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The mark Jahna Uhlfrida was born with has made her a target of the cruel and idle all her life. During the long, crowded festivities of the winter holiday known as Delyalda, there’s nowhere to escape and no one to save her from the taunts and mockery.

Until a handsome swordmaster promises to teach her how to save herself.

—IN THE DARKEST MIDNIGHT is a stand-alone novella of approximately 43,000 words and takes place in the world of the Wraith Kings series. For those who’ve read the first two books in that series, this story may be considered Wraith Kings 2.5.—
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The Master arrived, Year 3837

Jahna squeezed herself into the corridor’s darkest alcove as hard as she could. Here, the cloisters branched in three directions. The one she hid in led to the storerooms and armory, its pathway lit only by the flicker of two anemic torches anchored to the walls and spaced far apart. Shadows cavorted along the floors and ceiling, hinting that other things besides frightened girls lurked in their umbric shelter. With any luck, that sinister cast would work in Jahna’s favor and deter the pack of silk-clad wolves currently hunting her in the royal palace.

The patter of several feet on stone and the frustrated pitch of voices reached her ears. The wolves. Evaline Lacramor and her ever-present toadies on their annual hunt for the prey they found so entertaining to torment. An icy draft barreled through the open archways, nearly guttering the torches’ flames and frosting the walls closest to the arches. Shielded from the worst of the cold by a wall and bundled in a hooded cloak, Jahna sweated with fear and tried not to breathe too loud as her heartbeat thundered in her ears.

Another set of steps, this time measured and leisurely, approached from the guest hall opposite from where she hid. A man alone paused, back stiffening as his head turned first one way then the other. The light in the corridors sharpened the edge of shadows more than it illuminated them, but even in its wan luminescence his red hair burned as fiery as a live coal.

To see him more clearly, Jahna would have to reveal her hiding spot, so she contented herself with only the impression of wide shoulders and the weighty focus of a raptor. His head turned a little toward her before he faced the direction of Evaline and her pack’s approach.

Their voices were louder now, and they soon came into Jahna’s view, a trio of predators clad in sumptuous gowns and fur-lined cloaks and gloves.

Evaline, blonde and beautiful, stomped her foot and clenched her gloved hands into fists. “I can’t believe we lost her. She had to take one of these hallways.” She paced back and forth, peering first down the hall where Jahna hid and then down the other where the red-haired man stood in the concealing shadows, silent as the stone at his back.

Jahna held her breath and prayed she wouldn’t sneeze or cough and alert the others to her presence. It was inevitable she’d have to face Evaline at some point during the Delyalda festivities, but the longer she could postpone that particular misery, the better.

One of Evaline’s companions, the less forceful but no less cruel Nadel, frowned. “I’m not chasing her if she went that way.” She pointed down the corridor where Jahna hid. “It’s full of rats and…things.”

The third of their party was a girl Jahna remembered as once being nice to her until she fell in with Evaline. Of their trio, Tefila was the most cautious. “Me neither. And it’s very dark.”

Evaline rolled her eyes. “Stop being a bunch of ninnies. It’s just Fireface. One girl and there’s three of us.”

Tefila gestured to where the man waited, silent and unseen. “If I were her, I’d go that way. It leads to a set of stairs that takes you down into the queen’s gardens.”

Jahna stifled a sigh of relief. She’d almost gone that way, changing her mind at the last moment. The hallway leading to the stairs was long, with no niches or doorways in which to hide, and she had feared not being able to outrun her pursuers.

“This is dull, and I’m getting my hem dirty.” Nadel picked at her skirts, shaking them in a futile bid to rid them of the dark stain marring the decorative trim. “Why not just leave her alone? There’s plenty to do here without chasing Fireface all over the palace.”

She backed up a step, as did Tefila, when Evaline pivoted slowly and leveled a look on them so full of malice, both girls paled. “Because I don’t want to leave her alone,” she said, the words precise, measured and almost spat between her teeth.

Jahna’s galloping heartbeat picked up speed as terror coursed through her veins. She didn’t know or understand what drove Evaline to seek her out with such zeal, but her pleasure in doing so had been the source of many of Jahna’s nightmares for years.

A betraying squeak almost burst from her lips when the other witness to their exchange suddenly moved, his footfalls no longer quiet on the floors as he approached the trio. Their voices fell abruptly silent, broken only by a startled gasp from Tefila when he stepped into the light pooling at the juncture of the three corridors. His bright hair literally shimmered as he bowed in greeting.

“My ladies. A good evening to you.” His voice, deep and languid, felt like a caress, and Jahna fancied he could sing well enough to entice birds from trees.

If Evaline and her friends’ reactions were anything to judge by, they were as affected as she by that beguiling voice. All three tittered. Evaline, always bold, fluttered her eyelashes and sashayed a little closer to their visitor. Her gaze swept him from head to foot. “You’re the swordmaster from Ilinfan, aren’t you?”

He bowed once more. “I am, my lady. Radimar Velus, House of Wemerc.”

Jahna’s eyebrows lifted. Her brother’s new teacher! She desperately wanted to ease out of her hiding place a little more for a better look but dared not. Her fear of Evaline overrode her curiosity for the man her father had paid handsomely to travel from Ilinfan and teach Sodrin how to wield a blade.

The fall of his hair hid most of his profile, but she made out the bridge of his nose and the curve of his cheekbone, both high and prominent. He wasn’t bundled as she and the other girls were in their cloaks, hats, and hoods. Instead he wore thick riding leathers over layers of quilted wool and tall boots that reached mid thigh for warmth and protection against high snow drifts. A sword in its scabbard was belted at his waist. Vambraces clad his forearms, but his hands were gloveless, revealing long, pale fingers and strong tendons that ran the length of his hands to his knuckles.

“You look as if you’re all searching for something important. May I be of any assistance?”

His words made Jahna’s stomach lurch. Had he seen her? More importantly, would he tell? Her legs tensed, and she raised her skirt a little in preparation to run. The only path open to her was the length of hallway behind her back, and that dead-ended at a wall of storerooms. Even if she managed to outrun the girls, her questionable salvation lay in the hope one of those storerooms was unlocked and could be locked from the inside if she reached it in time. That she might freeze to death while she waited out her tormentors seemed a risk worth taking.

Evaline’s delicate features took on a decidedly feline cast. Her gaze slid away from that of the swordmaster’s for a moment. “We were looking for a friend who’s supposed to attend the court supper with us. She went ahead, and we were hoping to catch up, so we could all go in together.” Nadel and Tefila nodded vigorously to lend truth to her lie.

Radimar Velus’s silence was just long enough to become awkward before he spoke. “I see, though why would she come this way?” He gestured to a spot behind them. “The great hall iwhere the supper will be held is that way.”

A mottled flush crawled up Evaline’s neck to stain her cheeks. Her flirtatious smile thinned, and her eyes cooled. “We may have taken a wrong turn or two,” she said, no hint of being caught at a lie in her voice. “None of us are familiar with the palace’s many corridors.”

His head tilted, sending a lock of that sunfire hair spilling over one shoulder. “I saw a girl heading toward the courtyards. She seemed in a hurry, like you. I only saw her from the back, so I didn’t get a look at her face, but she was wearing a blue cloak I think.”

Jahna’s eyes stung with tears. He was sending them in the opposite direction from where she hid. May the gods bless you, she mouthed. She still dared not speak or move, nor hardly breathe.

“That’s her!” Nadel nearly crowed in triumph, Tefila clapped once, the feral glitter of eagerness in her eyes turning Jahna’s stomach.

Oddly enough, Evaline seemed disinterested. Her features had softened with the come-hither smile she wore before the swordmaster questioned their wanderings in the palace. She waved a careless hand at her two companions as if the moments earlier, when she’d been all but foaming at the mouth to chase down Jahna, hadn’t existed. “We’ll catch up soon enough.”

Her brother’s new teacher was obviously as much a master of decorum as he was of the sword. His mouth turned up at the corner in a brief smile, and he placed a hand on his chest in a gesture of regret. “Ah, but it would be remiss of me to keep you. You might lose choice seats if you arrive to the supper late.” All three girls frowned. “I’d escort you there myself but I must meet with someone before then. Perhaps I’ll see you there later?”

It was a masterfully executed ploy. Nadel leaned to whisper something in Evaline’s ear, to which the other girl nodded before offering Radimar Velus another of her coy smiles. “Of course you’re right, Sir Velus, and we’ll be most pleased to see you at the festivities later.”

They wished him good day amid more smiles and flirtatious glances over their shoulders as they turned back the way they came, their pursuit of Jahna no longer of interest to them.

Jahna leaned her head against the wall, welcoming the stone’s frigid touch against her hot brow. She didn’t close her eyes but continued to watch the swordmaster where he remained in the hall. After a moment, his shoulders visibly relaxed, and he turned in her direction. “You can come out now.”

She hesitated, memories of a past scenario like this one, when she thought it was safe only to realize it wasn’t until too late, rose to haunt her. That event had taught her a valuable lesson regarding trust, one she never forgot.

Her ears strained to hear Evaline’s voice, but the only noise to reach her was the sound of her own breathing. Sir Velus said no more, simply waited, his own exhalations steaming out of his nose into the cold air in a ghostly cloud that quickly evaporated.

He’d known all along she was there, and his chance to reveal her to her pursuers had presented itself numerous times during their conversation. Instead, he’d deflected their pursuit and sent them away, all with a charming smile, a kind offer to help and a convincing lie told in a bewitching voice.

Jahna white-knuckled her cloak in both hands, pulled her hood over one side of her face as much as the garment allowed, and stepped out of her hiding place. Her savior said nothing as she slowly approached him. His change in position and her closer proximity revealed all the details of his features previously hidden from her view.

His voice was beautiful; his visage was not. The facial bones looked as if they’d been hewn from rock by a mason instead of chiseled away from marble by a sculptor. An unforgiving jawline and the deep hollows below his high cheekbones lent a harshness to his features that was enhanced by a thin-lipped mouth. The prominent nose edged toward hawkish, a fitting shape to match the intensity of his gaze.

He wasn’t handsome by the standards of Beladine society, but he wasn’t ugly either. The ruggedness of his features was softened by the most arresting pair of green eyes she’d ever beheld. Narrow and framed in dark lashes, they watched her from beneath elegantly arched eyebrows a shade darker than his glorious red hair.

Jahna had to swallow twice before she could speak without stuttering. “Thank you for not showing them where I hid.”

He gave a brief nod. “The leader of that little trio…”

“Evaline Lacramor.”

One of those auburn eyebrows arched. “Ah, Lord Lacramor’s whelp. Why am I not surprised?” His upper lip lifted in obvious contempt. “One of you and three of them. Do you think she would have been so eager to find you had it just been her?”

Jahna shrugged, startled by the faint sneering tone in his voice when he mentioned Lord Lacramor’s name and his not-so-subtle insult in calling Evaline a whelp. “Probably. She’s hated me since we first met when we were both small children.”

He didn’t ask her why Evaline hated her but steered the conversation in a different direction. His hard face softened, as did his voice. “You heard all that was said, but I’m happy to introduce myself again if you wish, my lady.”

She didn’t dare let down her guard, but she did permit herself a tiny smile. “That isn’t necessary, Sir Velus. I’m Jahna Uhlfrida, Marius Uhlfrida’s daughter.”

His bow to her was lower than it had been to the other girls. “Lady Uhlfrida, It’s a pleasure to meet you, though this isn’t how I imagined an introduction to one of his lordship’s family. Why did…” He paused and frowned as if trying his hardest to remember what she’d just told him.

“Evaline,” she said.

“Evaline. Why did Evaline call you Fireface?”

Her amusement at his purposeful memory lapse regarding Evaline’s name died a quick death at the question. Jahna had learned early how to position herself to another person when speaking with them so that the unmarked side of her face was what they saw. The head coverings, scarves and hairstyles she wore served the single purpose of obscuring the side disfigured by the purple stain that spread along the right side of her face from her forehead down to her collarbone and over to her ear.

At the moment, she presented her unmarked profile to Sir Velus, but his question forced her to face the inevitable indrawn breath, the flicker of revulsion not shuttered fast enough for her to miss, the involuntary step back, as if the mark she bore might be contagious.

Men were better at controlling their reactions than women, but not by much, and she steeled herself for the swordmaster’s response. It was unavoidable anyway. He would take up residence in her father’s household for four years as her brother’s teacher. Best to get the unpleasantness over with now.

She shifted to face him fully and drew back her hood first. Next, she tucked her hair behind her ear before pushing her scar further down her neck to expose the skin there. “This is why.”

No quick inhale, no leap back, not even the telltale glint in the eye that always gave away the most stoic observer, and best of all, none of the pity that horrified her more than any insult ever could. Either Radimar Velus was an expert at hiding his emotions, or he wasn’t repulsed by the mark that had been her burden since birth. She chose to believe her first assumption because it was impossible for her to believe the second.

He cocked his head to one side. “Ah, kissed by Yalda the Creator.”

Yalda, god of the sun, of spring, of the day. The festival they all gathered for and celebrated now in the depths of winter was in praise of Yalda, whose ascension after the longest night was only a day away. People had called Jahna’s birthmark many things, none of them complimentary. A kiss from Yalda was the first that wasn’t an insult.

She hurried to cover up. Despite the swordmaster’s surprising lack of reaction, she was uncomfortable with being so exposed. “You make it sound nice,” she said once she had adjusted her hood.

A shallow frown line bisected the space between his eyebrows. “There’s no reason to make it sound terrible. It isn’t worthy of so unforgiving a name as Fireface.” His thin lips all but disappeared when he pressed them against his teeth, and the green eyes flashed. “Your mark is why they’re chasing you?”

She nodded. “So they can tell me in no uncertain terms how offensive they find it.”

A low rumble escaped his compressed mouth in an unmistakable growl. “Does it jump off your face and bite them?”

The image his question inspired made her chuckle. “No, but I wish it would sometimes.” Her laughter faded but her grin remained.

How fortunate Sodrin was—how fortunate they all were—to have this man join their household. Ilinfan swordmasters were famous for their skills with the blade, their services as teachers and guards so prohibitively costly only kings and the wealthiest nobles could afford them. But for Jahna, this man’s value lay in the kindness he’d shown her, the sincerity of his engagement with her. She prayed it wasn’t a false show employed to endear him to her father through the affection of his children.

Jahna was only fifteen, but she had already developed a keen sense of a person’s mettle and their motivations, if for nothing else than her own self preservation. Though she didn’t put all her trust into her impressions upon a first meeting, Radimar Velus seemed an admirable man in many respects.

She had no wish to linger on the subject of her disfigurement and grasped for another ready topic. “My brother is eager to begin training with you. You’re all he’s talked about for months now, ever since my father said you were coming from Ilinfan to stay with us. Did you just arrive?”

Radimar nodded. “Last night. I’de taken lodging in the city and planned to meet with your father and brother during the Delyalda festival but managed to secure a room here in the palace. I was leaving there to find Lord Uhlfrida when I spotted you in the hallway.”

She whistled low. “I can’t believe you actually found a place to stay anywhere close to the festivities, much less here in the palace.”

Every inn and stable in the capital was packed to the rafters with visitors who had arrived from all across Belawat to attend the festival. The palace itself, a sprawling structure with countless chambers and corridors, resembled a rabbit warren at the moment with people bedding down in the interior hallways, once-empty storerooms and even the floor of the smithy where the forges offered warmth, if not soft beds, during the bitter nights.

He snorted. “It wasn’t easy, but I managed.”

It must have cost him a small fortune to do so. Uhlfrida still complained about the handsome sum he contributed to the royal coffers for a suite of three rooms crammed tight with people and belongings.

The swordmaster offered his arm to her. “May I escort you to supper, Lady Uhlfrida?”

She was tempted to accept. Only her father or Sodrin had ever escorted her to the royal feasts. Until two years ago, when she reached the age where awareness of the opposite sex and her own lack of attractiveness to them became more obvious, she’d been content to accompany one of them to the great suppers, even if the meal itself was an ordeal she endured with a blank expression and the pretense of not caring that hundreds of stares rested on her as she pushed her food around her plate.

Walking in on Sir Velus’s arm would not only generate the usual stares but also furious whispers and shocked expressions. All those people who either tutted over her unfortunate mark with their false sympathy or openly gawked before turning away with a shudder would conjecture among themselves over how ugly Jahna Uhlfrida managed to lure a man other than her parent or sibling into escorting her to the feast. She smiled at the image such daydreaming conjured.

“Is that a yes, Lady Uhlfrida?” Sir Velus watched her, a half smile of his own curving his lips.

Oh how she wished it were. Jahna sighed and shook her head. “I’m sorry, Sir Velus. I must say no. If Evaline sees me on your arm, her retribution will be swift, and I’d like to enjoy a little of Delyalda if I can.”

She didn’t exaggerate. Evaline would make it even more of her mission than she already did to seek out and exact vengeance for some imagined slight Jahna visited on her simply for accompanying Sir Velus into the great hall. Jahna would have to spend the rest of their visit hiding under her bed to avoid what promised to be some creative cruelty dreamed up in Evaline’s twisted mind.

The swordmaster’s piercing gaze sharpened even more, and he lost the smile. “Have you told your father or brother any of this?”

A flutter of panic beat in her chest. “My father is a busy man with more important things to attend to, and my brother knows. He’s come to my defense a few times. It’s a small matter, really.” She pretended not to see the skepticism in his drawn-down brow and narrowed eyes. “Besides, as a new member of our household, you’ll likely be seated with us at supper anyway.”

Another thought occurred to her. “Didn’t you say you had to meet someone?”

His broad shoulders lifted in a shrug. “I did. I have. You.”

Her young heart beat like a swallow’s wings, this time from excitement instead of fear. She looked forward to the next four years. She held out a hand. “Thank you again, Sir Velus. You saved me.”

He clasped her fingers with his. She felt the ridge of calluses on his palm that marked where he held a sword. “It was my pleasure, Lady Uhlfrida.” He bowed over her hand, his warm breath skating across her knuckles. He straightened, gifting her once more with one of those measuring stares. His hard face was somber. “Maybe during my stay in your father’s house, I will teach you how to save yourself.”

She returned his bow of farewell and watched as he strode down the corridor that led to the courtyards, wishing she could follow and admire the falling snow as it blanketed the buildings and garden statuary. Instead, she hurried in the direction Evaline and her toadies took, toward the great hall where the evening feast waited for King Rodan and his bevy of nobles.


~ 2 ~
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The Maiden intrigued

Supper was the dull, interminable thing she expected it to be, a shallow pageantry of aristocrats doing their best to outshine each other either in their clothing and jewels or boasts regarding the size of their estates, the quality of their horseflesh or the fertility of their loins. Jahna ignored the predictable scrutiny of others and did her best to eavesdrop, without being obvious, on the conversation among her brother, her father, and the Ilinfan swordmaster.

Sir Velus had joined them shortly after supper began, his attempt at slipping unnoticed into his seat foiled by her brother’s loud and enthusiastic “Sir Velus, come join us!” combined with the equally loud and complimentary “Such beautiful hair!” from a drunken noblewoman further down the table from where Jahna’s family sat. For a change, all eyes weren’t on her, and Jahna didn’t know whether to be relieved for her sake or feel sorry for Sir Velus’s.

He seemed unfazed by the attention, his focus first on her father and then on Sodrin. Only after a round of greetings exchanged with him, did he turn to her and offer both a bow and a tiny wink only she could see.

The heat of a blush crept up her neck and face, and she ducked her head, suddenly shy in his presence. Her earlier ease in speaking with him had vanished, a distant memory in the face of her current tongue-tied state. She spent the remainder of supper sipping wine and listening as he and her father discussed Sodrin’s lessons, and Sodrin fired off questions as fast and numerous as a barrage of arrows.

Once the supper ended, and the various diners broke into smaller groups to either gossip, curry favor, or destroy reputations, Jahna edged her way toward the room’s perimeter and the promised freedom beyond the tall, ornate doors flanked by guards. Her father had left her to her own devices, and she had refused her brother’s offer to keep her company.

“Enjoy,” she said, catching the way his gaze swept the hall, settling on one pretty nobleman’s daughter before moving to another. He was a high-ranking aristocrat’s son and of an age where courtship was not only natural, it was expected. Sodrin didn’t need her clinging to his arm should he try his hand at a little clumsy wooing.

She almost made it to the doors without incident when Dame Stalt stepped neatly in front of her and blocked her path. The urge to curse her bad timing battled with her delight that the revered headwoman of the Archives sought her out.

As if by some unspoken magic, the crowd thinned away, leaving a wide circumference of empty space around them. The dame looked more formidable than any warrior queen in her severe-cut gown. She stared down her nose at Jahna, who gave a hasty bow before clasping her hands behind her back to hide the fact she was wringing them bloodless from nervousness.

“I received your scrolls,” Dame Stalt announced, and Jahna’s heart plummeted to her feet at the grim tone in the other woman’s voice. “You lack structure and need proper training, but the account you sent me is thorough, detailed, and avoids useless fancy.”

Almost light-headed with relief at the sharp-edged compliment, Jahna gave another quick bow. “I’m so glad, madam. I enjoyed recording the stories the grandfathers and grandmothers of Osobaris told me.”

The village of Osobaris perched inside lands owned by Jahna’s father. A nondescript community made so by its lack of significant trade goods or strategic importance, it nonetheless possessed the distinction of being a gateway from which the first of the Elder races, the ancient Gullperi, abandoned this realm, leaving behind only remnants of their power in lonely tors, sacred circles and timeless forests.

Dame Stalt’s gaze was even more piercing than that of Radimar Velus. “You did a fine job of recording what they said without succumbing to the more fanciful aspects of storytelling. I think you would do well as an apprentice at the Archives if you’re interested.”

Jahna swayed on her feet before catching hold of her shock and wrestling it into submission. Gods forbid she do something stupid such as faint in front of the dame, especially when the news was this wondrous. She measured her words and prayed she didn’t screech or babble. “Oh yes, my lady. I’m very interested. Though I don’t know if my father would be willing to release me to apprentice with the Archives.”

She hadn’t expected such an offer from Dame Stalt. Her hope in sending the manuscript to her for review had been that the dame would look it over and perhaps consider her for apprenticeship as an amanuensis with possible promotion to first tier king’s chronicler after a few years. This was far better than she ever imagined.

If only she could get her father to agree to it.

Dame Stalt waved a languid hand in the air, as if approval from Jahna’s father was a minor and unimportant thing. “Let me speak with Uhlfrida tomorrow. I’m sure we can come to some sort of arrangement that would satisfy everyone.”

She bid Jahna a short good night and plunged into the throng of dancers and observers, her decisive strides toward the king’s dais at the far end of the room clearing the path as if she wielded lightning strikes to push people out of her way.

Jahna envied her that particular talent and wished she might be able to employ the same as she tried for a second time to reach the main doors. She wanted to race outside, kick up snow drifts and laugh with joy under the winter moon. Her euphoria over Dame Stalt’s offer wasn’t dimmed by yet another interruption, this one even more welcomed than the dame’s had been.

“You remind me of a lantern whose flame burns bright, my lady. Your eyes are dancing, though you are not.” Sir Velus raised a questioning eyebrow, his own eyes green as the coveted sea glass brought over the mountains by the intrepid trade caravans and sold as jewelry to rich noblewomen.

Jahna grinned, still riding on a swell of elation. “I don’t dance because I’m never asked, Sir Velus.” She hurried to qualify her statement in case he thought her remark a clumsy attempt at garnering an invitation from him. “And I value my feet. Too many drunk lords fancying themselves butterflies on the dance floor when they’re really oxen.” His low laughter joined hers, and she thought his as delightful as his speech. “Why aren’t you dancing?”

He’d been scrutinized, measured and admired the moment he walked through the doors. A person would have to be without eyes or blindfolded not to see it. That he hadn’t been swallowed up by the spinning, swaying crowd, a partner on his arm, puzzled Jahna.

Wry humor played across his mouth. “Because I’m not important enough or high enough in status to warrant the time. You’re young, but I suspect you know how this works. This is a dance only on the surface. Underneath is a battlefield and those who strategize best are the envy of even the most successful generals.”

She blinked. He had just neatly summed up why she disliked this particular festival dance. Its air of calculation, of desperate purpose, stripped the joy from it. People used the event as an excuse to maneuver for position in court and negotiate marriages and trade alignments. Her father waded into the thick of it, never dancing but flitting from one cluster of nobles to the next as he bargained and gleaned information that would expand his influence.

“You’re right,” she said. “I don’t participate, but from here, it feels like I’m watching a battle instead of a dance sometimes. I like the courtyard dances much more, especially the Maiden Flower Dance. Have you seen it?”

Her companion nodded. “I have. The villages closest to Ilinfan come together to celebrate Delyalda. The Maiden Flower Dance and the Firehound story are always the favorites.”

“I love the Firehound story!” Jahna blushed, mortified by her enthusiastic outburst. She sounded more like an overly excited seven-year-old than the dignified young woman her father so desperately wanted her to be.

Sir Velus grinned, the expression one of appreciation instead of mockery. “Mine too. One of the older swordmasters possesses a touch of sorcery and can create the Hound from flame, though to be honest there’s been years where it looks more like a rabbit or piglet.” He winked at her. “Keep that between us.”

A bubble of laughter escaped her, and she captured it by covering her mouth with her hand. She had met this man only hours earlier, knew almost nothing about him other than his profession and his purpose in being here, but oh, she liked him very much. There was about him a steady confidence, as if he was very sure of his place in the world, with no need to prove his worth to anyone. He’d shown her great kindness, even before he knew she was his employer’s daughter.

