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The souls of men and women cry out

as whimpers among the voices of the unholy

whose purposes are sinister, filled with wickedness.

Righteousness screams for the children of Agia

she shelters them in her wings of sorrow

protects their delicate innocence from evil.

But these cries for hope and distant futures

for the upright and noble and good

living in the uncertain fear darkened by

the spirits of magic and fire and dust

shall resound for generations set forth

by the mothers and fathers of long ago.
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Pana screamed, the sound clawing from a throat already raw.

“You must push, girl. Push hard.” 

Pana fell back as the wave of pain released her. She struggled to raise her head to glare at the old woman who crouched beside her on the straw-strewn floor of the hut. “I know I have to push,” she rasped out. “I don’t need you to tell me, you sniveling, kowtowing, Tumpne-loving—” She threw back her head in another garbled howl, pain roiling through her.

“Keep pushing, girl. He’s coming.”

“He?” Pana panted, going limp once more. “He’s a boy?”

“Can’t tell yet but the master said he’ll be a boy.” The old woman raised rheumy eyes to meet hers. “The master also said that if it comes to saving you or the babe, the boy must live.”

Pana let loose a fresh scream.

A horrible sucking sensation filled her. A feeling of deep wrongness. Everything inside came out. A new voice joined her fading wail.

“He’s here,” the old woman crowed.

Pana forced her eyes open. The woman held up a squalling, pink-skinned, blood-smeared babe.

“Keep pushing, girl. The afterbirth has to come.”

“I know how women have babies,” Pana gritted out. She’d seen her mother and many of her sisters accomplish the feat. She’d heard their screams. Watched the sweat trickle down their faces. Never once had she understood how much it hurt.

The old woman lifted a glinting knife, severing the cord. Pain shot through Pana, as if her body could feel the blade. The baby cried. Pana cried too, pushing with what felt like the last of her strength. The afterbirth came and she fell back, exhausted. 

“I’ll take him out and clean him up,” the woman said, coming to her feet with awkward, thudding steps that spoke of too long spent kneeling and ancient bones.

Fear shot through Pana. The old crone would drop him, her precious boy. “No.” Pana raised leaden arms. “I want him.”

“You’ll have him when he’s clean. What if the master comes and sees him like this?” Not waiting for a reply, the old woman left the hut.

Pana fell back flat against the straw. Tears leaked from her eyes, running down the sides of her face to drip into her ears. This wasn’t how she’d meant to have Kylem’s baby. She’d meant to be in the raven village with her mother, or in a fancy keep with servants and Kylem, nervous at first, and then overjoyed to see his son. Not trapped in a strange valley with two old people and a herd of goats. 

And not for the purpose of giving her son into the care of Jeval.

More tears seeped down her face. For once, so much exhaustion filled her that she couldn’t muster defiance and anger. She felt flat. Empty. Worn too thin to house her usual strength.

A dark shape swept over her, the silhouette familiar enough to recognize through the blur of her tears. A raven. 

Pana’s eyes flew wide. She turned her head to watch him land beside her and took in his translucence, the rough stone walls and wood plank floor visible through his shadowy form. A ghost raven. 

Was he here to take her? She struggled to her elbows. She wasn’t dead. Not yet. She looked through the open doorway, dreading death’s swarm of ghostly feathers.

The hazy blue sky above the valley met her gaze.

She turned back to the ghost raven. “Why have you come?” How had he entered the valley? Jeval, the Tumpne-loving murderer who’d brought her here, had assured Pana that the valley was impenetrable to all but him. Held, in fact, outside the constraints of time itself. But she had not managed to climb to the lip of the valley to test his words, not in her rounded state. Nor had she dared take flight while carrying Kylem’s child. 

The ghost raven dipped his beak into the blood of her son’s birth, then slashed it through the straw on the floor. He did it again, and again. Pana struggled to sit up more fully.

“Are those symbols?” she whispered.

The raven kept to his work, beak dipping, wetted by blood, and marking lines. 

“I know this incantation.” It was from the dark book. The forbidden book Pana had bidden Aldera remove from the temple. 

Pana’s mind flashed to the moment before Kylem’s death. Before Jeval took him from her. She’d attempted one of the workings from the book. A shield against wyverns. 

She’d failed. Something beyond her ken had pushed back against her magic and the words on her lips had faltered, her grasp on the threaded powers that wove the shield crumbling.

And this... This was a dark casting. A long banned incantation. One of thievery, pain, and deceit. A spell once used to augment their numbers, cast when a raven woman bore a male babe, that the birth not be wasted on a dying child.

The raven completed the runes, a ring of dark streaks on the wood plank floor, drawn in blood. They seemed to writhe, wriggling under loose chaff and back out again. A baleful red glare emanated from them, sucking darkness to each dire symbol. From the far side of the circle, the raven turned a demanding yellow eye on her.

