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Chapter One

 


 


Elemia assumed the master of the order would not
call her name. As Master Ahketh assigned the other novices of the
telepathic order to their posts in the celebration, she knew that
she would have no place, for there were no floors to scrub. She did
not mind. If she were not charged with a task, she would have the
opportunity to watch the dances to the goddess. That would be far
better than wandering the corridors of the festhall as she had been
doing since her arrival. Since her presentation at the age of six,
she had not left the convent until yesterday, and the city's
sights, smells, and sounds fascinated her.

“Novice Elemia!” Master Ahketh's voice startled her
back to herself. “You are to be given a most important task.”

Most important busy-work, he means. The
novice beside Elemia dropped the thought into her mind.

Elemia's cheeks burned, but she did not respond to
the jab. It was true. “Here, Master Ahketh.”

“We have received word that a group of Rolador
savages have had the temerity to aspire to a bride from among our
most recent crop of sisters. His Grace has, alas, not chosen a
bride from among them, and though some are to be fitted with
husbands, we would never stoop so low as to give any Ausir, let
alone one of our telepaths, to a human.”

Elemia nodded, wide-eyed. Though mostly humans
rather than Ausir peopled the world of Gilalion, until yesterday
she had never seen any humans, and the sight of their hornless
heads still frightened her.

“However, we do not wish to anger such unpredictable
men as the Rolador, so you, Novice Elemia, will be assigned to a
post on the wall, to watch for their arrival. Look out east along
the main road. When you see them coming toward this festhall – and
you will not be able to mistake them – you are to tell me at
once.”

“Yes, Master Ahketh.” As Elemia bowed to the Novice
Master, she felt the telepathic laughter of her fellow novices. She
knew as well as they that this task had been invented to keep her
out of sight, lest her plainness, in such contrast to the beauty of
the other novices, shame the Order.

Still, as Elemia climbed the stairs to stand on the
wall, she smiled. She did not mind being kept out of the way. The
less she was seen, the less she irked the High Mother. The winter
sunlight fell on her face as she peered over the wall. Though this
wall was only half as high as the convent's, the building complex
sprawled behind it, and she was still not quite certain of all the
rooms and chambers. From her solitary rambles of the day before,
she remembered that there were two large baths, three primary
courtyards, a fountain, and more receiving chambers, libraries, and
feasting halls than she could count. Despite her desire to look
back at the festhall's corridors and courts, Elemia fixed her gaze
on the east road.

The road was so full that the pedestrians had
scarcely room to step. Elemia counted six lords' entourages, each
more opulent than the last. She wondered which of them would be the
fortunate purchasers of a telepathic bride. The High Mother rarely
bestowed more than two brides a season, and this year there had
been only five sisters to come of age. Even if the High Mother gave
them all, at least one lord would be disappointed.

The wind shifted, and Elemia shivered. The sun was
bright, the air was still cold, and when the wind blew off the sea,
even her thick, white novice cloak did not keep out the chill. For
a moment, Elemia glanced back at the sea to the south. Though she
had lived all her life only ten leagues from the shore, she had not
seen the sea until yesterday.

Elemia heard shouts in the street, and she whirled
back to face the road. She saw three riders bearing down through
the crowds, and the pedestrians tumbled over themselves to get out
of the way. The lead rider's long, flowing hair was as a flame let
loose. Its brilliant red contrasted equally with the stark white of
his skin and the blue-and-green swirls inked on it. The second
rider was so like the first, even to the way he sat his horse, that
Elemia took him at once for a brother.

The third Rolador was no Rolador at all. He sported
the same blue and green tattoos, but the skin beneath them was
olive; and the horns of an Ausir branched out from his black hair.
Elemia felt her chest constrict, and she stared at the blackness of
that hair as this wild creature came thundering toward her. His
exotic beauty set him apart from his companions. He looked like
nothing she had ever seen before, nor could she even have imagined
this inexplicable perfection. She wished only to continue to look
upon this apparition, this strange blend of Ausir and Rolador.
Though she did not allow the thought to surface, she felt its
presence. The very idea of being of the same kind as this man, of
being Ausir like him, was enough to lift Elemia's chin and square
her shoulders. Never again would she be ashamed of her plainness.
It did not matter, for this beauty existed, and she was privileged
to belong to his race.

