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      From a scroll found in the library at Dubinshire:

      

      To the Council of Lords,

      I write this in the hopes that you will allow me to continue my research before all knowledge of this important life is lost forever. Without your support, the life of St. Steigan will be wiped away in the sands of time. I seek not to raise the demons of the dead as some have suggested, but to capture what really happened.

      I must begin by mentioning that the research behind this tale is intensely personal for me. ‘Tis a search for the truth. Because so much of the documentation from that time has been destroyed, finding that truth might be impossible.

      ‘Tis said that St. Steigan destroyed many lives. But how many did he help? Those that stood by him were fiercely loyal. Anyone against him felt hatred and fear. There seems to be little middle ground. How could that be?

      But let's not get ahead of ourselves. Let us start from the beginning and discover his possible motivations, which of course to know for certain is impossible.

      That word gets used a lot in conjunction with St. Steigan's name: impossible. Still, we must remember that he was just a man, a man with a mission.

      ‘Tis said that St. Steigan was many things: a powerful maege, an undefeated dominus, thief, conspirator, traitor, killer. But what they don't mention is that he was also a champion.

      Champions sometimes have to make hard decisions.

      ‘Tis said that he became a saint on the same day of Queen Keteria's coronation. Some continue to speculate that St. Steigan was behind the death of...

      (here the text becomes unreadable for several paragraphs)

      ...the Temple.

      It would be a great tragedy to let this story slip into obscurity.

      

      Annae Bytherhourn Chitanik

      Temple Historian
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      The Council of Lords’ response to the letter written by Annae, also found wrapped with the scroll:

      

      To Annae,

      Since it is known that your father, Searn Bytherhourn, had a deep personal relationship with the target of your request, we find we must acknowledge your validity to research the life of St. Steigan. Only one who would have a familiarity to those involved could actually get the information needed to compile this important text. We do ask that you not let it cloud your judgment or your words in this regard. You must remain an objective party to safeguard your work from those who would...

      (here the text becomes unreadable for several paragraphs)

      ...raise the dead. We must keep this history from turning to fairytales and dust like the legends of Bjarn the Fierce, Kipsa of the Lightning, and Quanst the Mouse.

      We enclose the stipend requested in your letter. May the Goddess light each step in the path of this most important research. Go forth with our blessings to find out the truth and discover why this saint became a traitor.

      

      Very Respectfully Yours,

      Council of Lords
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        “Fortune favors the brave.”

        Terence (Roman playwright)

      

        

      

      Steigan woke bathed in sweat. He kicked the quilts off him as though his nightmare had set them aflame in the explosive shower of hot embers chasing him to the waking world. He tried to ease his breathing, telling himself he wasn’t in a room on fire with gray monsters surrounding him.

      Pale morning light pressed against the edges of the cloth covering the windows giving him just enough light to see his surroundings. He could barely make out the shape of the large bureau with two long candles sitting atop like horns. Only that he remembered blowing them out last night kept him from panicking about a demon being in his room. Still, he feared that one day he would wake face to face with the beasts that haunted him.

      The same terrible dream night after night as though it were trying to tell him something. He pushed himself up against the flat headboard and sat there with his legs curled up to his chest and his arms around them. He knew what was coming next: the real terror.

      He looked to the window again. The faint glow confessed he’d been very close to making it through the entire night. Close, but not quite.

      As if the fighting in his dreams wasn’t bad enough, he felt the tremors coming.

      Realizing he had precious little time, Steigan rose and picked up his boots. He opened the wooden door and stuck his head out to look down the hall.

      All was quiet.

      He walked barefoot and still in his nightclothes carefully down the hall, the stone floor cold beneath his feet. Steigan turned carefully into the kitchen and found the fires unlit; he was the first one up. Once at the door, he slipped on his boots, tucked the untied laces inside, and ran into the brisk morning air.

      Grass whispered against his legs as he sprinted across the sward to the stables, slid the latch, and hurried to the furthest stall in the back. With a final look toward the door to make sure he hadn’t been followed, he pulled the loop hanging from the gate down around the post and collapsed into the corner.  He trembled as he once again put his arms around his legs.

      Not today, he thought to himself, not now, control it. He couldn’t let this happen again. How much would he have to endure? How bad would it be this time? Every episode grew stronger.