Pana shook her head, dread icing her veins. “I cannot.”

The raven dipped down to peck once at the circle.

“My child will live. I do not need to take another. How would I even keep her?”

The raven continued to glare. Somewhere outside, the old woman sang to Pana’s baby in a high, reedy voice. A worthless shepherd’s song that imparted no true knowledge. Nothing about Pana’s people. No wisdom of the raven women, the chosen of Awen. Only a lullaby of the dull ignorance Jeval and his minions would feed her son.

Pana pressed her lips into a hard line and mustered her strength. The raven hopped back as she came to her knees to draw lines of her own with the blood. She spoke the words of the incantation, her voice low but reverberating with the force of the spell. She could feel the power build. Unlike with the shield for Kylem, this Pana would get right.

The air over the runes shimmered like heat above a fire. As if seen through falling water, a blanket wrapped babe coalesced, ruddy and pinched with birth. She rested, wriggling, on inlaid marble, bleached tones forming a design unlike any Pana had ever seen. Bubbles of saliva gurgled from her little mouth. 

Pana reached through the shimmering portal, grasped the babe, and took her.

The portal snapped closed. The runes puffed upward, blood gone to dust. The baby in her hands wriggled. A swath of hair more orange than any Pana had ever seen stuck to the baby’s head, flat from being birthed. Pana prayed the color wasn’t a sign of the autumn god’s favor and drew the little girl to her in the hope she wouldn’t cry.

She sank back against the straw, depleted. The babe tucked under her arm, she whispered, “How will I keep you safe from him?” 

The raven alighted on Pana’s chest, walking upward. He had no weight, shadow creature that he was. He reached her face. His beak dove down, right at the baby.

Pana gasped. Red blood bloomed between the little girl’s eyes. “What have you done? Why?”

The blood vanished, and along with it, the skin around the cut was gone. Then the eyes, and the babe’s shock of orange hair, the little girl disappearing outward from the raven’s wound. She opened her mouth to cry, but then her mouth was gone too and no sound came. Pana squeezed, clinging to her, horrified as she vanished. 

The raven’s beak shot out again, slicing a hole in Pana’s forehead, right between her eyes. She let out a curse and swiped him away with her free arm, but her limb passed through him. The baby began to cry.

The raven rose as Pana turned back to find the little girl visible again. A raised, puckered scar marred her forehead, an upside down triangle set between her eyes. Save for that, she seemed whole and unharmed, and frightened. Pana hugged her close, rocking her as best she could, supine on the floor.

Outside, the old woman yelled, “Back. Off him, foul creature.” Pana’s baby began to wail. A clatter of dirt-muted footfalls sounded.

Pana shoved the crying girl babe into the straw, wincing as chaff scraped her scrunched pink face.

The old woman rushed into the hut, Pana’s son clutched close, his sobs muffled against her chest. “A great black bird attacked the babe. One of your creatures, was it, girl?”

Pana swiped at her forehead but her hand came away free of blood. “If I had a raven here, I’d have him attack you, not my son.”

In the straw beside her, the little girl wailed, half sticking out, but the old woman spared no notice for her. She held up Pana’s son, inspecting him as he howled too, the sound discordantly out of time with the little girl’s yowls. “Doesn’t seem to have done the lad harm. Though I saw it peck his head.”

A strange pain spread in Pana’s chest as she watched the old woman inspect her son. His cries wrenched at her. She needed to hold him. To comfort him. She held up her arms. “Give him to me.”

The old woman crossed to Pana and crouched to proffer her baby. “You take him, girl. I’ll be back to help you get cleaned up. First I’ll get my man. He’d best chase off that nasty crow. The master doesn’t like them creatures.” 

In the straw beside Pana, the little girl shrieked. The old woman didn’t spare her a glance.

Pana took her baby, the pain in her chest vanishing the moment she held him close. The old woman heaved to her feet and tramped from the hovel in which Pana lay. 

She tucked her son under one arm and pulled the girl baby free of the straw with the other, holding her close, too. An arm wrapped about each, Pana lay back, exhausted. The babes wailed, the sounds almost a lullaby to Pana’s exhausted mind, and she smiled. 

Awen had gifted her this girl babe to raise with her son. Pana’s goddess would have her reasons, and Pana would do her best to honor them. Whyever the girl was here, it would be to the same end Pana sought. To thwart Jeval and escape this cursed valley.

Except that Pana had another purpose as well. Jeval had killed the man she loved. Before she left here, before even honoring her goddess’s will, Pana would take her revenge.
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In the broad base of the Queen’s Tower of the Liparius Citadel, Sallina sat before a massive loom, warping, the thick thread gliding through sure fingers length after length. As princess, she had the honor of stringing the loom for the creation of her brother King Illast’s first tapestry, a depiction of the great battle waged in his honor at the foot of the Greyrange.