One of the Ausir lords Elemia had seen earlier
refused to step aside for the riders, and the black-haired young
man vanished behind the other two for a moment. Only when he was
gone from her sight did Elemia recollect that she was to warn
Master Ahketh. She ran back down the stairs and through the halls
to the High Mother's receiving chamber. By this time in the
ceremonies, Elemia knew Master Ahketh and his two ever-present
knights would be attending the High Mother and the new sisters.

She knocked on the chamber door and bowed as it
opened. The Rolador have come, Master Ahketh. She did not
wish to disturb the ceremony by speaking and so placed the thought
directly into the Novice Master's mind.

“Good, child.” Master Ahketh bowed to the High
Mother and stepped out into the hallway. “Go to the fountain
courtyard and stay there.” He was no longer looking at Elemia.
“Just be certain to keep to yourself.”

“Thank you, Master Ahketh.” Now that they were in
the hallway, Elemia had no qualm about speaking. She bowed again
and started toward the fountain-yard. She had twice to duck into
alcoves to avoid being seen. This instruction of Master Ahketh's,
however, Elemia knew was not to keep her plainness from reflecting
upon the Order; it was to keep her from being alone in the presence
of any man, even for so long as to pass in the hallway.

As she passed through the arched doorway into the
fountain-yard, Elemia again heard men's voices. Without a thought,
she ducked behind a wrought-iron bench, hiding between it and the
wall. Only when she hid did she realize that one of the voices
belonged to Master Ahketh. She peered out through the ironwork.

Master Ahketh, flanked by two knights, stood before
the entry to the festhall. “You must excuse the High Mother,” he
said. “She is too busy to receive you.”

The two red-haired Rolador men towered over the
Novice Master, and their eyes met over his head. But the
black-haired one was some half-dozen paces back, and he kept his
gaze fixed on the dead fountain.

“We do not speak your Ausir tongue,” said one. “I am
Volshaden of the Shanna clan. Do you speak the tongue of the city
of Godswatch?”

Elemia bit her lip. She wondered if she ought to
offer herself to Master Ahketh as an interpreter, for she, touching
the thought behind the words, understood any speech.

“I speak it.” Master Ahketh put an end to Elemia's
perplexity. “But the High Mother would not lower herself to speak
any human tongue. She will hold no discourse with a human, and she
will never bestow any of the sisters upon a human. Therefore
begone.” He did not wait for a reply but disappeared back inside
the festhall.

“What did he say?” The one who had not spoken before
did so. “He spoke too quick for me to follow.”

“Cathal, he said he will not negotiate with a
human.” Volshaden shrugged. “I told you this was a fool's
errand.”

“Then send Abbas.” Cathal gestured to the
black-haired youth, still staring at the fountain. “He can pass for
a full Ausir, and he can negotiate on my behalf.”

Elemia followed Cathal's outstretched hand to gaze
again upon the boy she knew as Abbas. Seeing him so close, she
could determine that the Ausir angularity of his features was
softened by human contours. His ears were not as pointed as an
Ausir's, but his horns were high and branching. Elemia could not
tear her eyes away from the perfect symmetry of his face.

“Go, Abbas. You heard Cathal. Stand in that line of
suitors and woo a bride on his behalf. And don't fail us. Father's
dead, and if I were chief, you'd already be out of the clan.”

Abbas glanced at Cathal, Elemia assumed for
confirmation of the threat.

Cathal nodded once. “This means everything for the
clan. A Shanna does not fail. Failure is treason, and I will punish
it accordingly.”

Volshaden gave Abbas a half-shove toward the door.
“We'll take rooms at that inn we passed up the street.”

“Yes, brother.” Abbas's speech matched that of the
others. He spoke Rolador, and Elemia wished she knew what tongue to
speak rather than merely to understand.

Abbas vanished into the festhall, and the two
red-haired brothers exited by way of the gate. Elemia crept out
from behind the bench, curled up on it, and wrapped herself in her
cloak as in a cocoon. She traced the shape of the fountain with her
eyes and tried to imagine what it would be like if it were summer,
if the water played over the stones. But she failed. In her
thoughts, all the water turned to silken black hair, and Elemia
bowed her head, blushing despite her solitude. She was a novice of
the Order of Yuilan, and she ought not to turn her eyes upon any
man's beauties, leave alone such a one as Abbas.

