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Synopsis

When the Goddess Ithyris appoints shy priestess
Kadrian to become Her first shaa’din, or holy warrior, in a
millennium, everyone is mystified by Her decision—especially Kade
herself. On the battlefields of Mondera, as Kade struggles to
defend Ithyria from a dangerous new enemy, she’s also brought
face-to-face with her greatest personal temptation: the childhood
sweetheart who had once nearly kept Kade from her spiritual
calling.Erinda was born into the service of the royal family.
Endless household chores and a passion for horses fill her days,
but her nights are consumed with hopeless longing for the woman she
lost to the temple seven winters ago. Erinda knows Kade will never
return to her. After all, what mortal could ever hope to compete
with a Goddess?
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Chapter One

I am Qiturah, Honored Mother of Verdred Temple and
humble scribe to the Goddess Ithyris. As the Goddess’s historian,
it is my responsibility to document the significant events of our
generation as they unfold, so that Her wonders may never be lost to
memory.

We, the priestesses of Ithyris, know that our Divine
Lady’s power shines brightest when love is Her instrument. It is
our sacred duty to bring this truth to Her people. Perhaps you have
already read my first contribution to these chronicles, wherein
love served as Her weapon in the Battle of the Ranes. Scarcely a
season has passed since Queen Shasta’s coronation, yet I have
already been given a second such story to relate.

This time, however, I bring you a tale not of
royalty, but of faith.

 


The day had been completely ordinary. In fact,
Qiturah might even have described it as tedious. Prayers, chores,
mealtimes, and studies had been carried out at their scheduled
times, without the slightest anomaly. Certainly she had received no
warning, not even the smallest hint, that this afternoon was to be
any more remarkable than any other—right up until the moment when
the Goddess Ithyris materialized, unheralded, in her private
chamber.

She was more beautiful than any mortal woman Qiturah
had ever seen. In a single, glorious instant, the Honored Mother of
Verdred learned for herself that the legend was true: Ithyris’s
translucent skin appeared to glow from within, as if the brilliance
of Her spirit could not be contained by Her body. Her limbs were
slender, Her features delicate, the bridge of Her nose a perfectly
straight line. Her mouth was expressive and sweetly sensual, and
Her eyes…Qiturah found it impossible to look into those luminous
eyes for more than a few seconds before gooseflesh swept her
skin.

The shock of Her arrival was soon eclipsed by a
sensation of nakedness. Before the Goddess’s all-encompassing gaze,
Qiturah might as well have dropped her robes to the floor, for all
the good they did. Ithyris’s ability to view her was not limited to
physical attributes, and Qiturah felt Her perusal to the core of
her being, her every grace and shortcoming laid bare. The feeling
might have been humiliating were it not for the breathtaking
tenderness in Her eyes.

Qiturah’s knees struck the floor. Her arms came up of
their own volition, thrown wide, and her head fell back. This was
the traditional Ithyrian prayer position, but Qiturah had never
truly understood the reason for it until this moment.
“Y’kurakura nasiaa; y’vysashun lo siriaa. Ah Shaa’Nalusa, nu yi
ailo, nu yi ailo…” The hymn fell naturally from her lips, and
the words had never been so true.

My heartbeat dances for You; my blood is singing for
You. Oh Divine Lady, You are with me, You are with me…

In all her sixty-seven winters, Qiturah had never
felt more alive. Ithyris almost never appeared to the mortal eye.
Even the sound of Her voice was a rare and precious gift. Qiturah
had never dared to hope for an honor such as this. Yet She was
there, bare feet hovering a handbreadth above the floor, pale hair
and robes floating as if suspended in water.

“Qiturah, y’ostryn makluran.” The ariose
syllables chimed like bells. Qiturah, my beloved daughter.
Qiturah’s eyes filled with tears as she tried to form a proper
reply, but her lips could only move noiselessly.

“Byrias ai piare,” the Goddess said. You
must help me.

Qiturah gasped and pressed her fingertips to her
forehead. What could She possibly want from her, that warranted
such an extraordinary personal visit? “Of course, Sweet Ithyris,”
she replied in the Ithyrian tongue. “You know I will do whatever
You ask.”

“Yi fuli shaa’din.”

Qiturah stared at Ithyris in disbelief. Had she heard
correctly? She did her best not to stammer as she asked, “Who, my
Lady?”

“Y’ostryn n’nu tana veran. Kadrian.”

“It shall be done,” Qiturah said, and Ithyris’s mouth
curved upward. If She had been beautiful before, this small shift
in Her expression elevated Her loveliness to inhuman proportions.
It was the most wonderful smile Qiturah had ever seen, and she felt
light-headed.

“Kurariaa.” Thank you.

Ithyris was gone as swiftly as She’d come. She
vanished in a whisper, like a candle extinguished by the wind.
Qiturah stared longingly at the space where She had been, savoring
every detail of that face, that smile, pressing the images into her
memory as carefully as she could. She wanted never to forget them,
for this was the most momentous day of her life.

“No, thank You,” she said to the empty air. “Thank
You, oh thank You…”

Her head was spinning, not just with the Goddess’s
unprecedented visit, but with the intriguing request that had
provoked it. A shaa’din! Not since the Twelve had the
Goddess called a holy warrior into Her service, and the
implications were as alarming as they were thrilling.

A millennium ago, Ithyris had bestowed Her spirit on
twelve young women in order to drive Her brother-God Ulrike’s
darkness back into the mountains of Dangar. With an army of the
Goddess’s devoted followers at their heels, the Twelve had waged
war against the disciples of Ulrike. As shaa’din, they
channeled the Goddess’s power into the mortal world, and ultimately
they succeeded in carving out a swath of land, bordered to the
south by sea and to the north by mountains. There the Goddess’s
people could live in peace, sheltered from Ulrike’s raging lust for
dominion. The Twelve had become the first Honored Mothers of
Ithyria. Each province of the kingdom inherited one of their names,
and their accomplishments were immortalized in folk songs and
bedside tales passed down through generations. Even today their
influence pervaded almost every aspect of Ithyrian life, and
rightfully so, for without them Ithyria would not have been.