A battle in which Illast had not fought, nor even led, which suited Sallina. Nearly fifteen and the only remaining sibling to the king, she knew well her fate. If Illast fell, bloody war would rage, with her hand as the spoils. Marriage to her would be the only way for a new king to claim legitimacy to his rule over Cendoria.

Not that she would fare much better with her brother alive. She would still go to a man not of her choosing, for the purpose of forging bonds for the Crown. Nor did she hope to have much say in the matter, for she’d seen Illast at court. When he wore his heavy gold circlet, he was not her brother but lord of all the realm, and a deep coldness came over his blue eyes.

Sallina shivered.

“Should I close the window?” Millyanna asked from one of the deep embrasures that opened to the courtyard of the citadel.

Sallina looked over to find that the other young woman sat with her back pressed to the stone on one side of the narrow window and her feet to the other. Atop her cocked knees rested a heavy volume, angled to catch the slanting spring sunlight.

Sallina shook her head. “Closing the window will not help.”

Millyanna studied her a moment, her eyes unreadable, then said, “I am in a mood as well. It’s this book. There’s nary an illustration to be found.” She snapped the heavy tome closed with a dull thud.

“Is it not a book on husbandry? Does the subject interest you?”

“It is, and it does not. I’d hoped there would be illustrations of lambs, or at the least ewes and rams, but it contains nothing save boring fact after fact about sheep.”

“I imagine they would not be so boring were you attempting to raise sheep.”

“Were I attempting to raise sheep, I doubt I would have the education to read this tedious book nor the means to procure it, and would likely have been reared by folks who know far more about shepherding than...” She trailed off to examine the book. “Well, than whoever crafted this.”

Sallina nodded, then held up a hand, begging silence. Through the open door, far down the hall, she detected the steady scuttle of multiple feet. Her mother’s entourage, coming to check Sallina’s progress with the loom.

Millyanna swung her feet free of the deep sill and to the floor, sitting up straight, the morning sun behind her burnishing her sable locks. The book thunked down on the stone beside her.

Sallina’s mother swept into the room, Uncle Caviton at her side but a half step behind, as always. Behind them came six ladies, all gowned in the full skirts the queen favored, their tresses coiffed and their cheeks rouged. Millyanna rose from her seat in the window and dipped into a deep curtsy.

Sallina stood tall and straight backed. She flipped her long yellow braid over her shoulder in a likely pointless attempt to avoid a lecture about her hair, which Mother felt should be piled atop her head. A quick glance showed the warping nearly complete. If only she’d been working instead of worrying or chatting with Millyanna.

Mother halted halfway across the room. One hand snapped a folded parchment against the palm of the other, and a deep frown pulled down the corners of her red painted mouth.

Dread lodged in Sallina’s gut. This audience had nothing to do with Illast’s tapestry, then, but rather the contents of the tapping parchment. It could mean nothing good.

The queen held up her empty hand, then flapped it in a shooing gesture. “Leave us and close the door.”

Her ladies bustled out in a patter of slippers and the rustle of brocade skirts. The door clanked softly closed behind them.

“Should I depart as well, Your Majesty?” Millyanna asked with another deep obeisance. 

Mother leveled eyes at least as icy as Illast’s could be on Sallina’s companion. “This concerns you as well, Daughter of the Twinrivers.”

Millyanna’s throat worked as she gulped. She dipped again. She came up to clasp her hands before her, making a study of the stone floor.

Sallina tipped up her chin. “What is in the letter, Mother?”

“It is a missive from the king containing the best of news,” Uncle Caviton said cheerily.

Sallina’s mother cast him a withering look. He remained slightly behind her, which added to the impression of subservience already created by his lack of height. Insofar as dukes went, Uncle Caviton was the least serious or intimidating Sallina had ever met. Fortunately, his steward was considered quite competent, for Duke Caviton attended his sister at court and had no time to oversee his lands and people.

“My brother sent a missive concerning Lady Millyanna and me?” The coldness of the heavy tower stones settled into Sallina but she refused to shiver again.

“Your king has commanded you to join him in the east.” Her mother tapped the folded page against her palm again. “He has selected your husband.”

Millyanna gasped, her hands flying to her mouth to press back the sound.

Numbness spread through Sallina but she nodded, her expression carefully blank. “Very well, then.”

Uncle Caviton smiled broadly. “A wonderful choice. A happy choice. You’ll be very well looked after, my dear.”

The dowager queen cast her brother a repressive look. “Yes. A suitable choice. One considered by your grandfather for me, though at the time he lacked the rank.”

A man her grandfather had considered for her mother? How very old he must be. 