 


****

 


The sunlight fell red and orange into the courtyard,
turning the falling snowflakes crimson. Elemia shivered. She was
cold and stiff, but she knew better than to go inside the festhall.
Master Ahketh had sent her here because no one would come here, and
she was here until he summoned her back again. She suspected that
Abbas would have seen the High Mother by this time – if they let
him get so far. There would be no telepathic bride for the Rolador,
though, no matter who wooed. Elemia sighed, and her breath hung
frosty in the air.

Then the door burst open, and Abbas, his arms
pinioned by two burly men in the festhall colors, was dragged out.
Behind him stepped the proprietor, a small dark man Elemia had seen
yesterday.

“Flog him,” said the proprietor. “Until he
dies.”

“I didn't do anything!” Abbas looked from one
impassive face to the other, and his black eyes seemed to hold
terror. “Why are you doing this?”

“I must.” The proprietor nodded to one of the
festhall guards, who unhooked from his belt a scourge.

“I wonder if it's true that half-bloods bleed
black,” said the guard who held both of Abbas's arms.

“We're about to find out.” The laughter that
accompanied the words brought bile to the back of Elemia's throat,
and she leapt from her bench, scattering the snow that had fallen
on her cloak.

Stop! Elemia placed the command in all three
minds at once, the proprietor's and those of his guards. She ran
out to Abbas. “Do not be afraid.”

Abbas stared at her, but he made no reply, only
turning to look back at the suddenly still guards.

Elemia raised one hand and caught the
scourge-wielding guard in her thoughts. She lifted him from the
earth and dropped him on the other side of the fountain.

Release the Ausir's arms. Elemia's command to
the other guard was obeyed as quick as thought; then he, too,
followed the first guard to land in a clumsy heap of tangled arms
and legs.

“He must die!” The proprietor was screaming. “I want
him dead!”

Elemia choked. How could anyone wish to harm this
beautiful Ausir?

“I did nothing.” Abbas spoke to Elemia for the first
time, and he used the tongue of the city. “You must believe
me.”

“Of course I do.” Elemia was happy to be able to
respond in the same language. “But why does he wish your
death?”

“I have no idea. I was just standing there, waiting
to speak to the High Mother, when she looked up at me. She didn't
say anything, just raised her finger. The next thing I knew, I was
being dragged away.” Abbas looked over to the stirring guards.

“Raised her finger?” Elemia knew the somatic aspects
that eased the direction of telepathy. She had just used one
herself to throw the guards. “The High Mother must have made him–”
Elemia did not complete the words. She dove into the mind of the
screaming proprietor. She saw the pulsing command at once. It was a
simple thing, the work of an instant, and in an instant, it was
also undone. Elemia released the command.

The proprietor's mouth closed, and he glanced from
Elemia to Abbas. “You're a lucky bastard,” he said. “I've changed
my mind about killing you. For now.”

As he turned back toward the doorway, Elemia heard
the muttered curses called down on Abbas, and she clasped her hands
around her throat. She ought to have known. It was impossible for
any telepath, even the High Mother, to implant a command without
leaving emotional traces. The hate that had fueled the false desire
for the beautiful Ausir's death would remain, perhaps for
years.

“Wait, please!” Elemia grasped at the edge of the
proprietor's furred cloak. “Please, take this.” She fumbled with
the clasp of her gold novice bracelet, the only thing of any value
she possessed. “Perhaps it will repay you for your
inconvenience.”

As his fingers closed around the gold, carved as
only Ausir could, into the very image of living roses, the
proprietor smiled. “That it will, little novice.” And then he was
gone, the two guards following him, both of them giving Elemia a
wide berth.

“What just happened?” Abbas sat down on the fountain
edge, almost as though his legs would not support him. “Who are
you? Why did they want me dead? Why did you stop them?”

Elemia wrapped her cloak around herself and backed
away from the youth. She was alone with a man for the first time in
her life. She swallowed, but she could not force out words.

Forgive me for touching your thoughts. Elemia
dropped her gaze. I do not talk often. I do not know why, but
the High Mother ordered your death. She placed the command in the
proprietor's mind.

“Who are you?” Abbas must have been shocked
by her thoughts in his mind, but Elemia saw no sign of
discomfiture. He rose from the fountain's edge and took a step
toward her. “And what brought you here just in time to save my
life?”

