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        “Time discovers truth.”

        Seneca (Roman philosopher)

      

        

      

      

      Silence seeped into the deep tree roots of the old forest. A light breeze tossed mossy strands hanging from the branches. “Shh,” the wind seemed to warn the warrior hiding in the shadows.

      Careful of the pale light cast by tonight’s two moons, Steigan ducked down into the darkness as he surveyed his next move. It’d been hard to remain unheard as he got closer to the campfire, but he wanted the surprise attack.

      If he failed, more innocent people would die.

      He smelled the fire now, a sweet burning scent in the air which threatened to carry him into unmade memories. He couldn’t let his thoughts now turn to the praise he’d get after catching the bandits who’d been murdering people on Travelers' Road. He had to capture them first. Steigan focused on the task at hand. He’d been trained for this and finally, after nearly exhausting his patience, the town council had asked the Temple for help from the domini to track the bandits.

      Steigan crawled, dragging himself with his elbows over the grassy knolls and refused to listen to the nagging voice in his head telling him to get reinforcements. The image of him, the Temple’s youngest dominus, single-handedly defeating the bandits held too much promise. After tonight, no one would doubt him or his abilities. He'd waited for months to prove himself.

      Steigan slid into a shadow of a tree just beyond the ring of flickering light cast by the fire and stopped in sudden surprise.

      There were no scruffy looking men gathered around the fire as he'd expected to see. Instead, a lone woman dressed in a white gown raised sinewy arms towards the moon as she danced in front of the fire. A tumble of glittering red curls cascaded down her back as she tilted her head. As the first sign of life he'd seen since entering the forest tonight, a new thought ran through Steigan's head: could this be how the bandits were luring in their victims? Steigan looked around searching the nearby forest trees for movement behind him. He hoped his unicorn, Tyana, hid away somewhere nearby in case he ran into trouble.

      He watched the woman skip around the fire and then he surveyed the position of the moons above him along with the shadows on the ground. Steigan inched closer. Could she be a merchant's daughter or someone from one of the outlying estates? It bothered him that he didn't recognize her. He didn't want her to be helping the bandits. She seemed too pure to be aiding murderers. He just didn't see it, not when the attacks were so brutal and the remains of those that had been found looked like they'd been ripped apart by animals.

      An owl broke from its perch above him and took off shrieking into the night. His heart beating fast now, Steigan rolled into the deeper shadows of a tree and sat up against the trunk. The hilt of his sword bit into his side, sliding just beneath his breastplate. Leaves whispered of his hiding spot as he shifted to slide the biting metal free. He released a quick hiss, then held his breath while glancing around again.

      The mysterious woman appeared to be alone and unaware of his presence.

      Steigan rose to his feet knowing he couldn't go any further without actually falling into the circle of firelight. He stayed hidden behind the tree and peeked through the branches.

      No horse, no wagon, and no tent or any other sign of how she'd gotten here or reason for being in the forest.

      Clinging to the tree's rough bark, he watched her now hoping something she'd do would give him a clue about her. A million questions raced through his head. Did she want to be found? Had she run into trouble? Could the fire be a signal or just to keep warm through this long, early spring night?

      The woman tossed something in the fire and a strange aroma wafted toward Steigan, a sweet burning scent. Her white dress swished around her ankles as she moved back and forth.

      Steigan glanced around the darkened trees again. Still no signs of anyone nearby. No one except him and the daft woman frolicking around the fire in this very old forest.

      The woman skipped to the other side of the fire and turned her back to it and Steigan. She raised her arms and chanted, “Coom ra wialca do. Coom ra wialca to?”

      For a second, a laugh bubbled in his chest. Despite himself, Steigan smiled at the sound of the old rites. No one save himself, his mentor, Arlyn, and his friend, Martias, spoke the ancient practices. Not anyone in or around New Lilinar anyway. As Steigan stood still in this odd moment, he wondered if the woman had come from Dubinshire and a chill swept down his arms. But someone traveling so far would have provisions, unless.... No, not possible. To believe she had just appeared here would mean she'd used magic. Impossible! Magic only existed in stories. Unfortunately, it remained more probable she lured victims for the bandits whose provisions were stowed elsewhere. If they knew he tracked them, then they might know the old rites would draw him in. Only exposing himself would make him certain.

      Ignoring the nagging voice vexing him to stay smart and not become the bandits' next victim, Steigan stepped from his hiding place and replied, “Coom ra wialca do.”

      The woman froze, her curls giving a final bounce, and her mouth opening slightly. She squinted into the darkness, probably not able to see much with the fire brightening her sight. She smiled. “Sha belika ne?”

      Steigan stepped into the light. “Ha nee. Porta quinest acay doomasha.”

      The woman lowered her arms and turned to walk around the fire. She kept her head downcast, but looked up at him through her lashes with sharp, calculating eyes. A blue teardrop gem sparkled in the light as it swung from a circlet tucked partially under her red hair. “Bright blessings, Dominus. It's been quite a wait for you.”

      It meant nothing that she knew his title, he told himself. His armor indicated his position as a warrior from the Temple. Her speech pattern however reminded him of someone, but he couldn't figure out who. “Are you in need of help, milady?” he asked.

      “It is I rather who should help you.”

      “Me, milady?”

      “Indeed,” she answered his question with a wave of her hand. “Draw closer to the fire.”

      The woman sat on a log Steigan asserted hadn't been there a moment ago. The unexpected sight acted like splashed cold water and returned him to his on-guard senses. He dared to move closer to her, noticing everything. The grass at her feet had been smashed down, showing she had been dancing there just moments before. How had the log suddenly appeared?

      Steigan placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. “Do you realize the danger you put yourself in being out here alone? You could be robbed or killed.”

      The woman's gaze dropped to his hand upon the sword as though reminding him that he, not she, held the weapon. Steigan withdrew his hand but he made an uncomfortable fist at his side to keep his hand from returning. “Why were you expecting me?” he asked.

      The woman leaned back, supporting herself on one arm while the other she lifted with the palm upward. The long white frill of her dress sleeve gave a ghostly sway. “The presence of the old gods and goddesses surround us here and foretells of events to come. It's not a similar feeling in the Temple of late, is it, Dominus?”

      He blinked at the odd turn in this conversation. Yet here in the old forest with the moonlight and the campfire, he had to admit he felt a calm in the silent reverence. “No.”

      “You appear surprised and shocked at your admission.”

      Steigan tightened the fists at his side. This woman he didn't even know had she seen into his soul? “I am,” he practically growled between grit teeth.

      “Tell me the name of the Goddess' defender to which I have the pleasure of speaking.”