Sallina tamped that thought, and many others, down into a tight ball. She would be poised before her mother. “I am certain our king selected wisely, Mother.”

“But,” Millyanna began.

“But,” Sallina said over her, certain her companion would ask to whom Illast had promised her, when knowing would only make it worse. “What has my betrothal to do with Lady Millyanna?”

The dowager queen’s eyes grew colder still as she trained her gaze on Sallina’s companion. “Nothing. Our king wants Lady Millyanna closer to hand for far different reasons.”

“Oh no, Your Majesty, the same. Alliances,” Uncle Caviton said.

Not appearing as if she heard those words, spoken at her shoulder, the queen bit out, “Your mother and brother are traitors, Lady Millyanna. Greedy, grubbing infidels who seek to oust our rightful king. It is only through his infinite capacity for mercy that His Majesty permits you and your lady sisters to live.”

Millyanna’s mouth hinged open, but no sound emerged. Sallina rushed to her, taking her arm as she swayed, her face the color of fresh plaster.

“Unhand that creature,” the queen cried. “Do not befoul yourself with her touch.”

Ignoring her mother, Sallina walked Millyanna backward to the deep sill and pressed her down to sit.

Eyes wide with fear, Millyanna whispered, “My sisters?” 

Sallina nodded and turned back to her mother, standing between the queen and her companion. “What has become of Lady Millyanna’s sisters?”

Her mother studied her, and Sallina stood tall, already possessed of nearly as much height as the queen and aware that her mother wouldn’t answer if she sighted any weakness.

What if her husband to be was short like her uncle? Old and short and withered.

Sallina pressed that worry down.

“Lady Carrina remains at the king’s disposal, kept in Eaglepin by Duke Weslen and his duchess, and the eldest is merely watched. She lives a simple life, they tell me, wedded to a knight with holdings near the Greyrange.”

Behind Sallina, Millyanna let out a relieved sigh. 

“But Illast wants Lady Millyanna with him?” Sallina pressed, worried for the young woman who’d been sent to act as her companion and had rapidly become her friend, their bond forged of mirrored experiences. Millyanna knew what it was to be a privileged, caged young lady at least as well as Sallina did, having spent years as a prisoner to her late Uncle Senler’s scheming. 

“Your king,” the queen put severe emphasis on the title, “requires as much leverage over the traitorous Dowager of Westriver as possible.”

“It won’t matter,” Millyanna whispered. “She doesn’t love us. Only power, and herself.”

Hoping her mother couldn’t hear that, Sallina nodded. “Very well, then. We are both to journey to meet His Majesty.”

“Yes,” Uncle Caviton said. “Quite the production that will be, moving princesses and ladies about.”

The queen cast him an annoyed look. “Indeed, it will be, and as His Majesty left it to me, I have elected to give Lord Navarian command of the retinue. He requested the privilege and Eastlock deserves the honor.”

Sallina raced through lists of names in her head. Navarian, the youngest brother of Duke Jornen of Eastlock, a fiercely loyal western dukedom. She’d seen him at court, resplendent in his armor. A rather handsome man, and very much aware of it.

“He prefers to be called Sir Navarian,” Uncle Caviton put in. “He’s very proud of his knighthood.”

Was that why he went about court in chainmail polished to such a sheen as to glitter in candlelight, Sallina wondered?

“He is the son and brother of a duke and will be addressed as lord,” Sallina’s mother snapped before turning back to her. “I will select several of my ladies to accompany you as well.”

“But Lady Millyanna will be with me,” Sallina said, preferring her companion to her mother’s, who would try to impress the queen by pressing her edicts.

“One daughter of a traitor is hardly suitable company for a young woman traveling under the guard of a contingent of men.”

Sallina nodded, wishing she hadn’t voiced her protest, for her mother was correct. Millyanna required a chaperone, not counted as one, and hadn’t needed to endure her mother voicing as much. Fighting to regain her poise, Sallina asked, “And when does our journey begin?”

“I will give Lord Navarian three days.”

Three days and then she would leave her home to marry? Sallina glanced at the warping, suddenly aware that she wouldn’t be there to take her turns working on the tapestry with the ladies of the court. It would take years to complete, and depending on the whims of both fate and her husband, she may never see the work once it was done.

She swallowed, refusing to tremble at the enormity of the decision her brother had made for her, and dipped her head to her mother. “I will begin my preparations.”

“Do, and be certain to include your trousseau.”

“Yes, Mother.”

“Very well, then.” Her mother turned, Uncle Caviton scurrying ahead to open the stout door.

“But,” Millyanna blurted out. “Who is Her Highness to marry?”

Mother paused, her rigid back to them. Her hair, piled high and wrapped round with gems in the semblance of a crown, added nearly another foot to her already considerable stature. “Duke Onurrun of the Keng,” she pronounced, and swept through the door Uncle Caviton held open for her.