I am Elemia, one of the novices of the Order of
Yuilan. I did not mean to overhear you. I was out here because
Master Ahketh ordered me to keep out of sight.

Abbas smiled then. “My brothers keep me out of
sight, too.”

Oh why? Elemia stopped herself from marveling
about the young man's beauty in his own thoughts.

“Can you talk now?” asked Abbas. “I'm not used to
hearing voices in my head.”

“If you want me to, I will.” Elemia found her
tongue.

“Why did you help me?” Abbas advanced toward Elemia,
who backed away as he came on. “You're terrified of me right now,
but you ran out here and saved me. That doesn't make sense.”

“I have no explanation, sir.” Elemia bumped her
calves against the wrought iron of the bench where she had been
sitting. “I knew you were innocent, and I could not let you
die.”

“You knew I was innocent?” Abbas stopped. “Can you
prove my innocence?”

Elemia nodded. “Yes, if one will take the word of a
telepath. I saw the command for your death, and there was no
cause.”

“Then come with me!” Abbas held out his hand.
“Cathal is the Shanna chief. He'll have me killed for ruining his
chances here. They wouldn't be sorry to get rid of me, anyway.”

Elemia's breath caught in her chest. How could
anyone wish to harm this man, whose beauties were the model of
perfection?

“Will you come with me, please, to the rooms they've
taken? If you could explain it to them, prove it to them–” He broke
off and laughed. “I don't even know what I need to have proven. I
don't even know what my crime was. All I did was go into the High
Mother's room.”

Elemia stared at Abbas's outstretched hand. It was a
rough hand with heavy calluses on the first and second fingers. The
fingers were long and strong, and a white scar ran across the
palm.

“Will you come?” asked Abbas again, and she heard
the increase of fear in his words.

The sound of the proprietor's voice in the hallway
sent a dart of answering fear into Elemia. “Yes.” She laid her hand
in Abbas's.

He turned, however, not toward the festhall door but
to the outer gate.

“Where are we going?” Fear froze Elemia, holding her
still.

“My brothers took a room in an inn down the road.
This festhall was full.”

Cold sweat stood on Elemia's brow. To leave the
festhall? To go somewhere she had no permission to be? And with a
man? Elemia never disobeyed any rule before; how could she now? To
leave with a man she did not know? To risk ruining her reputation?
But as Abbas fixed her with his eyes, those black and depthless
eyes, she knew she could not let him suffer. If her training had
taught her anything at all, it was that she could not let an
innocent suffer. The High Mother herself had wronged Abbas, and
Elemia knew that she could not endanger Abbas by asking him to
bring his brothers here. She resumed her stride, trying to keep
pace with Abbas.

He ran, half-dragging her from the festhall grounds.
Elemia could only hope they had not been seen.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Abbas burst through the front door, striding into
the dim common room of the inn with Elemia in tow. No one save the
innkeeper was there, and considering the crowds outside and the
general mayhem the Order's presence at the festhall was causing,
Abbas could see why the place was empty.

The innkeeper's bushy eyebrows shot up as he looked
from Abbas to Elemia and then back to Abbas. “Your brothers have
stepped out.” He ducked his head and turned his lecherous eyes upon
the deep shadow falling across Elemia's face.

“Keep your hood drawn close,” Abbas warned. Elemia
nodded.

“So, what'll it be, master horselord? A tussle in
the hay before the other stallions return? I won't tell if you
won't.”

Abbas's trained crossbow cut short the innkeeper's
chuckle. “I've killed an elk from a hundred paces while on
horseback at full gallop with this. I'm sure I can hit a fat sack
of grease like you standing still.”

The innkeeper raised his hands. “No offense. You may
not have the red hair of the Rolador, but you've got their temper.
Figured you'd brought the little miss in here for some snatch of
pleasure.”

“What I do is my own business.” Abbas did not wait
for the innkeeper to make any more apologies. To Elemia, he said,
“It would probably be best to wait for my brothers in our
room.”

Elemia shook her head and backed away. I have
come this far. Too far. If we are to wait, I must wait here.
She sat down in the nearest chair and her gaze went to the
innkeeper's face.

Abbas understood. As he holstered his crossbow, he
took a seat beside Elemia and called for wine. “But it's dangerous
here. We're exposed. It would be better if we were somewhere more
private, some place unseen.” He was close enough to see her
alabaster skin blush at the thought.