      “I am Dominus Steigan,” he said, his name seeming to stick in his throat. He wondered if the sweet burning herbs were affecting his brain.

      “Sit with me, Dominus Steigan, and be at ease.”

      Steigan sat nervously on the log, turning slightly so their knees didn't quite touch. His every muscle tensed with apprehension yet he seemed unable to resist her commands without exception. She didn't fit here, but he couldn't explain why he felt this way. She exuded a peaceful calm like she could handle anything that endangered her.

      “What does it mean in your heart for you to serve as a dominus?” she asked.

      The words came quickly to Steigan. “I'm a protector of those who speak for the Goddess and I serve Her where I am needed.”

      “Such passion of your words.” The woman in white reached out and touched a gold swirl on his blue armor. “It's beautiful.”

      Steigan pulled away from her. He wanted to stand up, to get back on his guard, but he held his spot. He couldn't even look around or away from her eyes as blue as the gemstone hanging from her crown. Had fear paralyzed him? No, impossible. But what then?

      “I forged it myself,” Steigan answered, referring to his armor. “The blacksmith in Whalston taught me. He used to be a dominus too.”

      “May I see your sword,” the woman asked softly.

      Could he possibly let this woman disarm him? But even as the nagging voice piped up, Steigan reached for his sword and found the scabbard empty. With a sharp intake of breath, he looked down at the hollow sheath.

      “It's well balanced,” she remarked, holding the sword across her flat palms. “Shames so many others I have held.”

      “How did you...?”

      The woman smiled. “I had naught to do with it. You quit projecting it in your scabbard and envisioned it in my hands. Thus it became so.”

      Became so? The spell wrapped around Steigan broke. He snatched the sword from the woman and whirled around into a defensive stance which left the tip pointing toward her. “That's magic!”

      The woman stood seemingly unafraid of the sharp blade between them. “What taint has made you so distrustful? You believe the Goddess to watch over you, don't you?”

      For a long moment, they stood staring at each other. Steigan's heartbeat quickened while she seemed calm and relaxed. Her lips twitched as though looking into his soul humored her but she didn't smile.

      Breaking the standoff between them, the woman stepped around his sword and moved closer to him. “Arlyn, your dominus turned blacksmith, has done well with you.”

      Steigan stood firm while his mind raced backwards through their conversation. He hadn't mentioned Arlyn's name to her. How did she know?

      The woman circled around behind Steigan. “He trained you as a true dominus, but what of the beliefs? What's in your heart, Dominus Steigan?”

      “Strength. Truth. Loyalty.” Once again the words were out of him before he'd realized he'd spoken. “What spell have you put on me?”

      She laughed. “To be a true dominus you must be more than Her defender. You must accept Her into your soul as if you are Her.” She raised her arms above her head as though stretching for the moons above. “You must be unafraid to share Her power and to use it.”

      The lightness fell out of the mood in an instant as she stepped up to him with a serious look in her eyes. She stood so close that when she spoke, he felt her breath on his cheek.

      “A great deal is manifesting beyond your sight right now, Dominus. You must be prepared for it.” Her gaze shifted as though looking into another world for information that only she could find. Then her attention turned back on him. “A unicorn, have you drawn one to you?”

      “Unicorn?” Don't say anything, the nagging voice in his head screamed. He mustn't tell her about Tyana.

      The woman nodded, “Aye, do you ride a unicorn?”

      “Yes.” He wanted to throw up his hands in defeat.

      “Bright blessings, then it has truly begun.” Her voice sounded light, as though slipping into dreamy thoughts.

      “What's begun?”

      The woman took a couple steps toward the fire, then turned back to him. “You once asked me to give you forever.”

      “Excuse me, do I know you? Have we met before?” Could that explain why he acted like he did?

      Once again she looked amused with a twinkle in her eye though she still didn't smile. “A very long time ago from my perspective and not yet from yours.”

      What? “You speak in riddles.”

      “Nay, the true riddle is: who are you?” She opened a canister attached to her wrist and tossed some of its contents into the fire. The sweet burning sensation arose again. “The heart of a true dominus resides within your chest, but can you grasp the power? Study the beginning. Learn why you are the first dominus in a thousand cycles to ride a unicorn. Uncover the meaning of your birthmark.”

      “How did...?” Steigan gasped. She couldn't possibly know of the birthmark on his palm forever hidden beneath his black fingerless gloves. No one knew except Arlyn.

      “I know what is unfolding. Now you must go and find out. For you to not understand who you are, what you are becoming...” She studied him hard for a moment before continuing, “That would be... unfortunate.”

      As though sensing danger, Steigan pulled the dagger from its sheath at the small of his back with his left hand.

      A blast of wind came up forcing him to close his eyes. When he opened them again, the woman, the log, and the fire were gone. The unbent grass of the clearing blew against his boots like no one had stepped in this area for some time.

      A stick cracked behind him, snapping Steigan's attention back to his original mission which had been to track down the bandits who'd been attacking people on Travelers' Road.  Before he could turn, a deep voice spoke, “Well, look what we have here. A wee little dominus all by himself.”

      Steigan glanced over his shoulder to find himself surrounded. At least three men were in his view, but he sensed more around him.

      The bandits closed in. “Let's tear him apart!”
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      Steigan glanced over his shoulder while forcing the tension out of his sword arm. A tight muscle would keep him from moving as freely as he'd needed to in order to take on so many opponents. Three figures stood silhouetted by the rising moon. He knew there were more people from the sounds coming from behind him, but how many total? Of the three he could see, only the large, bald man in the center appeared to be a threat.

      His body relaxed into a fighting stance, his heart steadying from the momentary surprise, and calm dropped him into routine. Steigan focused on the bald man, who raised his sword as Steigan twirled his own blade around. Steigan flowed naturally through the turn and pivoted around, bringing five bandits into full view.

      It happened fast. Two swords came toward him, one crashed into the ground beside Steigan where he'd been only seconds before. Steigan jumped, then ducked, sliding past the men. When they turned, he knew he'd be a silhouette in the moonlight, nothing but a shadow.

      A man in a hooded cloak growled at Steigan as another man with a beard made a feeble jab with his short sword. Steigan pushed the weak thrust away from him with his dagger, then slipped around a tree and came up behind the bald giant. With a pounce, Steigan brought his hilt down on the base of Baldy's skull. The man grunted and dropped to his knees. He started to look around at Steigan, but Steigan made a point of not being there.

      Back in the fray, Steigan turned his attention to the hooded, growling man who'd been standing right next to big Baldy. As Steigan's sword clashed with growling man's, a thump sounded, letting Steigan know Baldy had gone down.

      “Braccus,” someone said.