      Two nights ago, the attack had been horrible. His throat still hurt from the intense, silent screams. He hadn’t even made it out of his bed then and worried his thrashings would wake Dominus Searn and his wife. But here in the stables he knew he could make as much noise as he needed and he thanked the Goddess for allowing him to make it outside tonight.

      Steigan put his head on his knees and started rocking back and forth as hot pins worked across his skin. His muscles braced for attack. The tremors moving through his tightened body doubled in intensity. If only he could relax.

      Pain overtook him as fire and ice. He screamed without a sound even though it hurt his dry throat. His head slammed back against the wood and the hairs that caught in the rough grain of the wood pulled at his scalp like razors. Even the straw beneath him felt like flattened iron rods just pulled from a forge and his leather boots felt like stone.

      Then, as if by miracle from the Goddess, Steigan could breathe. He gasped raggedly, hungry for the air around him. It smelled like heated metal. But the hot metallic taste filling his senses cocooned him with comfort. Maybe he was learning to control the night tremors.

      His arms quivered anew and he felt the remission ending. “Miex'calidori,” he whispered.

      The sound of his own voice scared him. He’d never heard it, at least not in the two months of his memory. He tried to speak the word again and found the attempt in vain as no sound came.

      Defeat rushed in with stabbing pain tearing through his stomach. He choked on the next scream. The one that followed closely behind seemed to come up from the very soles of his feet. He felt the yell ripple along the tremors until it came soundlessly out of his mouth, and then another.

      Steigan closed his eyes and willed the pain away. A pulse echoed against his protest. He fell over and his back arched. He felt like he’d snap in half, anything to end the continuous cycle of nightmares and tremors.

      He woke with a start, not realizing he’d lost consciousness. He took a deep breath, choked on the inhaled dirt, and then sneezed, blowing a cloud of heavy grit into the air. Steigan tried to roll his head away from the ground, but his cheek just pushed into the fine dust covering compressed clay.

      Brightness fell over him.  “Steigan, what are you doing in here? Are you all right?”

      Steigan looked up and raised his hand to shield his eyes from the light of the lantern Dominus Searn held. Steigan tried to speak, but no words came up. He shrugged and stood up.

      “Seriously,” Searn said, “what are you doing out here? You can’t tell me that a pile of straw is more comfortable than your bed.”

      Steigan shrugged again as he lifted the loop securing the gate closed.

      “You don’t know what you’re doing out here?”

      Steigan nodded.

      “Sleep walking?”

      Steigan nodded again as he stepped out of the paddock and closed the gate behind him. Searn blew out the candle and returned the lantern to its hook on the wall as Steigan followed.

      “Don’t worry,” Searn said as they walked out of the stables. “I did the same at your age. You’ll grow out of it.”

      Steigan wanted to tell him about the night tremors, yet he really hoped Searn was right and that he would outgrow these attacks. If only he knew how to explain it to Searn. If only he could.

      Steigan compared himself to Searn as they walked along. While he had long black hair which he normally kept back in a queue, Searn had short, layered black hair pushed back from his face. Searn had a couple inches more height to him and his muscles more rounded and filled-out. They both had eyes as blue as the late morning sky. Approximately seven cycles separated their ages and left Steigan wondering how long it would be until he outgrew these attacks.

      They walked into the house where the scent of warm bread greeted them. Centhya, Searn’s wife, placed trenchers on the table. Steigan briefly wondered how long he’d been outside for breakfast to already have been cooked. She rubbed her pregnant belly, humming softly as she went about the kitchen. As ruler of the fief, Searn could’ve had more servants than he did, but the kitchen seemed to be one domain where Centhya ruled. Steigan took his seat at the table and watched her go about her morning. Searn stopped beside her to kiss her cheek. She smiled softly as she put a bowl of porridge before Steigan.

      Searn and Centhya sat down at the table and they all joined hands for blessing of the meal. “Goddess, Your light shines on our path. We serve in Your love and gather together for You. We praise You. We thank You for this meal which strengthens our bodies so we may carry on in Your service,” Centhya said.

      “So mote be it,” Searn added.

      Steigan mouthed the words as he nodded.

      When they separated, Steigan grabbed his warm honey bread and pulled it apart. It nearly melted in his mouth as he bit into it. This alone had been worth getting through the night tremors.

      “I want to head over to the Temple library this morning,” Searn said.