He tipped his chin toward the crowded dance floor. “Your brother is enjoying himself.”

She followed the direction of his gesture, spotting Sodrin twirling a girl Jahna recognized as the youngest daughter of a lesser aristocrat. Her father stood not far away, watching, a disapproving frown pinching his face. “I’m glad,” she said. “As the heir, he’s ever reminded by our father of his duty to the line and the inheritance.”

She shuttered the rest of her words. It wasn’t her place to gossip about her family’s personal interactions nor the swordmaster’s place to be privy to them. It put them both in an awkward position. The heat of embarrassment flooded her face once more. She was a clumsy creature, socially inept and too free with her words when someone showed an interest in talking to her.

Unlike her, Sir Velus didn’t look the least ruffled and took up the threads of the conversation she abandoned. “Sodrin gave me a quick demonstration before supper of what he knows. He has a natural talent for the blade. He just needs to be lighter on his feet.”

“And forget for a moment that he isn’t always right.” Jahna loved her brother, but his insistence that he was never wrong, just misunderstood, drove her mad sometimes.

Sir Velus’s amused snort coaxed a smile from her. “Spoken like a true sibling,” he said. “Taking instruction is the hardest thing for a student of any endeavor to master, and some resist more than others.”

The wisdom of those words settled within her and stayed. “You have your challenge then with Sodrin.”

“You know he’s said something similar about you.”

She scowled. “Is that so?”

Their conversation was interrupted by Lord Uhlfrida’s sudden appearance in front of them. “Jahna isn’t trapping you here with her is she, Radimar?”

Her father’s thoughtless question robbed Jahna of breath. Had she trapped the swordmaster here with her awkward attempts at witty conversation? Did he only linger because of her relationship to her father and his own sense of diplomacy?

Beside her, Sir Velus stiffened and his voice was much cooler than it had been a moment earlier. “No, my lord She was just telling me how much her brother looked forward to his training.”

Uhlfrida nodded, swirling the wine in the chalice he held before taking a swallow. He dabbed at his mouth with a silk handkerchief clasped in his other hand. “So he is, which is why I want to discuss something with you regarding his lessons.” His eyes flickered over Jahna. “Jahna, you should be dancing.” It was more command than suggestion.

Jahna bowed her head. “Yes, Father.” It was futile to remind him that to dance in this arena, a woman had to be asked, and her chances of that happening were non-existent. Even if some aristocrat’s son approached her, she’d refuse. She knew of the standing wager among her peers. Whoever managed to coax or trick ugly Jahna Uhlfrida onto the dance floor would win a sizeable sum.

Satisfied with her ready agreement, Uhlfrida clasped Sir Velus’s arm. “Come, I’ll retrieve Sodrin so we can talk.”

The swordmaster executed a short quarter turn toward her which served to shake off Uhlfrida’s grip. The move was subtle, unnoticed by Uhlfrida himself, but Jahna noted it. The glint in Sir Velus’s eyes confirmed it. He bowed a farewell.

“Thank you for your insight, Lady Uhlfrida. I’m eager to start training your brother.” He left out any reference to other parts of their conversation that might provoke a litany of questions from Jahna’s father.

“Enjoy your evening, Sir Velus.” She offered her father a quick smile. “You too, Father.”

He acknowledged her valediction with a grunt and gestured for the swordmaster to keep pace with him as they braved the crowd toward the still dancing Sodrin. Jahna sighed. Poor Sodrin. He’d come to the Delyalda festival to revel, not spend the evening listening to their father’s lectures.

She was in front of the great hall’s doors when a dreaded voice halted her.

“Interesting choice of color for your gown, Jahna. It matches your…skin tone.”

Evaline had finally cornered her. Jahna was tempted to rush across the threshold and flee to her rooms, but logic kept her feet planted. Her persecutors would only follow, their lust for entertainment at the expense of her misery stoked to an even hotter fire by the chase.

Jahna schooled her face into an expressionless mask and slowly turned to face Evaline. As she expected, the girl stood flanked by her ever-present sycophants. They had shed their cloaks and hoods to reveal colorful dresses trimmed with ribbon and beads.

Evaline’s blue gown highlighted her blonde beauty, and she shimmered like a sapphire under the flickering light of the numerous torches and candles set in the walls and niches of the great hall. Nadel and Tefila likewise wore vivid gowns in shades of crimson and yellow. To Jahna, they looked like a cluster of jewels—beautifully faceted and hard through and through.

By contrast, Jahna wore dove gray, the hem and cuffs of her long sleeves decorated in silver and black embroidery. The seamstress had sewn a hood to the frock at Jahna’s request, and she wore it pinned to her loose hair Evaline’s remark that the gown matched Jahna’s skin tone might have stung if it hadn’t been so predictable.

Evaline raked her from head to toe with a withering gaze. “I hear your brother will learn the sword from an Ilinfan swordmaster. He’s handsome enough if you squint the right way, so why in the gods’ names is he talking to you?”

Jahna sighed inwardly. Please let them grow bored with this quickly. “I don’t know.”

Nadel’s toothy smile reminded Jahna of the mountain cats that stalked the forested cliffs surrounding her father’s estate. “Maybe he feels sorry for her.” She laughed at her own jibe and Tefila joined her.

Evaline didn’t laugh, and her blue eyes were cold enough to skate across as she stared at Jahna. “Not sorry enough. He didn’t invite you to dance with him.”

Jahna had observed Radimar Velus nearly the entire evening. He hadn’t asked anyone to dance with him. She knew she’d regret it, now or later, but she replied anyway. “He didn’t invite you either.”

Evaline’s snide expression froze. Her nostrils flared, and Jahna braced herself to dodge a slap that didn’t come. Lord Lacramor’s “whelp” clenched her teeth and curled her hands into fists. She breathed in audible pants.

Lord Uhlfrida was of higher status and greater importance than Lord Lacramor. Jahna knew it. So did Evaline. To outright physically attack Jahna where witnesses abounded carried repercussions on a grander scale than a juvenile spat between the young daughters of two powerful noblemen.

Jahna didn’t look away as a seething Evaline stared daggers at her before visibly wrestling her fury under control. She raised her head, nose in the air and gave a disdainful sniff. “What good would it do me to spend my valuable time with a lowly baron’s son?”

Was he a baron’s son? Jahna had never heard of the House of Wemerc and assumed it was one of the families awarded noble status for outstanding service in the Beladine army. Leave it to Evaline to waste no time in finding out where her object of interest stood in the hierarchy.

She arched an eyebrow, committed now to the foolhardy venture of antagonizing the viper. “You’re spending time with me, and I don’t intend to offer for your hand.”

“As I’m sure no one will offer for yours, though your father might be able to convince some desperate nobleman in need of coin.” Evaline almost spat the words at her.

“Only the king is that wealthy,” Tefila added.

The three laughed at her quip but finally moved on when Jahna’s deadpan expression didn’t alter. She watched them go, her stomach in knots, perspiration trickling down her back. She turned to look blindly at the crush of people filling the great hall, their bodies slowly blurring to watery outlines the longer she watched them. Jahna blinked hard and caught Sir Velus watching her from the other side of the room, his face grim. She forced a weak smile and gave a wave to signal all was well before fleeing the great hall in what she hoped was a dignified walk.

Once in the corridor, she raised the hem of her gown and ran, gasping for breath as her chest and throat tightened with the threat of tears. Her father’s suite of rooms was blessedly empty save for two maids who offered to help her change and bring her tea or wine. Jahna refused both, pleading an upset stomach from the food. They left her alone while she settled in a narrow bed placed in the sitting room with a screen erected for some semblance of privacy.

Beyond the screen, the fire in the hearth crackled, driving away some of the cold that managed to sneak under the tapestries hanging on the walls. Jahna huddled under her blankets, still clothed in her gown. She listened to the maids’ voices, their words soft and indistinct. Soothing.

Evaline’s insults were carefully crafted to cut, but it was Tefila’s that struck deepest. “Only a king is that wealthy.” Jahna closed her eyes and gave in to a bout of silent weeping until the bands squeezing her chest loosened, and her throat relaxed. She rolled to her back and stared at the ceiling with its intricately painted murals. The last of her tears slid down her temples to tickle her ears.

A voice inside her assured her none of those vicious bitches was worth a single one of her tears, and there was far more to her than a disfiguring purple stain. Still, another voice refused to stay silent and wished she’d been born unmarked. She didn’t wish for beauty, just the acceptance that came with not being so noticeably different.

Jahna turned her thoughts to more cheerful things—her brother laughing as he danced a lively jig with a pretty brown-haired girl, the upcoming Firehound story brought to life by the king’s sorcerers, Dame Stalt’s invitation to join the student body of the Archives and train as a king’s chronicler. These things mattered, gave her joy. She closed her eyes and spooled out memories that made her smile and dried her tears. She fell asleep to the image of the Ilinfan swordmaster with his sunrise hair and sea-glass eyes.

She spent much of the following morning exploring the overgrown gardens that had once been the pride of the current king’s grandmother. When Rodan married, his queen had a new garden designed to her taste installed at the southern corner of the palace grounds. The old garden was left to run to seed and grow wild and unkempt. Jahna loved it, as much for its isolation as for the snow-encrusted climbing roses and ivy that grew in chaotic profusion, swallowing broken statues and choking stone walls in an intricate web of snaking vines.

One of her father’s servants found her near midday sculpting sacred spirals made of snow next to a fountain garlanded in roses the color of blood sugared in snow. Jahna’s hands were frozen, and her breath steamed in front of her every time she exhaled, but she ignored the cold, happy to be outside and away from the stifling conditions in the overcrowded palace.

“Lady Uhlfrida, your father is looking for you. He’s asked that you attend him.”

Jahna sighed and followed the servant back to their rooms where her father held court with whomever chose to visit at the moment. Her mood lightened when she spotted Dame Stalt seated across from Marius in the antechamber he used as a receiving room. The dame skipped the usual round of polite greetings and went straight to the subject of their conversation.

“Your father feels it best you remain at home at Hollowfell for now, Jahna.” Jahna’s heart plunged through the floor at the news, a ready plea on her lips in the hopes of convincing her father to change his mind.

Her stricken thoughts must have reflected in her expression because the dame shook her head. “You mistake us, girl. When you’re eighteen, you may join the Archives and apprentice to become a king’s chronicler then.”

The ringing in her ears warned Jahna she was in danger from fainting from the tide of relief that washed over her. She turned to her silent father who nodded.

“Court life has its challenges, Jahna. You’ve had a taste of it. Give yourself three more years. You’ll better know how to cope with the vagaries of palace society. That is if you’re still interested in the position of chronicler by then.” He didn’t mention any of the usual platitudes such as the chance she might want to marry instead.

“I will be, Father,” she assured him in her most adamant tone. She turned to the dame. “My thanks, Dame Stalt. I will work hard at not disappointing you.”

Dame Stalt rose. Marius followed suit and both he and Jahna bowed to her. “I bid you both farewell then. You’ll hear from me periodically.” She swept out of Marius’s receiving chamber, followed by a small entourage of women composed of both servants and lesser dames.

Marius eyed his daughter for a long moment. When he spoke, it wasn’t to question her choice in pursuing such a profession—one populated by women from every level of the social strata. “Accompany her to the bailey, Jahna, so she may know I’ve raised you properly.”

Jahna hurried to do his bidding and caught up with the dame just before she reached the doors that opened up to the royal palace’s outer courtyard and bailey. Across the grounds, the Archives stood between two temples, its portico facing the palace’s northern façade. Dame Stalt waited until Jahna drew abreast of her before speaking.”

“I don’t need a nursemaid to see me home, Jahna, especially one young enough to be my granddaughter.” Her sharp regard was softened a little by the smile that played across her mouth. “I will, however, lay a task on you.”

“Anything, madam,” Jahna said.

The dame frowned. “Be careful you use that answer sparingly in the future, Jahna.” She pulled her heavy cloak more closely around her thin frame. “The Archives store all manner of things concerning Belawat’s history. You have a rare opportunity before you, one any chronicler at the Archives would envy. An Ilinfan swordsman will reside in your father’s house for four years. Talk to him. Learn of Ilinfan and its ways, the philosophy and practices of its teachers. Record it and send to me when you’re finished.”

Excitement sang through Jahna’s veins. The dame laid a monumental task at her feet, but one Jahna wholeheartedly embraced. Ilinfan was ancient, built and abandoned by the Gullperi, inhabited by humans who created a famous school and mastered the art of sword form. All those things made it a jewel to research, the chance of learning more about Ilinfan directly from one of its swordsmen, a gift beyond price.

She bowed. “I will, madam. It will be an honor.”

She waited until the dame and her retinue disappeared in a veil of falling snow before literally skipping back to her father’s suite, eager to start her new assignment right away, eager to hear Radimar Velus recount the mysteries of Ilinfan in that magical voice.


~ 3 ~
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The Maiden despairing

“Here again, mushroom? Don’t you have something better to do than bother us?” Sodrin bent an annoyed frown on Jahna as she set up her supplies of parchment and ink on a small table tucked into a corner of her mother’s solar.

Her sunny smile made him frown even harder. “I can’t think of anything better than watching Sir Radimar knock you on your arse several times in an hour.” And fitting revenge for him calling her a fungus.

Three weeks had passed since their return to Hollowfell from the Beladine capital of Timsiora, and the Ilinfan swordmaster hadn’t wasted a moment in putting his new student through his paces. The empty solar, once a place of dust, cobwebs and sad memories for Lord Uhlfrida was transformed into a training room, with a concentric pattern of diminishing circles painted on the floor. Hooks driven at various spot into the walls and ceiling provided anchor points to which lengths of rope were strung, creating an intricate net.

“For exercises to increase agility and flexibility,” the swordmaster explained to the perplexed Uhlfrida family when they saw the contraption.

A servant had set up the workspace where Jahna put down her supplies to record—a small table and a chair that hugged a corner and caught the best light from a high window. It offered her a good view of the entire room while still allowing her to stay out of the way.

Radimar had readily agreed to Jahna’s request to observe the lessons and record how Ilinfan teachers passed on their knowledge to their students. Sodrin had been less than enthusiastic at the idea.

“How can I fight if she’s lurking over there distracting me with all that quill scratching?”

Radimar paused while measuring the floor for his painted circles and gave Sodrin a withering look. “If something as insignificant as a quill stops you from being able to fight, then I need to pack now and return to Ilinfan, as there is nothing I can teach you which will overcome that level of laziness.”

Sodrin flushed pink at the rebuke, but said no more. He avoided Radimar’s eyes in favor of glaring at Jahna who shrugged and returned a triumphant smirk.

Radimar hadn’t made an appearance yet this morning, and the siblings took advantage of that by bickering. Sodrin practiced a few leisurely swings with the wooden waster Radimar insisted he use. “Big talk from you. It isn’t like he hasn’t put you on your arse a few times.”

That was true. Radimar’s willingness to allow her in for the lessons as an observer came with a price. Sometimes she had to participate and those days usually saw her sporting more than a few bruises for the effort.

She shrugged. “But I don’t have anything to prove. Nor do I care if you see me fall. You have too much pride, brother.”

“And you not enough,” he volleyed back. “Radimar is wasting his time teaching you things you’ll never use.”

This morning it was she who glared at him. He had stopped just short of calling her a coward. She opened her mouth to retort but was stopped by Radimar’s arrival.

He wore a high-collared tunic of bleached linen over dun colored trousers and soft-soled shoes strapped at the calves. His bright hair was combed back from his face and secured at his nape with a thong. The piercing gaze Jahna found both arresting and intimidating swept the room, touching first on Sodrin, then on her.

“You’re both wasting your time talking when you could be practicing your footwork or sparring with each other,” he said.

Sodrin flexed his shoulders and stretched his arms in preparation for the lesson. “Remind me again why I’m sparring with her?”

The swordmaster walked the room’s perimeter, testing the tautness of the ropes Sodrin had strung earlier by swinging on each one. Jahna tried not to gape at the impressive sight of Radimar’s shoulder muscles flexing under his shirt or the way his thighs tightened as he stretched from one rope to another, pulling himself along like a spider on a web. Nimble, quick, deadly.

Satisfied with his student’s work, he dropped to his feet and dusted his hands before answering Sodrin’s question. “Because sometimes an untrained adversary is the most dangerous one. They don’t follow a memorized rule, don’t employ a familiar tactic or strategy. Every once in awhile they get in a lucky hit that can be very unlucky for you. Even fatal.”

“His luck holds this morning, Sir Radimar,” she chimed in. “Today is my day only to observe and record the lesson.”

Radimar’s thin-lipped mouth turned down at the corners. “It will serve you best if you participate as often as possible, my lady. Doing so will anchor it more solidly in your memory.”

“Afraid?”

Sodrin’s taunt made Jahna bristle. She stuck her tongue out at him. “Hardly.” She waved a hand down her front. “I’m not dressed for a lesson.”

Radimar shrugged. “Then dress for it. We’ll be here when you return.”

She raced back to her room to change into a tunic and a pair of Sodrin’s trousers she’d cut and altered to fit her frame, and returned to the solar. The two men had already begun training, with a regimen of tumbling and swinging on and among the ropes. At Radimar’s gesture, she joined Sodrin on the webbing.

The exercise itself seemed like child’s play when Radimar first described it, but brother and sister soon learned it was anything but play. Jahna lost count of the number of times her tumbles landed her in a tangle of limbs and rope or sent her careening into her brother. Radimar’s repeated advice for how to avoid such bodily crashes even invaded her dreams.

“You move like you’re invisible to each other. Always be aware of your opponent. Where they are in relation to you, to the furniture in the room, to the doors and windows. Learn their size, their reach and how to stay out of their way until you choose to bridge the distance between you.”

He often backed up his instructions with demonstrations, allowing Jahna to see how he moved through the ropes around and over Sodrin, quick and agile, sometimes coming close enough to her brother to flutter his hair but never quite touching. He did the same for Sodrin, leaving Jahna winded and a little dizzy as she staggered away from the webbing to catch her breath. It was an exercise in control, in strength, and as he said, a supreme awareness of the space another person occupied on the ropes at any given time.

Lessons always began with the ropes, then moved to footwork—Jahna’s favorite part of the training. Footwork was precise and offered insight into how her body balanced best, moved quickest. Unlike her, Sodrin hated it and complained at first over Radimar’s relentless drills regarding stance, passing steps and shoulder position.

“Nothing about this involves sword fighting,” he complained one morning.

It seemed as if Radimar ignored the complaint as he circled Jahna, motioning for her to widen her stance a little more and turn her shoulder a hair. He raised a hand to signal she stay as she was and with one quick motion, reached out and lightly shoved Sodrin.

The move sent Sodrin flailing backward, and he landed on his backside with a grunt. Jahna watched askance and pressed her lips together to hold back a giggle.

Radimar stretched out an arm to help a flustered Sodrin up from the floor. “Jahna could have easily done what I just did. You’re resting your weight on your heels instead of the balls of your feet, and your center is too high. Knocking someone over with a feather is possible when they stand like that.”

He returned to Jahna and motioned for Sodrin to join him. “Watch.” He shoved Jahna with the same force he used on Sodrin. Her torso rocked back a little, but her feet stayed planted. Radimar pushed again, this time a little harder, with the same results. The third time he did it hard enough that his bicep flexed, and Jahna’s lead foot lost its grip on the floor, slipping sideways.

“I’m easily twice your sister’s size and weight,” he said. “But did you see the effort it took to make her budge? That’s all due to her stance.” He raised an eyebrow at Sodrin. “Footwork is the backbone of sword fighting. You can’t fight if you can’t keep your feet under you. Swinging a blade around doesn’t make you a swordsman, Sodrin.”

Suitably chastised and more willing to listen, Sodrin worked harder at curbing his impatience and listening to Radimar’s instructions. He wasn’t always successful, but he tried. His disappointment when Radimar, one morning, presented him and Jahna each with a wooden waster showed clearly in his expression.

He gripped the wooden sword, tipping it one way and then the other, his upper lip lifting in a scornful curve. “What is this child’s toy?”

Jahna rolled her eyes. She found her brother’s unending complaints irritating. Radimar’s unwavering patience with Sodrin spoke of his abilities as a teacher as well as an expert swordsman. Had she been him, she would have strangled Sodrin by now.

Radimar hefted his own sword, a waster as well. “This ‘toy’ will become your best friend over the next several weeks. You’re going to fight with it, sleep with it, dream about it, and fall in love with it by the time you’re ready to hold a steel blade.” He then proceeded to show Sodrin and Jahna how the “toy” could be a lethal, awful weapon capable of dealing out bruises and split flesh when wielded by a capable hand.

The current lesson incorporated all the things Radimar had introduced in the previous weeks—tumbling, footwork and bladework with the wasters. Sodrin struggled against the tyranny of the training circles painted on the floor.

They fought in the largest of the circles, the one Radimar called the Student’s Circle. “All students start here and stay here for the longest time,” he said. “As you learn and improve, you move to the next smaller circle.” He tracked Jahna and Sodrin as they sparred with each other within the Student circle.

Sodrin glanced at him. “How long did it take you to reach the Master’s Circle?” He yelped at the hard swat Radimar laid against the back of his legs with the flat of his waster. The move made him jerk forward, allowing Jahna what would have been a lethal stab to his gut had she been fighting him in true combat.

“And you’re dead,” Radimar snapped. “Don’t take your eyes off your opponent. You don’t need to look at me to hear me. Resume your stance.” Jahna and the flinching Sodrin jumped to do his bidding. “Bout.”

The measured whack of wood on wood sounded through the solar. Radimar answered Sodrin’s question, peppering his answers with commands to “Bend your knees. You’re standing too tall,” and “Slower, Jahna. You’re holding a sword, not wielding a whip.”

“I reached the Master’s Circle when I was eighteen, a year older than you are now, Sodrin.”

Jahna gasped. So young! She’d been surprised to learn Radimar was only five years older than Sodrin and seven years older than her. He seemed so much older, so much wiser than either of them. Lord Uhlfrida’s concern over the unprecedented youth of Sodrin’s teacher faded away once he observed a few lessons. Young he might be, but Radimar Velus lived up to the reputation of the Ilinfan swordmasters who trained him.

She countered one of Sodrin’s attacks. He moved slower, distracted by Radimar’s comments. “Then it won’t take me long to reach the Master’s Circle.”

A short chuckle from Radimar revealed he thought Sodrin’s statement as ridiculous as Jahna did. “I started training when I was five years old. I might have attained the Master’s Circle at eighteen, Sodrin. You won’t, even with my training. That isn’t realistic.”

They fought several more bouts before Radimar called a halt to eat breakfast before returning to the lesson. Sweaty, breathless, and certain her arm was about to fall off, Jahna thanked the gods her participation in the swordmaster’s lessons were done for the day. He’d been correct when he said participating instead of just observing would serve her better when she went to record the details of a lesson given by an Ilinfan teacher. Hopefully, after clutching a waster for so long, her sore hand would allow her to hold a quill.

The three made their leisurely way downstairs to the kitchens where one of the cooks had set aside a pot of porridge and slices of pork to warm on a sheet of metal set over hot coals. The first time they ate breakfast together, Radimar had surprised Sodrin and earned the eternal devotion of the kitchen staff when he made his two students serve themselves.

It wasn’t a first for Jahna. She often sneaked into the kitchens and helped herself to a slice of bread and honey or a wedge of cheese drizzled with blackberry syrup while she harassed the cooks for stories of their lives before they came to Hollowfell. Some were born and raised in neighboring villages, others had come from farther away, where Belawat shared a border with the Kai of Bast-Haradis and the wild hinterlands were controlled by the margrave of High Salure.

Sodrin, indulged only son and heir of the master of Hollowfell, had balked at first over the idea of waiting on himself. Radimar’s unflinching gaze and the unspoken threat behind it convinced him avoiding such labor wasn’t worth a thrashing in the Student’s Circle.

They sat down together with their plates and bowls at one of the work tables the head cook reserved for their use. Jahna sat beside Sodrin, with Radimar across from them. Her stomach gurgled the moment hot steam, scented with butter and salt, reached her nostrils. She was starving and dug into her porridge with gusto. The two men with her did the same, and the table was quiet for several minutes while they ate. Sodrin rose to refill his bowl, offering to do the same for Jahna. She declined and watched as her brother made his way to the hearth.

“You were right,” she told Radimar. “I can describe better and recount the details more clearly if I actually go through the lessons.”

A pleased smile softened his hard face. “There’s much more to learn, and it will be good for you both to train together at first.”

Sodrin returned to his seat and dug into his second steaming bowl of porridge. “It still seems wrong to fight a woman, even my sister.”

Radimar rested his elbows on the table and pointed his spoon at Sodrin. “That thinking will get you killed. The greatest swordmaster ever to come out of Ilinfan was a woman.”

Jahna’s writing hand itched. She sensed a wonderful story ripe for the telling. “I’ve read of Beotra. She was legendary. Some books say she wasn’t even real.”

“She was both.” Radimar’s mouth twitched at Jahna’s enthusiasm, and even Sodrin paused in eating to listen. “Her students were Andalin Helparn, Marius Godok, and a Kai warrior named Senakhte.”

Sodrin swallowed a spoonful of porridge before speaking. “Everyone knows of Helparn and Godok. They’re famous. I’ve never heard of Senakhte.”

Jahna gave an indignant huff. “Of course they’re famous. They’re men. I’d wager Senakhte was a woman.”

Radimar nodded. “You’d win that wager.”