      Steigan heard foot falls, not coming toward where he engaged in battle, but rather toward their fallen comrade.

      Steigan circled his blade around and knocked the sword right out of growling man's hands. Defenseless, he dropped to the ground and held his hands up. Steigan whirled, expecting some sort of fight from the bearded man who'd made the jabbing attack, but he knelt down beside the large bald man called Braccus.

      The weakest man of the bunch looked like he might bolt.

      “Turn your back to me and I'll throw my dagger. You'll take it between your shoulders and you still won't get away,” Steigan warned, though he wondered if this man would call his bluff and he'd have to test his skills at throwing a dagger.

      The man dropped to the ground and lay face down.

      This scene isn't right, Steigan thought. These bandits had committed murder so why wouldn't they put up a fight now? Why hadn't their attack been more organized?

      The questions had barely formed in his mind when the last bandit rushed Steigan. He only stood as tall as Steigan's shoulders, but where he lacked in size he made up for with speed. Swords blurred as Steigan parried and stepped back. Too much on the defensive, Steigan risked sliding his dagger away and gripped his sword with both hands. The fast man slipped forward with a quick thrust, but Steigan saw it coming, sidestepped, and slammed his elbow in the man's chest.

      The blow knocked Speedy back and gave Steigan a moment to regain his stance. Speedy exploded into a second attack. If any were murderers in this group, it would be this fast man. Small, lithe, agile, he came in tight on Steigan, who saw the threat at the last second as Speedy tried to get his short sword in the gap between Steigan's breastplate and backplate. Steigan pulled back, twisting slightly so that the backplate caught Speedy's blade. The blow knocked Steigan off balance sending him tumbling into the weeds. He whistled for Tyana as he rolled to his feet. He prayed the Goddess had kept her close.

      Speedy leaned in on his attack. Steigan kept pace with his strikes, barely holding the man at a distance.

      The sound of hoof beats distracted Speedy for an instant. Using it to his advantage, Steigan stepped forward and broke the quick man’s stance. Speedy fell backwards to the ground, his elbow hitting first and his sword bouncing from his hand. Steigan kicked it away and held his blade to Speedy's throat. Defeated, Speedy dropped backward on the ground and lay there panting. Steigan smiled to himself, glad that their little foray had exhausted the man more than it had him.

      The unicorn padded over. Steigan brushed his hand over her neck as she stepped alongside him and he reached for his rope. “Who's first, gentlemen?”

      In short order, Steigan had them tied together in a chain, including Braccus who had regained consciousness but didn't quite have his wits about him yet. Astride the unicorn, Steigan set a pace quick enough to pull them along and keep them worn out. As he wound through the trees, he took one last look back at the eerie spot in the woods where he'd encountered the woman in white. A quiver shook through his shoulders. He turned back toward Whalston and nudged Tyana along a little faster.

      They arrived in the little town of Whalston near dawn. Steigan delivered the prisoners to the town's guards then headed onto the Temple. The sound of Tyana's hooves on the cobblestone streets echoed off buildings near the town center while their shop owners probably still slept. A few guards went up the streets from light to light extinguishing the flames inside as the sun's morning orange light began to break away the night's darkness. The scent of fresh bread and cake wafted to him as he went by the baker's.

      The Temple sat at the heart of Whalston, a simple wooden building with a thatched roof. Nothing nearly as impressive as the massive stone castle-like structure at New Lilinar. For all its differences, Steigan felt more at home here with the saperes and domini that also had other careers than with the dedicated servants at the Temple in New Lilinar.

      Steigan dismounted and tethered Tyana loosely to a hitching post. Out of habit, he placed his fist over his heart before he entered the Temple. The quiet meant no one else had arrived yet. From the simple foyer, he went into the worship hall, slipped his sword into the stand on the dais, and knelt before the Goddess' statue.

      “The streets of Gohaldinest are paved with gold, but I seek a richer treasure,” he spoke. He glanced up at the statue, a woman dressed in armor. Only hours before, this oath had just been words. But after the fight with Speedy, a new seriousness took over. Speedy had gotten too close and it might have been a different outcome if Steigan hadn't twisted at the right moment. Now, single-handedly catching the bandits didn't seem like an accomplishment but an ego-driven thought, the kind that allowed demons to influence a man into temptation. A richer treasure meant being alive to see his family another day and to bring the Temple honor. He felt he understood now. With a nod, he whispered to the statue, “I'm ready, Goddess, for whatever challenge awaits me.”

      Steigan continued his prayers though he heard sounds awakening through the Temple. Pots banged as they were gathered in the kitchen, footsteps in the halls and on the stairs, and the murmur of people speaking softly.

      “I'm ready, Goddess,” Steigan whispered again, feeling himself called back from the meditative state of his prayers.

      The little hairs on his arm and neck raised. He opened his eyes, suddenly alert. Something felt wrong and his heartbeat quickened in response. He shifted to gaze around the empty room.

      A little shuffled step drew his attention to the door. A woman walked by, the hood of her green cloak pulled far over her head. She paused briefly looking at him and Steigan caught sight of a tiny face surrounded by blond ringlets. She barely spared him a glance and continued on.

      Another strange woman. Steigan grabbed his sword and rushed for the door to stop her. He slid out into the hallway and found it empty save for a large woman bustling toward him.

      “Steigan!” Lucinia cried, wrapping her arms around him in a tight hug. “There you are. We were so worried about you.” She stepped back, but held onto the sleeves of his tunic as she looked him over. “Sim came down here first thing this morning. Thank the Goddess, you don't look injured.”

      Feeling momentarily stifled, Steigan glanced around and over Lucinia trying to see down the hallway. “I'm fine, I promise.” He thought about giving her another reassuring hug, but stopped short. She needed to quit treating him like he only had thirteen cycles to his life. He'd earned his title and she needed to accept the situations he might face.

      “We were so worried when you didn't come home last night. Then we got word that the bandits had been captured, but no one knew where you were,” she went on. “You hadn't come home...”

      Steigan turned away and steeled his voice. “They were easy enough to track down. The town guards should've asked for our help right from the start.”

      She touched his arm again. “I'm just glad you're not hurt. My dear boy, you should go home and get some rest.”

      “Ma, morning service...” He placed his hand on top of hers and looked her firmly in the eyes as though willing her to understand his feelings. Not that she could right now, not after one strange woman giving him a dire warning and another tingling his danger sense.

      A scrapping footstep sounded in the doorway at the moment Steigan realized he and Lucinia weren't alone. Steigan turned hoping to see the stranger returning, but instead saw a blond dominus peeking in the worship hall.