Duke Onurrun? Sallina had never met him but his prowess was legendary. He’d helped place her father on the throne. By all counts a skilled warrior and an even more skilled leader of men.

Would he be a brutal man, then? High-handed and accustomed to being obeyed, no doubt. Swift to rebuke those who gainsaid him. And she would be forced to lay with him, to give him heirs, for dukes always wanted those in plenty.

With her mother gone, she gave in to a shudder. 

“In the east, they say he is a good man,” Millyanna said quietly behind her.

“Men label other men as good based on their skill in the murder of still more men,” Sallina muttered. Turning from the door, she crossed to one of the windows. The view inside the citadel held no interest, but she placed numb fingers on the deep stone sill to be warmed by the spring sun.

Fabric rustled as Millyanna came to stand at her side, her head only reaching Sallina’s shoulder. “The Keng is a powerful dukedom, and it is his daughter, they say, who saved your brother’s crown.”

He had a daughter? And she was... “The raven witch?” Yes, people had whispered of that in Sallina’s hearing. That a raven witch traveled with her brother and had used her dire magic to win the battle at the feet of the Greyrange.

Contemplating that, Sallina’s gaze went first right, then left, taking in the stones of the other two of the three towers within the walls of the Liparius Citadel. The Queen’s Tower, in which she stood, the King’s Tower to her right, and the Raven Tower. Hundreds of years ago, the raven women had helped her ancestors claim Cendoria’s throne. Then, they say, a raven woman had lived in the top of the Raven Tower, hidden away with her dark minions. In dire times, the king and the king alone would enter, seeking counsel. At what price, rumor only alluded.

Now, the door at the base of the Raven Tower was boarded up. As a small child, Sallina used to shiver when made to walk past the ancient, nail-studded wood, afraid it would open to gaping darkness. Even among the guardsmen, it was considered ill luck to stand in the shadow of that tower, and at the top, ravens could still be found. Sometimes their raucous cries echoed down from the high windows, and Sallina often imagined she could feel their bright yellow eyes, forever watching.

She shook her head, trying to dislodge superstitions and childhood fears alike. “Why would a knight have a raven woman as a daughter?”

Beside her, Millyanna shrugged. “Who can say what goes on in the Keng? It is the oldest dukedom in the realm, and full of strange ancient things. The raven women make their home there, deep in the tall pines that grow along the coast, and there also stands the Hall of Deyja, because those called to serve the dead seek the Keng.”

And now it would be Sallina’s home? “I wonder how old she is, this raven woman who aids my brother.” If she’d traveled with Illast and wielded such power as rumor claimed, she could not be too young. Would Sallina’s marriage give her a daughter who’d seen more years than she had?

“I picture them as crones,” Millyanna said. “Old and gnarled with eyes like onyx.”

“They cannot all be old, and especially this one, if I am to marry her father.” 

“Well, they steal babies, so maybe she was stolen from him when she was young?”

Sallina shook her head, though she knew such stories well. “Have you ever heard from a mother of her babe going missing, taken by ravens?”

“I remember once a woman in the keep said a great swarm of them took her baby but later they learned she’d smothered it and thrown it in the river,” Millyanna whispered. “She was mad. When she had another, they took the babe from her to keep him safe. She claimed ravens took him, too, and would never understand that the boy was her son.”

“How awful.”

Millyanna shrugged. “Sometimes people are broken inside. I imagine that as a princess, they don’t permit you to ever meet them.”

“No. I imagine not,” Sallina said softly, for once grateful for her caged life. “At the end of every spring, the Agians welcome those young girls who wish to swell their ranks. Maybe the raven women do the same?”

“But who would want to join them?”

Again, Sallina shook her head. Thinking of the dark, mysterious dukedom that was the Keng, and of her new lord, she studied her hands. Delicate and fine-boned, they rested on the stone of the windowsill, but bright as it was, the sunlight could not seem to warm them.
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Aldera winged west through thick, dark clouds that clung to her feathers, weighting every stroke and leaving a streak of undulating gray in her wake. Heavier by far than her wings was her heart, which called her east. She longed to take Kylem’s body back to her father. To be in the Keng with what little remained of her kin. 

Or to go north, scouring, but how even flight could help her find Pana in the vastness of the land, she’d no notion. If only Felwin would return with news, but of him she had no sign. That he lived, she’d no doubt. He would not engage the giant, leathery wyvern for risk of harming Pana and the child she carried.

Nor would Felwin risk himself. Not that she would ever label him a coward. Rather, he was far too pragmatic to remain the only one who knew where Pana could be found.

Still, Aldera winged westward, at the behest of her king, Illast’s anger her constant companion. ‘We are not done, you and I. You will serve your king.’ The words rang through her mind, the hot, wounded rage that accompanied them an open sore she could not dismiss.