After breakfast, they returned to the solar, Sodrin to continue his training with Radimar, Jahna to gather up her unmarked parchment, quills and ink. She could just as easily write about today’s lesson in her chamber and not distract her brother by watching him.

“You won’t miss anything,” Radimar assured her. “It’s more of the same for the rest of the day. If we do something different, I’ll tell you tonight at supper and demonstrate it tomorrow so you can record it.”

He had already been extraordinarily accommodating to her requests for observing his training, and she hesitated for a moment in asking him for more, but her curiosity would eat her alive if she didn’t.

“When you have time, could you tell me more about Beotra and Senakhte?”

He considered her for a moment. “This evening, after supper,” he said. “With your father’s permission of course.”

She clapped her ink well against her ink bottle and grinned. “I’ll talk to him right away!” She sped off, turning once to wave. He watched her leave, lifting a hand in farewell.

Supper that night lasted forever, and Jahna thought it couldn’t be over soon enough for her liking. She fidgeted in her chair and tried not hurry her father along with speaking looks. Had he always stirred his soup that many times before swallowing a spoonful? And did the meal have to consist of six courses?

She forced herself not to wolf her food or yank Sir Radimar from his chair when he pushed aside his plate, signaling he was done. No one left the table until Lord Uhlfrida was finished. She tapped her fingers impatiently on the arm of her chair while he, Sodrin and the swordmaster chatted about various topics, only half listening as she counted the seconds under her breath.

When her father announced he would take his wine to his solar and invited Sodrin to face him in a game of turni menet, she almost bellowed “Finally”!

“I’d challenge you, Radimar,” Uhlfrida said. “But it seems my daughter has decided you’re to play storyteller for her this evening.”

Radimar bowed. “It will be my pleasure, my lord. Good evening.”

They walked beside each other toward the small library that was Jahna’s favorite room in the house.

Radimar relieved her of the burden of initiating the conversation between them. “You did well today in practice. Don’t let your brother convince you you’re a distraction or in the way. If you were, I’d tell you.”

“I never listen to Sodrin anyway.”

“Much to his frustration, I’m sure.” Radimar smiled.

Jahna smiled back. “Just so.” She flexed her hand, still aching from earlier. “I think I need to practice more. My hand and arm grow tired faster than I’d like.”

“That isn’t unusual for beginners.” He lifted his arm, palm facing her. “It’s less about practice and more about strength.” He pointed to the underside of his wrist and traced an invisible line from where it met the bottom of his hand to the crook of his elbow. “You want to strengthen not only your hand but your arm here as well. I can show you exercises that will help.”

They reached the library, and Jahna nudged the door open, pleased to see someone had readied it for their visit.

The library was modest in size but lush in comfort. Tapestries carpeted the floors and warmed the walls, while tables and chairs were spaced around the room in settings that invited intimate conversation. At some point during the evening, a servant had entered to light the torches and hearth. A merry fire crackled over a small rack of logs and chased away much of the chill that had settled in the room.

Jahna hugged her shawl closer around her shoulders and made her way to a pair of chairs flanking a table. The scene mirrored the one in the training solar earlier, with her stack of blank parchment, bundle of quills and well of ink waiting for her. A pot of tea and two cups sat on a tray at another table adjacent to one of the chairs. Jahna claimed a chair and motioned for Radimar to take the other one.

He sat and surveyed the table crowded with writing material. “I see you brought your supplies to record more of my life and all its sins on parchment.”

Jahna had wondered more often than she cared to admit just how many sins the kind but enigmatic swordmaster had committed. “Do you have a lot of sins?”

His soft chuckle sent a pleasant shiver down her arms. “Not really, at least none I’ll admit to. I’m a simple man of simple means. Besides, I don’t like inviting trouble.” He gestured to the teapot. “Now, let’s pour the tea, and I’ll tell you what my master told me about the legendary Beotra.”

Radimar spoke and Jahna wrote until her ink ran out. She shook her quill and peered into the dregs of black morass coating the glass. “I’m out of ink.”

Radimar gestured to the guttering torches. “Pitch and wick as well, and the hour is late. We’ll need to seek our beds. Did what I tell you satisfy your curiosity?”

Not even close, but his beguiling voice had be a joy to listen to and lent depth to the tale of Beotra, swordswoman of legend. “I think it only whetted it more, but I thank you, Sir Radimar. Would you be willing to tell me more about Ilinfan and its teachers later?” Her father would likely peel off a strip of her hide if he knew she pestered the swordmaster as much as she did, but what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him (or her), and so far Radimar hadn’t shown any irritation regarding her constant questions.

“I’ll bargain with you,” he said “Train with your brother and me every morning instead of every other morning, and I’ll give up all of Ilinfan’s secrets to you after supper on those nights your father doesn’t require my company or I’m not teaching your brother additional swordplay.”

Mornings promised to be painful, sweaty and exhaustive. Jahna leapt at the offer. “Our bargain is made, Sir Radimar.” At his insistence, she and Sodrin had abandoned the more formal convention and addressed the swordmaster as simply “Sir Radimar.” As their teacher, he was even more informal with their names.

She held out her hand, and he clasped it in his, giving a light squeeze before letting go. She liked his hands with their callused palms and long, bony fingers. Tiny scars decorated their backs, memories of nicks and cuts he must have received when he trained as a student of an Ilinfan swordmaster.

The days bled into weeks, then months as the seasons waxed and waned at Hollowfell. Jahna spent the early hours of her days practicing with Sodrin, the afternoons working with the estate’s housekeeper in managing the large household and the evenings either reading to her father or recording Radimar’s tales of Ilinfan.

She had warned him that what she wrote down, she’d send to Dame Stalt to read. “So if there’s something you don’t want her to know about Ilinfan, don’t tell me.” She’d never lie to him. He was an honorable man and respected the trait in others. It hadn’t taken long for Jahna to realize she desperately wanted to earn his respect in many things, including this.

He had shrugged, unconcerned, an approving glint in his eyes that made her blood sing. “I doubt I’m telling you anything some earlier dame didn’t already record or that isn’t common knowledge, but I thank you for the warning, Jahna.”

Their comfortable routine was interrupted one late autumn day by visitors to Hollowfell. Jahna groaned under her breath at the sight of the house banner fluttering in the breeze as the point rider in the small entourage led the way to the Hollowfell gates. Lord Uzbec was once more gracing her father’s home with his presence and that of his latest wife.

She sighed and left the balcony on which she sat, working at an illumination she planned to present to Radimar right before they all traveled to the capital for Delyalda months from now. She closed her paint jars, rinsed her brushes and sanded the illumination to hurry along the drying time. Her maid arrived, a stack of folded garments in her arm. She opened her mouth to speak.

Jahna forestalled her with a raised hand. “Are the housekeeper and cook panicking?”

The maid carefully laid her burden on the bed with a smile. “If they aren’t yet, they will be. Your father has asked that you wear one of your finest gowns to greet Lord Uzbec and his family. I brought this one for you, and I’ll take care of your hair when you’re ready.”

If she didn’t care for her father’s good opinion, Jahna would find some ready excuse to hide in her room and wait there until their visitors returned to their home. Twice a year, Lord Uzbec showed up unannounced and uninvited to Hollowfell, throwing the household into chaos as they tried to prepare for his visit with no notice.

He was a dull man, with a great appreciation for Uhlfrida’s wine cellar and the gullet to prove it. He was, however, her father’s longtime friend, and Marius always welcomed his company, even when it was unexpected. Jahna simply settled in for a tedious visit that would consist of Uzbec clucking in sympathy for his friend every time he looked at Jahna, and the new wife gawking at her as much as the old wife had.

The gown the maid brought hugged her shape, its color—a pale shade of lavender—contrasting with the gold highlights in her hair. No gown could offset or lighten the dramatic stain on her face, but the sweep of her hairstyle did hide some of it.

“There, my lady. All done,” the maid declared and met Jahna’s eyes in the mirror’s reflection. “I think Lord Uhlfrida will be pleased.”

Jahna hoped so. Marius had never hidden his daughter away from society. Sometimes she caught a pained expression in his eyes when he looked at her, one quickly hidden away behind the screen of parental affection. He loved her, of that she had no doubt. Nor was he ashamed of her appearance. If he was, he’d encourage her inclination to avoid people and society as a whole. His insistence she join the world around her was sometimes a trial, but she understood his motivation and in some instances appreciated it. Necessity had stiffened her spine, and while she still preferred retreat in the face of conflict or ridicule, she didn’t crumble under their weight.

She rose from her perch on the stool in front of the mirror. “Thank you, Ona,” she told the maid. “Let’s get this over with.”

Their supper that evening went exactly as she thought it would when it came to Lord Uzbec. The other guests, however, offered a few surprises. The new Lady Uzbec was nothing like Jahna expected. Much younger than her husband, she possessed a grace and dignity that made Jahna aware of every bit of her own youthful awkwardness. A startled flicker lit her brown eyes when she met Jahna and saw the mark on her face, but she didn’t stare or even worse, avoid looking at Jahna all together. Her smile was sincere, if infrequent, and she engaged Jahna in earnest conversation regarding the Archives and Jahna’s plans of apprenticing there as a king’s chronicler.

Her cousin who accompanied them was Lady Uzbec’s opposite in every way. A haughty creature whose features might have been beautiful were they not marred by a vulpine expression, she scrutinized everything and everyone with an eye toward their worth, whether in silver or influence. She gave an obvious shudder when her gaze lit on Jahna before sliding away, a response that, to his credit, earned her Sodrin’s smoldering enmity for the rest of the night.

During their procession to the dining room, he hung back and tucked Jahna’s hand into the crook of his elbow. His breath tickled her ear when he leaned down to whisper. “We should keep a close eye on that one. Did you see her eyeing the furnishing and paintings? If we aren’t vigilant, I suspect we’ll wake up on the morning of their departure and discover great-grandfather’s portrait missing from the wall.”

Jahna clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle her laughter. When she could speak without gasping, she whispered back to him. “I don’t think she can stuff a painting under her gown and not be noticed, Sodrin.”

“Don’t be so certain,” he muttered.

As much as it unsettled her to admit it, Jahna missed Radimar at the supper. He’d left for the nearby village of Osobaris that morning after learning a trader had arrived from Ilinfan and the surrounding territories. “Always good to have current news,” he said before leading his horse through the gate and onto the main road that led away from Hollowfell. He hadn’t yet returned, and Marius had told both her and Sodrin not to expect the swordmaster until the next day.

He surprised them all with his early return just as they finished supper. He entered the hall at Uhlfrida’s urging, bowing to Lord Uzbec and his lady as well as the cousin who eyed him with the same avaricious intensity she’d reserved for the silver plates from which they dined.

Sodrin again leaned down to Jahna. “Forget great-grandfather’s portrait. Care to wager she’ll try and stuff Sir Radimar under her skirts?”

Jahna swallowed her wine the wrong way and sputtered. Her vision blurred, and she coughed into her napkin while her brother unhelpfully pounded her back. When she could breathe once more, she discovered, to her horror, every eye in the room on her, their expressions varying from concerned to awkward to revolted.

Mortified, she rose. “Please excuse me,” she whispered and fled the hall. The empty courtyard offered sanctuary and a welcoming blast of cold air that cooled her hot face if not her fiery embarrassment.

“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she raged under the moon’s indifferent light. “Stupid and clumsy and foolish.”

“That’s a bit harsh, don’t you think?” a voice said. Jahna whirled and almost burst into tears at finding Sir Radimar behind her. His slow smile did nothing to soothe her furious self contempt. “Lady Uzbec’s cousin strikes me as sly, greedy and maybe a thief, but not necessarily stupid.”

Jahna couldn’t find it within her to smile back. “I wasn’t talking about Lady Uzbec’s cousin.”

His amusement faded. He came to stand beside her, and Jahna shivered, not from the cold, but from his nearness. He still wore the clothes he’d donned that morning, and bits of grass and mud decorated the hem of his cloak. Moonlight gilded his red hair silver and turned his green eyes black. Those eyes stared at the star-filled sky for a moment before settling their gaze on her.

“I know who you were talking about, Jahna, and as your teacher, I order you to stop.” Her eyebrows arched at the command. “So you choked on a little wine. Who hasn’t done just that thing more than a few times? It isn’t stupid or clumsy or foolish. It just is. A slip we’ve all made at one time or another.” His hard-hewn face sharpened in disapproval. “You are your most unforgiving critic. Why is that?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe because I feel I should excel at things that have nothing to do with the way I look.”

His sudden grip on her elbow startled a gasp out of her. He turned her to face him fully and traced the outline of the purple stain on her cheek with the tip of one finger. Jahna closed her eyes, lost to the sensation of that butterfly touch on her skin.

Radimar’s voice was a caress of its own. “The people who can’t see past this are the clumsy ones, Jahna. The foolish ones, and most definitely the stupid ones.” His words made her throat close and her knees quake.

He fractured her insides, broke the armor she’d built within herself to guard her heart and her emotions, and he did it without realizing it, offering up kindness on the sharp blade of impossibility. She was young, unsightly and falling hopelessly in love with a man so far beyond her reach he might as well have been standing on the moon instead of in front of her.

Jahna opened her eyes to stare at him and silently despaired.


~ 4 ~
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One year later

The Master beguiled, Year 3838

“You’re ready to fight in the Exhibition.” Radimar placed the training sword he used into the rack of similar blades lining the wall and grabbed a nearby towel to wipe the sweat off his face and neck. Today’s lesson had been a grueling one, and he was pleased with his student’s progress. He turned in time to see Sodrin give a celebratory leap in the air and raise a fist to the sky.

He grinned at Radimar, unabashed at his impromptu cheering. “This is good news! Are you sure?”

Radimar began collecting the various weaponry and protective padding scattered around the room. Sodrin copied his actions, working from the opposite side. “You’ve worked hard to reach this point. Your father will be proud. Your sister is.”

Sodrin snorted as he tossed a pair of padded woolen pauldrons into a chest. “She’s harder to please than he is.” He accepted the goblet of water Radimar handed him with a heartfelt thanks. He emptied it of its contents and went to the nearby pitcher for a refill. “These skills may come in handy for more than the Exhibition or my future as a king’s guard, though I hope that won’t be the case.”

Radimar paused in raising his own goblet to his lips. “What do you mean?”

Sodrin’s buoyant expression turned grim. “Delyalda is a celebration for most of us but an ordeal for Jahna. However, Father insists she attend with us every year.”

A year had passed since Radimar joined the Uhlfrida household to train Sodrin. In that time, he learned a great deal about the family members and their relationship to each other. Jahna and Sodrin squabbled like most siblings, but their reciprocal devotion was unmistakable as was Sodrin’s protectiveness toward his sister. He’d seen first-hand what Jahna dealt with at the royal palace during Delyalda. “How often did you use your fists to defend her name?”

Sodrin glanced toward the door, as if to assure himself Jahna didn’t lurk there, unseen and unheard. “More often than she’ll ever know or I’ll ever tell.” He gave Radimar an approving nod. “You’re kind to her.”

It was a compliment, but Radimar didn’t want Sodrin to think a lack of cruelty constituted something special in a man’s character. His own mentor had often impressed upon him that such a trait should always be the rule, not the exception. “There’s no reason not to be kind,” he said. “She’s an admirable girl. The Archives will gain a fine chronicler once she leaves to start her apprenticeship.”

“What you’ve taught her will help her when she has to live in the capital and neither I nor our father is there to shield her. She’s brave to go.”

She was brave. Even knowing she’d likely face a barrage of mockery or shallow pity, Jahna pursued her goal of joining the Archives body of chroniclers with the passion of a zealot.

The previous winter Radimar had said he would teach her to save herself, and he’d made good on that declaration within the limitations of his role and hers. He’d done what he could to teach her basic maneuvers of defense and escape—foundation skills that any person learning a martial art could employ, be they armed or not. He knew from longtime experience, once as a student and now as a teacher, how empowering it was. Jahna might never be the fighter her brother trained to be, but if she had to face adversaries like the ones who pursued her in the palace, she had the choice to run again and hide or face them down. Radimar suspected if forced into such a situation now, she’d choose the second.

He left Sodrin to straighten the rest of the solar while he returned to his rooms to bathe and change. The cold in the hallway stole his breath for a moment after hours spent training in the warmer solar. A pair of shutters had escaped their latch and cleaved to the wall, allowing the brittle winter air inside to tease the torches.

Radimar crossed the corridor to close the panels and paused at the sight of Jahna hurrying across Hollowfell’s courtyard, clutching a satchel to her chest. Her cloak whipped around her legs and strands of her brown hair snaked out of the confines of her hood to flutter in the wind. Delicate snow flurries trailed her progress as if coaxing her to stop and spin as they did in the steady fall of lacy snowflakes that shrouded the yard.

There was a grace to her movements that had been lacking the previous year, along with a confidence Radimar credited to her participation in the morning training lessons as well as her own maturation. The girl was transforming into a woman, one whose intelligence and unquenchable thirst for knowledge gleamed back at him from the depths of her wide brown eyes.

He took his time closing and relatching the shutters. The way to her chambers took her down this corridor. They’d cross paths and he looked forward to conversing with her, as he always did. Her wide smile when she saw him sent a rush of warmth through him, chasing away the gooseflesh that pebbled the skin of his arms and back.

“Sir Radimar, I didn’t think I’d see you until supper. Are you and Sodrin finished for the day?”

She had scraped her concealing hood back, leaving her head bare and her features fully exposed. Even in the hall’s diminished light and half shadow, the purple birthmark staining the right side of her face was easy to see.

Radimar was glad she no longer wore the hood in his presence or pulled her hair forward to obscure the blemish, nor did she offer only her unblemished profile when she spoke to him. His months at Hollowfell and lack of reaction to her birthmark had eased her anxiety. She trusted him now not to mock her appearance, and had she asked, he would readily told her he was blind to it, just as her family and the longtime servants were.

He noticed, instead, the refinement of her face as she grew older, the way her cheeks slimmed and highlighted the curve of her cheekbones. Her jawline and nose were more defined as well, promising an elegance reflected in her own father’s features.

He gave her a brief bow as she drew closer and pointed at the satchel in her arms. “Did you manage to corner the last caravan of the season?”

She had warned him the previous day that she wouldn’t attend this morning’s training in favor of traveling to nearby Osobaris and meeting with a caravan master whose caravan was quartering in the village for a few days before heading for lower elevations to winter until the snows melted.

“I did,” she replied. “They’ve brought goods from as far away as the Idrith Peninsula.”

“And what did you buy?”

She grinned, eyes shining with excitement. “Two hours of the caravan master’s time. He’s from a place called Meruka where the remains of an Elder temple still stand and hold their magic. He even sketched the ruin for me.” She patted the satchel where the precious drawing was tucked away. “Would you like to see it later?”

“Of course. I’ll fetch you after a game of turni menet with your father. I promised him the chance to win back the monies he lost to me last night.”

She shook her head. “Father and his wagers. How many times did you beat him?”

“Four out of five.”

“Better you than me,” she said. “I refuse to play him anymore. He cheats.”

Radimar grinned. “I cheat better.”

They both laughed, and she gave him a wide smile before continuing to her chamber, throwing a warning over her shoulder for him to be careful her father didn’t trap him in his chair until dawn with “that infernal game.”

When he came to her rooms that evening, she ushered him in with a scroll in one hand and a tunic in the other. Two servants were with her, sorting through the chaos of clothes and writing supplies scattered across the bed and table, waiting to be packed for the annual journey to the capital for the Delyalda festival.

Radimar gawked at the tower of parchment books set beside an open trunk. “How long do you plan to stay in the capital?”

Jahna shrugged and passed a tray of capped ink pots to one of the servants. “Most of those are completed accounts for the Archives, including what you told me about Ilinfan this past year.”

No one could accuse Jahna Uhlfrida of idleness. “Does Dame Stalt know you’ve prepared this much material?”

“She knows I’ve been working hard.”

That was an understatement. “This is the work of three industrious scribes,” he said.

A worried frown line creased the smooth skin between her eyebrows. “Do you think she’ll be pleased?”

Radimar snorted. “I think she’ll be stunned. I can’t speak for the quality of your records as that isn’t my expertise, but in the year I’ve known you, you’ve proven yourself thorough in your studies, whether they be recording histories or training with me.”

Her relieved exhalation made him smile. “I’m so glad you think so. You are an amazing teacher, and your words mean a great deal to my brother and me.”

A telltale heat settled across Radimar’s cheekbones at her generous praise. At such times he wished he didn’t have the fair skin that came with being ginger-haired. He’d never been able to hide a blush.

Thankfully, Jahna didn’t notice, too busy with emptying her satchel in search of her prize. “Did you still want to see the sketche the caravan master drew for me?”

He stayed long enough to admire the sketch and ask a few questions about her plans with meeting the dames at the Archives during their stay in the capital before returning to his chamber, pensive and a little troubled.

Jahna had waxed enthusiastic about her future meetings with Dame Stalt and been resigned about the suppers and dances that constituted a majority of the Delyalda festivals. He recalled Sodrin’s remark that the celebration was more a trial for her than anything, and he resolved to do what he could to make it less so for her this year. During one part of their conversation—and he couldn’t even remember what she said—candlelight had illuminated her features in such a way that Radimar could easily see how she would look in a decade as a woman fully grown and settled into her own skin. The image had struck him with the force of a mule’s kick, and for a moment he lost the ability to breathe.

Jahna’s repeated calling of his name brought him back to his surroundings. He assured her he was well, just tired from the day’s training, and hurriedly excused himself from the room, the weight of her puzzled gaze and that of her servants heavy on his back.

He lay in bed that night, chasing elusive sleep as the image of an older Jahna teased his mind’s eye over and over. Radimar rolled to his side, punched his pillow, and did his best to exorcise her from his thoughts. Sleep didn’t come for a long, long time.

The trip to Timsiora was cold and uneventful, the long days on horseback broken by the much more diverting evenings when the Uhlfrida family and their servants gathered around their camp’s fire built for warmth and supper and shared an easier camaraderie than they did on the estate. However, the closer they got to the capital, the quieter and more withdrawn Jahna became.

She had returned to yanking incessantly on her hood or fiddling with her hair so that both covered the marked cheek. She also reviewed the tomes she had put together for review at the Archives, her lips moving soundlessly as she read and re-read her writings, eyes tracking over the lines of script, pausing sometimes as a scowl bloomed across her features at some word she regretted using or a description that no longer pleased her.

On the last day of their travel, Radimar slowed his horse until Jahna caught up to him on hers. “I think you worry overmuch,” he said abruptly. “You aren’t approaching Dame Stalt as a prospective teacher but as an apprentice. She’s already shown interest in you, so much so that she sought out your father last year to see if he was agreeable to you pursuing the path of a king’s chronicler.”

Jahna huddled deeper into her cloak, whether from cold or anxiousness, he couldn’t say. “It isn’t Dame Stalt that worries me. King Rodan demands all noble families attend Delyalda. I dread it every year. I wouldn’t go except that being on your deathbed is the only excuse he’ll accept for not attending.”

“I can keep you company when I’m not preparing your brother for the exhibition bouts,” he offered.

She gave him a wan smile. “That isn’t necessary, though I’m tempted to take you up on your offer. I think if I split my time between my room and the Archives, all will be well.”

He didn’t bring it up again but resolved to do what he could to make the festival the entertainment it was supposed to be for her and not a gauntlet to run and survive to its ending.

That resolution was put to the test when they arrived at the palace, settled into the suite of rooms Lord Uhlfrida once again paid a small fortune to the royal coffers to reserve, and went their separate ways—Uhlfrida to meet and drink with his fellow courtiers, Radimar to the royal training lists with Sodrin, and Jahna to the Archives with her packed trunks of precious manuscripts.

Uhlfrida joined Radimar and Sodrin at the lists later in the afternoon. The sky was clear for the moment, the clouds of snow breaking apart to reveal an anemic winter sun hovering low on the horizon as it prepared to end its very short journey. Night at this time was long, with the longest darkness to come in a week. By then, the festivities would be at their wildest and most frenetic, with the capital near to bursting with people drunk on wine, dancing, brawling and sex.

Radimar signaled to Sodrin that his father had arrived, and both men paused in their sparring to make their way to where Uhlfrida watched the king’s guard spar with each other. His shrewd gaze took in Sodrin’s perspiring face, the dirt-scuffed clothing and occasional smears of blood from his sparring and wrestling with the swordmaster.

Radimar knew he didn’t look much better. They had trained hard through the day, starting before the feeble dawn had even broken. He didn’t appreciate the interruption. Familial visits like these tended to distract his students enough that it took an hour or more for them to refocus on their lessons. Still, Uhlfrida wasn’t in the habit of interrupting training, and Radimar wondered what had brought him to the lists.

“I’ll need to steal Sodrin from you for a few hours, Radimar,” the nobleman said and turned to Sodrin. “His Majesty has invited us to a private dinner with three other families.”

Sodrin’s shoulders slumped and his eyes rolled. “Let me guess. At least one of them has a daughter or two on the marriage market. I’ll get my things.” He slunk away, a sullen bow to his back as he crossed the lists to retrieve his armor and weaponry.

Uhlfrida’s small smile was both amused and sympathetic. He returned his attention to Radimar. “You understand, Radimar, that these things are just a different kind of list or battlefield and the opponents are often softer and far more dangerous.”

Radimar chuckled. “Understood, my lord. I’ll just work him harder tomorrow to make up for the lost time. Maybe his sister’s company can lighten the ordeal for him.”

Uhlfrida’s smile melted away. “She won’t be there and will thank me for that favor.” His slumped shoulders and his disappointed sigh echoed those of his son. “I never really had much hope Jahna would marry. Sodrin will be the one to carry on our line. This scribe business is a good alternative for her, though I know her mother would be disappointed had she lived.”