      “Excuse me?” the dominus said. “Sapere Jonard wonders if he can have a word with you.”

      Sighing away his frustration, he nodded. “Certainly.” Then to Lucinia as he pulled away from her grasp, “Excuse me.”

      Steigan walked down the hallway to Sapere Jonard's chambers where the white door stood ajar. He pushed it open and saw Jonard and Sim seated inside.

      “Blessed morning, Saperes,” Steigan said, entering and closing the door behind him. He nodded to Jonard who sat behind his large dark wood desk, the most ostentatious piece of furniture in the room, except for maybe the cathedral-like chair in which Jonard currently sat. Steigan briefly wondered, since the desk and chairs didn't fit the room, if they'd been castoffs from New Lilinar.

      “Blessed morning, Dominus,” Jonard responded.

      A branch outside the window behind Jonard tapped against the stained glass as dark silhouetted birds chased after and called to each other.

      Sim got up out of his high-backed chair set before Sapere Jonard's desk. “I just heard. You caught the bandits by yourself last night?”

      Sim's tone indicated an approaching lecture. Steigan straightened his shoulders preparing for it and raised his chin. As a dominus with all the rights and responsibilities thereof, he had nothing to defend, certainly not his actions or his whereabouts. It became time Sim got used to it. Lucinia too. “I did.”

      Sim took a step forward, his eyes growing wide. Sim stood only to Steigan's mid-chest, but his demeanor had always commanded respect with a certain amount of fear. “Do you have any idea what Lucinia would say?”

      Steigan kept his face straight; he would rather face Speedy again than Sim. In this moment, Steigan hated himself. He felt like a little kid again, so suddenly and so in trouble with Sim. “I do. I just spoke with her. Some things are best left unmentioned. She knows they were captured. All else is irrelevant.”

      A bird took flight sending a branch scratching against the window.

      “Irrelevant?” Sim's jaw dropped. “Every night we pray for your safety. It's all she can think about. You may not be our son by blood, but her heart doesn't know that.” Sim's hands went to his head and then he threw his arms into the air. “Five men, Steigan. You weren't supposed to be alone.”

      Even in doing his job, he got in trouble. “They were just peasants.” He grit his teeth. Hadn't he just sworn he wouldn't defend himself? He had to quit acting like a kid of six cycles now!

      From his seated position at the desk, Jonard folded his hands together and leaned forward slightly, his voice soft as he spoke, “You had no idea who they were or how many. It was reckless.”

      Steigan sidestepped Sim slightly so he could make his defense directly to Sapere Jonard. “And they had no idea who I was trained by. They thought my youth was their advantage.”

      Sim stepped up to Steigan. “Arlyn is a great dominus, but even he would go down if the odds were wrong.”

      “Then we agree,” Steigan said. “Lucinia doesn't need to know the events of last night. It's a Temple matter only.”

      Sim snarled and shook his head. “We should've never let you grow up. I always knew it was a bad idea. Let you stay a boy instead.”

      Steigan put a hand on Sim's shoulder. “So Lucinia could forever worry that I'd break my arm swinging around the oak tree? She wouldn't thank you for that.” He turned back to Sapere Jonard. “It's obvious the thieves weren't from around here. Any idea where they came from?”

      “No, but we will find out in time,” Jonard answered. He got up from his chair. “For now, you have a different mission.”

      Jonard motioned for Sim to sit, then he began to pace behind his immense desk. “As a sapere, I share so much in other peoples' lives. Births, deaths, marriages, troubles, I record it all. I enjoy giving good news to people I've known my entire life.” Jonard turned and stopped, looking first at Sim with a smile, then up to Steigan. “I asked Sim to assist with morning service today so he'd be here for the news.”

      Jonard stepped forward with measured, rocking paces. For a moment, his gaze dropped to the floor, then came back to Steigan. The simple glance made Steigan's stomach plunge through a moment of eternity. Outside, the birds’ early morning chattering seemed to grow in volume, a cacophony which echoed Steigan’s nerves. Either Jonard had really good news, or he had really terrible news. Steigan stiffened, physically bracing himself and trying to imagine what the worst could be.

      “I'm sure Sim and Arlyn have told you the way the Holy Sapere is chosen,” Jonard said.

      The statement crashed through the million fears held in Steigan's mind. He flinched under the unexpected shock and he found surprised words bubbling to his mouth from rote memory. “Every twenty cycles, a Holy Sapere is picked from three candidates and the previous Holy Sapere becomes a Lord on the Council of Elders.” His mind clicked that this might be good news and the reason why Jonard wanted Sim to be here. Sim! “Has Sim been chosen as a candidate?”

      Sim choked as Jonard issued a sputtering chuckle and sat down on the corner of his desk.

      “Not Sim. They choose the young, not the old to become Holy Sapere,” Jonard said. “Sapere Martias has been nominated.”

      “Martias? Wow.”

      “Yes,” Jonard said with a wide smile, “and he's selected you to be his Sacred Knight.”

      “Me?” The privilege felt unreal even as Sim stood at his side slapping him on the back in congratulations.

      Sim's boisterous voice cut through the haze of Steigan's thoughts. “That's my boy!”

      “Who are the other two candidates?” Steigan asked, new fears enter his thoughts. Making Martias the Holy Sapere wouldn't be an easy task.

      “Saperes Petor and Orian.” Jonard looked at Steigan as though reading his exact thoughts. “The Council of Elders has requested you leave for New Lilinar tomorrow morning.”

      Steigan nodded slow and thoughtfully. The woman in white had said events were manifesting. He focused on Jonard and took a deep breath. Steigan had to know the answer to the question so pressed in his mind. It seemed impossible, but if Martias had already made it through the selection process.... “Please tell me, Sapere Jonard, does Martias have a realistic chance? Could it happen?”

      Jonard's lips pulled into a serious line, but then he nodded and his features softened. “I believe he does. They wouldn't have approved his request for you as his Sacred Knight if the Council of Elders weren't serious about his nomination. They would've told him to select someone local as his Sacred Knight.”

      “Wow.” He felt the news sinking in now. “Martias as the Holy Sapere.”

      Sim's eyes sparkled as he smiled at Steigan. “That would be a sight to see. Go make us all proud, Steigan.”

      Steigan nodded, feeling the excitement rise. “I will be the best Sacred Knight ever!”
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      Morning service flashed by under Steigan's growing excitement. He'd leave tomorrow to be Martias' Sacred Knight. He rode through town, circling around in the streets just to feel the sun on his face and enjoy the moment. He couldn't wait to see Arlyn and tell him the news, assuming Jonard hadn't already told him. But he had to go home first to finish his chores, especially since he hadn't been home since yesterday afternoon.