She let out a cry, anguish and anger filling the call.

Her caw ricocheted back at her, stunning her, then surging her into motion. She banked, her wings straining as the hollow bones within threatened to snap, and angled to speed upward. The clouds split before her, revealing the sheer wall of rock that had reflected her cry. The Greyrange, unseen before her in the clouds.

She winged up and up, the air growing thin, and finally burst through the clouds into watery blue sky. Icy shards accompanied every breath, the effort to feed her lungs dizzying, but she didn’t dive back down into the mist. With the sun to guide her, she went westward still.

A familiar shadow tore free of the clouds below to dart into her vision. He swooped upward, sky and sun clearly visible through him, and dipped back down. Aldera plunged to follow.

She struggled to reach him as he flitted in and out of sight, a cloud among clouds. Pumping her wings, she gave chase among the mist shrouded peaks, darting and dipping. Ahead, rainbow prisms of light glimmered and she slowed, afraid of what she might find. Tall windows of colored glass formed from the mist.

He came to rest on an outcropping of gray stone outside the windows. Aldera joined him and he dipped his beak once, tapping at a section so pale blue as to be translucent. Aldera angled her head to peer through.

A vast hall opened below, with more color-filled windows across from her. The lower half seemed cleaved from solid stone, while the window-scored upper portion was crafted of stacked blocks. Far above, an intricate buttressed ceiling gave the appearance of draped cobwebs through the warped and bubbled blue glass. All about the walls, between the colorful windows, hung the banners of the Greykeep’s vassals, their houses nearly as old as the stone.

At the far end of the room a massive granite throne stood atop a dais, against the backdrop of Greypass’s severe gray on gray standard, and atop that throne sat a man. Of an age with her father, but grim and worn even beyond his years, his cares a weighty mantle. Along the red carpet that stretched the length of the hall, cutting between gaggles of courtiers, a young man approached. Atop the throne, the older man’s frown deepened. 

The young man halted before the throne and when he bowed, Aldera realized brown rough spun robes clad him. The knowledge that he served Tumpne ricocheted through her but even through the warp of the glass, she knew he was not the tall, angular leader of the wyverns. He was not the man who had murdered Saderia, burned the raven village, and taken Pana.

“Father,” the young man said as he straightened.

His skin nearly as gray as his throne, the older man shook his head. “You are no son of mine.”

“Let me prove that I am. It is the day of my birth. Bring in a priestess. Test me against the sword of our house.”

“You would defile our family blade with your touch.”

About the hall, the courtiers murmured and swayed, the winds of change stirring them. Among them, her golden hair gleaming brighter than the rest, a slender young woman watched.

“Father, please permit me to prove myself. Do not make me take what is mine.”

The man on the throne snorted, the sound harsh with scorn. “Take what is yours? With what, your newfound devotion? I will applaud you if you can, for a boy born of lies cannot hope to call on the Lord Tumpne for aid.”

The young man raised an arm, outstretched, his palm up. Desperation in his voice, he said, “Father, please.”

The man on the throne, Duke Lavar, Aldera guessed, rose to stand atop his dais, towering over the youth. “I order you from this hall, Gelvar. This is not your home. Your father’s head decorates the battlements and if King Illast had not forbidden it, your whore of a mother would join my brother in death. Begone.”

Defiance and anger flashed in Gelvar’s eyes. His arm dropped back to his side. Whispered words hissed from between his teeth, “Calfudia albacto torrient vondine.”

Screams tore through the hall, courtiers scattering as a wyvern appeared in their midst. He threw back his head and roared. 

Duke Lavar fell against his throne. Fingers white with strain latched onto the stone arms as he pressed into the unyielding back. 

Flame licked Gelvar’s muzzle. He took a menacing step closer.

Prying a hand free, Duke Lavar held it up, palm outward as a shield. “Gelvar, stop. My son, I believe you. You may test your worth against the sword of our house. I will send for a priestess and will even now summon forth the blade from the throne.” Duke Lavar twisted, seeking the terrified guards that flanked his raised throne. “Bring a priestess of Agia. At once.”

One of the guards, his eyes wide enough that white ringed the iris, gave a jerky nod and backed away.

The wyvern angled his head to watch the man go, then brought his attention back to Duke Lavar. Air hissed between his fangs and with it, flickering flame.

“My son, did you hear me?” Duke Lavar cried. “I accept you. You are my own. The priestess has been summoned.”

In a fluid burst of speed the wyvern was on the throne. His great jaw closed over Duke Lavar’s head and snapped closed. Fresh screams filled the hall. The wyvern swallowed. 