Elemia looked down and shook her head, this time
with more vehemence, but no thoughts spoke into Abbas's mind. Abbas
watched her for several moments until her eyes flickered to his
face and then away again. She liked him; that was obvious. Abbas
would not have called himself an expert on women, but any man not
green in the way of wooing could have seen the marks of love in
her.

“This is a strange business.” It seemed Elemia could
not find her voice, and Abbas did not wish to alert the innkeeper,
who was peering over at them, to the truth of her identity.

“It is.” Elemia's words were no more than a whisper.
She looked around, from the door to the window, and it seemed as if
she expected to be caught.

“Peace, sister.” Abbas reached out and took Elemia's
hand. Though she trembled, she grabbed on to his hand and held it
tight.

Abbas had ridden with his father and brothers in the
hunt. He had killed the enemies of his clan. He had taken their
women into his bed. And he was sure this girl, this little Ausir
girl, brave and timid, beautiful and sweet, had never even touched
a man's flesh before. He folded his rough tattooed hand over her
fragile white one. She had just saved his life and disabled two of
the festhall guards, and yet she looked as if a stiff breeze might
blow her over or a banging door might make her jump from her chair
in fright.

“I don't understand,” he said.

“What do you not understand, sir?”

“Abbas. That's my name. Call me Abbas. I am a
Rolador horselord. The title 'sir' doesn't suit me.” He turned his
hand, indicating the blue-green tattoos that ran the length of his
fingers, across the back of his hand, and up his forearm.

“Abbas.” Elemia renewed her grip on his hand.

“Why are you here?”

“You needed my help. You asked me to come.”

“No, no.” Abbas's throaty laugh filled the small
room. “Why is your Order in the city? My eldest brother heard that
you girls make very good wives. Is that what you do? Churn out
wives for men rich enough to buy you?” He tilted his head to the
left, and he felt Elemia's gaze fix on the black tail of his hair
as it slipped off his shoulder.

“Not at all.” Elemia shifted in her seat and turned
her knees toward Abbas. He set his legs apart so that hers might be
between his. She backed away and tried to escape his trap, but he
pinned her legs with his knees.

“Please, sir,” Elemia began.

“Abbas.” He smiled a crooked smile at her.

Elemia looked down at her knees caught between his.
“The Order of Yuilan was founded by the goddess herself a thousand
years ago to provide her brother, the King, with a bride.”

“Oh.” Abbas released her knees and her hand.
“Sorry.”

“I am not offended.” Elemia looked at his retreating
hand, and Abbas knew she wished to take it again. “We novices train
from a young age – I was six when my parents gave me to the Order.
The year after we come of age, we are taken to Kartalon and
presented to the King. He rejects us all. We make the return trip
home, and the High Mother, to defray the costs of our raising,
training, and lodging, as well as the expenses of the Order, sells
about half of us off to noble husbands in Godswatch.”

“Are you telling me that for a millennium, the King
has been rejecting you?”

Elemia nodded. “None have yet caught his eye.”

Abbas laughed again. “Either the Order or the King
has got to be doing something wrong. A thousand years and he can't
find one girl to his liking?”

Elemia smiled and locked her gaze on his mouth. “It
is difficult to find a bride for a God-King.”

Abbas nodded in assent. “Fair enough.” Though he had
more questions, he thought it best to drop the subject since his
brother was trying to get one of these brides and being
rejected.

Elemia reached out and brushed Abbas's knuckles with
her fingertips, and when she spoke, she addressed his tattooed
hands. “You call yourself Rolador, but you are Ausir.” She paused,
and Abbas waited for her to ask the question he knew was on her
tongue. “Was your mother Ausir?”

“No.” Abbas extended his fingers and intertwined
them in hers. He would not deny her this touch or anything. “Well,
actually, I don't know. My father, the Shanna chief, found me when
I was a boy. I was wandering the hills, alone and hungry and cold.
He took me in and raised me as one of his sons, despite Cathal and
Volshaden already being men.”

As though the utterance of their names summoned
them, the two red-haired brothers entered the common room. Elemia
released Abbas's hand and popped to her feet.

“Brothers,” Abbas called to them.

Cathal strode over to where his younger, adopted
brother sat. His long hair was wet and combed, and he smelled of
bathhouse soap and oils.

“What's this, then?” Cathal indicated Elemia with a
nod of his head.