      Cobblestone streets changed to dirt as he made his way toward the outer edge of Whalston. A merchant stood ready to unpack the load of goods coming in on Travelers' Road. Seeing Steigan, he called out and waved, “Thank you, Dominus!”

      Steigan saluted with his hand over his heart. “All in good service,” he replied. “Anything good coming in? Something I should pass on to Lucinia?”

      “Nothing new,” the merchant said with a shake of his head. “Only absolute essentials here in the hope they'd make it through. Thanks to you though, I'll be placing a big order today.”

      The merchant's daughter, Jalana, stepped into the doorway and waved to Steigan.

      “Good to hear.” Steigan nudged Tyana forward as he nodded to Jalana.

      “Tell Sim to come on over. I've got a good flask of Multerric left and he deserves it for raising such a fine boy.”

      “Come on back down with him,” Jalana called out.

      “I'll let him know.”

      As Steigan rode away, he felt heat rising in his cheeks. He couldn't imagine Sim sitting around with the other merchants in town gabbing about what a good lad Steigan had become. He wondered if Jalana's father would feel the same way if he knew Jalana had once kissed Steigan in the alley by the store; his first kiss. He waved to the wagon driver as they crossed paths on the road.

      The sign for Sim's Inn and Tavern swung lightly in the breeze, making the short chain holding it to the pole creak. Steigan rode around to the left side of the building, urging Tyana to leap the small fence where Lucinia had tiny white, pink, and blue flowers planted around the posts. The unicorn trod across the grassy patch toward the main path leading to the stables.

      He removed the tack from Tyana and let her loose. After putting her saddle on a board and hanging her bridle, Steigan picked up a pitchfork and started to clean the stables. Sim came in and grabbed the pitchfork.

      “Go in and get some rest,” Sim ordered.

      “But the stables need cleaned.”

      “You've done a great service to this town in catching those bandits. The least I can do is finish your chores for you today.”

      Steigan nodded. “Thank you.” He knew he could enter through the kitchen, but he chose to walk back out to the road. The inn sat only feet from Travelers' Road where it entered town from the forested road leading all the way to New Lilinar. He glanced down it, trying to see as far down the road as he could until the ground disappeared in the haze of rolling landscape and shadows. In the other direction, Whalston's business day had begun in earnest and the streets were filling with traffic.

      Steigan walked into the inn through the front door. He knew he should feel tired, but sleep didn't seem like a priority right now, not when he felt alive with so much energy. He never thought he'd actually be chosen to be a Sacred Knight.

      Compared to the sunshine outside, the inn seemed darker than usual but couldn't dampen Steigan's floaty emotions. He breathed deeply of home, where he felt so good, and the scent of old wood and breakfast cooked long ago filled his nose. Musty air of both cheap and expensive smokes blended with aged ale. A couple roomies, people who were currently renting lodgings at the inn, had wandered down to start their day. Soon the town regulars would straggle in.

      “Good morn', Dominus Steigan,” a barmaid said, waddling toward him with a tray of empty steins. “Bright blessings to see you happy today.”

      “And you are positively glowing, Matoline. It's not fair that you should have so much energy carrying around for two.”

      Matoline shrugged. “I do what I must. Wouldn't be fit to have the baby in naught but straw.”

      She had such an odd way of speaking and Steigan secretly loved to listen to her talk. The very words she used made him long for a time past.

      She spoke like the woman in white from the forest last night!

      Where did Matoline say she'd come from? Briarsville? Hallon? “Matoline, do you remember a woman from your town with long, red, curly hair? May have been a noble of some sort?”

      “N-no, sorry, I don't.” She started around Steigan. “Maybe we didn't travel in the same circles.”

      “No, maybe not.” He hurried up beside her, not ready for her to leave. He smiled, even though he'd suddenly realized how he'd miss her after he left to be Martias' Sacred Knight. “Take care of yourself and the Goddess shall shine upon you and the baby.”

      Matoline stopped as her eyes widened, but she quickly blinked away the fear Steigan had spotted in them. “You sound like you're leaving.”

      Steigan continued to force the smile though he suddenly hated the thought of leaving home. Maybe he felt more tired than he thought. “I am, but only for a little while. When I get back, you'll have that boy bouncing on your knee.”

      “For shame, Dominus. You know it'll be a girl.”

      Steigan couldn't fake the smile any longer. He started to walk away, but over his shoulder, he said, “Boy. Just you wait.”

      Matoline snapped a rag after him and continued about her work.

      Turning, Steigan stood in the doorway at the back of the tavern for a moment and watched her go about wiping down wooden tables. He didn't understand why one instant he could be deliriously happy and the next so homesick without even having left.

      Had the woman in the forest rattled him into believing that unseen forces were moving him into place like a pawn? What if the vision of her had been a dream? Maybe he'd fallen asleep. Or a mirage. He'd heard tales of people who'd had visions and strange sights when they'd been hungry or thirsty. He'd left with provisions in his pack, but he couldn't remember eating or drinking after heading out. Had his head played tricks on him when he didn't treat his body with the respect it needed? He'd been so intent on tracking the bandits and capturing them he allowed the old forest trees to spin tales in his mind.

      Steigan headed toward the stairs, but the scent of simmering vegetables wafted toward him from the kitchen and leashed him. His stomach growled and he again realized he hadn't eaten since yesterday afternoon when he'd been called out. Lucinia would hate the thought of her “growing boy” missing out on a meal. Last night must have been really hard on her. He wondered if she'd skipped a meal too.

      Steigan paused at the kitchen door to listen to the tap-tap-tap of her knife steadily chopping. Home. Had he really had that thought? He looked around the tavern from the wood beams by the bar, to the steins on the shelves waiting to be used, to where Matoline moved between empty tables. Soon the lunch crowd would come in, filling the place with Sim's laughter and teasing, Lucinia's protests, and patrons sharing talk. All these invisible sounds Steigan's memory recalled with clarity.

      Goddess! He wouldn't be gone forever. Within a week, he'd fulfill his duty as Sacred Knight and Martias would either become Holy Sapere or not. If Martias did gain the office, then he'd stay with Martias until he took his position. After that he'd be free to return to Whalston or he could stay and train other domini as would be his right. Did he already know in his heart that Martias would ask him to stay and teach and that he'd accept?

      Or were other events manifesting?

      He pushed through the two-way swinging door. Lucinia barely looked up from her chopping. She lit up with a smile but obviously had been crying. “You're home.”

      “I am, Ma. Until morning.”

      That brought tears to her eyes. She put the knife down on the table and grabbed a rag to wipe her eyes. “Sim told me. I'm sorry. I'm being selfish. I know I should be happy...”