Duke Lavar’s headless body collapsed. Below Aldera’s perch, many of the nobles did as well, fainting. A door opened in the stone wall of the room, concealed from the throne by one of the long vassal banners that draped the hall but visible from where Aldera perched. A hand reached out, caught the arm of the blonde girl, and pulled her away from the throne and the carnage there.

The wyvern hooked a great, clawed foot about Lavar’s body and swept it aside, to thud on the gray stone floor beside the throne. He started to turn, then stilled. His muzzle tipped up. His great leathery form whirled and his gaze found Aldera. He launched at the window, fire spouting before him.

Aldera screamed, sitting up in bed.

She clamped both hands over her mouth to stifle the sound. Sweat coated her face. She leaped from bed, scrambling in the near dark for pants and tunic. Even when wyverns were coming to ruin her village, Awen had never sent a portent so strong. No matter the anger between them, Illast must know. The fate of Greypass would sway the fate of Cendoria.

Pulling on clothing, she rushed from her room in Duke Dovland of Shorseye’s keep and down the hall to Illast’s. Still shuddering from the force of her vision, especially the heat of flame that had, in the last moments, engulfed her, she gave a hurried knock and pushed open the door. “Illast, I—”

Aldera broke off. Illast sprawled atop his bed, naked, Lady Levoria straddling him. She swiveled to face Aldera, her lithesome form burnished gold by firelight, a line of annoyance creasing her brow. Before her, resting cold and malevolent against the pale skin of Illast’s chest, glowered the medallion that had kept Aldera from saving Kylem’s life.

Aldera whirled away. She reached for the edge of the door, a staggering step to seek the support of the stout wood before her knees buckled.

“Aldera.”

The command in Illast’s voice jerked her to a halt.

“Why have you come?”

She shook her head. She couldn’t answer with them... with him... And worse, that Tumpne-blessed thing resting there, beside his heart. 

“Aldera?”

Again, she shook her head, trembling hard enough to chatter her teeth. Nausea roiled within her and she recalled her first night in the raven village and other bodies illuminated by firelight.

His voice crisp and strong, Illast said, “I command you to tell me why you burst into my room. I saw the fear on your face as you entered.”

The urgency of her warning returned to her. “A portent,” she tried to say, the words coming out choked from a throat gone dry as ancient bones.

The bed creaked and cloth rustled. Aldera squeezed her eyes closed. Would he not dismiss her?

Liquid trickled into a glass. Lady Levoria appeared at her side, a sheet twisted about her, and proffered a goblet. “Here. This will help.” Her soft voice held a whisper of kindness.

Aldera took the goblet and drank, then sputtered as thick, sweet wine scalded her throat. A soothing hand rubbed circles on her back and Lady Levoria secured the cup.

“Enough. Aldera does not need your coddling. You may return to this bed or leave. I give the choice to you.”

Lady Levoria hurried away, back to Illast.

“Aldera, turn to face me.”

Aldera pivoted but found it impossible to pry her gaze from the wood planks of the floor.

“What did your goddess show you?”

“A great hall, cleaved from the Greyrange,” she said, forcing the words out at a volume greater than a sigh. “A young man stood before the throne there. He seemed about—” About Kylem’s age. “He demanded a trial, to be tested against the great blade beholden to Greypass’s line, but the man on the throne, I can only guess it was Duke Lavar, refused.” She swallowed, praying Illast could not see how she trembled. “The younger man transformed into a wyvern and took Duke Lavar’s head.”

Silence met that but Aldera dared not look up.

“And you are certain this was a vision from your goddess? A warning?” Illast asked.

“I am, sire.”

“How can you know?” Lady Levoria asked. “Have you had such visions before?”

Aldera nodded. “I have.”

“Aldera’s instincts are rarely wrong,” Illast mused.

Aldera wondered at the qualification. Could he mean she was wrong when it came to refusing him? Did he wish she rode him as Lady Levoria had, black hair cascading about them rather than blonde? 

Aldera fought that image down along with the bile that rose in her throat.

“Then she must go to Lavar and warn him,” Lady Levoria said. “His brother’s bastard must not be permitted into the keep.”

“If young Gelvar is a wyvern, will any be able to stop him?” Illast asked.

“They can be killed,” Aldera said quietly. “Mortal weapons can harm them, and when they burned our village, Saderia summoned the ghost ravens. They killed nearly all of the wyverns.” And Aldera had her book. The book Pana had left.

“Well then,” Lady Levoria sounded relieved. “You will go to Lavar and stay with him until his brother’s bastard attempts to take his life, and then call these ghost ravens.”

“It is a dark incantation, with a dark price. One life for one life. A raven woman for a wyvern.”

“Make it your last resort, then,” Illast commanded with no trace of remorse in his voice. “I will not have Greypass in the hands of wyverns. If our enemies hold it, we will fall.”