      Centhya took a gentle sip of porridge from her spoon. “Don’t you have to attend Prince Tanold today?”

      “That’ll be a short meeting later.” Searn turned to Steigan. “Ranil asked if you’d come by today. His men are out helping Cainis reap the wheat field.  He’ll want to keep the sickles sharp.”

      Steigan nodded his understanding. The thought of sweating out his frustration while pounding on hot metal had become very soothing to him. Even more, Ranil said he had a natural talent, but Steigan wondered if someone had once taught him blacksmithing skills. He also liked laboring with the other men, enjoyed hearing their talk and their laughter; it made him feel part of something. He knew they all had to work together, to do their tasks where needed, to get all the duties done for the fief.

      They finished the meal in silence. Steigan nodded his thanks to both of them and rose to rinse his bowl in a bucket of lukewarm water.

      Before he left the kitchen, Searn said, “Steigan, don’t forget that we’re going to the tri-lunar ceremony tonight.”

      Steigan nodded to Searn again, hating this form of communication. Taking his irritation with him, Steigan went to his room, pulled a fresh set of clothes from the bureau, and tossed them on the unmade bed. He stretched the sore muscles in his arms and legs. The ache didn’t leave easily and only reminded of him how exhausted he felt after dealing with the night tremors. He lay down intending only to close his eyes for a moment, but fell asleep.

      He woke some time later to the sound of a door closing. Rising, he looked out the window to see Searn’s page turn a horse over to him. Searn mounted, waved goodbye to someone, probably Centhya, and started down the road.

      Steigan rubbed his throbbing temples. The nap hadn’t helped him feel any better. Maybe getting out and working would loosen up his tight muscles. Within moments, he slipped down the hall, nodded to Centhya, and left for Ranil’s. Once out on the open road, Steigan started to run as if he could escape his own thoughts.

      He wasn’t certain anything would take him that far away.

      At Ranil’s, he entered the forge house where the blacksmith already pounded away at the day’s work. Still, it seemed empty and quiet without all the other men helping out.

      Ranil looked up, his face red and wet, and grunted at Steigan. The motion broke sweat from the many pockmarks on his face and sent droplets down onto the hot coals and heating metal. Steam sizzled while the blacksmith didn’t even stop hammering.

      Putting on a thick black leather apron which smelled of smoke and hot metal, Steigan saw a pile of sickle blades by the stone sharpening wheel. He sat down, took up the handle of a sickle, and started pressing the wheel’s foot pedal to get the round stone spinning.

      Once through sharpening all the tools and hanging them for Cainis’ runner to pick up, Steigan went to the forge where he took a strip of metal and plunged it into the fire. Getting it red hot, Steigan carried it with tongs to the anvil and began pounding out a horseshoe. In short order, he had a complete set finished.

      Wondering what to do next, he looked to Ranil, who answered him by pointing at some chainmail armor hanging on the wall. Steigan nodded and continued making more links.

      Shortly, Cainis’ runner came in with a basketful of sickles, which he dumped on the floor then picked up the sharpened ones. Steigan returned to wheel and started grinding the blades.

      When the afternoon grew late, Ranil inspected Steigan’s work on the horseshoes and chainmail. “Your craftsmanship is improving.” The grunted statement held little emotion in it, but Steigan realized the underlying compliment and he felt like he’d actually accomplished something today, even before Ranil held a few coins out for him. Steigan accepted the money.

      Ranil pumped up the forge to stoke the fire. “I’m going to work a little longer. You go on home. I’m sure Searn is expecting you for the tri-lunar ceremony.”

      Steigan nodded and headed out. Several people still worked in the fields, he noted as he walked back to Searn’s. No one seemed to pay him much attention.

      Maybe they felt too uncomfortable to speak to him.

      He briefly wondered what his parents had done and who they were. He wished he remembered them. He wished he remembered anything. Since the accident, he’d had no memory. No voice either. He’d come to live with his cousin, Searn, afterwards. He wished he could ask what kind of tragedy had killed his parents and left him mute. Even more, he’d like to know what it had to do with flying monsters and fire. Had the winged demons killed his parents by burning their house? How had he escaped? Had they tried to carry him off? Had he screamed until his voice fled?

      For a moment he caught a chill in the late afternoon air.