      Steigan walked over and hugged her. “Ma, I'll be back here before you know it.” Hadn't he just tried to convince himself of that? He owed his life to the Temple. Plain and simple. He went where they wanted him to, whether to be a warrior or to be a Sacred Knight. A truthful fact he'd known all his life.

      “I know. You've gone away before. It's never been easy. This time feels different.”

      Goddess, she senses it too, he thought to himself. He wanted to press for more, but the moment vanished.

      With a sniffle, she pulled away and dried her eyes again. “I have something for you.”

      “Really?” He instantly hated the tone of his voice, like a little kid finding out he has presents on his birthday. A true dominus would remember to stay humble. Armor and a sword were all that were truly needed. “You don't have to give me anything.” Steigan turned away and sat down at the small table against the wall and pulled an orange from the bowl of fruit sitting as the centerpiece. He rolled the orange around on the wood.

      “Hush now,” Lucinia said as she bustled away. “I made this for a special occasion and I can't think of any time more special than you going to be Martias' Sacred Knight.” She opened a low cupboard door and reached toward the far back.

      He pressed the orange a little too hard and it shot out from beneath his hand and landed on the floor. Ah, Goddess, she'd hidden it away from him to keep him from accidentally seeing it.  He bent to get the orange. She'd last hid away new embroidered robes she'd made for Sim when he elevated to a second rank Sapere.

      She placed an oddly-shaped package bundled in blue cloth and tied with a gold cord on the table in front of him.

      Even wrapped! “You really didn't have to,” Steigan said.

      “You never ask for anything. You're my son and I feel like I'm hardly ever able to do anything for you. Now open it.”

      Steigan untied the cord and carefully unfolded the material. A black cavalier hat with a long black plume feather and one side of the brim upturned had given the package it's odd shape. A band of gold curling ribbon trimmed the hat. He lifted the hat out, almost afraid to touch it. Beneath lay a padded doublet of black velvet and blue satin lined with gold trim. Lucinia took the hat from him so he could pick up the doublet. He scarcely wanted to touch it.

      “It's beautiful,” he said looking up at her. “I can never wear it though.”

      Lucinia looked momentarily crushed. “Why not?”

      Steigan laughed as he stood up to give her another hug. “I'll get it all dirty. You know that.”

      Lucinia swatted his arm. “Hopefully Holy Sapere Martias will keep you out of the mud.”

      “Thank you. This is wonderful.”

      Lucinia started to tear up again. “We should make sure it fits. You wouldn't want to get to the Induction Ceremony and find it's too short.”

      Steigan began to gather up the package when he smelled something burning. Almost at the same moment, Lucinia caught a whiff of it too. They both glanced around the kitchen, starting at the fireplaces. Over Lucinia's shoulder, Steigan saw it through the window before she did. The air outside had grayed with smoke.

      “Sim!” Steigan dropped the doublet on the table and rushed for the door. In a moment too short, his life went from being good and correct to feeling the terrible heat of the flames eating away at the old dry wood of the stables.
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      Steigan bolted out the back door and hopped the hedgerow rather than going through the gate. He felt the heat before he even reached the stables. Goddess, how had this happened? He didn't remember a lantern burning inside when he'd gone in just a few minutes before.

      He threw his arm over his nose as he ran through the smoke. “Sim! Sim, where are you?”

      A muffled noise to his left drew his attention. Through the smoke, he saw Sim tied and gagged, leaning against one of the paddock walls. He looked up to see bald Braccus with his sword already drawn.

      Steigan pulled his blade and dropped into a preconditioned stance, wondering where the other bandits were. His senses came alive, his ears listening for more noises. His body automatically prepared with an instinctive breath, one filled with smoke. He fought the urge to cough and lost, but managed to keep it down to one little choke. “I'm warning you,” he recovered, “let him go. I took you down easily enough last night. I can do it again.”

      Baldy stepped around Sim. “I wasn't expecting a fight last night. I thought you were a member of the Onim, not some little punk.”

      Swords crossed, a quick clashing duel with Baldy pushing Steigan back.

      “Onim? What are you talking about?” Steigan recovered his stance. “I didn't realize, 'Let's tear him apart,' was a code phrase. Sorry. The grease is on the spoon.”

      Baldy bristled at Steigan's remark. “What else was I to expect, you being out there alone, chanting the old rites.”

      Had they been watching him that long? Steigan crouched lower and gripped his sword tighter. He wished Baldy would quit talking and start swinging, make everything easier for him.

      He caught a movement to the side in his peripheral vision and Steigan turned unsure of an attack, but wanting to defend against Baldy in case the bandits were surrounding him. The hazy light coming through the stable doors blinded him momentarily, but not before he saw a silhouetted bandit push Lucinia forward through the door.

      Steigan straightened, half stepping toward Lucinia before remembering Baldy beside him. He lost his battle stance and threw his arms wide to indicate he wouldn't attack anymore. “No, let her go. Please.”

      A board crashed down behind him. The fire crackled in the loft threatening to take down the whole section above them. Lucinia stifled a scream, muffling it into her fleshy hands. Sooty tears streaked down her cheeks as she stared at Steigan with wide blue eyes. He'd never seen her so scared.

      Baldy jerked his head, indicating to the other bandit to put the woman with her husband. “If I had revealed myself to you last night, would you have let me go, Dominus, or would I be dead now?”

      The fire burned on the paddock where Sim and Lucinia were. Steigan knew he should be watching Baldy, but his whole mind concentrated on how to get his family out of here. “I have no clue what you're talking about.”

      A beam gave way behind them and the building swayed. Steigan's smoke-filled eyes stung.

      “Please, let them go. It's me you want revenge on. Just let them go. I'll put down my weapon and not fight you.” Steigan let his sword dangle from loose fingers.

      “Steigan, no!” Lucinia cried out.

      Baldy exchanged a quick look with the other bandit as though not sure he should believe Steigan.

      Steigan knew he had to act quickly on the indecision. “Look, I'll go first.” He dropped his sword and held out his hands in surrender. “It's down.”

      Baldy reached down and picked up Steigan's sword. “Let's go.” With a wave of Steigan's blade, he bullied Steigan toward the door. The other bandit grabbed Lucinia and pulled her toward the door. When Steigan realized that Sim had been left behind, Steigan tried to cut around Baldy toward Sim. Baldy grabbed Steigan's tunic and dug his fingers under Steigan's armor to hold him back.

      “The filthy sapere stays. He must die,” Baldy said.

      Steigan glared up at Baldy. “Who says? Who made up that rule?”

      “Strangely enough, the saint you're named after. Go now.”