“Did you get one so quickly?” Volshaden's amused
tone brought him over to where his brothers talked.

“Not exactly.” Abbas rose and took a deep breath. “I
waited in line to see the High Mother just like you asked me to,
but when I got in to her receiving chamber – or whatever it was –
she went berserk. I don't know why.”

Cathal and Volshaden exchanged quick glances as
their hands gripped the pommels of their swords. The chief
shrugged, and Volshaden smirked.

“Now you've done it,” Volshaden said, drawing his
blade.

Cathal, too, drew. “Failure is treason.” His voice
purred, and Abbas knew the chief would enjoy his kill, finally to
end the old chief's mistake.

Abbas looked sidelong at Elemia to see what she
thought of him. He expected to see her smirk like all the other
purebloods in his life, whether human or Ausir, but instead her
fierce pity comforted him. She stepped up to stand beside him.

“Your brother is not guilty of treason,” Elemia
said. “He did not–”

“This is a Shanna matter,” Volshaden began.

“Shut up, Volshaden,” Cathal said. “This is
important.” He turned his disapproving stare back to Abbas.
“Explain yourself. What did you do?”

“Nothing! I went in and found the High Mother
talking to one of her sisters or novices or whatever they are. I
waited quietly until she acknowledged my presence, and when she saw
me, she was mad as a stallion who's thrown a shoe.”

“Who's this, then?”

Abbas hoped that Elemia would be able to explain
better than he. “They tried to kill me, and she saved me.”

Cathal circled around Elemia, looking her up and
down, but she stood unmoving and did not watch him prowl. “She
saved you?” When he was standing in front of Elemia again, he
addressed her. “Are you one of the telepaths, then?”

“I am.” Elemia's voice held no fear of the tattooed
savage hovering over her. “I am known as Elemia of the Sapphire
Moon.”

Cathal sheathed his blade, and Volshaden did
likewise. The chief then reached up and removed Elemia's hood,
revealing her eyes shining in defiance. Abbas still could not make
any sense out of this girl, at times timid, at times bold. The
festhall guards had assaulted him, and she had seen fit to rescue a
stranger. She seemed to bristle under the brothers' undeserved
hatred, offended on Abbas' behalf.

“What can you do?” Cathal examined her face and let
his eyes trace the contours of her horns.

Elemia's countenance hardened even more. “Yes, I
am plain, but you cannot keep your thoughts from me, nor can
anyone who is not a King's Squire like Master Ahketh.”

Cathal looked back at Volshaden, and they shared a
mischievous smile. “Just what I'm looking for, though she is plain.
Should fetch a cheaper price.”

Volshaden swung around his brother. “So that's how
you saved Abbas? You knew what they were going to do before they
did it?”

“No.” Elemia's voice cut like ice. “I took them in
my thoughts and tossed them to the far side of the fountain.”

Cathal slapped his thigh. “Even better! We can get
her, and this girl will make the Shanna great. She will unite the
clans under me.”

Abbas stepped up and stood chest to chest with the
Shanna chief, his brother. “Only if she wants to. You can't tell
her what to do.”

Elemia put her hand on Abbas's back and touched his
mind. Though now I have some modicum of liberty, were I sold, my
husband would have the secret word which would command me in all
things.

Abbas turned back to Elemia in surprise.

“Now you see why men line up to buy us. What more
perfect toy is there?” Elemia's sadness washed over his mind and
left hopelessness behind.

Abbas wanted to reach out and touch her face but he
could not. Not while his brothers stood nearby. Elemia smiled and
let her head drop. She had read that last thought, and Abbas,
flustered, cleared his throat and turned back to address
Cathal.

The sound of tramping soldier boots frightened
Abbas. “They're after me. I've got to hide.”

“No one will take a Shanna from his chief,” Cathal
said as he reached for his sword.

Elemia strode forward. “Do not draw your blades.
They are not coming for him.”

Panic constricted Abbas's throat. “Who is it,
Elemia?” Elemia did not hide her fear from him.

The door swung open and revealed Master Ahketh and
two of his knights, all of them clad in blue-and-silver tabards.
The grim-faced Ausir, clad in an ornamental breastplate, stood in
wide-eyed amazement, and Elemia shrank away from his fury.