      As he got to the hill before Searn’s house, he heard the sounds of a swordfight. Steigan ran, afraid of what he might find, afraid of what the chill had been trying to warn him, but he found Searn in the front yard with his page working on drills.

      “You can’t let me get on the inside,” Searn said, stepping in on Paedorin.

      The page jumped back and ducked under Searn’s following swing. Off balance, Searn flicked the sword from Paedorin’s grip.

      Searn seemed to notice that his page’s gaze had drifted off and turned to see what Paedorin had been looking at. Searn smiled when he saw Steigan. “Let’s see if you can do better, if you’re not too tired,” he called out.

      Steigan hopped the fence and picked up Paedorin’s sword, the weight feeling comfortable in his hand. He barely had time to prepare before Searn rushed him. Steigan reacted, parrying Searn’s thrust quickly and efficiently.

      After a moment of trading blows, Searn said, “Good. Do you remember the left handed techniques we’ve been working on?” Searn deftly switched to his left hand with a fancy twirl.

      Steigan tossed the sword to his other hand and engaged Searn in battle. Paedorin scrambled out the way as their fight expanded to the area where the page had been sitting.

      Centhya opened the door and called out to Searn to come for dinner.

      Searn waved to Centhya. “Very good,” he said to Steigan. “Tomorrow morning we’ll work on a new drill.”

      Steigan nodded and smiled. That meant Searn would be home tomorrow and he wouldn’t feel like he needed to get out and do something. Searn would keep him busy enough.

      Searn took Steigan’s sword and handed both of the weapons to Paedorin. As they headed into the house, Searn asked, “How did it go today at Ranil’s?”

      Steigan pulled the coins from a pouch on his belt as he sat down at the table. He showed the four coins to Searn ignoring Searn’s scowling protest as he slid three of those coins across the wood. Steigan replaced one coin into his pouch. The three others remained on the table.

      Centhya eased herself down onto her seat with a heavy breath. She smiled and rubbed her belly. She looked wobbly and exhausted from the added weight. Searn reached out and took her hand. Her eyes shined so brightly as she looked back at her husband that even Steigan felt the warmth of her love. He hoped his parents had cherished each other like this and that he’d had the sense to appreciate it.

      Centhya reached over for Steigan’s hand. “Bright Goddess, bless this food we are about to eat,” she said. “Keep Your domini safe. Gift King Cirello with long life and a strong heart. Keep Lilinar in the palm of Your hand. Thank You for this wondrous prosperity. So mote it be.”

      “So mote it be,” Searn responded.

      Steigan mouthed the words as he did every night at evening meal. He hoped the Goddess understood his reasons for only being able to do that much. But of course She had to. She knew all. She knew why he had to be mute at this time. He wished he understood Her reasons. And just once, he’d appreciate it if Centhya prayed for his voice to return.

      As he accepted a small pot of carrots which had been boiled with strickleberry blossoms, Steigan thought of the strangled word he’d actually cried out this morning. Had he imagined it all together? Had it been a sign that his voice was returning?  Please, Goddess, he thought in his own silent prayer. There was so much he didn’t understand right now and only by asking the questions he needed to would he find the answers he was seeking.

      Centhya leaned toward Searn. “How was your meeting with Tanold?”

      “He’s in a foul mood of late.” Searn signed. “His sister…” He shook his head and rubbed his fingers over his forehead.

      “Did I make a bad decision?”

      “You didn’t. But you should know what’s going on.” Searn took Centhya’s hand. “She’s ignoring affairs of state, she locks herself away in her ‘work room’ most days, and she walks around the castle muttering to herself. Half the servants think she’s crazy. And a work room? What could she possibly need a work room for?”

      “What about her plans to educate the masses about magic?”

      “She’s still running headlong with that plan. Every time she mentions it in court, Tanold gets so stiff with anger. I don’t think she realizes how enraged he is and how close to the dungeons she comes. Were she anyone else….”

      “’Tis only a matter of time before she becomes queen, then she’ll have her way. Why does she not wait?”

      Searn released her hand. “Cen, why not ask me how many stars are in the sky?”

      “Do you think the magic is starting to addle her?”

      “With her theory that everyone has magic and can use it? That’s pretty addled. All she has to do is look at her own twin brother to see that not everyone has magic. Her theory is so flawed and yet she is the only one in the kingdom who can’t see it.”

