front of the Merisack stone and grasped her sister’s hand. “Are you sure you want to do this? You don’t have to. I’d never expect it of you. You can stay here. The people of Gatiset would welcome you. Everyone there knew you were a prisoner of the Daggermen.”

      Luda pulled her into a hug. “I want to go. I owe it to you and Bron. You both risked your lives, traveled through a lim portal, were pursued by a battle mage…” She turned her head and offered a bow to Cimejen who stood beside her. “I’ve become an itzuli too, though maybe not as good as you. If my code-breaking helps to end the war between Daes and Keforin faster, then I’m happy to offer my talents to General Golius.”

      Cimejen nodded. “The man isn’t picky about who the itzuli is, only that they can perform the task.” He lifted up the large, thick bag he held in one hand, swatting at the flies buzzing around it. “And presenting him with the Hierarch’s head should console him over the loss of his second battle mage.” Both women cringed at the sound the bag made when he dropped it at his feet.

      A great deal of blood had been spilled over that head, very little of it the Hierarch’s. He and his minions had left their mark on two kingdoms, killing political and military targets, critics, and nonbelievers in their drive to raise an exiled deity who they were certain would remake the world into a utopia for them. Disaris didn’t doubt there would be another charismatic Daggerman to take this one’s place. Positions of power were never vessels left empty for long. She only wished they’d wipe themselves out in the inevitable purge to come among their members.

      It was Cimejen who’d discovered the Hierarch, still alive and hiding in an abandoned animal warren, starving and spouting gibberish fed by the fever of his zealotry.

      The battle mage prodded the bag with his boot. “At least he’s quiet now,” he said. “I’ve taken more than a few heads in my life for one reason or another, but his is the first I took just to get him to shut up about goddesses, the fate of men, and the glory of the Daggermen.” He bowed to Disaris. “I think my life was dull before I met you, Disaris jin Gheza. If Luda is anything like you, I’m sure I’ll be highly entertained while she serves under my command.”

      Disaris returned the bow. “I put her in your capable hands. Please keep her safe.”

      She held Luda tightly and kissed her cheek. “Be well and know that I love you.”

      She stepped far enough away from the stone to avoid its effects and watched as Luda took Cimejen’s hand and recited the nine-verse passage that would return them to the meadow where the Hayman lim-stone stood. The violet light of lim magic surrounded the pair, pulsing thrice, then dying with a flash. The symbols on the face of the Merisack stone still glowed, but her sister and Cimejen were gone.

      She stayed nearby until the stone had gone completely dark, just in case some unwary passerby saw it and grew too curious for their own good. The sun was setting by the time she mounted her horse and rode toward Zaras’s cottage.

      If luck and fate chose to bless them, Golius would accept Luda as her replacement and believe Cimejen’s lie that Bron and the itzuli for whom he’d committed the crime of desertion had died in the skirmish with the Daggermen. If so, they might find relative peace in the enemy kingdom of Keforin.

      She returned to the cottage she called home for now. Two of the front windows were lit with golden light, a welcoming beacon against the coming dark. She unsaddled and led the horse to the adjacent pasture before crossing the back garden to the grave on the eastern side of the house. It faced sacred north so that the dead might take the shortest route to the Bright Lands. Zaras’s neighbors had dug the burial spot and laid Zaras within it, along with those keepsakes of her beloved husband.

      Disaris had stopped on the way back from the Merisack stone to pick wildflowers growing along the road. She placed them on the grave and bowed, tapping her steepled fingers against her forehead three times. “My gratitude to you, Zaras, now and always. May we again one day share cake at your table,” she said.

      When she entered the cottage, she smelled afresh the scent of the soap Zaras had made. The woman still lingered here, not as a haunting, but as a memory. This house didn’t belong to Disaris, and when Zaras’s son arrived to reclaim it for his own family, she’d leave him with a letter extolling his mother’s bravery and kindness. And she’d take with her one small pot of Zaras’s soap. Until then, she didn’t think the woman’s spirit would mind if her cottage was used as a sanctuary.

      The pleasant scent of the soap mixed with the much more astringent odors of medicinal tinctures and salves. Disaris passed the kitchen, the table in its center crowded from one corner to another with bottles, mortar and pestle, and sheaves of dried herbs.

      She opened the door to the room she’d shared with Bron one wondrous evening before one horrific day and leaned against the doorframe to stare inside.

      It was still a small room with a small bed, made even smaller by the large man sleeping there, partially reclined. Thick layers of bandages swaddled him from waist to shoulder.

      He opened his eyes, palest blue in the fading light slanting through the window. “Are they gone?”

      Disaris crossed the room to perch on the side of the bed. “Yes, though I wish Luda would have stayed. She’s far nobler than I am. Braver too.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Bron said, idly twirling one of her loose braids around his fingers. “I bet she wouldn’t have kissed Ceybold in the Bravery challenge. You didn’t go off and marry him again while I was sleeping, did you?” he teased.

      “Considering he’s quite dead, no.”

      Sometimes the image of Ceybold immolated in Cimejen’s sorcerous fire visited her in her dreams. Other times she recalled his death as she laid flowers and small offerings at Zaras’s grave. One day, she’d no longer recall him in any fashion. She looked forward to that day.

      Bron laughed at her dry quip, only to inhale a sharp breath and wince.

      Disaris stood and leaned over him to adjust his pillow. “I told you to keep still as much as possible. You took an arrow, not a cat-scratch. Don’t undo Cimejen’s work. He almost died himself for the effort.”

      She didn’t exaggerate. The three of them had managed to transport an unconscious Bron by horseback as far as the riverbank. She’d been certain he’d die there and take a gray-faced Cimejen with him. The mage had continued to pour every bit of life-giving sorcery into Bron’s body, halting only when his eyes rolled back and he passed out, falling to his side next to Bron. It had been Legis and two other townsmen who’d found the four of them.

      Drawn by the sight of smoke billowing from the direction of the chancellor’s mansion, several people from Gatiset had come to investigate. Legis had brought them to Zaras’s cottage by wagon. For a week, the abode was crowded with a steady stream of visitors, including healers, all insistent on helping and grateful to the four who’d managed to wipe out the plague of Daggermen holding Gatiset hostage for months.

      Cimejen had recovered his strength in a couple of days, and he’d immediately set out to hunt for the Hierarch. The severity of Bron’s injuries guaranteed weeks of convalescence.

      He smiled at Disaris’s admonishment. “Jin Orune considers it repayment for me for not killing him at the Nesting Grounds.” The smile widened to a mischievous grin. “He hates owing anyone anything.” He caught her by her shirt and tugged her closer until her mouth hovered just over his. “I’m sick of this bed,” he murmured. “Unless you’re in it with me.”

      She kissed him, a full deep caress of tongue and mouth that promised much more once he was fully healed. He took her hand, sliding it down his body to the bulge that tented the blankets. “The moon rises,” he said when they paused to breathe, the coaxing note in his voice one she always found difficult to resist.

      Disaris smiled against his lips. “And a star waits.”
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