Radimar was saved from giving some noncommittal reply by Sodrin’s return and glum “I’m ready.” Radimar bid father and son farewell and good luck, reminding Sodrin that the evening’s upcoming celebrations were no excuse for arriving late to the lists the following morning.

He watched them leave, seeing not them but Jahna, her eyes bright with anticipation and excitement at presenting her work to Dame Stalt. He tried to imagine her as a nobleman’s wife and couldn’t. She was sixteen, and while young, within the age range many considered acceptable for marriage. Radimar himself knew several couples who married while both were the same or close to the same age as Jahna and Sodrin.

A mental cataloguing of those Beladine noblemen looking for a wife assured Radimar that Uhlfrida’s support of his daughter joining the Archives as an apprentice was the best of ideas. He couldn’t think of a single name on that list worthy of Jahna Uhlfrida.

He spent the remainder of the short day and part of the evening with the royal guard after receiving invitations to drink, game and swap stories of the various fights and battles they had gotten into. It was an exercise in good-natured one-upmanship, brought to a pinnacle by one tipsy guard’s assurances he had faced down a dragon with a broomstick and won.

Radimar left them to their revelry after that, eager to clear his ale-fogged senses with several gulps of cold night air. The snow-heavy clouds had rolled in again, promising a steady snowfall by morning. People eddied and flowed around him as he stood at one edge of the bailey, their laughter and conversation filling the air as they strolled or raced to the various dances in play throughout the palace grounds and on two of the upper loggias. The smells of roasting food and baked goods filled the air, and the numerous torches blazing throughout the palace grounds made one forget the sun had already set hours earlier.

He spotted Jahna hovering on the far periphery of the circle which formed the Maiden Flower dance. She wore her favorite cloak, a sage-green garment with a generous hood in which to hide her face and wide cuffs so she could tuck her arms into the sleeves to warm her hands.

Radimar purchased two goblets of wine from a nearby vintner’s temporary stall and navigated a path through the milling crowd toward her. She stiffened as he drew closer but immediately relaxed when she recognized her visitor.

He stood next to her, offering one of the goblets. She took it with a thank you and a quick smile before turning her attention back to the dancers as more rushed to join the ring, creating a colorful pattern of a five-pointed star inside a circle. The gathering crowd settled into a waiting hush as the musicians nearby played quick notes, and those who participated adopted poses in anticipation of the dance’s start.

The first notes sent the dancers into a slow twirl that gained speed and complexity as the song progressed. The dancers spun and arched, weaving in and out of the pattern in perfect synchrony, flowing skirts like flower petals blossoming to the rhythm of string and drum and flute.

Radimar took his eye off the scene to glance at Jahna. A sick feeling settled in his gut at the yearning look on her face as she watched beside him, one foot tapping to the music’s quick beat. This bright spark of a girl hid her light in the depths of her hood and the dusty rooms of the Archives, longing to be part of the colorful ebb and flow of life around her but afraid of the cruelties it could so easily inflict.

When the dance ended, the crowd roared its approval, clapping and laughing and calling for more from the musicians who took up another tune, one everyone could dance to if they desired.

Jahna turned to Radimar, a wide smile curving her mouth. “The Maiden Flower dance is my very favorite of all the Delyalda dances,” she proclaimed. “I think I could watch it year after year and never grow tired of it.”

He clinked goblets with her in a silent toast to the dance. “They do look like flowers in a garden.” He wondered if she wore similar colorful skirts under her cloak and if they fanned out in the same flower petal design in the spin and twirl of a dance.

The dancing now was less ritualized and danced by both men and women in couples or small groups. They swung each other in their arms, the more adventurous men tossing their shrieking partners in the air only to catch them with a dramatic flourish before tipping them back to the ground.

“Have you ever danced the Maiden Flower dance?”

She gave him a brief, pained smile. “No. I’m not very good at it, and if you misstep, you throw off the entire pattern. Only the best dancers dance Maiden Flower.”

The musicians segued from one tune to the next without stopping, this one only a touch more sedate than the last. The surge and fire of the dances coursed through Radimar’s blood.

She gasped when he grabbed her free hand and began pulling her in the direction of a hidden place where the music could still be heard but the crowd seemed far away. “Come with me.”

She jogged behind him, unresisting, as they wove through rivers of people and trekked between islands of vendor stalls set up for the festival. The light dimmed as the torches thinned, until they traveled through a heavier darkness clotted with shadows splintered in spots by moonlight.

Radimar didn’t stop until they reached rusted gates entwined with the withered vines of dead or dying ivy. Beside him, Jahna clapped her hands, a delighted glitter in her eyes he could clearly see, even in the broken darkness.

“I thought I was the only one to know of this garden.”

Radimar had discovered this abandoned sanctuary the previous year in his exploration of the palace grounds.

What had once been manicured landscaping had been left to run wild, and nature had obliterated the orderly footpaths and trimmed designs in favor of a chaotic profusion of plants, flowers and trees that had climbed pergolas, choked gazebos, and swallowed benches whole. Most of the garden was brown this time of year, the leaves shriveled to dust under a covering of snow, but here and there hints of color beckoned. Crimson roses masqueraded as black ones in the dark, with the occasional flicker of stray torchlight revealing their lie to the viewer.

Radimar pushed the gates open with a squeak and led Jahna inside, his boots snapping twigs underfoot as they went. They stopped in an open space where a towering fir held court and cast a triangular darkness over the ground.

Jahna’s hand slipped from his so she could draw patterns in a nearby snowdrift with a stick she picked up nearby. “I’ve always loved this garden more than the one the royal household enjoys now.”

He joined her, watching as she drew a fair rendition of one of the roses in the drift. “There’s a wild beauty to it, as if being left to its own path has brought out something winsome a gardener’s hand can’t create.”

Her eyes rounded. “Yes, that’s it exactly!”

She was far more at ease here, away from the teeming crowds. Strains of a new tune drifted toward them, clear and sweet on the cold air. Radimar had brought her here for one reason.

He held out a hand. “Shall we?”

She dropped the stick in favor of eyeing first his hand and then him as if wondering what lay behind so ludicrous a request. “I don’t know.”

Had no one ever asked her to dance? Not even her brother or father? She had attained a natural grace, enhanced by her training with him. He found it hard to believe she might be clumsy on her feet, even if she didn’t know the steps.

“My lady, to be blunt, I’ve knocked you on your backside more than a few times during bouts in the past year. I certainly won’t judge you if you stumble or step on my feet. And we’re the only ones here to witness it if you do.”

Jahna laughed, her body losing the tension that stiffened her shoulders. “I can’t argue such sound reasoning.” She took his outstretched hand. “But no complaining if I trample your toes.”

They started off a little awkwardly, Radimar at first taking the steps at a snail’s pace until he realized Jahna knew how to dance them better than he did. Soon they danced together as if they’d done so for years.

“You’ve kept a dire secret, Jahna.” He twirled her until she faced him again. “You dance these steps better than most.”

She grinned, not at all repentant. “My father hired an instructor to teach Sodrin and me when we were younger. Sodrin found it dull. I liked it.”

“Probably because he balked at taking instruction like he did with me at first.” Jahna had been accurate in her warning to him that his greatest challenge with Sodrin would be in making him listen.

“Oh, he did,” she agreed with a fervent nod. Her hood had fallen back, revealing her hair, swept back in a simple bun at her nape.

“Should I ever meet your teacher, I will thank him or her for lessons well taught. You haven’t crushed my toes yet.”

He led her through another set of steps, twirling her in a slow rotation that stopped with the tune’s ending. The tireless musicians halted for no more than the space of a blink before starting another tune.

Radimar bowed and spread his arm in invitation. “Again, my lady?” He’d brought her to give her the gift of a dance partner and discovered he enjoyed dancing with her as much as he hoped she liked dancing with him.

She nodded and reached for his hand, only to snatch it back at the sound of voices passing close on the other side of the garden wall. Her joyful expression gave way to a wary one as they both stood silent until those who spoke moved on toward their destination. They were gone, but the magic of the garden was broken.

Radimar sighed inwardly when Jahna pulled her hood up until he could barely make out her pale features in its concealing shadows. “I thank you, Sir Radimar,” she said, another smile—this one a ghost of its predecessor—flitted across her mouth and glittered in her eyes. “I enjoyed our dancing, but I have to go. Goodnight.” She left without waiting for his reply or offer to escort her back to where the crowd now sang with the newest song the musicians played.

He hurried to catch up and keep her in sight, making certain she wasn’t accosted by some drunkard or the vindictive cats who had hunted her the previous year.

Once she disappeared through the doors of the Archives, and he assured himself she was safe, he returned to the festivities. He didn’t stay. The celebrations seemed hollow somehow, the crowd a surging clot of humanity that lurched from one song to another. He returned to the guard house where others like him spurned the celebrants outside in favor of drinking, dicing, or whoring. It was a far different environment from the abandoned garden, but he preferred it to the hordes crowding the bailey.

Radimar awoke the next morning well before the rest of Uhlfrida’s household, dressed quietly in the dark and tiptoed out in stocking feet. A few servants were about, casting him puzzled looks as they passed him in the corridor where he sat and laced up his boots.

While the palace was relatively quiet, the lists were not. Men from across Belawat had traveled to the capital not only for Delyalda but to compete in the exhibition fights. Several were already on the training field, practicing their sword form.

Radimar was on his third cup of tea, watching the combatants, when Sodrin arrived, sleepy-eyed and a little green.

He reluctantly took the cup Radimar gave him. “I don’t know if I can hold it down,” he said in a thin voice.

Unsympathetic to his plight, Radimar pushed the cup toward his face. “Drink it. If you vomit it up, I’ll pour you another one. I warned you not to sink too deep in your cups last night.”

He didn’t admonish him beyond that. Radimar remembered his own anxiety prior to his first combat against someone other than one of his teachers. He’d made the same mistake as Sodrin—calmed his nerves with an overindulgence in spirits. Training while suffering from a pounding head and roiling stomach was its own punishment.

They trained the entire morning and into the afternoon, a lighter lesson than Radimar normally taught. “I don’t want you tired out by the time you’re up to fight,” he explained to a relieved Sodrin.

Radimar halted the training once to accept a missive stamped with the royal seal from a servant wearing King Rodan’s livery. He broke the seal and read while the servant waited for his reply. His gaze traveled the list, settling on a cluster of soldiers in various states of harness. A few fought in pairs, but most watched one man—the king’s champion—wield his sword against another opponent.

As if the champion felt Radimar’s gaze, he held up a hand to halt the fight and turned, searching for his observer. He nodded once to Radimar before returning to the bout. Radimar handed the missive back to the servant. “Tell His Majesty I am honored and accept.”

Sodrin approached him once the servant left. “Good news?”

That depended on the outcome. Radimar gestured to their gear. “A challenge. I’ll tell you over a meal. We’re done for the day. You can take the time before the exhibition to clear your mind.”

While the previous night had been devoted to the dances that celebrated the coming solstice and paid homage to the gods for a good harvest, this night was devoted to the Exhibition.

Vendor stalls had been dismantled and erected outside the bailey to make room for a large, makeshift arena with seating for the royal family and the nobility. Another area that hugged the arena was reserved for the rest of the population who jostled for space to stand and gain a good view of the fighting.

A temporary billet housed the competitors participating in the different combats that evening. Most concentrated on sword fighting, though there was also wrestling and displays of horsemanship scheduled as well.

Inside the billet, Radimar checked his student’s armor for any defects or flaws such as broken straps or loose scale. Sodrin paced in front of him, pausing at times to practice footwork or map out the sequencing of attack and counterattack. He scraped his palm down the leg of his trousers before switching his grip on the sword to do the same with his other palm.

Radimar tightened a knot in a pauldron strap, testing its give before setting it aside. “You’re letting your nerves get the best of you,” he warned Sodrin.

The other man exhaled a harsh breath. “I can’t help it.” He paused in his pacing, his expression stricken. “What if I lose?”

Radimar shrugged. “Then you lose. We take what you learn from the defeat and use it to train better and harder for next year. This is bouting, Sodrin, not battle. You might come away with a bruised ego, but you’ll survive the fight. Now go sit there, close your eyes, calm your breathing and recite in your mind all the maneuvers I taught you while I go speak to your father.”

Sodrin’s eyes widened. “All the maneuvers?”

“All of them.”

He left Sodrin sitting on a bench, eyes closed, lips moving in soundless recitation of the many actions Radimar had taught him in the past year. While he didn’t tell Sodrin, the exercise was more of a way for him to calm himself, find that center that allowed him to concentrate and not be distracted by the mayhem swirling around him.

Uhlfrida and Jahna sat in a choice spot along the arena’s south side, close enough to get an uninterrupted view of the event but far enough so as not to be splattered by mud from the horses or ending up with a pair of fighters falling through the barriers and into their laps.

Lord Uhlfrida waved Radimar over when he caught sight of him in the crowd. Jahna perched on the edge of her seat and huddled deep within her cloak. There were shadows under her eyes as if she hadn’t slept well the night before.

Uhlfrida gestured to the billet where Sodrin waited. “What do you think? Will he do well for himself today or embarrass us both?”

A disapproving frown darkened Jahna’s features as she stared at her father but held her tongue.

Radimar shared her disapproval. Sodrin had worked hard the past year. Not always the model student but an enthusiastic one. “I have no doubts he’ll do well in the bouting even against the toughest opponent.”

Lord Uhlfrida thrust his hand through his thinning hair. “But will he win?”

That was an outcome Radimar couldn’t and wouldn’t guarantee. “No one can predict that, my lord. It’s why the wager pools exist.”

He silently applauded Jahna when she tried to deflect her father’s focus on Sodrin’s chances at winning his combats. “Are you bouting today as well, Sir Radimar?”

“Not originally, my lady.” His role during the Exhibition was supposed to be as Sodrin’s mentor and support before, during, and after the bouts. The missive he received earlier changed those plans. “A last minute request from His Majesty. The king’s newest champion is eager to cross swords with an Ilinfan swordmaster. We’ll bout after the competitions are over.”

Uhlfrida’s eyes lit up like bonfires. “No doubt that wager pool is lively at the moment.”

“No doubt, my lord.”

Uhlfrida heaved himself out of his chair. “I’ll be right back,” he said before hurrying off to the tables where the bookmakers accepted the bets placed on the combatants.

Jahna shook her head as she watched him leave. “He could never resist a sure bet.”

Despite the tired shadows under her eyes, there was something more animated about her today. She didn’t hide within the depths her cloak and hood for concealment so much as she did for warmth. The notion cheered Radimar. “But who does he wager on?”

One slender eyebrow arched. “You of course.”

He gave a dramatic sigh. “Then I have even more riding on this bout. My pride and reputation, your father’s monies and his children’s respect.”

Jahna giggled. “I don’t think you have anything to fear, sir, especially regarding the third thing. Sodrin and I will remain your faithful admirers and students, even if you’re soundly beaten.”

He gave her a short bow. “That’s a comfort, my lady.”

She reached into the depths of her cloak, creating ripples as she searched for something. “Had I known you’d be fighting, I would have made two favors instead of one.” After more shuffling inside the cloak, she pulled a delicate brooch constructed of a single amethyst surrounded by tiny pearls. Will this do?” She dropped it in his upturned palm. “I give it to you with all my hope for a triumphant outcome.” A blush pinkened one cheek and darkened the violet blemish of the other. “It isn’t much.”

Radimar took a moment to pin it to his quilted tunic near the shoulder. The many eyes of curious onlookers watched the exchange, accompanied by a few whispers. He ignored them, glad to see Jahna did as well. Were they alone, he’d succumb to the desire to stroke her arm, or plant a kiss in her palm. “I’m honored and will wear it proudly, my lady.”

He returned to a much more peaceful Sodrin after that. The Exhibition played out into the evening, and while the competitors tired, the crowd only grew more frenzied and raucous. Radimar was pleased with Sodrin’s performance. Of the five bouts he fought, he won three, losing the last to a fighter older and more experienced.

Afterwards, in the billet, Sodrin threw himself onto one of the benches and poured a pitcher of cold water over his head to cool off. Radimar handed him a towel and waited for the inevitable.

Sodrin toweled off before flinging the cloth into a corner. “I can’t believe it! I should have won that last bout!”

Radimar retrieved the towel to drape it over the bench where Sodrin sat. “No, you shouldn’t have. It wasn’t just his skill that won him the bout; it was your arrogance that lost it for you. You never assume you’ll win until you’ve actually won. Have you not listened to anything I’ve taught you regarding the value of humility? You can drown your disappointment in ale and whores tonight, but I want to see you at the royal training lists tomorrow morning first light. Don’t make me come find you. You’ll regret it.”

“You’ll still teach me after this?”

The worry in Sodrin’s voice made Radimar pause. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“Because I lost due to my own stupidity.”

“This is your first Exhibition. You exceeded my expectations. Besides, if we all gave up on each other for stupid mistakes, there would be no hope for any of us.”

Sodrin leaned his head back against the wall and stared at the ceiling. “I’ll never hear the end of it from Father.”

The crowd’s roar over another bout winner sounded like a dragon’s bellow. Radimar peeked outside for a moment before returning to Sodrin “Let your sire’s disappointment remain his. Besides, it stems from a lost bet, so don’t assign it an importance it doesn’t deserve.”

They were both laying out and inspecting Radimar’s armor in the emptying billet when voices on the other side of the wall where Radimar and Sodrin stood grew louder and closer. Used to the empty boasts and vulgar talk often exchanged between fighting men, Radimar closed his ears to their conversation and concentrated on repairing a broken patch of mail in his hauberk.

The shocked outrage on Sodrin’s face caught his attention, and he halted his work to listen. He didn’t recognize the voices, but a few of the names he knew. One was the king’s champion, Simusor Alreed.

“You think old Uhlfrida paid that swordmaster a second fortune to fuck his ugly daughter?”

“If he can teach that girl how to fuck the way he’s taught her brother how to fight, she’ll be the finest lay in all the kingdom, ugly or not.”

Alreed spoke then, his voice flat, emotionless. “I’d fuck her. Uhlfrida wouldn’t have to pay me either. Just turn her around and hump her like a bitch. All you’d see is her arse and the back of her head, not her face.”

Sodrin’s face flushed crimson. He rose silently from the bench, hands clenched into fists at his side. Radimar put a finger to his lips, signaling for his continued quiet. His own rage threatened to choke him, and the urge to round the corner and skewer the three pigs on the other side with his sword almost overwhelmed him. But he held his temper and kept an eye on Sodrin and an ear on the conversation.

The three moved away from their base conjectures regarding Jahna and instead focused on puffing up Alreed’s vanity, assuring him with the most effusive praise that he’d easily win the bout with Radimar and prove himself once again the king’s champion.

Whatever they had come for, they finally gathered up and left, their conversation fading until the billet was quiet, empty save for Radimar and Sodrin. Outside the crowd chanted Alreed’s name, eager to see their favorite face off against one of the famed Ilinfan swordmasters.

Sodrin snatched his favorite sword off the hook where he’d hung the scabbard. “I’m going to kill him.” He yanked the blade free and lunged for the doorway.

Radimar was quicker. He pivoted in front of Sodrin, knocking the sword out of his hand with one hand while driving him back against one of the billet’s support columns. Radimar arm-barred him across the chest, pinning the enraged Sodrin to the beam. “Don’t be a fool! He’s a superior fighter and will wipe the floor with you.”

Sodrin struggled but couldn’t break Radimar’s grip. “He deserves a gutting!”

He did, but Radimar had no intention of allowing Sodrin to commit suicide while defending his sister’s name. “Fourth rule of combat,” he said. “What is it?” The other man only glared at him, literally growling through clenched teeth. Radimar pressed harder. “Fourth rule, Sodrin.”

They stayed like that for several moments until the first surge of Sodrin’s fury cooled. He slumped under Radimar’s hold. “Never attack in anger,” he said in a grudging voice.

Satisfied that the immediate risk had passed, Radimar stepped back, freeing Sodrin who stayed where he was but glared daggers. “We can’t let him get away with talking about Jahna like that.”

Radimar recovered the sword where it lay and returned it to Sodrin. “Clean this and put it back. Then help me with my armor and weapons. The king will announce commencement of the challenge and I need to be ready.”

The initial red fury that had almost blinded him and easily matched, if not outstripped, Sodrin’s was transforming into a cold, black anger, the kind of seething that hollowed a person out if they held it close too long. Radimar had no intention of letting his sit in his gut for more than this night.

Alreed’s words made him want to retch and to kill. He sympathized with Sodrin’s wrath, understood down to his bones why Sodrin wanted instant retribution. Radimar closed his eyes for a moment, remembering the laughter and wonder in Jahna’s eyes as he danced with her in the forgotten garden amid the snow and roses. A pig like Alreed would abuse her, break her and toss her aside like refuse fit only for the midden.

He shuddered and opened his eyes to return to the task of belting and buckling on the armor he’d wear to face the king’s champion. Fourth rule, he told himself. Remember the fourth rule.

His own teachers had taught him that rule long ago, and when he’d broken it, the lesson they meted out to him guaranteed he wouldn’t break it again, but never attacking in anger wasn’t always easy, and this time Alreed had made it especially challenging.

Sodrin helped him adjust one of his pauldrons before handing Radimar the two training swords he indicated he’d use for the bout. Radimar wished they were the true weapons he normally carried—pointed, sharp-edged and lethal.

He tested their balance. Today he’d fight with two swords and no shield. The crowd had come to see a show, and two-handed sword fighting was an extravagant style. Impractical on the battlefield but perfect for a duel, it showcased a swordsman’s skills and engaged the crowd. Radimar planned to use it to teach the king’s champion a lesson.

Pain and outrage sheened Sodrin’s brown eyes, so like his sister’s. “Too bad it’s an exhibition and not true battle. You can’t kill him.”

The grin stretching Radimar’s mouth made Sodrin take a step back. “No, but by the time I’m done with him, he’ll wish I had.”


~ 5 ~
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The Master vengeful

The noise surrounding the arena was deafening. The crowd, a heaving beast during the earlier competitions, had swelled to twice its size. Soldiers now lined the arena’s perimeter to keep people from spilling onto the ground marked for the competitors. Wagons pulled by teams of oxen rolled across the muddy arena as men forked hay onto the ground for others to rake it flat and create a dry bed.

Radimar noted the large perimeter left untouched. That would be where Simusor Alreed would try to push him. Muddy ground was hard to fight on and made even the most adept fighter slow and clumsy.

Alreed swaggered into the arena first. Like Radimar, he wore minimal harness. Unlike Radimar, he carried sword and shield. The crowd bellowed his name amid a thunderous round of cheering and applause. The king’s champion raised his arms in a victory sign, circling the arena so that everyone could get a good look at him. People stretched out their arms, hands grasping in the hopes of touching him with fawning admiration. He slowed as he drew closer to where Uhlfrida and Jahna sat.

The icy calm Radimar held onto threatened to melt under a fresh swell of fury as Alreed gave a quick bow, and even from his place in the billet’s doorway, he could see the way the other man’s gaze raked the cloaked and hooded Jahna.

Sodrin surged forward with a snarl, only to be brought up short by Radimar arm-barring him across the chest a second time.

“Hold, Sodrin.” He turned to his student who resembled an angry bull, nostrils flared and snorting.

“How can you be so calm? I know she isn’t your sister, but still…”

Radimar wanted to tell him that the hardest struggle he’d face in this match would be holding onto that calm. Jahna might not be his sister (a fact of which he was inordinately glad), but he still cared for her and was as offended by Alreed’s earlier remarks as Sodrin. Instead, he said “Third rule of combat: fight with purpose, not emotion.”

The king’s champion completed his circumnavigation of the arena and came to a halt in front of King Rodan and the queen. He gave a deep bow before turning to face the billet at the opposite end of the arena. The crowd’s chanting grew louder when he banged the flat of his sword against his shield, an unspoken challenge for his opponent who currently remained out of sight.

Radimar hooked his helm to his belt, took up his swords and turned to Sodrin with a last admonishment. “You stay here. No matter what happens out there, you hold your temper and do nothing but observe.” Sodrin opened his mouth to argue, and Radimar shook his head. “Do as I say, Sodrin.”

He strode out of the billet and into the arena. The crowd’s greeting wasn’t as crazed as it had been for Alreed, but cheers went up at the sight of one of the much vaunted Ilinfan swordmasters entering the field.

Radimar didn’t walk the arena’s perimeter but cut a line straight down its center toward Alreed and the place where the king and queen were seated. He ignored the champion whose eyes narrowed at the small slight, and saluted the royal couple with a bow of his own and his swords crossed in front of him. He then trekked to where Lord Uhlfrida sat and bowed a second time.

Uhlfrida gave an approving nod and a hand signal indicating good luck. Jahna’s face was pinched with worry, and she didn’t smile when her eyes met his, not at first. He touched the place under his hauberk where he’d pinned her brooch to his gambeson and gave a quick nod. Only then did her lips turn up a little.

“Good fortune,” she mouthed slowly so he could understand.

Once the salutes were over, both men donned their helmets and took their places in the arena’s center to face each other in the ready stance. Radimar found it telling that Alreed had armed as if for battle, wielding sword and shield, while he armed for dueling. The king’s champion wasn’t interested so much in entertaining the crowd as he was in winning.