      Centhya expelled a quick breath and she put a hand to her enlarged stomach. Searn was on his feet and by her side in an instant.

      “The baby,” he asked.

      Centhya laughed. “Not yet. Just a swift kick. I think she’s reminding me that ‘tis time to get to the tri-lunar ceremony.”

      “Going to be a punctual child, isn’t she?”

      Centhya smiled and Searn leaned in to kiss her. Steigan looked away, knowing they’d forgotten he was there. As their kiss deepened, Steigan slid from his chair and went to the counter, dropping his utensils into the water bucket.

      The sound broke Searn and Centhya apart.

      “Ah, aye,” Searn said with an edge of embarrassment in his voice. “We had better be getting ready, shouldn’t we?”
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      Steigan buttoned the fastenings on the doublet he chose to wear for the tri-lunar ceremony. It had been folded in his bureau for as long as he could remember, which meant for the last two months. Running his hands over the black, white, blue, and gold material, he examined it in the mirror and briefly wondered who had made it for him. Had it been the last thing his mother had sewn before the accident?

      Shaking the thought from his head, he wondered how the doublet would look in comparison to Dominus Searn’s armor. In some ways, the doublet made him feel like a dominus.

      He tried on a hat which usually sat in the drawer next to the doublet. It was black, with half the brim upturned, and a long black feather plume. He adjusted it on his head, tipping the hat forward over his face. Hating the way it looked on him, he returned the hat to the drawer.

      He picked up the hairbrush and started to pull it through his long black hair. Tonight, he decided to leave it loose instead in the queue he usually wore. Deep black smudges remained beneath his blue eyes even though he’d washed up, taking off the day’s sweat. Until he managed to get a decent night’s sleep, he had a feeling they wouldn’t go away soon. Stepping back, he looked himself over. Something felt different. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but sensed it stirring in the air.

      A knock made him jump.

      “Are you ready?” Searn called.

      Steigan opened the door, surprised at the twinge of jealousy in his stomach at the sight of Searn in his blue and gold dominus armor.

      “You look very nice, Steigan. ‘Tis good to get fancied up and go out, isn’t it?”

      Steigan nodded even while hating Searn’s condescending tone. He followed Searn downstairs where Centhya waited with a pink shawl wrapped around her shoulders. Her light brown hair had been done in little curls which were pulled back into a clip and left to cascade down her back. “Why, Steigan,” she said, “you look very handsome in your doublet.”

      Steigan tried to smile and nod while not blushing at her compliment. He didn’t feel real successful at it.

      Outside, Paedorin stood beside two horses hitched to an open coach. Searn helped Centhya inside and then climbed up on the seat opposite her. Steigan sat beside Searn while Paedorin climbed up beside the driver. Then they were off down the road.

      The sun had nearly reached the horizon by the time they got to Lilinar. Village houses surrounded the outer wall of Lilinar. Men coming in from their field work waved to them as they rolled by. Steigan couldn’t help but to wave back even though Searn merely nodded in passing.

      Cooking fires burned in pits outside several of the houses. Children raced around in their games while their mothers prepared the evening meal. Steigan realized how lucky Centhya must feel being able to cook inside for it wasn’t a luxury everyone had.

      The coach bounced as it hit a bump at the base of the outer wall’s main gate. Then they were on cobblestone where the horses’ hooves echoed off the buildings. People walked or rode toward the Temple like a massive flow. Searn saluted other domini on the road. As they reached the bridge to cross to the Temple, several jumping and squealing teens ran by them. Centhya smiled and reached over to touch Steigan’s knee as though knowing he wanted to run with them.

      “Go,” she said with a bob in their direction.

      Steigan settled back in his seat and shook his head. She gave him a look which echoed the sadness he felt, but then at a call of her name she turned to wave.

      Everyone seemed to know everyone else. Steigan wondered how far away he had come from that Searn needed to introduce him all the time, recalling being presented to Ranil and Cainis for the first time.

      As soon as they’d rolled into the Temple courtyard, Steigan jumped from his seat to the ground. Searn climbed out behind him and helped Centhya down. “Please keep it close by,” Searn said to the driver.

      “Aye, Dominus,” the driver responded.

      Searn took Centhya’s arm and guided her toward the Temple. Steigan followed behind, watching the mass of people who were currently waiting behind a roped area while men and women in red and gold armor patrolled the area.