      Released from Baldy's grip, Steigan bent over and rammed his shoulder guard into Baldy's stomach. “No way. I'm not leaving without him.” He made a grab for his sword, but Baldy had anticipated that move more than he had Steigan ramming him.

      “Braccus, let him get the sapere.”

      Steigan glanced around for the man who'd spoken. He could hardly see anything through the thick smoke clouding everything, but he saw a third bandit in the doorway.

      Bald Braccus moved out of Steigan's way, clearing a path for Steigan to retrieve Sim. Steigan ran inside the stables, dropped beside Sim, and pulled his dagger from behind him to quickly cut the ropes holding Sim.

      With Sim on his feet, Steigan tried to hoist Sim onto his back to carry him out, but Sim waved him off. Surely if his lungs hadn't been filled with smoke, Sim would've insisted of his fine health. Steigan turned and found Braccus right behind him with his hand out toward Steigan. “Now hand me the dagger.”

      Steigan took a step forward with the dagger pointed at Braccus, carefully watching the man's eyes for fear. Just one flicker, but he found none. He still needed to get Sim out. Turning the dagger, he handed it hilt first to Braccus.

      As Braccus herded them out at weapon-point, Steigan reached for Sim to pull him out of the smoke. Sim carried Tyana's saddle.

      “Leave it,” Steigan growled. “It's not important.”

      Sim hefted the saddle higher and pulled it toward his chest. “There are few things,” he coughed, “in this world you're attached to. Tyana is one of them. You're going to need this.” He could barely complete the sentence. Once outside and clear of the burning stables, Sim dropped the saddle and practically fell on top of it choking out the smoke in his lungs. Lucinia collapsed at his side in an instant, hugging him.

      Steigan saw his opportunity as most of the bandits had their attention turned to Sim and Lucinia. He whistled, hoping for Tyana to be close by. With her, he had an advantage.

      Braccus turned on Steigan like a bear and punched him. The solid blow to his jaw sent Steigan spiraling to the ground. On his stomach and propped up on one arm, Steigan rubbed his jaw. Braccus' feet entered his line of sight. “If you think that unicorn is going to come help you, you're wrong.”

      Steigan stood up and dusted himself off. “I was telling her to leave quickly.”

      Braccus shook his head. “You're a terrible liar.”

      “I told you I wouldn't fight you.” Steigan held his arms slightly out from his sides. “What do you want?”

      Braccus moved around behind Steigan and took a hold of his jaw, fingers digging into the tender spot left from the punch. Braccus forced him to look at the burning stables and the flames as high as the nearby treetops.

      “Start by taking a look at the damage you've done,” Braccus growled in his ear.

      It hit Steigan all at once, the whole ramifications of the barn burning and how this would hurt Sim's business. Between running the tavern and his duties at the Temple, Sim didn't have time to worry about building new stables. Steigan's hands came to his head as though he could keep out the intruding thoughts. “Sim, I... oh Goddess...”

      “Steigan...” Sim groaned. His throat sounded ragged from the smoke.

      Steigan knew Sim's eyes had to be as irritated as his own. “Ah, Goddess. I endangered you and Lucinia. I'm so sorry. How can I...”

      Braccus whipped Steigan around and pushed him backwards. “You're right, boy. You endanger the people you love when you play at being a dominus.”

      Steigan threw his arms out, his hands wide. “Fine! Take your retribution and be done with it.”

      Braccus moved toward him with his sword, but Speedy came forward and put a hand on Braccus' chest. “Don't break him yet. We're on a mission and he may have information we need,” the bandit said.

      The bearded bandit added, “Not to mention the bad luck you'd bring down on us. I have a dreadful feeling about this.”

      Braccus glared at the second bandit. “Superstitious twit!”

      Speedy spoke, “Chetal's right.”

      Braccus shrugged and grabbed Steigan's tunic. “Looks like you're going with us.”

      “Please don't hurt him,” Lucinia said, looking like she wanted to stand and take on the bandit, but not quite brave enough to do that considering their numbers.

      “It's all right, Ma,” Steigan said to her. Then to Braccus he added, “I'll go willingly and tell you what I can.”

      Braccus smiled, turning the sword over in his hands. “Oh, I'll make sure of that.”
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      Steigan sat on the ground tied to a tree most of the day. Though they had blindfolded him during the journey here, Steigan estimated they were in the forest half a league south of Whalston, not far from where he'd captured these robbers last night.

      Grief! Had it only been last night. He hadn't yet slept, but it felt like several days had gone by since he'd spoken to the woman in white.

      He wondered how long he'd have to wait for the right moment, especially as the night grew darker and he watched Braccus playing with his sword by the fireside, the shiny metal catching a glint of light every now and then.

      Chetal, the bearded bandit, took a seat by Braccus and started poking the embers with a stick. As though speaking of a troubling thought, he said, “There's one thing that bothers me.”

      “What would that be?” Braccus growled though he sounded like he didn't really care what bothered Chetal.

      “Saint Steigan rode a unicorn too. What if it means something? I mean, what are the chances?”

      The name drew Steigan's interest. He'd never heard of a saint with his name.

      Braccus shrugged. “It has no meaning, I assure you. Coincidence only.”

      “But what if by harming him we harm ourselves?”

      “The only harm we're bringing ourselves is letting his family live. By now, they've alerted the town guard and the other domini in the area.” That seemed to spark a question in Braccus' mind. He looked around as though he'd forgotten where he tied Steigan and called out, “Besides you, how many domini are in this squalid little town?”

      Steigan thought about lying, but knew Braccus had seen right thought him earlier. “Three,” he answered.

      “Four, huh?” Braccus picked up Steigan's dagger from where he had it beside him on the log. “Soon to be one less.”

      Steigan lifted his chin as though daring him.

      Braccus started to get up, but Chetal leaned closer to him. “Braccus, I really don't think it's wise to kill him. I'm really getting a bad vibe from that thought.”

      Braccus turned sharply on Chetal, putting the dagger against Chetal's throat. “All I've heard since we left Dubinshire has been your pathetic, superstitious nonsense. I think you've been hanging out with Aeribela for far too long.”

      Chetal gave Braccus an angry shove. “I don't think you take this seriously enough.”

      Nith, the shortest bandit, turned to them. “Quiet, someone's coming.”

      Steigan itched to move, to make some sort of noise. But the little voice in his head told him to remain still and wait a bit longer. Soon. He just had to have patience long enough to make sure he could take them all out while keeping Sim and Lucinia safe. In the meanwhile, he listened for any sound in the silent forest. Even the crickets stopped. Someone definitely approached.