After hearing Alreed’s remarks and that of his lickspittles about Jahna, Radimar wished he’d brought axe and shield. Still, as Sodrin said, he couldn’t murder Alreed on the field. Doing so guaranteed the king’s displeasure and possible punishment. So two swords it was, and as he promised Sodrin, Radimar intended to make Alreed very sorry he ever issued his challenge.

The arena marshal stood nearby, arm raised in anticipation of the king’s signal. At Rodan’s nod, he dropped his arm and shouted “Begin!”

The crowd’s thunder faded away in Radimar’s ears as he and his opponent circled each other. “Purpose,” he muttered to himself.

Their first clash happened on a sudden rush from Alreed with Radimar easily deflecting the blow the other man delivered. Alreed was a worthy opponent—strong, fast, and experienced, and his sword-shield pairing was a better choice than the two-sword pairing Radimar chose. Radimar understood how he had earned the title of king’s champion.

While they were evenly matched in size and height, it soon became obvious that Alreed relied on aggressive charges and powerful blows to overwhelm his adversary. Radimar was quicker on his feet, his two-handed fighting style suitable for both speed and reach. The swords he wielded were of equal length, and he used both to attack and defend.

The duel was hard fought, with both men slamming into each other in a clash of armor, muscle and shield. The audience’s loyalty was a fickle thing, swinging in Alreed’s favor one moment and Radimar’s another.

Radimar started out as defender in the duel but turned the tide, becoming the aggressor as Alreed slowed, and his shield arm tired. Frustration replaced cool-headed calculation, and Alreed began leaving openings in his defenses that Radimar exploited with zeal, landing blows that didn’t cut but bruised, beat, and wearied his opponent.

When Radimar smashed his boot heel into Alreed’s inner thigh, the champion’s bellow carried above the audience’s cheers. He staggered to one knee, shield and sword raised in full defense as Radimar battered him with both swords.

They had traveled from the arena’s center to its muddier edge. Intent on delivering a relentless beating to his adversary, Radimar didn’t notice until it was too late. One step landed him outside the straw and onto the slippery mud. He stumbled, and Alreed saw his chance.

With a triumphant shout he lunged forward, head-butting Radimar hard enough in the stomach to knock the wind out of him. Both men crashed to the groud, Alreed on top of Radimar. The champion abandoned his shield to rip at Radimar’s helmet and expose his head for a skull cracking. Radimar heaved to one side just in time to avoid the full impact of a blow as Alreed drove his sword pommel toward Radimar’s face. The pommel clipped the edge of his helm and caught the curve of his cheek just below his eye. For a moment, Radimar’s vision went black on that side, and the inside of his skull vibrated.

He had managed to keep a grip on his own swords when he fell and used their pommels to slam them into into Alreed’s sides. A satisfying pop sounded, and Alreed groaned. It wasn’t enough to dislodge him. The swords were too long to maneuver in the close space between them. Radimar released one and smashed the heel of his gauntleted hand into the underside of his opponent’s chin.

This time Alreed screamed and hurtled backwards, but not before showering Radimar in a spray of blood, teeth and what he suspected were bits of Alreed’s tongue.

Radimar sprang to his feet, snatched up his sword and retreated back to the straw as he waited for Alreed to rise. The side of his face throbbed hard enough to make his entire head pound and he wiped away blood not his own so he could see properly. Had the champion’s blow struck him full on, he would have killed Radimar.

Alreed rose on a stagger, blood coursing from his mouth and down his chin in a crimson stream. He grinned at Radimar, revealing broken teeth and spaces where no teeth remained. His breathing gurgled, and he spat gobbets of blood into the straw. Animalistic growls vibrated from his throat as he retrieved his sword and shield. The man who said he’d take Jahna like a dog was transforming into one himself, made rabid by pain and fury.

Sensing that this duel, begun as an exercise of frivolous entertainment, had turned both personal and deadly, the crowd screamed for more. For Radimar, their screeching was nothing more than a whisper. There was only Alreed and his defeat.

It didn’t take long after that. The swordmaster of Ilinfan proved to all who witnessed the fight that those who trained with the Brotherhood of Ilinfan knew and understood the art of the sword like no other.

Alreed’s attacks had lost all finesse, becoming nothing more than the charges of a maddened bull. Radimar dodged them effortlessly, using his own swords either to deliver land multiple bruising strikes. When the disappointed king finally declared him the winner, Radimar had Alreed on his knees, facing the king, one of Radimar’s blades pressed to the champion’s throat in the sign of victory.

People roared his name and soon a hail of flowers, ribbons, scarves, gloves and hats rained down in the arena, pelting Radimar as he saluted the king and walked away from the now prone and bloodied Alreed. The sound of his name shouted in chant filled the night air, but the triumph he felt sprang not from the crowd’s adulation but the internal satisfaction of wreaking vengeance on the man who had insulted a woman so undeserving of the offense.

Once more he paused before Lord Uhlfrida whose jubilant expression assured Radimar he’d just made his employer a wealthier man than he had been earlier in the day. Jahna’s own features held a mixture of joy and fear. For him. She clasped her hands together and offered him a low bow, one mimicked by her father. Radimar bowed in return and tapped his shoulder where the brooch rested unharmed under his hauberk.

He exited the field, now littered with favors of every type and met a grinning Sodrin who looked ready to jump out of his skin from sheer elation. “That was incredible! I’ve never seen the like in any Exhibition!” He inhaled a long breath to calm himself. “And you defended my sister’s honor,” he said in a much more even voice. “You were right, Sir Radimar. You didn’t kill him, but you sure made him wish you had.”

The rest of the night passed in a blur. King Rodan requested an audience and sent an armed guard to escort Radimar to him so the shrieking crowd wouldn’t strip him naked in a frenzied bid to carry a small token home from the swordmaster who had beaten the king’s champion in the arena.

He refused Rodan’s offer to join the royal guard and declined the second offer of replacing Alreed as royal champion. The king scowled. “I didn’t expect a refusal, swordmaster.”

Sensing he was on dangerous ground, Radimar bowed low and tried to ignore the dizziness the movement produced. “I’m honored by your offers, Your Majesty, but I can best serve you and the kingdom of Belawat as a teacher for those men who fight in your name. It is an Ilinfan swordmaster’s first duty.”

Rodan grudgingly acceded to Radimar’s argument. “At least dine with the queen and me tomorrow evening. We will expect you.” It was less of an invitation and more of a command, and Radimar readily accepted though he wished instead he could spend such time with the Uhlfrida family.

He didn’t see Jahna until the small hours of the morning, when the palace had finally quieted and many of the celebrants had finally found their beds or some alcove in which to sleep before they rose again at morning to participate in the last day of the Delyalda festivities.

She stood in the first chamber of their suite, near the shuttered window, head bent as she read a manuscript by the light of a single candle she held in one hand. She looked up as Radimar opened the door and slipped inside. All around them, servants slept on pallets laid on the floor, and the chorus of snores and snuffles hid the light tread of his feet on the stones.

“You are a popular man,” she whispered when he came to stand beside her.

“A tired one as well,” he replied.

Her gaze searched his face, resting for a time on the purpling bruise marring his cheek where Alreed struck him. Her lips quirked. “By tomorrow you’ll have a mark to match mine.”

She’d never know about the filth the king’s champion or his two lackeys had spewed about her. Nor would they say anything else about her, good or bad. He made sure of it. Alreed was already under the care of an army of leeches, in no shape to boast about fucking anybody much less actually performing the act.

Radimar had found the two who joined him in his slander. One was guaranteed to piss blood for the next few days, and the other nursed two black eyes, but both had ardently promised to keep their mouths shut about Uhlfrida’s daughter in the future.

He touched a tender spot under his eye with a fingertip. “It won’t match my hair,” he teased.

Jahna’s lips tightened to stifle her laughter. “Well no, but somehow I don’t think that will frighten away your admirers.”

“Why are you still awake so late?”

She waved the parchment in front of him, her eyes gleaming in the candle’s gentle flickering. “I received a message earlier that Dame Stalt and the Archives council wish to meet with me regarding your accounts of Ilinfan that I recorded.”

He scanned the missive she handed him. “This sounds very promising.” He handed the parchment back to her, noting how slender her ink-stained hands were.

She set it on the small table next to her. “I hope so. Had they rejected my documents, they would have informed Father through messenger. These meetings are only for those whose work they’re seriously considering for acceptance into the Archives.”

“Then I hope you have the good luck I did today.”

She startled him when her hand reached out, grabbed his and gave it a quick squeeze before letting go again. “That wasn’t luck; it was skill. Amazing, wondrous skill. I’ve always known you were an excellent swordsman, but to see it in its full glory today…” She shook her head. “I don’t have the words adequate enough to describe it. If my brother learns only a sliver of what you know, he will be a formidable fighter.”

Praise for his expertise had cascaded down on him from all quarters, but none seemed as meaningful as Jahna’s compliments. He bowed. “I thank you. Let me return the favor and offer you a token to carry with you when you meet with the dames tomorrow.” He fished a carved bit of black stone out of the pouch he wore at his belt and handed it to her.

She held it up to her candle, fingertips sliding over its surface as she traced the etched design. That ever-present inquisitiveness blazed to life in her eyes. “It’s beautiful. What is it?”

“A blessing stone. Chiseled out of the face of the cliffs that line the shores of Ancilar in the country of Gaur. It’s supposed to protect a person from drowning and from storms, as well as give a measure of good luck.”

She clutched it in her fist. “Thank you!

He reached back into the pouch. “And before I forget.” Her brooch lay in his open palm, a delicate thing out of place amid the calluses and scars that decorated his hand. “Your token worked its magic.”

Those slender fingers curled over his, folding them until he clutched the brooch in a closed grip. “I’d like it if you kept it. For the next time you need a little luck.”

Some small part of him unknotted. He hadn’t realized how much he didn’t want to give up the token until she told him to keep it. The amethyst had value, but the meaning behind her offering was priceless. He tucked it back into the pouch without argument. The candle in her hand pooled more wax into its dish, reminding him of the hour’s lateness. “I’ll leave you to seek your rest. Good evening, my lady.”

He turned but was halted by her touch on his elbow. “Thank you, Sir Radimar.” The fervency in her voice surprised him.

He tilted his head, puzzled by her tone and the fact that she thanked him twice for the blessing stone he gave her. “It’s a small thing, my lady. We can all use a little protection now and then.”

“Not that,” she said and shook her head. “Though I will treasure the stone. I thank you for the gift of the dancing, of the garden, and of our time. For the first time since we’ve attended Delyalda, I understand why people love it so. That’s your doing. I thank you for showing me its magic.”

She was worth every drop of blood he might spill in defending her name, her dignity, and her character. Jahna Uhlfrida, marked and shunned, was unique. In the full bloom of adulthood, she would be glorious.

He bowed. “Believe me, my lady, the pleasure is mine.”

Her soft “Goodnight, Radimar” followed him out the door, a caress on his shoulders.


~ 6 ~
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Two years later

The Maiden awakened, Year 3840

Jahna sat next to her father amidst a crowd of other noble families who gathered to watch the Exhibition. As usual, the bookmakers were busy taking wagers over who among the combatants would win in this year’s bouts, and Uhlfrida himself had laid down a sizeable sum in favor of his son, despite Sodrin’s loss two years prior. While her brother didn’t think their father believed in his abilities to show well during Exhibition, Jahna saw the wager as proof of his faith in Sodrin’s chances of winning.

She huddled inside her cloak, gloved hands wrapped around a goblet of hot mulled wine. This year the snows fell heavy during Delyalda, but it didn’t stop the crowds from packing into the palace grounds for the spectacle and pageantry of the Exhibition or the Firehound ceremony that would take place the following night.

Uhlfrida drank from his own goblet and gestured at the figure striding across the arena toward them. Radimar’s red hair shimmered, even under the winter sun’s dull light, a beacon that drew many a gaze, including Jahna’s. Her father shifted in his seat, restless and eager for the bouts to begin. “I expect Sodrin to win this time. Three years of Radimar’s instruction, and he should know how to wield a sword without lopping off his own arm.”

“Have a little faith, Father. You’ve seen yourself how far Sodrin has come. He’ll make you and Sir Radimar proud.”

They weren’t empty reassurances. Jahna still practiced basic skills in the morning with both men, but Sodrin had progressed so far beyond her under Radimar’s grueling training that they were no longer equal sparring partners. It pleased her to see the gap widen so far between them.

Her time in the training solar had been the result of a bargain made between her and the swordmaster—her time under his tutelage in exchange for his information regarding the Ilinfan Brotherhood to record and keep for Scripture House. She could hold her own against the likes of Evaline Lacramor now, but her best skills were reserved for the quill and ink and her ability to write down those things most important to the record keeping of Belawat’s history.

Radimar reached them and bowed, a dusting of snow spilling off his shoulders as he did. “Lord Uhlfrida, my lady. Sodrin is as ready as he’ll ever be for the Exhibition. He’s eager instead of anxious. He’ll do well in the bouts.”

“He better,” Uhlfrida groused. “Or I’ll be considerably poorer than when we first arrived here.”

Radimar slid a knowing look to Jahna who tilted her head and arched her eyebrows in an expression of “Same thing every year.” He returned his attention to Uhlfrida. “He’ll have to work hard for the win, my lord. One of his opponents is good, very good. Swordmaster Finulis trained his father.”

Uhlfrida groaned. “Then he’s lost already.”

“Father!” Jahna scowled at him, annoyed by her sire’s pessimism.

The swordmaster shrugged. “Not necessarily, my lord. Remember, it was the father, not the son whom Finulis taught. I don’t know who taught him, but it wasn’t an Ilinfan swordmaster.”

“Any missive from the king this year, Sir Radimar?” Jahna had asked the same question last year when everyone gathered for the Exhibition. Many people wondered if Radimar Velus would ever again face the king’s champion in the arena.

Radimar’s smile was more of a smirk. “No, my lady. I think I may have permanently satisfied Sir Alreed’s curiosity about the blade skills of the Brotherhood.”

Jahna was glad to hear it. There had been no rematch the previous year, and she’d been just as relieved then too. Something about the bout between Radimar and Alreed went beyond just a display of fighting skills. Her heart had been in her throat at one point when the champion had knocked Radimar to his back and tried to smash in his face. Radimar’s quick reflexes had saved him from a brutal mauling, and he had delivered his own retribution in cold, calculated maneuvers that left Alreed bloody and nearly unconscious at the end of the bout.

She would never forget Radimar’s expression, or lack of it, when the king proclaimed the winner. Not even a flicker of triumph crossed his features. No joy or relief, just a flat acceptance of the outcome. Still, when he retreated from the arena and stopped to bow before her and her father, she had sensed something dark and boiling beneath the surface, as if he were a cauldron set over a roaring fire whose contents threatened not just to bubble over, but to erupt in a violent geyser.

Radimar bid them both goodbye so he might return to give Sodrin last minute guidance before his bouts and promised to see them after the Exhibition closed. Jahna’s gaze followed him, admiring the way his long stride ate the distance to the billet and how his cloak draped his wide shoulders. She dropped her eyes, afraid someone might see the yearning in them.

Her fate was to love him from afar. He didn’t return her feelings and never gave any hint of doing so, though he occasionally complimented her on her appearance and often sought her out for conversation.

Once he even opened up to her about his childhood and how he came to reside and train at such a young age with the Brotherhood. “The Tribe Wars,” he told her one cool spring evening at Hollowfell.

They sat on the slope of a gentle hill, enjoying the view below. Radimar had built a small fire after he, Sodrin and Jahna had returned from a run through the forest. Sodrin had slipped in a mud wallow at one point and agreed to join them around the fire once he changed and cleaned up.

Radimar stirred the embers to greater life with a stick. “My village was razed during the conflict. The Brotherhood mostly teaches now, but then they also hired out as mercenaries and armed escorts for people traveling through the conflicted lands. A party of the Brotherhood came upon my village right after the battle was over. I was three at the time. I don’t remember it, but they tell me one of the Brotherhood, a master named Odanat, found me under my mother’s body. I was the only one to survive the raid.” He gave her a brief smile when she laid her hand across his in sympathy. “For whatever reason, the Brotherhood chose to foster me and train me in the ways of Ilinfan.” He patted her hand. “Something else you can write about in your histories.”

She had refused. “No. There are some things that belong only to the people who experienced them. This isn’t a story of Ilinfan but of Radimar Velus. It’s yours to share with whom you choose.”

The compliment he gave her was one she still held close and sometimes spooled out of her memory to cheer her. “You’re wise for one so young, Jahna,” he said. “And possess a great heart. Those you love are fortunate.”

The words echoed inside her mind now. He would never know he was one of those he considered fortunate. I love you, she thought as he disappeared into the billet. I have for a long time.

Once the Exhibition started, she put aside her melancholy thoughts, caught up in the excitement of the bouts and cheering on her brother. Uhlfrida’s shouted encouragement beside her nearly deafened her, and when Sodrin won emerged the victor of all his bouts, father and daughter embraced amid cheers from the crowd and congratulatory slaps on the back from those sitting nearby.

Sodrin was giddy and nearly incoherent when he rejoined his father and sister, Radimar beside him wearing an equally happy grin. Uhlfrida pulled his son into a hard hug before thrusting him away, hands still on his arms. “We celebrate tonight! Come! There are friends who want to congratulate you.” He clapped Radimar on the back as well. “You too, Radimar. You and Jahna are part of this celebration as well.”

Jahna had her excuses ready for why she wouldn’t attend what promised to be a raucous gathering complete with shouting, arm punches and the heady flow of wine from numerous barrels. The room they celebrated in was guaranteed to be hot, pungent and crowded. She could think of few things that appealed to her less.

“Father, you, Sodrin and Sir Radimar go without me. I’m much more interested in the dances than I am in listening to the recountings of battles and brawls and who stole whose cattle or woman during the Tribe Wars.” She pulled Sodrin down for a quick kiss on both his cheeks. “You,” she said. “I’m so very proud of you.”

Uhlfrida didn’t protest and pulled Sodrin along with him. He called to Radimar over his shoulder. “You coming, swordmaster?”

“I’ll meet you there, my lord.” Radimar waved them on, and the two men disappeared into the throng of people dispersing toward the pubs and impromptu gatherings that clustered around street musicians and storytellers. “Sometimes it’s best not to mention a time of arrival,” he admitted to Jahna with a grin.

“Don’t you want to join them?” Excited flutters danced in Jahna’s belly. Did he prefer to keep her company instead?

He tucked her arm in his and set a leisurely stroll in the opposite direction. “For the past three years, your brother has spent nearly all of his time with me. I think it a good thing if I make myself scarce this one night so that father and son might celebrate this victory together without me.”

“Very perceptive of you, sir.” Jahna was even more glad now that she declined to accompany them. Her stomach transformed itself into a trapped butterfly, wings beating frantically against her abdomen when Radimar raised her hand to his lips and dropped a light kiss on her knuckles.

“Besides,” he said. “I’m a little tired of looking at Sodrin’s face, handsome as it is. I’d rather spend time with his lovely sister and maybe convince her that a dance or two with me in the forgotten garden is a good idea, especially since she still refuses to dance with others.”

Had she wings, she would have flown at that moment from pure joy. Instead, she adopted what she hoped was a friendly but poised expression. “Promise not to step on my feet?” As agile as he was, the chance of that happening was almost non-existent, but she couldn’t resist teasing him.

He gave a mock sigh of frustration. “You ask much of me, Lady Uhlfrida.”

The forgotten garden grew ever more weedy and wild each year. The square of space where the verge still held some vague hint of an orderly pattern had shrunk considerably. Fortunately, a level blanket of snow covered the tangle of dead vines and runners that normally choked the garden’s paths, leaving it a pristine expanse of white.

Radimar hummed in accompaniment to the distant music as he clasped Jahna’s hand to lead her through the steps. Jahna’s insides trembled at the soft look in his eyes, the way his gaze never wavered from her as they circled each other, leaving prints in the snow. His body brushed close against her with each twirl, teasing her senses with the perfumes of woodsmoke and incense and hints of strength hidden under layers of wool.

Her heart beat so hard in her chest, she feared it might break free, and she groped frantically for something to say that would restore her equilibrium. “Sodrin has made our father a happy man thanks to you.”

A small frown line appeared between Radimar’s eyebrows before it smoothed away. He continued to sweep her along with the music’s rhythm. “You give me undeserved credit. Your brother has trained hard these three years, especially this last year. He’s learned many skills to help him win.”

“Like how to listen?”

She loved his thin-lipped smile. “The most useful skill of all.”

“He still couldn’t have done without your teachings. Trained by an Ilinfan swordmaster, he’s proven his ability. The king will likely want him in his personal guard now. A true honor.”

He swept behind her, only to pivot until he stood beside her, his feet moving in time with hers. “How does your father feel about that? Both of you leaving Hollowfell to live here in the capital?”

She had wondered the same thing at first until Uhlfrida assured her it just gave him an excuse to visit more often. “He’ll miss us, but he’s ambitious and very aware of our standing and status. Sodrin in the royal guard would only help the family name.” A sudden thought occurred to her, and she frowned a little. “Don’t you have one more year with us to teach him? What will you and Father do so that Sodrin may continue to train with you?”

The excited flutters in her stomach turned to anxious ones when Radimar halted their dance and faced her. The somber cast to his features alarmed her.

“There aren’t any plans, Jahna. I received a message two days ago from Ilinfan. The leader of the Brotherhood, the Ghan, is on his deathbed. All swordmasters have been recalled and are to return to Ilinfan as soon as possible. Our students will be reassigned as the teachers take new places within the Brotherhood. I would have already left by now were it not for the Exhibition.”

Her throat was so tight, it hurt to speak, and her eyes stung with the threat of tears. “You can’t just come back to us when all has settled at Ilinfan? Sodrin is used to your methods.”

He shook his head, and she didn’t imagine the regret darkening his eyes. “It doesn’t work that way, my lady.”

They gazed at each in silence until Jahna could force more words past the constriction in her throat. “We’ll miss you. You’ve been a part of our family for three years now.”

His hard face softened with an unspoken regret. “And you, Sodrin and your father have made me feel welcomed in your home. I will think of Hollowfell and all of you often.” He captured her hand once more, fingers laced with his as he drew her into another dance. “Come, Jahna. No sadness here. We will dance as we have before in the garden no one remembers and carry with us this moment when we’re far from each other.”

For all that Radimar spoke the words as ones of reassurance, they sounded like those of a lover. Jahna inwardly chastised herself for such silly, fanciful thoughts, forced down her tears and pasted on a smile for his sake, and if she was honest with herself, hers as well. The expression might make her face ache with its insincerity, but at least she wouldn’t break down with sobs.

The faint strains of music changed tempo, slowing, and the two of them slowed with it. The silence, thick with unspoken sentiments, settled between them, and for one fleeting moment, Radimar’s hands settled on her back to draw her closer to him. Just as quickly he pulled away, and his movements lost their fluidity, as if something invisible now stood between them, solid as a stone wall and just as impenetrable.

At the end of the tune, Radimar stepped back, his face shuttered, eyes half closed to hide any telltale emotion there. His bow to Jahna was both formal and stiff. “Come, my lady. I think it best if we rejoin the others.”

She almost begged him to stay—stay in the garden, stay at Hollowfell, but she held her tongue and only nodded. The world outside the garden gates seemed a strange and desolate place to her, despite the laughter and revelry. They didn’t speak as he guided her through the crowd that swirled around them.

Sodrin found them near one of the blessing trees where people hung or tied bits of cloth, dried flowers, and handmade beads as small tributes to the gods of winter. Those deities who held sway through the dark cold would reach the pinnacle of their power the following night before giving way to the gods of spring. The snows would linger, but the nights would shorten as the sun grew in its power once more.

“There you are.” Sodrin wove toward them, a tipsy smile plastered across his slack features. His words slurred a little, and Radimar steadied him with a hand on his elbow as he listed sideways. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. There’s ale and wine to drink and beautiful women to woo.” He waved a clumsy hand at Jahna. “You’re welcome to join us too, Jahna.”

The strong fumes of someone’s home brew wafting off him made her wrinkle her nose. “I don’t think so, and since when did you learn how to properly woo a woman?”

He patted Radimar’s shoulder before leaning on it for support. “Sir Radimar here teaches other things besides sword fighting.”

Her eyebrows rose. Did he? A flare of jealousy burned itself out in her chest. He was a circumspect man, private and reserved. Whatever relationships he sought or nurtured during his stay at Hollowfell never became the subject of village or estate gossip, and Jahna was glad for it. She really didn’t want to know what lucky woman managed to inspire his affections.

Radimar propped Sodrin up a little straighter. “Already deep into your cups, aren’t you?” Sodrin hiccuped in answer, and the swordmaster sighed. “Come on. We’ll take a walk.” He gave Jahna an apologetic look. “Jahna, can you find your father and let him know your brother is with me and will be courting a soft pillow very soon?”

“Of course, and good luck.” She winced as they staggered toward the palace, Sodrin singing a bawdy song at the top of his lungs and begging Radimar to join him. She hoped he had left their father in a more sober state.

She found Uhlfrida in the great hall, amidst the clamor of good-natured argument with a circle of his friends. He raised his goblet to Jahna when he saw her and motioned for her to join him. He guided her to a spot at the hall’s perimeter where fewer people stood, and they didn’t have to shout to be heard.

“I didn’t expect to see you until morning, Jahna,” he said.

She set aside Radimar’s message for a moment. “Father, did you know Sir Radimar was leaving us?”

His cheerful visage sombered and he nodded. “I did. He came to me as soon as he received the message from Ilinfan. He asked me to wait in sharing the news because he didn’t want Sodrin distracted before the Exhibition.”