      A girl carrying a basket of flowers approached them, took out a flower, and handed it to Steigan. “Bright blessings this eve, good sir,” she said.

      Steigan took the flower and gave her a nod.

      Searn stepped up and touched Steigan’s shoulder. “Thank you,” he said for Steigan.

      The girl, even though she seemed a little puzzled, blushed and turned away to quickly disappear back into the crowd. Steigan noticed her look back once before totally vanishing. He raised the flower to her then tucked the stem in between the shirt and the doublet so that the flower head stuck out.

      Searn shook his head, looking after her. “Classic. You’re already winning hearts. I’m going to have fun keeping the girls away from you.”

      Steigan shrugged, once again feeling embarrassed by the compliment.

      All at once he realized that he stood at the base of the Temple. He looked up at the square building surrounded by a crenulated barbican at the top. He could see more knights in red and gold armor standing up there keeping watch.

      They entered through the main door into a room quickly filling with people. A blond woman slightly older than Centhya came over to them.

      “Searn, Centhya, well met. How nice to see you again,” the woman spoke quickly. “This must be your cousin I’ve heard so much about. Poor dear.” She glanced at Steigan with sad green eyes.

      Steigan looked to Searn, wondering why he’d been made the subject of conversation. Searn appeared just as uncomfortable.

      “Aye, Helana. This is my cousin, Steigan.”

      Helana grabbed Steigan’s hand and wrapped it firmly in her thick fingers. “’Tis so nice to meet you. What a terrible accident, tragic to lose your parents like that.”

      Steigan tried to smile and nod, to let her know that he accepted her condolences while pulling his hand away, but she held onto it. He felt weird knowing that a stranger knew more about his parents’ death than he did.

      “If you ever need anything, you just let me know. All right, dearie?”

      Steigan nodded again. Searn stepped between Helana and Steigan, forcing Helana to release his hand.

      “Come, Centhya, let’s get you seated,” Searn said, pretending not to notice Helana and her irritation, but Steigan knew from practicing swords with Searn that there was little the man missed and his motions always made with optimum strategy.

      Searn walked Centhya over to a row of benches where other women were already seated. Several looked up and greeted Centhya, asking how she was doing. Centhya glided onto the bench beside them and started chatting excitedly.

      Searn turned to Steigan. “Stay here with her. I’ll be back after the ceremony.”

      Steigan sat down beside Centhya right as Helana pushed her way onto the aisle seat beside him.

      “Aye,” one woman with shiny red lips said excitedly, “the rumors are true. Merkor told me about this dominus they found on the side of the road.” She wore dangling pearl earrings which swung as she spoke. Her deep brown hair had been pulled up into a bun and secured with pins which also had pearls on them.

      Helana gasped, though Steigan thought she might be faking shock. “Really, Palinade?  ‘Tis true then?”

      The brown-haired Palinade turned to Helana as though excited to share her news all over again. “Aye, a few months ago.”

      Centhya sighed. “Why would they keep it secret? Where is he now?”

      Palinade seemed to have an answer to that as well. Her brown eyes sparkled as she spoke. “Why he’s got to be a spy, of course. So, he’s in the dungeons. All the domini and their pages are accounted for. No one knows who he can be.”

      Helana jumped in, proving she knew more than she had first pretended. “I heard that the princess herself tried to attend him.”

      “But since no one else wears blue and gold armor except for the domini of Lilinar,” Palinade continued, “I’m betting he’ll be executed for impersonating a dominus and treason any day now.”

      A woman beside Palinade leaned into the conversation. “He’s probably just a commoner who stole the armor anyway.”

      Palinade nodded her head, leaning back and crossing her arms as if agreeing with the woman. “You know it.”

      “But if he was a commoner, why not have it done and over with already? Why is he being held in secret?” Centhya  asked.

      “Maybe he’s a knight,” Helana said. “Maybe it would be scandalous if his identity was found out.”

      Helana looped her arm through Steigan’s, catching him off guard as she cuddled close. She looked up at him with big moss-colored eyes. “I love a good mystery, don’t you, dearie?”

      Steigan smiled and nodded. He was beginning to hate it every time he forced a smile.

      “What a nice doublet,” she rattled on.