      A moment later, the bandit with the hood came into their camp. “Make ready. Princess Aeribela is coming.”

      The men dropped to their knees.

      “Princess?” Steigan whispered. These men weren't common bandits if they accompanied a princess, and they'd mentioned that they came from Dubinshire. Oh, Goddess! They were royal guards. Steigan wouldn't get another chance to take them out. Fate wouldn't appear as dumb luck. If he wanted to make it out alive now, he better think fast and not underestimate them further. Reality sunk deeper into his bones as he pulled against his tight restraints.

      Three people entered camp, the first being the remaining 'bandit,' followed by a woman in a green cloak who walked beside – Steigan's heart stopped – Arlyn! What would Arlyn be doing with these people from Dubinshire? Steigan glanced away, not wanting to see them together. Pain at this betrayal seared through him worse than the smoke had. If any moment of the past couple days had been a dream, Steigan wished this were it.

      “Please rise,” the woman said. “I've brought Dominus Arlyn back with me.”

      “Well met again, Dominus Arlyn,” Braccus said to Arlyn while they exchanged a quick rough handshake.

      They used Arlyn's title as though they had the right to! Steigan choked. His cough drew Arlyn's attention.

      “Steigan, what are you doing here?” Arlyn knelt down beside Steigan.

      Braccus moved toward them, not daring to get too close to Arlyn. “The whelp made the mistake of pretending to be one of us.”

      Arlyn stood as he whirled around on Braccus. “Whelp! By the Goddess.”

      Steigan struggled against his bonds when he really wanted to cover his face with his hands. Unbelievable! How could his mentor come and find him tied up and helpless like this? What cruel fate had he irritated now to make sure he soaked in thorough embarrassment? “Leave me be. I've got this handled.”

      Arlyn drew out his dagger. “Oh, I can see that. Bang up job you're doing of it too! As always.”

      Steigan's face burned hotter.

      “Stop,” Braccus yelled. “You can't let him go. He'll put us all in danger.”

      Arlyn pulled his blade against the rope, snapping it. Then he pulled Steigan to his feet. “And without him, we have no hope.”

      Chetal laughed. “See, I told you something just wasn't right.”

      “Go, Steigan. Go on home. I'll stop by later.”

      Steigan moved between Braccus and Arlyn, his gaze tight on Arlyn. “No. I won't leave you here alone with them. They're the ones who've been making trouble on Travelers' Road.”

      Arlyn shook his head with an exasperated sigh. “No, they aren't.”

      “They aren't?”

      “I'll explain everything to you later.”

      The woman in the cloak stepped forward and removed her hood. Blond ringlets fell around her tiny face.

      Steigan recognized her instantly as the woman he'd seen at the Temple earlier this morning in that moment when he'd felt danger nearby. Now he knew why! A heathen from Dubinshire on holy ground in New Lilinar’s territory. He knew he should do whatever it took to capture them and take them to New Lilinar to hang for treason. But Arlyn...

      The woman stepped closer to Steigan. “Dominus Arlyn, who is this person? He feels...” She raised her hand toward his face but didn't quite touch him. “...Connected.”

      “I assure you, Princess, he is. But now's not the time.” Arlyn looked Steigan over, then glanced around. “Where are his weapons?”

      “If I'm so connected,” Steigan protested, “why don't you explain it to all of us, at once?”

      Aeribela raised her hands, her head swaying from side to side like she'd fallen under a charm. “Oooh, it wraps around him. Like a serpent dragon coiling. He absolutely sparkles.”

      Steigan stepped back, half afraid that if she touched him, he'd fall under her spell. Arlyn must be under her control right now. It seemed the only answer. Magic. That's what they practiced in Dubinshire.

      Arlyn stepped between Steigan and Aeribela, pushing Steigan behind him but leaning toward Aeribela. Steigan heard Arlyn say roughly and under his breath, “Shh. He'd doesn't yet understand his role. Say no more.”

      Braccus handed Steigan's sword and dagger back to him. “This is a bad idea, Dominus Arlyn. He's going to turn us all in.”

      “No, he won't,” Arlyn said.

      “How can you be certain.”

      Steigan took his weapons. “If Master Arlyn trusts you, then that is good enough for me. For tonight. Come tomorrow, I'll be back to visit you about the stables.”

      “The stables?” Aeribela's eyes grew wide. “Oh. Oh! The smoke.” She tilted her elfish face and half smiled. “Braccus, you didn't!”

      Braccus shrugged.

      Steigan slid the dagger back into its scabbard, but he kept his sword out as he backed into the darkness of the woods. “Tomorrow, Braccus.”

      Steigan moved deeper into the blackness, letting the shadows swallow him.

      Braccus had turned to watch Steigan go. Now he turned to Arlyn and said, “Your training I suppose? I should've known. He's good, Dominus Arlyn. I hate to admit it, but even with my sword already drawn, I didn't see his attack coming.”

      Arlyn smiled. “You don't know the half of it. If you were smart, you'd find a way to make amends before tomorrow.”

      “Of that I'm certain. He proves himself to be a man of his word, through and through.”

      Steigan heard a footfall to his left and when he glanced, he saw Tyana a short distance away with her saddle already on. Sim, Steigan thought, wondering how long Tyana had been near him, waiting for her moment. He edged closer to Tyana, put his foot in the stirrup, and lifted himself up.

      “Just the way I raised him,” Arlyn said in the last piece of conversation Steigan heard as he turned Tyana and rushed back to Whalston.
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      Steigan sat at a table with his back to the wall and a good view of people entering through the door. Any moment now Arlyn would come in. Steigan waited.

      Behind the bar, Sim and Lucinia kept whispering and sending furtive glances in his direction, but whenever Lucinia came by to help customers in the back corner she gave Steigan's table a wider berth. Sim never came out from in back of the bar.

      They were both avoiding him. Steigan knew they had good cause to.

      Why hadn't he just gone to the Temple? He tipped his head back and lightly banged it against the wall. He took up the mug held wrapped in his fingers and took another sip. Goddess, when Lucinia walked by him the next time, he ought to throw this watered-down garbage at her.

      No, Lucinia didn't deserve his anger. She'd been through a lot today. Tomorrow he'd bring back Braccus' head for her. After he drank enough ale to put himself into a nice sleep, which shouldn't take much, he figured, considering he didn't drink. A clear head is one that stays alive, Arlyn always told him. A clear head also didn't hang out with traitors! Just what had Arlyn been doing tonight?

      Steigan set the mug down on the table again. There had to be a reason. Arlyn had to be part of some covert operation to capture maeges from Dubinshire. Retired domini were known to occasionally perform missions for the Temple.
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