“You could have told me.” Whether or not he did wasn’t truly important and wouldn’t change a thing, but Jahna felt somehow betrayed by both Uhlfrida’s and Radimar’s silence.

He eyed her a long time, a myriad of puzzling emotions flashing across his features, including some unnamed revelation that sharpened his gaze as he continued to stare at her. “I intended to tell you both together. How did you find out?”

“Sir Radimar told me, after you took Sodrin to celebrate.”

“Then Sodrin doesn’t know yet?

“No.” Even if Radimar told him tonight, she doubted Sodrin would remember by morning. “Sir Radimar is with him now. Sodrin is so drunk, he can hardly stand. They’ve gone to our chambers so he can sleep it off. I was sent to tell you so you wouldn’t worry.”

Uhlfrida patted her hand. “I’m glad you found me. Sodrin will pay for that overindulgence tomorrow. I warned him to slow down on the ale and wine. I’ll be up soon to check on him. Are you going there as well?”

Jahna doubted she’d find any sleep tonight, and the rest of the evening’s festivities didn’t hold any interest for her, especially now with the knowledge of Radimar’s upcoming departure. “Dame Stalt left a scroll in one of the Archives’ repositories. It describes the fading of the Gullperi from the world. She thought I might enjoy it. I’ll stop there first to pick it up before joining Sodrin. I suspect I’ll find him him either asleep or hunched over a basin tossing up the contents of his stomach.”

She went on tiptoe to kiss her father’s cheek and bid him goodnight. She headed for the door, stopping when he called her name. An inscrutable look had settled over Uhlfrida’s face. “Jahna, it may not seem so, but it’s probably a good thing that Radimar is returning to Ilinfan now.”

Good for whom, Father? She wanted to ask him but stayed silent, only nodding before turning away to escape the hall with its roar of noise and sea of people.

Except for a few scribes who greeted her with a wave or quick “Happy Delyalda, Lady Uhlfrida,” the Archives were deserted. Jahna found the scroll Dame Stalt had left for her on one of the writing tables, a card bearing her name tied to a ribbon that held the scroll shut. It was a heavy thing, promising several hours of reading that Jahna hoped would either engross her in its contents or help her fall asleep so she didn’t succumb to the sadness purling just under the surface of her serene demeanor.

The palace corridors were almost as quiet as the Archives except for the strains of music drifting through the cloisters’ open archways from the bailey below. Jahna had almost reached the doors to their chambers when she found herself suddenly blocked and cast back to three years earlier and the terror of the hunt when she was the prey.

Evaline Lacramor stood in the hallway, flanked by Nadel, Tefila and three others Jahna didn’t recognize—all women except for one man who seemed puzzled as to why they all decided to stop here. They spanned the hall’s width, cutting off Jahna’s access to her rooms and the safety they offered.

Still pretty, still petty, still driven by some strange need to seek out Jahna simply for the pleasure of tormenting her, Evaline took a few steps closer and eyed Jahna as if she were some particularly gruesome specimen someone had unearthed from a forgotten midden.

“Well, well, if it isn’t Fireface, roaming about the palace all alone.” The cruel smile blossoming across her full lips diminished her beauty. “Searching for something, Jahna? Lose your friends?” She tilted her head to one side and tittered. “Oh wait. You don’t have any.” Her brittle trill of laughter was echoed by the other women. The man, recognizing he was clearly out of his element, looked even more baffled.

“Too busy writing on parchment all day with those shriveled up prunes in the Archives,” Nadel added.

Evaline’s lip curled, her disdain obvious. “They’re probably the only ones who can stand to look at her.” Her eyes narrowed at her quarry’s continued silence and impassive face.

Three years ago, Jahna had huddled in terror within the shadows of an alcove, praying she’d remain invisible to those who tracked her. Things were different now. She was different. Evaline seemed far less monstrous to her and far more petty, a shallow creature made of sharp-edged sparkle and little substance, and Jahna had no patience for her.

She strode forward, straight through their little group. Their surprise at her forceful action was no less than hers when they parted to let her through. A tiny part of her cheered. This might end without trouble.

That spark of hope died a quick death when Evaline’s hand wrapped around her arm, sharp nails digging into her sleeve. Her voice was the hiss of a viper that snaked through the corridor and scraped across Jahna’s ear. “Don’t you walk away from me, you haughty cunt! I’m talking to you.”

“I will teach you how to save yourself.” Radimar’s declaration when she first met him, echoed in Jahna’s mind, and something inside her snapped.

She pivoted so fast, the movement jerked Evaline forward before she lost her grip on Jahna’s arm. Jahna’s hand swung up, then down again, striking Evaline so hard across the face, it slammed her into the adjacent wall. She ricocheted off the stone and fell, clutching the side of her face with one hand while screeching in pain. Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth, and both her cheek and bottom lip were already swelling. She scuttled back on her haunches with a shriek when Jahna advanced a step toward her. Evaline’s cadre of lickspittles did nothing to help, their own faces open-mouthed with shock and a new fear.

“Don’t touch me. Ever.” Jahna warned her fallen tormenter in a voice she hardly recognized as hers. She raised the scroll as if it were a club. “Anyone else?” As one, the rest took several steps back. Jahna pinned them all with her gaze before settling back on the cowering Evaline who had stopped screeching when she realized no one was leaping to her defense.

“I owe no one an apology for my appearance, least of all you and your toadies. You don’t like it?” Jahna shrugged. “I don’t care. Go look at something else. Come near me again, and I’ll make sure the next time you won’t be able to stand up, even with help.”

The first rush of bracing fury was fading, and Jahna’s calves flexed with the urge to sprint to the chamber doors so very close and oh so far away, but she didn’t dare turn her back. The voice that spoke behind her her couldn’t have been more welcome.

“Is there a problem here?” Radimar’s green gaze swept Jahna from head to toe first before turning to Evaline and her group, who finally decided to help her off the floor. “Something I need to take to Lord Uhlfrida and Lord Lacramor?” he continued. “I have excellent sight and even better hearing, but there might be a detail or two I missed, and you’re all more than welcome to accompany me to fill in the gaps when we tell our version of events.”

Whether it was the scroll Jahna still held like a mace or Radimar’s implacable expression, none of Evaline’s followers put up a protest or accepted Radimar’s offer. They backed away slowly before turning to scurry back the way they came, Nadel and Tefila dragging a slumped Evaline along with them.

“You should have called for help, Jahna.”

She dragged her gaze away from the fleeing group to find Radimar scowling at her. “Who would hear me? You heard Evaline screeching there. No one came to see what all that racket was about.” She looked past him to the hallway from which he appeared. “I didn’t know you were there.”

“I wasn’t until right before you landed that blow on…”

“Evaline.” He always managed to coax at least a lip twitch from her with his purposeful absentmindedness regarding Evaline’s name.

“The whelp’s face,” he continued. “That wasn’t the wisest decision to face her down with you outnumbered six to one and no help in sight.” He paused. “Though I believe you managed to shift the balance of power permanently in your favor.”

Jahna wasn’t so sure, and in the aftermath of that rush of fury which had buoyed her courage, shivers began a slow ratchet down her spine and up her arms. “She’ll probably be out for revenge.” Her hand throbbed, a reminder of just how hard she’d struck her enemy.

Radimar’s assessing gaze lingered on her face. “Maybe, maybe not. That type is usually cowardly. Their best skill is sniffing out an easy target. You’ve just proven you are no longer one of those targets. I suspect she’ll avoid you in the future. Once you feared her. Now she fears you.”

There was a certain cold comfort to the idea, and Jahna pushed it to the back of her mind to take out and analyze later when she was alone and more contemplative. She reached up to tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear and hissed at the pain that sizzled down her fingers.

Pale ribbons of dried blood streaked her knuckles, and the middle one was starting to swell a little. Either her blow was harder than she thought or Evaline possessed one very sturdy cheekbone.

Radimar caught her palm in his in a gentle clasp. “Let me see.” He turned her palm this way and that, his own callused fingers sliding lightly over hers. “Nothing broken. Just some bruising. The whelp, on the other hand, will look a little worse for wear by morning. You probably knocked a few of her teeth loose.”

Jahna had never considered herself either temperamental or violent before. She suffered remorse over killing a spider, but somehow that ready guilt refused to surface to plague her when she recalled the image of Evaline’s shock as Jahna’s hand connected with her cheek. “I’m not sorry if I did,” she said. Some small remnant of that white-hot anger flared to life. “In fact I wish I’d hit her harder.”

“Why ever should you be sorry?” Radimar’s eyes held a glint of knowing. “Justice is sometimes ruthless.”

How did he do it? Clarify the chaos of her thoughts without coddling her? Even when he questioned the soundness of her timing, it sprang only from concern for her welfare, never from doubt in her judgment. He had been a well of heuristic wisdom for both her and Sodrin these past three years, and he was leaving. The unwelcome thought made her want to weep.

“Thank you,” she said in a shuddering voice.

His ginger eyebrows crashed down in a scowl. He guided her toward the door of her father’s suite, and slipped inside on silent feet. The tiny antechamber was empty and dark, the only source of illumination slats of moonlight that managed to slice through the sliver-thin gaps between the shutters. Beyond the closed doors leading to a sitting room and two bedrooms, Sodrin snored down the rafters in solitary inebriation.

Radimar loomed in front of her, the shadowy expanse of his shoulders a living wall between her and the entry door, as if he automatically sought to protect her from some future, unknown intruder. “Thank me for what, Jahna?”

His voice wound around her body like a silk ribbon. She wished she could see his face.

“For making me brave. If you hadn’t taught me how to fight, I would have run or hidden again. I don’t think I would have fought back. You did as you said you would, taught me how to save myself.”

He shook his head. “I taught you a few skills. I didn’t teach you courage. You’ve possessed that all along. It just needed to be coaxed out of the shadows. A few years of growing up and lessons from me just brought it to the forefront.” A smile crept into his voice, along with an unmistakable note of satisfaction. “You should be proud of yourself. That was one impressive strike. You remembered everything I taught you.”

The guilt that hadn’t reared its head earlier surfaced now. “It might have been better if I could use what I learned in the arena instead of against another woman.”

He paused for so long before answering, she began to wonder if he heard her. “How long have…”

“Evaline.”

“The whelp and her lickspittles tormented you?”

Sometimes it seemed like forever. “Years,” she said.

“That corridor was its own arena tonight. Sometimes you take your stand in unlikely spots against your adversaries.”

“Could you love me?” she wanted to ask but instead said “Are you proud of me?”

The darkness obscured his expression, but his low sigh caressed the crown of her head. “Does it matter so much to you, Jahna?”

“Yes. Yes it does.”

She leaned into his palm where it cupped her elbow. “How could I not be proud? And if your brother and father knew, they’d be proud as well. Bravery often rises when you’re most frightened.”

The last of her righteous fury over Evaline’s unwarranted persecution burned itself out, and reaction over her response set in fully, along with the melancholy that had threatened to drown her earlier over Radimar’s news. Her throat closed, making it difficult to talk. Radimar’s black silhouette blurred at the edges as tears filled her eyes. “I like being brave,” she warbled. “I just wish I wasn’t ugly.”

The mournful admission shamed her, but she couldn’t help it. Her birthmark had been the source of numerous miseries once she was old enough to understand the ridicule it generated. How different would her life have been had she been born without it or even with it in a less visible spot?

Radimar swooped closer, and his hands rested heavy on her shoulders. This close, and she could make out the angles of his hard face and the glitter of his eyes. “Stop,” he ordered in a soft voice, no less stern for its quietness. “Don’t give that shallow bitch’s words a weight they aren’t worth.”

Jahna scrubbed away her tears and sniffled. They stubbornly trickled down her face. “She isn’t the only one to say it. People can whisper loudly. I wish I could make this go away.” She touched the blemish spread across her cheek. “Evaline is a bitch, but she’s pretty, and she has friends. I don’t have to be pretty, but I would have liked to have friends.”

He shook her gently, as if to snap her out of a bad dream. “Are we not friends, you and I? And Lacramor’s spoiled brat is a friend to no one, nor are they to her. They cling together because they’re too weak to stand alone. Trust me when I tell you they’d stab each other in the back at the smallest provocation and turn on each other like dogs at the first opportunity. That isn’t friendship, Jahna. Far from it.”

He was right. Her reason argued he was right, and she’d seen with her own eyes how those “friends” had done nothing to help Evaline.

Every thought fled her mind when his hands cupped her face, thumbs smearing the tears that still dripped down her cheeks. The fingers resting against her blemish fluttered across her cheekbone like a moth’s wings. “This is part of who you are, Jahna,” he whispered. “What makes you strong and resilient, gives you purpose beyond the arm ornament of some nobleman. You’re beautiful. Let no one make you believe otherwise.”

She leaned into his touch, savoring the feel of his hands on her skin, and closed her eyes. “You’ve always been so kind to me. Never looked at me as if I’m lesser.” More tears seeped under her closed lids. “I think I will mourn forever when you return to Ilinfan.”

“Shhh, Jahna,” he murmured against her temple. “Shhh.”

His mouth drifted from her temple to the corner of her eye, the kiss as ephemeral as a snowflake but not at all cold. Jahna forgot her sorrow, entranced by the touch of his hands and lips on her face. He kissed every curve and angle of her face: forehead and damp eyelids, the bridge of her nose and fullness of her cheeks. She shuddered under his hands when he paused for several moments to map her birthmark, his clasp gentle and reassuring.

At some point during Radimar’s exploration of her features, Jahna’s hands found their way to his torso, her fingers pressing into his heavy winter tunic to grip his sides. She tilted her chin up, instinctively seeking his mouth with hers. Her sigh when his lower lip touched hers unfurled between them, and the kiss transformed.

No longer a delicate touch that coaxed and teased and encouraged, Radimar’s kiss consumed her. Jahna sank into it, not caring if her response was a clumsy effort of eagerness, wonder and inexperience. Radimar didn’t seem to care either. His mouth played along hers with the skill of an adept, the sweep of his tongue edging the underside of her upper lip, making her startle at first and then moan against his mouth at the sensations that sizzled from her face to her feet.

His hands slid from her face to her shoulders and down her back to gather her close. Even with layers of clothing between them, Jahna still felt the muscular contours of his chest pressed to her breasts, the way his broad shoulders flexed under her massaging fingers.

And that kiss. The first she’d ever received that wasn’t a peck on the cheek from her father or Sodrin. There was no comparison between those casual displays of familial affection and this wonder of sensuality that sent the blood rushing under her skin like fire and burned ever hotter when he coaxed her mouth open a little wider and slid his tongue inside.

She shivered but didn’t pull away, enjoying the taste and feel of him inside her, the scent of him in her nostrils, and most of all the telling groan that traveled deep from within his chest to flow from his mouth to hers. Magic, Jahna thought. This was magic no sorcerer could create with potions or invocations.

The spell Radimar wove around them shattered when Sodrin’s steady snores broke into a series of explosive snorts and a round of coughing. Radimar backed away from Jahna. Caught by surprise at both her brother’s porcine racket and Radimar’s abrupt withdrawal, she stumbled toward the swordmaster who restored her balance with a hand on her elbow.

She still couldn’t clearly see his face in the dark room, but she didn’t have to. The horror in his voice clanged like a discordant bell in her ears.

“Gods,” he uttered on a hard exhale. “What am I doing?” He let her go as if she’d suddenly been set ablaze and might burn him as well. “I’m sorry, Jahna,” he said, and pivoted away on a rush of cold air and the snap of his cloak. Before she could call out to him to wait, he was gone, the door closing behind him with a quiet click.

Shock nailed Jahna’s feet to the floor but only for a moment. She raced after him, yanking the door open to skid into the corridor. Its emptiness mocked her. The man who wove sorcery with a kiss had disappeared like smoke.

“Come back.” Jahna’s soft plea spilled into the silence. No one replied.

She spent the rest of the night in her bed, staring at the ceiling and reliving those moments in Radimar’s arms. It might have been an exercise of euphoric wonder were it not tainted by his appalled apology. She touched her stained cheek. In the dark, it was no different from her other cheek. Same smooth skin, same shape. Had a stray beam of moonlight shone on her birthmark? Reminded Radimar that he kissed a woman whose face once frightened a small child so much, he cried into his mother’s skirts?

Jahna swallowed down a knot of tears. She’d done more than enough weeping for the night, nor would she torture herself any longer with questions only the swordmaster could answer. In the morning, at first light, she’d seek him out, demand to know why he had fled, for that’s exactly what he had done. The reasons for his flight remained a mystery to her, but the sick feeling in the pit of her belly warned her none of them were good.

Her resolve to catch Radimar early proved futile. Jahna had no idea where he disappeared to after he left Uhlfrida’s suite, but she assumed he would return for no other reason than to haul an ailing Sodrin out of bed for more training.

Sodrin huddled in his bed with a wash basin tucked against his side. He clutched it like a lover and glared at Jahna with bleary eyes. “I haven’t seen him, brat, and thank the gods for it this morning. Now go away.”

She searched for Radimar throughout the palace grounds to no avail. He might as well have been a ghost. Her father had also vanished, and Jahna didn’t find him until the torches had been lit and the crowds packed every nook and cranny of the palace and its grounds in preparation for the Firehound spectacle and the closing of the Delyalda festival.

Uhlfrida stood on one of the upper loggias among a gathering of other nobles. Jahna raced into the palace and up a flight of stairs to reach him, ignoring the gasps that followed her from visitors who hadn’t met or seen her before. Her father’s wide-eyed surprise when she yanked him around to face her might have been laughable if she wasn’t desperate.

“Jahna!” His hearty smile welcomed her, but there was a sadness in his eyes that made her stomach roil with dread. “Glad you’re here. You can watch the Firehound with me. Your brother is still in no shape to crawl out of his bed.”

“Where is Sir Radimar?” she said without preamble.

Her father’s voice adopted a more guarded tone. “Gone, Jahna. Back to Ilinfan. I thought he told you about the letter he received from the Brotherhood.”

Gone. The word repeated in her head, becoming a monosyllabic dirge that reached deep into her spirit to suffocate her. She stared at her father so long without replying that he frowned and pressed a hand to her arm.

“Jahna?”

“I knew about the letter and that he would be returning to Ilinfan,” she said, congratulating herself on the steadiness of her voice. “I just thought he’d wait until we all returned to Hollowfell before he left.”

He hadn’t told her goodbye. Not a word or a note or even a message delivered by another party. Nothing except the memory of his mouth on hers, his hands on her back, and the dismay in his voice when he beseeched the gods and left her in the darkness.

Uhlfrida gave her a puzzled look. “Why would he do that? He’d have to double back. Ilinfan is closer to the capital than to Hollowfell.”

Because I hoped he’d delay or change his mind. He’d done neither, and Jahna clenched her teeth to keep from sobbing.

“He didn’t tell you or Sodrin goodbye?”

“He came to me this morning and said he could wait no longer in his leavetaking if he was to have any chance of seeing the Brotherhood’s leader before he died. He asked that I deliver his farewells to you and Sodrin for him. It worked out for the best I think. The king was so impressed with Sodrin’s performance in the Exhibition yesterday that he has requested Sodrin join his royal guard.” Uhlfrida beamed, the expression dimming at Jahna’s weak smile. “Radimar also bid me to tell you he wishes you good fortune in your apprenticeship as a chronicler.”

That first sharp swell of pain had subsided, leaving behind a distant numbness. Jahna nodded. “Thank you for telling me, Father.”

Uhlfrida patted her shoulder. “Radimar was a good man and an unparalleled swordsman and teacher. Worth every coin I paid him and then some. I made sure he took with him a hefty bonus. I’m ready for home, especially since we’ll be back here in the spring to deliver Sodrin to the royal guard and you to the Archives.”

She left him to his socializing with the promise she’d be ready to leave the following day for Hollowfell. That night she watched the Firehound spectacle from the forgotten garden, alone among the brambles and scatter of silver-gilt roses.

The king’s sorcerers outdid themselves this year, fashioning spectacular creatures of smoke and flame to tell the story of how the Firehound chased the Darkness across the rim of the world, until it caught it by the hem of its cloak and tore away a remnant in its teeth. The rip exposed the sky and all the stars, the moon and the sun, which gave life to the once desolate earth.

While the Hound had defeated the Darkness, it hadn’t destroyed it completely, and every year its tenebrous power stretched over the land, attempting to enrobe the world in its cloak of cold and never-ending night. Its power reached its zenith on the last day of winter, when the day was shortest and night held its grip longest—the Darkest Midnight—before yielding to the Firehound’s triumph and the heralding of spring.

The crowds screamed their delight as the magicians told the story with dramatic flourishes of arcing fire in the shape of a colossal dog that lit the evening in a sunburst of sparks. The palace, its subordinate buildings, and the revelers stood under an invisible ward, protecting all from the danger of immolation.

When all the torches, lamps and candles were snuffed and the palace plunged into temporary darkness, the spectators went silent, the expectant hush a living, breathing thing as real as the Darkest Midnight itself. The silence stretched for a span of moments before the sky exploded in a blaze of light, with the monstrous Firehound at the center of numerous starbursts that mimicked the sun and celebrated the triumph of life over eternal night.

In the garden, Jahna watched it all and wept.


~ 7 ~
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Eight years later

The Maiden undaunted, Year 3848

Jahna read the note a palace servant just delivered and leapt from her stool with a triumphant cry. Amaris, her friend and fellow chronicler jumped, splattering ink across the parchment she had been writing on for the past hour.

“For gods’ sake, Jahna, look what you made me do!”

Jahna winced. “I’m so sorry. I’ll make it up to you. Finish up that page with notes on the side, and I’ll make a clean copy for you tonight.” She waved the missive under Amaris’s nose. “Remember when I told you Dame Stalt said the margrave of High Salure would be here for Sodrin’s wedding and was willing to sit with a chronicler to recount the galla war?” Amaris nodded. “Well, he arrived about an hour ago and wants to meet.”

Jahna did a quick, celebratory jig before grabbing a satchel into which she dropped her supplies.

“I can’t believe he’s here,” she exclaimed. “It feels like I’ve been waiting for this meeting forever!”

Amaris laughed. “I think you’re more excited about it than you are about your brother’s wedding. Then again, this is the Beladine Stallion we’re talking about. His reputation precedes him. I hear he has looks, charm, and…stamina.”

The two women laughed and Amaris wished her good luck before extracting a promise from Jahna that she’d share all the details when she returned.

Jahna raced through the palace corridors and up two flights of stairs to the floor that housed King Rodan’s most important guests. As the king’s niece, Sodrin’s future bride occupied one of the suites here, and Jahna had trekked this hallway more times than she cared to number in the past fortnight. Dame Stalt’s patience with the constant disruption of Jahna’s work as a chronicler to appease the nervous bride had worn thin, and more than once she had voiced her eagerness for the wedding to come and go so they could all get back to work. Jahna couldn’t agree with her more.

This trip at least was at the behest of the dame and not Jahna’s soon-to-be sister-in-law. She paused at one of the doors near the end of the hall and knocked. There was a short wait before the door swung open, revealing the biggest man she’d ever seen.

Serovek Pangion of High Salure stared at her with eyes the color of deep, deep water—so dark a blue they appeared almost black. The rumors of his attractiveness were accurate. The shoulder-length black hair and neatly trimmed beard emphasized a handsome face guaranteed to garner more than a few admiring gazes. His height and impressive musculature only enhanced his presence. No one would miss seeing this man in a crowd.

He eyed her and the satchel she held for a moment, a flicker of dread in his gaze. “Tell me you’re one of the king’s chroniclers and not another lady wanting to welcome me personally to the capital.”

Jahna grinned. He hadn’t flinched when he saw her or looked away when he spoke, as if he couldn’t bear the sight of her birthmark. She liked him already. “I am a lady here to welcome you to Timsiora, my lord, but I’m also a king’s chronicler. Dame Stalt sent me. I’m Jahna Uhlfrida.”

He motioned her inside, leaving the door partially open. Jahna appreciated the unspoken assurance. The rumors continued to prove themselves valid in one respect. The margrave was charming, but in ways beyond his renowned ability to seduce.

She followed the motion of his hand to a small table and two chairs placed before a lit hearth and set her satchel down. She didn’t sit until he joined her, two cups in his hands. He passed one to her. “Hot tea,” he said. “To warm your bones.”

They sat together, and Jahna emptied her satchel of its contents as Lord Pangion watched. “Uhlfrida you said. Any relation to the one marrying the king’s niece during Delyalda?”

“My brother,” she replied. “Be prepared to witness a lot of comings and goings in this corridor for the next few days.” She didn’t exaggerate. The stones paving the hall’s floor should have worn smooth at this point with the constant stream of traffic trekking to and from Manarys Duron’s chambers. Servants, seamstresses, friends, and the endless number of family members that made up the Duron clan and assured Jahna that if family blood held true, Sodrin would be a father many times over in the future.

She laid out her writing utensils and parchment. Lord Pangion’s room was warm so she removed the gloves she usually wore to keep her chilly fingers from stiffening and dipped her first quill in the ink. “Any time you’re ready, my lord,” she said.

The margrave eyed her over the rim of his cup, amusement glittering in his gaze. He toasted her. “I admire your readiness, Lady Uhlfrida. By all means, let’s begin.”

Serovek was a natural storyteller, and Jahna soon found it difficult not to pause in her writing and just listen to the man detail the events of the galla infestation that had destroyed the capital of the kingdom of Bast-Haradis and wiped out the entire royal family except for the heir’s youngest child and her uncle who acted as regent.