“Jhaleed, the festhall proprietor, is a true and
loyal friend of the Order.” Ahketh stepped into the common room,
and his knights followed. “When he told me that one of the novices
had left the hall in the company of a man.” He turned a withering
stare at Abbas. “And a savage, tattooed half-blood at that, I
thought he was mistaken.” His pompous tone carried his speech with
ease. “No daughter of Yuilan would ever break her vows, disobey the
High Mother's orders, or compromise her honor in such a scandalous
manner. No good sister would betray the trust of her King by being
discovered alone with, not one, but three painted horselords.”

“We just got here,” Volshaden offered.

Abbas elbowed his brother in the back. “The novice
is innocent of any wrongdoing. She only prevented an
injustice.”

“Irrelevant!” Ahketh screamed. “Her actions are
treason. To be found alone with men? It is a blot on the Order's
reputation.”

“Treason?” The gravity of the word compelled Abbas
to step in front of Elemia to defend her. He did not know what was
going to happen, nor did he quite know what he would do, but he
wanted to be ready. He would not throw Elemia to these armored
wolves.

Ahketh's visage seemed to soften a bit. “The fault
is not yours. Elemia made a vow to the Order, so her actions will
be judged by the Order. Step aside, Rolador.” Abbas could see the
effort Ahketh put into tempering his words with as much civility as
he could muster. “Step aside and let my men take her into
custody.”

Abbas looked down into Elemia's eyes. “Will you be
all right?” he whispered.

Elemia's eyes filled with tears. I knew what I
was doing when I saved you. I could not let a man so perfect as you
come to harm. I do not care what comes after so long as you are
safe from the High Mother's injustice.

Abbas could not help himself. “Elemia.” He reached
out and took her hand. The only person who had ever done anything
so selfless for him had been his adopted Rolador father, and that
was in spite of what he was. But Elemia loved him because of what
he was, though a tattooed half-breed with no real home and no real
family.

“Confirmed!” Ahketh's cry broke into Abbas's
reverie, and he could have strangled the arrogant Ausir knight for
that. “Hussy! Men, take her away from this place.”

As the knights led her away, Elemia touched Abbas's
thoughts one last time. They will learn nothing from me. You are
safe. I will not tell the High Mother anything.

And then she was gone, vanished into the evening.
Cathal and Volshaden began to plan at once how they might snag this
disgraced sister. Abbas had no stomach for such a conversation. He
could not bear to think of his little Elemia yoked to his brother.
Cathal had come to Godswatch to find a wife who might serve as a
weapon against his enemies, but it was Abbas, who had found a girl
to love.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Elemia paused as the door of the festhall clanged
behind her. She closed her eyes, trying to compose her thoughts, to
hide her tears, to bring no more shame upon herself than she had
already done. She tried in vain, for the condemning thoughts of the
other novices hovered around her mind. They lined the hallway,
watching her, as she was marched down to the High Mother's
reception hall, the very room in which Abbas had earlier stood.

She had expected the condemnation, but the sting of
the accusation of treason was not lessened. She bowed her head,
accepting their estimation of her. It was easier to accept it than
to fight, and she had always accepted their views of her. They had
seen her for the plain and useless thing she was; they saw her for
a traitor. They were right before; were they not, therefore, still
right?

Elemia looked up into the faces of the knights, men
she had known all her life, who escorted her, and in their eyes,
she saw no pity. She tilted up her chin. She had known what the
price would be when she had held out her hand to Abbas that
afternoon, and still she did not repent of it.

“Follow!” Master Ahketh, it seemed, tired of her
hesitation and slow steps.

“I hear and obey.” Elemia gave the formulaic
response of a novice, but the clamor from the minds of the gathered
girls brought a rush of tears to her eyes even as she spoke.

As if she knew the meaning of the word.

What presumption!

She still thinks of herself as one of us.

Traitor!

The two knights turned their backs to her, leading
her toward the Mother's audience chamber. As she trailed behind the
pair, Elemia envied them their inability to hear the thoughts of
others.

At the door to the audience chamber, Elemia
hesitated again. In all her life as a novice, she had been brought
before the High Mother only once. Twelve years had passed since
that day when her parents had placed her six-year-old self in the
High Mother's hand. She remembered that day; it was the curse of a
telepath never to forget. She had hated that day. She recalled the
line between the High Mother's brows. She remembered, too, that
despite her youth and lack of training, she had caught the thought
behind it: the thought that Elemia would be so plain as to disgrace
the Order. It had been only the strength of her telepathy that had
prevented her from being turned away. She wondered if that same
line would be there now.