      Centhya cast a piercing look at Helana. “Aye, isn’t it a nice doublet. Someone put a lot of care into stitching it for him. Why don’t you come down here, Helana, where there’s more room. You can’t be very comfortable nearly falling off the bench over there.”

      Helana sat up stiffly, her blond curls bouncing, and uncoiled her arms from around Steigan’s. “Mother hen.”

      Centhya blinked and smiled. “I’m sorry. What was that?”

      Helana rose and stepped around both Steigan and Centhya to sit beside Centhya and Palinade. “I was just wondering when they were going to begin.”

      Centhya smiled at Steigan and gave him a wink while still addressing Helana, “Very shortly now, dearie, I’m sure.”

      Steigan said a quick prayer of thanks to the Goddess for his muteness also leaving him unable to laugh out loud or even make an audible scoff. He looked toward the other pews across the aisle from him, noticing that the first two rows near the dais were empty. Behind those, the people filling the seats looked like they were farmers or merchants from the city.

      Palinade leaned around Helana to touch Centhya’s enlarged stomach. “Centhya, do tell us. Is Searn hoping for a boy or a girl?”

      “I’m sure he’d love a boy to teach the sword to, but I think he’s really hoping for a girl. He always refers to the baby as a girl.”

      The woman at the end spoke up, “I bet you’re excited to be able to use your magic again.”

      Palinade laughed. “Oh, hush with that old wives’ tale. You can use your magic during pregnancy and I’m sure Centhya hasn’t stopped.”

      Now Centhya looked uncomfortable. “Actually, Searn and I have decided not to test the legend, just in case. ‘Tis why I’ve been letting someone else fill in for me.”

      “But you are still going to the Cauldron?” Helana asked as if hoping to grab another piece of juicy gossip.

      “Aye, Searn and I have made several trips. We’ll do another in the next few days.”

      “So, how does it feel to not be leading the ceremonies?” Palinade asked.

      “’Tis strange. I’ve forgotten what ‘tis like to be part of the audience. ‘Tis been so long.”

      Steigan looked around at the other domini in the room as the women’s talk spun off to idle subjects. The domini looked so strong and tall in their armor of blue and gold with their swords hanging at their sides. He wondered about the dominus found on the side of the road and how it had been for the dominus to awaken. Had he been as confused as Steigan had felt after the accident? Steigan remembered several mad images of people standing around him talking but they were all blurred and their words incoherent. He’d faded in and out of consciousness for what felt like weeks on end. But at least he’d had family to take him in. It didn’t sound like anyone had come forward for the lost dominus.

      Knights in red and gold armor filed in and took various posts around the room. The last knight to enter had a red and gold cape secured to his armor. He walked to the dais centered at the front of the room and went to stand at the table at the very back. He turned so quickly on his heel that his cape gave a sharp snap. He removed his helm and set it on the table. Then he went to the statue of the Goddess and gave a salute. Without hesitation, the man turned and motioned back to the door as all the other knights came to attention. The sound and feel of synchronized movements pulsed through Steigan.

      A line of paired boys and girls dressed in long wheat colored tunics entered. Steigan noticed several people across from him wave to their children. They were aligned by age and size. As the older children came in, Steigan noticed they were allowed to wear swords.

      Behind them came another procession of children from smallest to largest. Here, the boys were in long green tunics and the girls wore pale yellow dresses which almost touched the floor.

      Palinade stretched up in her seat. “Blessings, Urlane,” she said, blowing a kiss and waving toward the children.

      “Palinade, he’s getting so big,” Helana whispered.

      The cavaliers in the wheat colored tunics took the second row while the pages and maeges stood beside the seats in the first row.

      A dominus stepped forward from the doorway. “Domini, seperous macton.”

      The domini stood in unison. A chime rang out from somewhere above and the audience rose. Steigan helped Centhya to her feet. Several domini took positions on the balcony that surrounded the room. Two more domini, one of them being Searn, walked in and advanced toward the dais.

      Once they were halfway into the room, the flower girl who had approached Steigan in the courtyard entered and began scattering blossoms along the aisle. Shortly behind her was a woman in flowing white cloth. Her slippers whispered over the floor even while her gaze remained focused and steady, unwavering, as she moved forward.

      Steigan felt his breath leave him. This woman had dark brown hair the color of Palinade’s and styled in a similar fashion but adorned with tiny white flowers which glittered like jewels. Little
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