Everyone knew of the galla, those malevolent entities born of the blackest, most powerful Elder magic. Banished and imprisoned in a realm outside of this one by their long-vanished creators, they had somehow managed to break free and cross over into this world to ravage it. Ravenous and immune to weapons of steel and fire, they had devoured much of the Kai population in Bast-Haradis’s fallen capital and begun spreading to the neighboring kingdoms of Gaur and Belawat.

Beladine seers had prophesied the world’s ending in an apocalypse of unimagined horror. King Rodan had burned two of the seers at the stake for their unrelenting fear-mongering, but only the news of the galla’s defeat had finally quelled the panic that gripped all of Belawat.

This man and four others had literally saved the world, and Jahna’s cynicism made her wonder how long it would be before Rodan decided that Serovek Pangion was far too powerful and popular to remain alive. The wily king brooked no threat, perceived or real, to his rule, and world saviors were threats to ambitious monarchs.

Serovek took a break in telling his story to refill their cups. “My tongue is starting to stick to the roof of my mouth,” he complained. “I think I’ve talked more this past hour than I have in the past year.”

Jahna used the interval to search through her parchment and pull out a drawing that made her blood run cold every time she looked at it. She slid it to Serovek, whose expression shuttered instantly at the sight.

“Did the galla look like this?” she asked.

The illustration, rendered in charcoal by a talented hand, depicted a creature born of a madman’s nightmares. Even on the static page, it gave one the sense of a writhing darkness whose edges were thin and razor sharp. The vague outline of a skeletal frame hid behind a gobbet of vaporous blackness, and where a face might be, there was only a dark socket for an eye and an open maw full of jagged, tenebrous fangs. The thing looked starved, not for food, but for souls.

The margrave picked up the drawing by a corner pinched between two fingers, as if touching it risked plague. His voice, previously warm and jovial, sounded flat. “Shadowy, yes. Unnatural.” He set the paper down and wiped his fingers on his sleeve. “Imagine if you took the broken bones of various people and animals and stitched them together without plan or purpose, using thread made out of black mist.” Jahna shivered as a tendril of revulsion slid down her spine. Serovek looked from the illustration to her, a frown knitting his brow. “Someone else you spoke with saw one of these things?”

“Not me. Another king’s chronicler. She sat with a farmer who described seeing a clutch of galla gathered on one side of a stream that borders his land. He drew the picture. According to him, they would have swarmed him had it not been for the stream.”

Serovek nodded. “They can’t cross water. We used that weakness against them on more than one occasion to trap them in a pincer maneuver.”

Jahna tucked the illustration back into her stack of parchment, glad to put it away. “They’re hideous.”

“That sketch doesn’t do them justice, and how they look isn’t as bad as how they sound or move. They can mimic the voices of those they devour, even take on their victims’ appearances for a few moments. They hunt in swarms. Not like bees or locusts. More like roaches.” The revulsion in Serovek’s voice could have curdled milk.

Jahna scribbled fast to capture every word and wrote as she spoke. “It’s said the Kai regent created a spell that allowed you and the others to fight the galla without coming to harm.”

Serovek’s gaze took on a faraway cast. “A powerful enchantment. Elder magic no human has ever wielded and most Kai have forgotten. We became what the Khaskem and his Elsod called Wraith Kings. Split apart three ways and then brought back together again.”

Once more a serpentine shiver slid down her back as he described a ritual of violent death and unnatural resurrection in which those whom the Kai named Wraith Kings became as strange and grotesque in their new incarnation as the creatures they battled.

It seemed disrespectful somehow, almost blasphemous, to keep writing while Serovek spoke. She wanted to lay down her quill, fold her hands in her lap and listen, both enraptured and horrified as he recounted the struggle against and final defeat of the galla. But she kept writing until her aching hand went numb. When he paused, she scribbled a little more, then stopped to shake out the cramps in her fingers.

Reliving the horror of that conflict had altered Serovek’s face. He was pale and pinched around the mouth, his eyes hard as the obsidian the trade caravans sometimes brought over the mountains from the far southern kingdoms.

“I’m so sorry,” Jahna said. “We can stop there if you wish.”

The margrave shook himself as if to slough off something foul. “No, this is why I agreed to our meeting, so even generations beyond us will remember what happened and hopefully learn the lessons we didn’t regarding the dangers of Elder magic.”

“And heroes should be remembered and celebrated,” she added.

A wry look flickered over his still pale features for a moment. “We aren’t heroes. We did what we did to survive and suffered a defeat with the loss of one of our own. Megiddo paid the ultimate price for our triumph.”

A terrible despair painted his words. Jahna chose not to write those down. There were some things meant to be remembered with ink and parchment while others were best served with fading in memory just so one might heal.

While five men rode out to battle the galla, only four returned home. The heretic Nazim monk, Megiddo Cermac, did not, and Jahna shied away from dwelling on the suffering his soul must be enduring trapped in the malevolent realm of the galla.

She struggled for some words of sympathy to offer Lord Pangion over the loss of his comrade-in-arms. “Maybe since the galla never touched his body, there’s still a chance he can be saved? Didn’t you say as long as your bodies were protected from the galla, you couldn’t die?”

“There are the dead, and then there are those who are worse than dead.”

It might have been the dancing light of the hearth’s fire or even the tilt of Serovek’s profile as his gaze shifted from her to the inner horizon of a distant memory, but Jahna swore, in that moment, thin lines of spectral blue fire etched the whites of his eyes, and his face no longer looked quite human.

She was half out of her chair when, with a single blink, the margrave of High Salure was once more just a handsome man wearing a faint smile and sitting in a chair far too small for his big frame. His eyes were still the deep-water blue she found so arresting, but only the irises. The otherworldly cerulean spiderweb that fractured his sclera was gone.

He didn’t seem to notice when she eased back into her seat, gripping her quill like a dagger. “Ask your next question,” he said.

She kept him another half hour, until her hand threatened to seize entirely and her ink ran dry. When they finished, Serovek helped her pack up her supplies, offered more tea which she refused, and escorted her to the door.

They stood together at the threshold for a moment. He bent a little so he wouldn’t hit his head on the lintel. “Should you ever find yourself in the hinterlands, Lady Uhlfrida, come to High Salure. We’ll make you welcome, and if the weather is fine and we’re still at peace with the Kai, I’ll take you to the new Kai capital at Saggara. You can meet the man who wielded the wraith spell and led us into battle.” His eyes narrowed with a wry humor. “The Khaskem isn’t quite as impressive as his wife or his his second-in-command, but I think you’d like him.”

Jahna swallowed a squeal of delight, certain that such a demonstration would make the margrave rescind his offer. “You’re most generous, Lord Pangion,” she said, thankful she sounded so calm, as if war heroes offered to introduce her to Elder rulers every day. “I hope to take you up on that offer one day.”

He bid her goodbye and disappeared back into his chamber. Jahna raced down the hall, eager to return to the Archives and conscript a pair of amanuenses to help transcribe her extensive notes into a neat composition for Dame Stalt to read and review.

As with every year prior to this one, the bailey was a surge of humanity packed in a space too small to fit it comfortably. Thanks to Rodan’s new decree that the various hawkers and vendors were to set up their stalls outside the walls instead of in the bailey itself, there were areas within where one didn’t have to squeeze past bodies and livestock to reach their destination.

Hunger pangs made Jahna’s stomach rumble. She hadn’t eaten all day, and the wine she drank while speaking with the margrave sat in her belly on a sour note. The smells of roasting meat and nuts toasted over fires rose above the stench of unwashed bodies to tease her nose. She had time to make a quick detour outside the fortified walls to purchase something before returning to the Archives.

Without the confinement of the palace’s fortified curtain walls, the impromptu market that sprang up during Delyalda sprawled in every direction on the land King Rodan had designated. The snow-covered ground had been churned into a slurry by the tread of carts, people, horses and oxen. Straw had been laid down to help with footing, but its effectiveness didn’t last long. Jahna was glad she wore her sturdiest boots with the tightest laces, or the mud would have sucked them right off her feet as she trudged toward a stall where a vendor turned skewers on a grate resting across a fire pit dug in the ground.

She passed other booths selling Delyalda charms, gloves and wraps, jewelry and pottery. More offered services such as hair-braiding, fortune-telling and even hip baths for the truly brave willing to stand naked in the frigid air for a good scrubbing.

Jahna purchased a skewer stacked with pieces of roasted goose and stood on the periphery of the thoroughfare to eat and observe the endless procession of humanity. Across the main avenue, a group of barbers had set up their reclining chairs to shave the men who wanted their beards clipped or shorn. Jahna grinned at the notion it looked a bit like a sheep-shearing competition, with the barbers’ knives flashing in the sun as they soaped, scraped, wiped and pushed their customers out of their chairs before gesturing for the next man in line to take a seat.

She forgot her food and demanding stomach when, through the gaps in the milling throng, she spotted a man roll nimbly out of the barber’s chair and hand payment to the barber. His back was to her, and he’d been too quick out of the chair for her to catch a glimpse of his face, but the sight of broad shoulders and vivid ginger hair made her breath hitch to a stop.

“Radimar?” she mouthed and plunged into the crowd, uncaring that her lunch had fallen from her hand, forgotten, or that her hood had slid farther back, revealing more of her face to a growing number of stares.

He had already disappeared into the crowd, where even his hair didn’t distinguish him amidst the press of so many people. The sucking mud slowed her down, and she feared dropping her precious parchments in her satchel or worse, losing her footing and being trampled. Such a thing had happened more than once during a Delyalda festival. She gave up after a few more futile attempts to spot the red hair and retreated from the mob for the sanctuary of the Archives. She came across Sodrin while crossing the bailey.

“What happened to you? You look like you’ve been dancing in the pig sty.”

Jahna glanced down to see what inspired his rude remark. Mud caked her dress from knee to hem and lay so thick on her boots, she no longer saw the straps. She was a mess. “I stopped at the market to buy something to eat. It’s a mud pit there.”

“I hope whatever you ate was delicious enough to make it worth it. Go wait over there.” Sodrin pointed to bench occupied by a cage full of chickens. “I’ll go to the Archives and ask one of the scribes to bring you a pair of shoes from your room.”

He soon returned with a clean pair of shoes and a towel. Jahna carefully folded back the first layer of her filthy skirt while Sodrin used the towel to unwrap and remove her mud-slathered boots.

“Sodrin, I think I saw Radimar Velus at the market.”

Sodrin glanced up from his task, eyebrows lifted in a surprised arch. “Are you sure?”

She shook her head. “No. It was just a glimpse as he stood up from a barber’s chair. I never saw his face, but you couldn’t miss the hair.” Or the shoulders. Or the back and long legs.

She expected Sodrin to chastise her for being overly fanciful and reminding her that there were other men with red hair roaming the capital. Instead, he tossed aside one of her muddy boots and set to work on unstrapping the other one, his features contemplative.

“It might be him. I sent a missive to Ilinfan months ago inviting him to the wedding. I never got a reply and didn’t expect to. Last I heard, he was in the Lobak Valley supporting the Nazim monks in their fight against the warlord Chamtivos.” He glanced up at Jahna, hope in his eyes.

A giddy rush of euphoria enveloped her, and she ruthlessly crushed it. Except for a letter of sympathy over her father’s untimely death two years after Radimar returned to Ilinfan, neither she nor Sodrin had seen or heard from the swordmaster in nearly a decade. He still haunted her dreams, and her lips sometimes throbbed at the memory of his kiss, but she had resigned herself to never seeing him again. Even if, by some slim chance, it was Radimar she’d glimpsed in the market, any reunion between them now would be painfully awkward.

A sudden thought occurred to her. “Wait. You invited him to the wedding? Why didn’t you tell me?”

Sodrin set aside the second muddy boot, dropped the ruined towel on top of it and stood. He handed Jahna her shoe. “I didn’t tell you because I didn’t think you’d care.”

That startled her. “Why would you think such a thing?”

He shrugged. “You never spoke of him after he left us and didn’t seem interested when I did. It was as if he no longer existed to you.”

Dismayed at the idea she’d done such a good job of hiding her despair that her brother perceived it as disinterest, Jahna sighed. “I never meant to give that impression. Of course I care. He was a member of our family for three years.” And I was in love with him.

“I have another function to attend this afternoon, probably another roasting by Manarys’s father. I haven’t even married his daughter yet and he’s already threatened at least twice to kill me if I upset her in any way. I can meet you afterwards to see if we can find your mystery redhead.”

Jahna giggled and reached out to pat him on the cheek. Her brother had matured into an admirable man who had ably taken control of the Uhlfrida estate once their father died. He was now Lord Uhlfrida, and both the title and the wealth that came with it had attracted the interest of the powerful Duron clan’s patriarch. He might threaten Sodrin at every gathering, but Jahna suspected it was mostly bluster. The Durons were directly related to the king. They could choose any candidate for a union with one of their daughters. Sodrin was a coveted catch on many levels, and everyone knew it.

“He won’t kill you, Sodrin.”

“Maim me then.”

“That either.” She laced her shoes and stood, careful to keep her muddy hem from smearing their tops. “I have to take these parchments to the Archives for transcribing. You’ll have to hunt alone, or better yet, just wait. If it’s Radimar, he’ll come to you when he’s settled in. I’m sure he’s as eager to see you as you are to see him after all this time.”

“You as well,” Sodrin said.

Jahna only smiled, hoisted her satchel onto her shoulder and thanked her brother for both the help and the offer to get her boots cleaned and returned to her by the following day.

She spent the remainder of the day at her desk, alongside two other amanuenses, copying the pages of her notes from the meeting with Serovek Pangion. The steady scratching of busy quills were sometimes interrupted by quick inhalations or low-voiced exclamations as her helpers came across some of the margrave’s more gruesome descriptions of the ravages inflicted by the galla on the unfortunate Kai people of Bast-Haradis.

While the work of transcribing often fell to the first and second-year apprentices, Jahna was happy to ply her hand to copying these notes. Her copy would go to Dame Stalt for review while the others would be stored away as extras in case something happened to the original or the primary copy. It was tedious work, but she welcomed the distraction. It offered a means by which her mind didn’t dwell on the possibility that Radimar Velus roamed the palace grounds or that she might meet him again after all this time.

She took supper with the dames and her fellow scribes at the Archives, preferring the more sedate and friendly atmosphere than that offered in the adjacent palace with its nobles vying for the king’s attention or the admiration of another man’s wife or woman’s husband. Sodrin thrived in that chaos; Jahna didn’t. Here, among those familiar to her and used to her appearance, she could enjoy a good meal and equally good conversation.

Still, a restlessness plagued her, and she was eager for the meal to end so she could escape into the bailey where the Delyalda dances had already started. As always, she stood on the outskirts and watched or escaped to the forgotten garden to listen to the music in rapt solitude.

Sodrin had promised to send her a message the instant Radimar contacted him, if indeed he was here at all. As the day wore on and no message came, her hope that it might have been him she’d seen in the market withered. Foolish, she thought. Foolish and pathetic to still be mooning over a man who had likely forgotten her name after all this time.

It was well past the time she put aside such juvenile infatuation. She was twenty and six, a woman grown and to some, past her desirability as a wife, even if she hadn’t been disfigured by the purple stain that marred her face and neck. There would be no lover for her, no husband or father to children she’d never bear.

There were worse things in life. She had shelter, a safe place among people of like minds and similar passion, and a brother who doted on her. Yes, things could be much worse.

She repeated that to herself as she left the Archives to join the crowds celebrating in the bailey, and again as she watched couples laughing and dancing in each other’s arms, and a third time when she entered the forgotten garden and stood just inside the gates, remembering another year, another Delyalda festival, when a man with eyes the color of sea glass danced with her under the light of a winter’s moon.
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The Master returned

Music drifted across the bailey, the familiar heartbeat of drums as the musicians struck up the chords that called the women to join the Maiden Flower dance. From Radimar’s lofty vantage point on one of the palace loggias, the dancers looked like flowers blooming, their silk petals of crimson and yellow, blue and violet, gilding or darkening by turns as they moved in and out of the light and shadows painted by the fire.

Many believed the tune’s composer had been a sorcerer who wove magic into the notes, an insidious seduction that beckoned until the most reluctant person found themselves swaying and spinning to its tune. Radimar was a believer. The music drew the women to the dance like moths to a flame, all save one. Jahna Uhlfrida had never succumbed to the enchantment of the Maiden Flower dance though she always watched it with an avid expression from the perimeters.

His gaze swept the edge of the dancers’ circle, where the crowds not dancing had gathered to watch. He searched for a small, cloaked figure and found a few, but none were built like the woman he remembered, the woman who still made his heart beat heavy after all this time.

A flicker of motion teased the corner of his eye and he turned his head, spotting what he sought. She was cloaked and hooded as he expected, and he couldn’t see her face from this vantage point, but he knew it was her. He knew.

She wove adeptly through the horde of people, moving away from the thick of the celebration toward the place one could find some semblance of privacy and peace during chaotic Delyalda.

Radimar strode past the celebrants who packed the loggia, the nobility of Belawat in all their silk, furred and jeweled glory. He was nobility himself, but much farther down the chain of hierarchy and considered as much a peasant by these people as the ones who thronged the bailey below them. He had come at Sodrin’s behest, suffered through introductions and made small talk with people in whom he found little interest and nothing in common.

His long strides ate the distance between the palace and the forgotten garden. One of the garden’s gates was open just enough to allow someone to ease through, and he sidled in on silent feet. If it wasn’t Jahna who had come here, he could turn around and leave without the other person knowing. He prayed to the gods that his instincts proved accurate and it was she who had come here.

By the look of it, someone remembered this patch of land during the eight years he’d been away. It was still wild and mostly overgrown, especially at the perimeters where even the hint of once-manicured verge had disappeared in a tangle of bramble, ivy, and roses. A part of the garden though, where he had once led Jahna through the intricate steps of the Delyalda dances, had been cut back enough to reclaim a small square of cleared space. In its center, a familiar figure spun and pirouetted to the faint strains of a Delyalda song played beyond the garden’s enclosure.

Silver-plated light, softened by snow, spilled across the landscape. For a moment, the dancer pivoted through the luminescence, and Radimar’s heart jumped in his chest. Jahna—supple, disfigured, indescribably beautiful—danced alone in the moonlight.

She had shed her cloak. It lay draped across a nearby bench, leaving her bare-headed and unshielded from the cold. Lost hairpins glittered in the snow under her feet, and her unbound hair whipped around her like a flag as she spun and arched and danced the steps with effortless grace. The gown she wore covered her from neck to ankles, leaving only her hands exposed, but it hugged her body, emphasizing the sleek length of her waist and curve of her hips and breasts.

When the song ended, she came to a slow, twirling halt, her skirts setting around her like flower petals closing against the sunset. As if she’d been expecting him and simply waited for his arrival, she turned and met his eyes, regal as any queen. “Welcome back, Sir Velus,” she said, using the most formal address.

More than a decade earlier, Radimar had looked beyond the chubby remnants of awkward girlhood and the violet birthmark and seen the potential of the woman Jahna might become given time, maturity, and a greater awareness of her own strength. The woman standing before him now not only confirmed that belief, she had surpassed it.

He wished he might call her by her given name and have her call him by his, but she had laid down the boundaries of address at the outset of this conversation, and he abided by her unspoken rule. “Hello, Lady Uhlfrida,” he said, drawn to her and the solemn dignity she exuded from every pore. “It’s been a long time.”

“It has.” Her gaze traveled over him, revealing nothing of what she thought. “You look well, much as I remembered you.”

He chuffed. “You’re kind. I’ve collected a few more scars, a few more lines.” Clothing covered the worst of the souvenirs he’d brought back with him from the Lobak Valley. The fighting there had been especially vicious. He was lucky to be alive.

“Have you seen Sodrin yet?” At his nod, her expression eased into a smile that made his breath catch. “He’s ecstatic you could make the wedding. Thank you for coming all this way to attend. I hope it wasn’t too much of an inconvenience.”

“I wouldn’t miss it, even if it were.”

He’d found Sodrin earlier buried eyebrow-deep in water rights negotiations with a neighbor and fellow lord. Radimar had waited until their discussion had concluded before making his presence known. Like Jahna, Sodrin had matured in both body and mind. He was taller than Radimar now, and the awkward thinness had become a sinewy strength that showed in his arms and shoulders. Some things hadn’t changed though, and the exuberance with which he hugged Radimar and pounded his back until his spine cracked recalled months of hard training with a bright and eager, if sometimes undisciplined student.

He stretched his arm to indicate the garden as a whole. “It’s mostly as I remember it, though I see you still don’t participate with the others in the dancing, even when you obviously are familiar with the steps.”

She shook her head, still smiling. “No. I’ve resided here on the palace grounds long enough now that the permanent residents don’t pay much attention to my presence, but visitors still think me an oddity. I prefer to avoid all the stares and whispers if I can. There will be enough of that at the wedding ceremony.”

While she might still avoid large gatherings and the attention her birthmark always garnered, he suspected that now she weathered it with a certain quiet aplomb.

He’d been long away, and much wasn’t as it had once been, not the least, Jahna Uhlfrida. He held out a hand to her. “Would you care to dance with me? It’s been more than a few years since I’ve celebrated a Delyalda, so I might step on your toes. Are you brave enough to risk it?”

One delicate eyebrow rose. “Is that a challenge?”

After the disaster of their last moments together years earlier, he’d been afraid she would be cold to him if they ever saw each other again. She wasn’t. Reserved, yes. Cautious, most definitely. He could see it in her eyes. But not cold, and amusement played around her mouth. That soft, seductive mouth that had once shattered all his good sense. “Yes,” he said.

“Then how can I refuse?” She took his hand.

He led her into the steps that matched the rhythm of the song the musicians played. Her fingers were cold in his hands, and ink-stained. “Your brother told me you’re a full-fledged king’s chronicler now with an eye on becoming a Dame in a few years.”

She grasped his forearm and he hers as they tracked their steps to the music. “Sodrin is such a gossip. It’s a good thing I don’t tell him my most private thoughts. They’d be on the morning crier’s lips the next day.”

They both laughed, and Radimar came to his erstwhile student’s defense. “I doubt he’s as forthcoming with others as he is with me. And I suspect he’s decided that as Lord Uhlfrida now, he feels it his duty to advise you on every aspect of your life.”

Jahna rolled her eyes and twirled under his arm before neatly stepping back into the rhythm set. “Oh, Sir Velus, you have no idea.” She grinned. “Maybe once he’s married, he’ll be too busy pleasing his new wife to worry about lecturing me. He’s worse than Father ever was.”

The news of Marius Uhlfrida’s death had reached him almost six months after the event in a hastily scrawled letter from Sodrin. “I was gutted to hear of his death and worried for you and Sodrin.”

Jahna squeezed his hand. “Father didn’t suffer. His heart failed him. He died while on a hunt, his favorite activity. He wouldn’t have chosen a different way. I’d like to think he keeps my mother company now.” Her mouth turned down. “Of course he wasn’t two days in his grave, and the bride finders and matchmakers were rattling the gates to talk to my brother.”

“I’m surprised it didn’t happen sooner. He was your father’s heir.” Had the matchmakers sought out Jahna as well? Sodrin had said nothing about any attachment Jahna might have formed with some aristocrat wise enough to look beyond her birthmark, nor had Jahna mentioned anyone. A small part of him hoped she had found a man with whom to share her affections. A greater part seethed with wordless jealousy. He had no right to the emotion, but that didn’t stop it from plaguing him.

“Oh, there was a steady trickle of interested mothers with unwed daughters,” she said. “But his duty to the royal guard kept it to a minimum. Once he became Uhlfrida, it was like someone knocked down a dam and the potential brides came flooding in.”

“He did well for himself. The king’s niece as his wife places him even higher in the noble ranks. Is it a love match?”

Her disapproving frown faded to be replaced with one more contemplative. “More like a friend match, I think.”

“That’s a good start.”

She nodded. “A very good start. Even a good finish if they only remain friends.”

When the music’s tempo changed with the start of a different tune, neither paused but fell easily into a new rhythm.

“And you, Sir Velus? How have the years treated you?”

If he didn’t count the ever-present ache at the back of his soul for this woman or the two life-threatening wounds he’d received while fighting alongside the Nazim warrior monks, the years had been fair to him.

“No better or worse than most. After the Ghan died, most of us were dispersed to new assignments. I trained the son of a rich merchant.” He shook his head. “Dismal student. I stood down from the role after a year. After that, I trained and fought with the Nazim monks in the Lobak Valley.”

“Sodrin mentioned that. Did you know of one named Megiddo?”

Her question surprised him. The Nazim were similar to the Ilinfan Brotherhood in that some of their cenobites acted as guards or teachers for high-ranking families. Unlike the Brotherhood, they preferred to be known only by the general term “macari,” which meant monk. The knowledge of true names was typically kept within the isolated confines of the monastery itself and not often used. He wondered how Jahna had come to know this one.

He thought for a moment, remembering a solemn man with the natural air of an ascetic about him and a dignity to match Jahna’s. “I did know a Megiddo. I think he was Beladine. Capable swordsman. A left-hander but could fight almost as well with his right hand. Why do you ask?”

“He was one of the five who defeated the galla.”

Radimar did halt then, bringing Jahna up short with him. He peered down at her. “Are you certain?” How had a Nazim monk ended up fighting the dark demons that had razed an entire city in a single night?

“Very certain,” she said. “I sat with Serovek Pangion earlier today to record his accounting of the galla war. He told me the Nazim monk Megiddo fought alongside him, the Kai regent, a Queresi chieftain’s son, and a Gauri exile.”

A note in her voice alerted him that Megiddo’s bravery had not gone unpunished. “What happened?”