“No,” Lady Levoria’s crispness matched the kings. “We can bring troops by sea. Aldera is our single greatest advantage. She should not be squandered on the life of one man, unless that man is you.”

Fabric slid across flesh and Aldera squeezed her eyes closed again.

“You are wise, my lady,” Illast murmured, his words muted. “Wise, loyal and obedient. You will make a fine queen.” He raised his voice to add, “And you, Aldera, will await the coming of dawn, and my orders. I will dwell this night on whether safeguarding Lavar is the best use for you, but I advise you to make preparations as if I have decided it is.”

As much as she wanted to be dismissed, Aldera could not help asking, “But what of Kylem, sire? You said I could accompany him. That I might take him home to my father.”

“And now I say you may not,” Illast replied in a cold voice. “You know my will. Leave us.”

Aldera wanted to argue. She wanted to point out that not only did her father need her, Felwin and Pana must as well, for neither had yet to return and she feared for them greatly. And if Felwin could not succeed, Jeval would have Aldera’s sister and the child, an outcome worse than any man’s death, for it would shape the very heavens that ruled them. 

“I said leave us.”

She read in Illast’s tone that her pleading would do no good. She bowed, never once raising her gaze from the floor. Perhaps, with the dawn, he would prove more reasonable.

Her desperation to leave lending strength to her conviction that remaining would not help her cause, she pivoted and fled the room.
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Satisfaction swelled in Jeval as he entered the room Father Mikal had selected for his role as administrator of the daily operations of Tumpne’s earthly seat. The light of the morning sun slanted in, orange like the fire of Tumpne’s will, eliminating the need for costly candles, at least for now. No sumptuous carpet covered the stone floor. No extravagant art hung on the whitewashed walls, mostly obscured by shelving. The desk, the polished wood carved into the semblance of falling leaves, could only be called sinfully ornate, but Jeval would indulge that one whim of his trusted administrator. Father Mikal had not squandered funds on the desk, merely failed to remove it when he selected this room.

Father Mikal raised his round face from the ledger before him and smiled in greeting. “I see your time here is doing you good, Acolyte Jeval.” He gestured with his quill. “The blessing of our Lord Tumpne once more shines bright from your eyes.”

Jeval dipped his head in acknowledgment of this, for words of acceptance would be lies. He resented the return of the orange glow, which had diminished over his months in the valley, that time a matter of mere days in this realm of man. And that resentment confused him, for he should be pleased of any sign that his lord placed favor on him, even if he could not help but regard the orange glow that emanated from his eyes as a brand.

He took the chair across from Father Mikal, a sturdy, utilitarian piece that pleased Jeval. “And yet, to the valley I must return.”

Surprise shaped the other man’s face and he set aside his quill to clasp his hands before him on the desktop. “But you have been among us a mere seven days, my son. You were not away long, but when you returned without the glow of our Lord Tumpne’s approval, whispers filled these halls. Many said that what we are doing is not right. That Lord Tumpne wants us to show worldly might through opulence and dominion over the nobility of the land, not to garb ourselves as peasants and heed the cries of the many.”

Longing filled Jeval, painful in intensity. Tumpne’s earthly sphere should be set right, the corruption and greed cleansed until only Truth remained, but he shook his head. “Time does not flow in the valley as here. When I departed, the girl was near to birthing. The babe will have come by now, and be growing. I cannot trust the witch to raise him to worship our lord. She will sow corruption if she can.” 

“But we need your strength, your clear favor with our Lord Tumpne, to see this church fully cleansed. Surely, especially while the child is young, another might be given the raising of him. Perhaps young Gelvar? I hear he is of an age with the girl. He might form a bond with her, so he can guide her into Tumpne’s light.”

Jeval shook his head. Gelvar would never withstand the wiles of the witch. Even in her swollen state, one look revealed her sinfulness. She was all smoothness and curves, with wickedness in her eyes and evil roiling in her soul. To put a youth like Gelvar by her side would be to give a wyvern into her power. “No. I trust the rearing of the boy to no one.”

“But my son, our lord must wish his ranks cleansed. Why else bestow such blessings on you as he—”

Jeval leaned forward, intent, the orange glow of his eyes reflecting from the polished surface of Father Mikal’s desk. “When the time of choosing comes, the boy must name our Lord Tumpne as the summer god. Our master will wield the power of two moons and hold the strength to vanquish the vile goddess of winter for all time, casting her out of existence and into the nothingness beyond. This most important of things will come to pass and those who have not bowed to you in the cleansing will join foul Awen in her unending pain.”

Father Mikal swallowed, his throat bobbing. “Yes. I can see that the rearing of the child must take precedence over all else. Forgive me for questioning how you may best serve our lord.”

Relenting, Jeval leaned back, dropping his lids closed over the orange glow of his eyes for a moment. He should not lose his temper with his
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