“You dawdle in the doorway, Novice Elemia of the
Sapphire Moon.” Master Ahketh's voice jerked Elemia from her
recollections and back to the unpleasant present.

Elemia hesitated no longer. She stepped across the
threshold and bowed, first to the Mother in her high seat of oak
then to Master Ahketh, flanked as ever by two silent knights, who
took a seat opposite the High Mother in a matching chair. Elemia
did not know where to look, but she did not, being as she was
unrepentant, think it right to bow her head. She stared at the
sigil of the goddess Yuilan, the blue rose, enameled on the High
Mother's horns. All full sisters received the blue rose. She never
would.

“You stand before us, novice, accused of high
treason, treason against King Kelvirith, our Eternal King.” Master
Ahketh's imperious voice filled the wide hall. “You have betrayed
the Order of Yuilan by breaking your vows.”

I broke no vow, sir. Elemia's nervousness
precluded speech.

“But you broke our rules, child.” The Master rose
and strode to tower over Elemia. She had never realized how high
his horns were until this moment. “And you exacerbated your
disobedience by leaving with a young man – and not returning until
we found you. You have compromised your honor and broken faith with
your King!”

My honor is intact, sir. I am a maid.

“That is irrelevant.”

“Is it?” The High Mother's voice, so rarely heard,
broke in. “I would like to hear precisely what went on between my
novice and this youth.”

Elemia did not miss the look that Master Ahketh gave
the High Mother, a look, she would have thought, of disbelief and
fury.

“Speak, Elemia.” The High Mother smiled at her, and
Elemia saw no mercy in the High Mother. Why should she wish to hear
the tale when she was as determined as the Master to condemn her?
Elemia could not fathom it, but then, she could not fathom why
anyone would hate Abbas, either.

“I prevented the proprietor of this festhall from
murdering the young horselord.” Elemia said only what the High
Mother would already know. She did not understand why the High
Mother wished Abbas's death, and without that knowledge she did not
dare accuse the High Mother before Master Ahketh.

“And why should Jhaleed wish this youth's death?”
The Mother's roused emotion frightened Elemia.

“For your own sake, High Mother. Abbas told me that
he had offended you, though quite without intent, and for that
insult to you, the proprietor wished to take his life.”

“Did he say no more than this?”

“No more, High Mother.”

The Mother sat back in her chair, and Elemia felt
the texture of the Mother's thoughts alter. There was no further
interest; her next words might have been about the next day's bread
rations. “So there is no excuse for you, novice.”

Master Ahketh nodded. “Your own Mother, try as she
may, can find no palliation for your conduct. I name you faithless
and oathbreaker, and I cast you out.”

“Sir.” Elemia was willing to accept any punishment
they could mete out. She had known what she was doing. But she
would not accept the title of oathbreaker. “I swore, when I was
given to the Order, that I belonged to the Roses of Yuilan, that I
placed myself at their disposal, to be given or kept at their
pleasure. I have not broken this. I admit, without shame, that I
broke the command not to leave the festhall. I would, were the
circumstances the same, do it again.”

Master Ahketh's eyes grew wide, and he gasped; but
Elemia ignored him.

“We train here to be Queens. How could a Queen turn
away a supplicant?”

“Ral-nau-thal!”

Elemia felt her mind go blank. The esoteric
syllables assigned to her at her acceptance into the Order now
wiped her mind clear. The imprinted words left her lips. “I stand
ready to obey.” She did not want to speak the words, nor did
she speak them. The High Mother's invocation of her command
word overrode her will. Elemia spoke at the High Mother's
pleasure.

“Be silent.” The command was inexorable, and Elemia
could not disobey it. She fell silent, and she knew she would not
speak again until given leave. She implored Master Ahketh with her
eyes, but the look that Master Ahketh gave her then pierced
Elemia's core. She knew that he despised her utterly, and she was
sorry that this should be so. She had always admired him, the
Master of the Roses, but she would not lie, nor could she be sorry
to have helped Abbas.

“You, plain and little and dull, think to succeed
where hundreds of your betters have failed?” Elemia sensed renewed
emotion in the High Mother, and that emotion was hate. “You
compound your crimes with
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