“Of the five, only Megiddo didn’t return to his home.”

Radimar closed his eyes for a moment. Good men died in wars all the time. One had even died in his arms, yet something about this death struck a deeper chord even though he had only known Megiddo as an acquaintance and fellow swordsman. “His fellow monks will mourn him justly and commend his spirit to the sacred fires.”

He wondered at the sadness in her expression before it slid behind a bland, studied façade. She changed the subject. “Do you have a family?”

Her gaze was steady on him and gave nothing away, but he still held her hand, and her fingers twitched in his grasp with her question. “As in wife and children? No. Most swordmasters don’t.”

And you? He wanted to ask but couldn’t bring himself to do so. King’s chroniclers weren’t nuns. Most remained unmarried, though many took lovers, and a few had husbands with whom they lived near the Archives. He didn’t care if Jahna had taken a man into her bed; he just didn’t want to hear the devastating news she’d taken one into her heart.

He avoided it all together and steered the conversation to safer ground. “Any more trouble from…”

Jahna laughed. “Evaline? No, none. In fact, she hasn’t attended Delyalda since she married. Word has it she’s the mother of three now, with a fourth on the way.”

“And her lickspittles?”

“They lost interest in me after our scuffle in the corridor.”

Radimar smirked. “Imagine that.”

Jahna laughed. “Don’t hold it against me for admitting it, but you were right. The balance of power shifted.”

He doubted he’d ever hold anything against her. She on the other hand had something to hold against him. She hadn’t mentioned it yet, nor had he, and it hovered between them like a shadow.

“Come,” he said and drew her toward him as the musicians struck up another tune, this one popular with couples because of its slowness and steps that brought bodies closer. “A last dance and then I’ll escort you back to wherever your destination lies.”

If he could have everything his way, that destination would be straight back to the tiny chamber Sodrin had managed to secure for him in the palace. Just big enough to hold a narrow bed and small table with barely any room to make a full turn, it would seem the grandest of all spaces were Jahna sharing it with him.

She went easily into his arms, slender as a willow and just as supple. The scent and feel of her recalled a similar moment when she arched into him, her sweet mouth under his, the hesitant caress of her lips driving him mad.

He had liked her from the moment he met her, the shy, lonely sister of his newest student. He had fallen in love with her gradually, by small increments spread across weeks, months, then years. Jahna was beyond his reach. He’d always known it and explained away his growing feelings for her as those of a protective older brother like Sodrin. Even as he inwardly recoiled at the idea and his heart insisted otherwise, Radimar had clung to its questionable veracity. Until he held her while she cried and then kissed her in the darkness.

Unlike the previous songs, they danced to this one in silence. Her hair fell down her back to tickle his hands where they rested against her spine. He bent a little more, lured by the scent of evergreen on her skin She fit within the circle of his arms as naturally now as she had eight years earlier, maybe more so. Her face and her touch had haunted him for so long, it seemed almost chimerical that she was here now, pressed against his body.

Radimar would have held her even longer once the song ended, but she stepped away from him, taking with her a warmth that went beyond body heat. She wore the stoic face that always signaled she was troubled.

“You left without a farewell to me and Sodrin. I understand why with Sodrin, but not me.”

There it was, the unspoken question, until now. Jahna had beaten him to it in bringing it up, and part of him was grateful for the chance to clear the air between them.

“I’m sorry, Jahna,” he said, abandoning formal address for her given name. “I’m a coward. I didn’t just leave; I fled.”

Her mask cracked, revealing a misery that made Radimar’s heart contract. “Why?” she whispered. “There was nothing to fear. It was just a kiss.”

The last part of her statement punched him in the gut. “Was it?”

She skirted around him to retrieve her cloak, her armor against both cold and pain. It shrouded her in folds of wool. The hood hid her hair now and of course the blemished side of her face. “Surely, you didn’t think I’d press you for a union between us or try to trap you into one just because you kissed me?”

He almost wished she had. “Such a thing never crossed my mind,” he said. “Try to understand. I was in your father’s employ. A well-paid servant but still a servant despite my title. In the eyes of Beladine aristocracy, including your father, you are my better and above my touch.”

She gasped, outraged. “I never thought such a stupid thing!”

“I know you didn’t.” This wasn’t going well at all. “It wasn’t just our difference in status. There was a trust between your father and me, and I broke it when I kissed his daughter.” He looked away for a moment before turning back to meet her confused, anguished gaze. “If I had returned to tell you goodbye, either I wouldn’t have returned to Ilinfan alone, or your enraged father would have seen to it I returned in pieces.” Jahna’s mouth fell open, shock in every line of her body.

“Even with your acceptance and his blessing, taking you with me then would have been unfair,” he continued. “You were about to start your apprenticeship with the Dames, become a king’s chronicler in the Archives. I would have robbed you of that chance had I plied for your hand then.”

Jahna blinked, the dark shadows in her eyes slowly clearing as they stared at each other in silence. She touched her birthmark with one finger. “I thought it was this that made you regret.”

The effects of a persecuted childhood still lingered, despite her obvious strength. Radimar caught her hand and brought it to her lips. “No, Jahna. You might always see your birthmark when you look in a mirror. After the first time, I never saw it again.” He tugged her into his arms and tipped her face up to his with one finger under her chin. “I shouldn’t have left the way I did. For that, I have no ready excuse or even a good reason. It was wrong and craven. I hurt the one person I would have battled the heavens to protect. Can you forgive me?”

She eyed him for a moment, the long gaze measuring as if she weighed the benefits and drawbacks of welcoming him back into her confidences and maybe her arms. The slow smile that spread across her face made his breath hitch. She stepped closer into the space of his body, and his arms automatically closed around her. Her fingers threaded through his hair to stroke his scalp.

“Kiss me again,” she said, “And I’ll consider it.”
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The Maiden contemplative

“Are you cupshot?” Sodrin stared at his sister as if she’d suddenly grown a third eye in the middle of her forehead.

Jahna blinked, pulled abruptly from the pleasant memory of a snow-sugared garden and the heated embrace of a man whose touch she had craved for almost a decade. If one could be drunk on desire and affection, then she was about as cupshot as any one person could be.

She went back to writing. At Sodrin’s request, she had come to his chamber to act as personal scribe and list those tasks he still had to complete before his wedding the following evening.

“No, I’m not cupshot,” she replied. “I’m bored. You couldn’t write this list down yourself?”

He paced in front of her. “No. I can’t remember half the items. If it weren’t for you asking me if I’ve done this thing or that thing yet, there would be two entries on that list.” He leaned forward for a peek at her parchment and groaned. “I really wish there were only two entries there.”

Jahna glanced down and counted. “You’re going to be a busy man between now and the wedding. I thought you took care of much of this already.”

Sodrin ran his fingers through his hair. “So did I, but Manarys keeps adding to the list!” He glared at Jahna as she laughed. “It isn’t funny. You wouldn’t be laughing if you were in my place.”

She stopped laughing. “Maybe I would.”

He continued pacing, unaware of her new solemnity. “Would what?”

“Laugh if I were in your place. If I were the one marrying tomorrow.”

Sodrin halted, an impatient glint in his eyes. “Obviously that won’t ever happen.”

His casual conviction in that fact stung. Jahna laid her quill down and folded her hands in her lap. “Are you sure?”

That caught his attention. Sodrin’s eyes widened so much, he looked owlish. “What are you saying? Has someone offered for your hand?”

She shook her head. “No, but what if someone did? What would you say?” Radimar’s earlier admittance that he would have offered for her had circumstances been different gave her hope. Circumstances were now different.

Sodrin dragged another stool over to the other side of Jahna’s table and sat. “Depending on the man, I’d either tell you you’d gone mad or I’d congratulate you on finding the one person in all of the Beladine kingdom with enough brains to recognize a jewel of a woman when he saw one.”

Jahna’s vision blurred, and she blinked hard to chase tears. “When did you become so charming?”

He blushed and gave an uncomfortable shrug. “Just speaking the truth.” He drummed the table with his fingertips. “We aren’t children anymore, mushroom,” he said, using his old nickname for her. “You’ve always had a better head on your shoulders than I have, even if you’re younger than me. Whatever man you might choose to marry in the future, I’ll support your choice.”

“What if he were a man of lower status?” She asked the one question that would reveal everything. Sodrin wasn’t stupid. He’d figure it out in short order.

He tilted his head to one side as if to consider the question and froze. “Radimar,” he breathed. “Radimar has offered for your hand.”

She only wished. “No, he hasn’t.”

Sodrin waved away her denial as if it were an irritating cobweb. “He will.” He stared at her. “And you want him to.”

“I’m in love with him, Sodrin. I have been since he lived with us at Hollowfell. If he does offer for me, I’ll accept.”

Her brother stared at her for a long time before a wide grin lit his features. “He didn’t come to the capital for my wedding. He came for you.”

It was Jahna’s turn to blush. “I don’t think that’s true.”

“I know it’s true.” Sodrin banged his fist on the table, sending ink sloshing out of her inkpot. “Ha! This is brilliant! I’ll have an Ilinfan swordmaster for my brother-in-law!”

Jahna laughed at his excitement. She had hoped he wouldn’t become angry at the idea; she hadn’t expected this reaction. “He hasn’t offered, Sodrin. For either of us,” she teased.

More of the unconcerned hand-waving. “Eh, I give him three days at most.” He frowned as another thought occurred to him. “How will this affect you as a chronicler? Radimar is a swordmaster, and for all practical purposes, a nomad. You aren’t just going to abandon your work to accompany him on the road, are you?”

It was a valid question and one she’d pondered the previous night after she told Radimar goodbye a half dozen times between kisses. “I won’t have to abandon it; I can take it with me. In fact, if I travel, I can see things firsthand and chronicle them instead of relying on another person’s recollections and hoping they aren’t inflating or suppressing the truth. I can send those documents back to the Archives just as I did when I was at Hollowfell.”

His frown eased. “That could work.”

She had always envied Sodrin’s confidence, even now. “Do we have your blessing if he does?”

Sodrin reached for her hand and gave it a squeeze. “I can’t think of a better man to be your husband, Jahna. Nor a better woman to be his wife. You have my blessing…if you help me with this list.”

Jahna circled the table to hug her brother. This early celebration might all come to naught, and it might well be that, in the near future, Sodrin would be hugging her in comfort. She hoped not. She prayed not.

Good as her word, she helped him with the numerous tasks his future wife had set for him. Between them, they managed to complete all save a few. Sodrin looked frazzled as they met again in his chambers. “I have to accompany Manarys to the Exhibition and supper before that.”

He handed her a silk sash intricately embroidered with the Uhlfrida crest and the crest of the Ilinfan Brotherhood below it. He grinned at Jahna’s gasp. “I commissioned it right after you told me you thought you’d seen Radimar in the market. Can you take it to him? If he wears it tomorrow, he’ll be able to sit with you at the wedding.”

Jahna slid the sash through her hands, admiring the smooth feel of the silk and the painstaking stitchery. It was more than just a visual pass to a better seat at an event. The sash signaled to all that Lord Sodrin Uhlfrida considered Radimar Velus a part of the House of Uhlfrida. “I think he’ll be pleased when he sees this, Sodrin.”

Sodrin motioned for a waiting servant to help him change into more formal garb. “Just be sure to tell him not to forget it tomorrow.”

She reassured him she’d take care of it and made her way through the palace, descending the stairs to the floor below the one Sodrin’s rooms occupied and came to a narrow door tucked into the rounded wall of an equally narrow turret.

She hadn’t seen Radimar since the previous night, and her lips still throbbed with the force of his kisses. The door opened on her second knock and Radimar greeted her at the room’s threshold wearing trousers and a tunic with its sleeves rolled to the elbow and the lacings undone to reveal a muscled chest. He was a breathtaking sight.

It took her a moment to drag her gaze up to his face, and she blushed at the humor in his eyes. She thrust the wrapped package containing the sash at him. “For you to wear tomorrow at the wedding. From Sodrin.” She winced. Could she sound any more idiotic?

Radimar took the package before stepping to the side and gesturing to the room’s interior. “You’re welcome to come in if you wish.”

A thousand thoughts raced through her mind, not the least being the question of whether or not they would continue where they left off in the garden the previous night. Jahna nodded and walked past him into a room the size of a broom closet, and she’d seen bigger broom closets.

This was no way to treat an honored guest. She spun around, a heartfelt apology on her lips along with the promise to string her brother up by his feet for cramming his friend and former teacher into a space a mole would reject as too small.

The lack of room and Radimar’s size put her nose to chest with him, and she gasped before tilting her head to stare up at the swordmaster’s smiling features.


~ 10 ~


[image: ___]

The Maiden claimed

She stood so close her breath tickled his skin where his tunic lay open. The temptation to drop the package and gather her into his arms nearly overwhelmed Radimar. Instead, he satisfied the urge with a brief caress of the hair bound at her nape. She wore her cloak, but the hood lay back on her shoulders, the outrage on her lovely face plain to see.

“Sodrin assured me you’d have a fine chamber for you to stay in if his luck held and you came for the wedding. There’s hardly any room in here to breathe much less move.” Her eyes were wide, her words breathy as if her criticism of the chamber’s size wasn’t an exaggeration.

“Peace, Jahna, I’ve slept in far less comfortable places.” He turned her gently to face the opposite wall. “See? I have a warm bed and a table to put a candle or a plate of food if I choose to eat here.” He pointed to a spot under the bed. “My things are stashed there, and best of all I don’t have to share it with a dozen other people, something unheard of for this palace during Delyalda as you well know.” He gave her a gentle nudge. “Have a seat while I open this.”

She perched on the edge of the bed, her gaze avid. “Sodrin bid me tell you not to forget it tomorrow night.”

The “it” was a silk sash of deepest winter green, with the stag rampant stitched in gold thread on the weave—the heraldry of House Uhlfrida. Below it, more of the gold embroidery, only this time it depicted the crossed swords of the Ilinfan Brotherhood. Radimar traced one of the swords with a fingertip, his heart in his throat.

It was a simple sash of fine weaving and lush color, but its message was more valuable than a cart full of gold and meant so much more. You are one of us. You are of House Uhlfrida.

He looked up from the sash to Jahna who watched him, candlelight making her eyes almost glow. “Sodrin does me a great honor.”

Her smile was gentle, heartfelt. “You honor us by wearing it for the wedding.”

Radimar folded the sash carefully and rewrapped it in its linen cover before tucking it under the bed behind Jahna’s feet.

The candle on the table shared space with a slender carafe of wine and a goblet. Radimar poured a dram. “I have only one goblet. We’ll have to share it if you’d like wine.”

She placed a hand over her heart in mock solemnity. “I promise not to spit in it.”

He chuckled before sitting down beside her, and they passed the wine between them.

Radimar sensed her nervousness. It didn’t spring from fear. He could smell fear at a hundred paces. This was anticipation. Had she daydreamed about last night as he had? He wanted far more than a few passionate kisses from her, but he didn’t need her verbal confirmation to know she remained untouched. The knowledge sent a frisson down his spine at the thought he might be the fortunate one to introduce her to the pleasures to be had between man and woman. It also reminded him that the responsibility of making it pleasurable rested entirely with him.

“I hope Sodrin will be happy,” she said, worry lines creasing her brow.

He stroked her knee. “They’ll be a good match, Jahna.”

“I know.” She drained the wine and passed the empty goblet to him. He refilled it from the pitcher that shared space with the candle on the small table. “I’m happy for them both. A little jealous too.” She stared down at her feet.

Her unexpected confession surprised him. “Jealous of what, the wedding or the marriage?”

She snatched the goblet from him and took another drink. She didn’t hand it back. “Oh gods, that wedding. Tomorrow night can’t be over soon enough. We’re drowning in the pomp of it all. I don’t know how Sodrin has kept his mind intact these past weeks.”

Radimar didn’t either. “Testament to your brother’s good character.” He captured the goblet, placed his lips where Jahna’s had been, and drank. This time he kept hold of the vessel. “Then your jealousy is for the marriage? I thought your dream was to become a Dame of Archives.”

She sighed. “It’s my goal, not my dream. There’s a difference.”

He couldn’t argue that. “Then what is your dream?”

Jahna studied her hands where they rested in her lap, slender fingers pale and ink-splattered. “You’ll think it silly.”

“I doubt it.”

She turned to face him more fully, knee pressed to his. “I want to chronicle. It’s in my blood. But not here, waiting for someone interesting to arrive so I can write down the life they experienced. I want to write down my own life, see and experience those things scribes like me put down on parchment. I want to see them firsthand. Like you. You’ve lived an interesting life.”

Her words set his heart to racing. Did he truly hear what she was saying or only what he so desperately wanted to hear? That the idea of a nomadic life appealed to her? That it would in no way hinder her passion for written history?

He kept his voice even and questioned more. “But why do you envy Sodrin and his bride? They won’t be travelers after they marry. In all likelihood, they’ll confine their times on the road to short trips to familiar places: Hollowfell, Timsiora, the villages closest to those places.”

Her unmarked cheek went red while the blemished one turned a darker purple. “Because as foolish as it sounds, I too want to marry, have children, be a wife.”

His heart stopped.

Then took up a beat to outrace a horse’s gallop. “Ah, Jahna,” he breathed, and her name on his lips was the prayer of a supplicant.

She squeezed her eyes shut. “I told you it was silly.”

Her startled gasp echoed in the room when he reached over and lifted her onto his lap, her legs straddling him as her skirts tangled around her hips and his. “It isn’t silly at all,” he said once she settled.

She was warmth and softness and fine skin. The curve and slope of her waist and hips under his hands sent all the blood in his body straight to the erection swelling between his legs. Her eyes rounded even more when he shifted his hips and the proof of his desire for her pressed firmly against the juncture of her thighs.

“What if I told you that my dream was to take a chronicler as my wife? To have her travel with me so I might show her those things ancient and fantastic that dot this kingdom and others? To buy her more ink and parchment than she can ever use? To be the father of her children?”

Jahna inhaled a harsh breath, the action settling her hips even harder on him. Radimar bit back a groan. “What are you saying?”

He was not a bard blessed with the ability to fashion words into gems that sparkled, but he was honest, he was forthright, and he loved this woman with every thread of his being. “Be my wife,” he implored. “Allow me to be your husband. All that I have and all that I am are yours, and I will love you beyond the end of my days.”

Tears made her eyes glossy. One spilled off her bottom lashes to slide down her cheek. She held his face in her hands. “Yes,” she said. “Oh yes.”

The kisses they shared in the garden were nothing compared to the ones they exchanged now. Jahna’s hands plunged into Radimar’s hair to hold his head still while she sucked his tongue into her mouth and rocked her body against his in a plea she couldn’t express with words.

They fell back on the bed in a tangle of skirts and cloak. Those were soon thrown to the side, peeled off Jahna’s body with frantic tugs and in one instance, the sharp edge of a knife on knotted lacings. Radimar’s garb followed and they were soon skin to skin, entwined together under layers of blankets and furs.

Radimar eased the covers back for a moment so he could see Jahna’s nude body in the candlelight. The room’s cold air made her pink nipples harden, and gooseflesh pebbled the curves of her breasts. A rapid pulse beat in her neck, and the shadowed hollow of her throat beckoned him to kiss her there. “You are beautiful, Jahna. I’ve always thought so.”

She slid her arms around him with a happy sigh, arching to get closer when he kissed her from the top of her head to her narrow feet and all the sensitive places in between.

The covers were suffocating and the candle burned low when Radimar rose above her on his elbows and stared down at her flushed face with the glassy eyes and lips swollen from his deep kisses. His erection nudged against her opening, demanding entrance. He ignored the urge and leaned down to plant feather kisses across her eyebrows, the bridge of her nose and her chin.

Jahna did the same to him, until impatient with his delay, she slid her legs up the side of his hips and bent her knees. The movement opened her more fully to him, and he gasped with delight.

“The women say it can hurt the first time.” Her fingers flexed against his sides. “I don’t care. I want you inside me.” She urged him forward, thighs flexing hard.

He resisted, despite his body nearly screeching at him to end such sweet torture.

“Patience, Jahna.” He gave her a reassuring peck on the lips when she groaned. “It can hurt if a woman’s lover is imprudent and clumsy. I am neither of those things.”

He set to proving his claim by his possession of her body. Her eyes rounded at the first slow, inexorable thrust, half-closed at the second, then rolled back at the third as she moaned his name.

He mimicked the sounds she made in a deeper voice, as caught in the ecstasy of making love to her as she was. His hands worked magic on her body, along with his lips and tongue. She cried out at the first shock of her climax and again at the crash of its aftermath.

Radimar followed right behind her, the sounds he uttered no longer words but the hard, shuddering gasps that squeezed the air out of his lungs and turned his bones to water. Once he could breathe again, he slid an arm under her back and rolled so that she lay atop him in a tangle of sweaty limbs and blankets. He was still seated deep inside her. The pain of his withdrawal was something he couldn’t prevent, no matter how careful he was, so he delayed the inevitable, more than content to feel her sweet body hold him in its embrace.

A lock of her hair fell forward to brush his nose, and he tucked it back behind her ear. She stared at him, a look of wonder in her eyes. “I don’t think I’m jealous of Sodrin and Manarys anymore,” she said with a burgeoning smile.


EPILOGUE
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The Sun at midnight

Jahna stood at the small window in Radimar’s equally small chamber and stared at the night sky, lit so brightly by the sorcerous flames of the Firehound spectacle that the stars faded. In the bailey and on the loggias, the celebrants for the festival and the guests of Sodrin’s wedding cheered the sight and raised their goblets in a toast to the bringer of light as it tore the hem of Darkness and spilled the sun onto the world.

As with all the years before this one, Jahna was content to watch it all from a distance, only this time, she wasn’t alone. Behind her, her lover sprawled on the narrow bed in exhausted slumber. His red hair spilled across the pillows like a sunset, and she ignored the glory of the Firehound to admire the glory of Radimar’s body illuminated by the light of a single candle.

He had drawn every eye at Sodrin’s wedding this evening, more than she did, for which she would ever be grateful. Thank the gods for silk sashes and the handsome redheads who wore them. Jahna sat beside him during the ceremony, happy for her brother and his new wife, even happier for herself.

She had left Radimar just before dawn, when the palace was still quiet, its servants just rising to begin their tasks, its guests just falling into bed or passed out on their pillows after a long night of revelry. Jahna had wanted to remain, but her body was sore and sticky, and she desperately needed a bath. The temptation to stay and loll in bed with Radimar had almost been more than she could resist. If she didn’t have a wedding to prepare for and attend, she would have given in to that desire.

Sodrin had estimated far more time than it actually took for Radimar to approach him. Jahna had been straightening imaginary wrinkles out of her brother’s wedding garb when a servant announced that the swordmaster of Ilinfan wished to speak to him.

Jahna feared she’d break her own fingers, they were tangled so tightly together as the two men clasped forearms in greeting. Radimar didn’t waste a moment. He wished Sodrin all blessings in his marriage and thanked him for the sash and the honor Sodrin bequeath him in the giving of it. His face was grim and set.

“Lord Uhlfrida, I’ve asked Jahna to be my wife. She has accepted. For her sake, I ask for your blessing.” His eyes narrowed, the tone of his invoice implying that blessing or not, Jahna would be his wife.

Sodrin adopted a serious expression before turning to Jahna, eyebrows rising and falling in a teasing wiggle. He raised a single finger and mouthed to her “One day.”

She hid her laughter behind a cough.

Sodrin faced Radimar once more. “I don’t know, Radimar.” His serious tone belied the amused expression he’d shown to Jahna. “Do you think she can make you happy?”

Caught off guard by the strange question, Radimar blinked before he rolled his eyes and grinned at Sodrin who grinned back. “If it weren’t your wedding day, I’d beat you with the flat of my sword for that stunt, your lordship.”

Unrepentant, Sodrin shoved them both out the door “I promise not to give orders to hunt you down and kill you Radimar if you elope with Jahna, as long as you do so after my wedding.”

The ceremony was a grand affair, and Jahna was relieved when it was over. Radimar sneaked them both out of the post-wedding celebrations to take sanctuary in his tiny broom-closet room. He was even faster at removing their wedding clothes and demonstrating to Jahna just how much he missed her.

He slept the sleep of the sated now, and she turned back to the window, hugging the blanket she’d stolen from the bed close around her naked body. Her toes curled against the floor’s icy stone, made even colder by the snowy air that swirled through the open window.

The Firehound story, told in flame and music, was nearing its end. Soon, all the torches would be guttered and the candles snuffed as the Darkness held symbolic sway, and the world waited within the shadows of the darkest midnight.

A muscular arm wrapped around her middle and pulled her back against a wall of hard muscle. Radimar leaned down to whisper in her ear. “You’ll catch your death standing there.”

Jahna tilted her head to one side so that he could nuzzle her neck. “No I won’t. Besides, we won’t be here much longer. It’s almost the darkest midnight.”

As if the crowd heard her words, the sorcerers wielded their spells and snuffed all the light in and around the palace. Except for the glitter of stars and a pale sliver of moon, the night was black as a crow’s wing. A waiting hush reigned until a whip crack of fire arched over the palace’s highest point and was followed by the flaming shape of the colossal Firehound racing across the sky. Torches and candles flared to life once more at the command of the sorcerers’ invocations and the celebrants roared their approval.

Jahna turned in Radimar’s arms and raised her face for a kiss. “See,” she said against his lips. “The longest night is over.”

He drew back to stare at her for several moments in silence. “It is, sweet Jahna. It is indeed.” He kissed her then, and behind her closed lids, Jahna saw the sun.
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