Now Ithyris had declared there would be another
shaa’din, and Qiturah could only imagine what She might have
in mind. Just a few moons earlier, a renewed war with Dangar had
seemed inevitable. A power-hungry traitor from within the Ithyrian
royal house had struck an unholy bargain with the Dangar emperor. A
horde of barbarian warriors advanced on the northern provinces,
intending to reclaim them in the dark God’s name. But Ithyris
intervened. The Battle of the Ranes ended in a wondrous spectacle
of Her celestial fire, and the death of the traitorous Chancellor
Kumire. And, by some strange miracle no one could explain, the
barbarian horde had retreated—perhaps because the easy victory they
had anticipated no longer seemed certain? With Queen Shasta of Rane
restored to the throne, the kingdom had joyfully celebrated its one
thousandth winter of freedom from Ulrike’s tyranny. There had been
fireworks, and feasting, and a great release of tension, as if all
of Ithyria had let out a collective sigh of relief. Everyone was
looking forward to a time of peace in which to rebuild, but this
stunning turn of events seemed to indicate that the Goddess
anticipated yet a greater fight ahead.

Qiturah tucked a cushion beneath her knees, which
were beginning to smart from the impact with the stone floor. She
closed her eyes, tilted her head back, and breathed deeply. Some
tremendous darkness must be approaching, for Ithyris to call a
shaa’din into Her service once more. The need was evidently
so great that She had come personally to ask Qiturah to prepare the
chosen vessel for Her power. To be called to such a task was the
greatest honor Qiturah could imagine. Much research would be
necessary, as she was not even certain how a shaa’din was
created. Such a thing had not been done for a thousand winters.

What an enormous change was about to take place in
the life of this fortunate—or perhaps not so fortunate, for the
responsibilities to be laid on her shoulders were
unimaginable—young woman. Ithyris’s choice was curious, for the
priestess She had named was quiet and timid. Truthfully, Kadrian
did not seem at all like a leader. But Qiturah held absolute faith
that no one knew a person’s true heart as well as the Goddess. In
fact, this was the second time Ithyris had requested the services
of this particular priestess by name. Last winter, Ithyris had
directed Qiturah to send a letter to the capital city of Ardrenn,
and She specified that Kadrian was to carry the message. That
mission had resulted in the rescue of the Ithyrian princess. Had
those events been a precursor for whatever was happening now?

The news was sure to come as a shock to young
Kadrian. How would the other priestesses react? How would the
citizens of the kingdom react, for that matter? This was certain to
cause as much fear as celebration. Yet like it or not, Qiturah
realized, Ithyria was about to witness the birth of a legend.

*

The infant’s distinctive amber-colored eyes
brightened with interest at the thick braid dangling a fingerwidth
from her face. She shrieked and grasped for it with tiny hands.
Erinda laughed and kept her hair out of reach as she finished
straightening the bedclothes in the cradle. Then she reached down
and took the child in her arms.

“Feeling playful tonight, Your Highness?” she asked
the baby, who fisted the end of one of her braids and attempted to
stuff it in her mouth.

“She’s been a handful all day. One can only hope
she’ll sleep soundly tonight.” The ancient woman who hobbled up
behind Erinda had been tending the royal nurseries for four
generations. No one even remembered her real name anymore; she was
known to everyone simply as “Nurse.”

Erinda could hear the weariness in her voice, and
smiled. “Why don’t you rest for a while, Nurse? I can watch her
until the Queen returns. I passed the conference room on my way
here, and the viceroys were just adjourning for the day, so it
shouldn’t be long.” She didn’t add that the provincial leaders had
been red-faced and irate as they shoved their way out into the
palace corridor, suggesting that today’s session had rubbed more
than one man the wrong way. That generally meant that the young
Queen had said or done something inflammatory, which was becoming
almost a daily occurrence of late.

The haste with which the old woman scuttled from the
room was comical. Nurse enjoyed her work, but it was also a
well-known fact that the crotchety woman treasured her quiet time
alone.

The baby had busied herself with the lacings of
Erinda’s bodice, gumming the leather thongs into a slippery tangle.
She was a cheerfully preoccupied child, interested in everything
that passed before her eyes, though her focus shifted as quickly as
a honeybee danced between flowers. Her full title, as bestowed by
her adopted mother the Queen, was Her Royal Highness the Crown
Princess Bria Talon Shastis of Rane; quite a grand name for such a
tiny girl. The Queen had taken to calling her “Brita,” a
contraction of Bria and Talon that was much less of a mouthful.

Hefting the baby in her arms, Erinda looked seriously
into her golden eyes. “So it’s been a busy day for you, has it,
little Princess?”

“She’s not the only one,” Shasta said from behind
them, and Erinda looked up to find the Ithyrian Queen in the
nursery doorway, watching them with a smile. The Princess kicked
happily at the sound of her adoptive mother’s voice, and Erinda
delivered her into Shasta’s waiting arms.

“Hello, my pretty girl,” Shasta murmured, and held
out the heavy emerald pendant around her neck for the baby to
examine. Giggling, Brita clutched at the gem with chubby fingers,
trying to guide it toward her mouth, and Shasta laughed.

Erinda could not help noticing fine lines at the
corners of her friend’s eyes. Shasta was scarcely twenty winters of
age, and had only held her office for a matter of moons, yet the
strain of her office was already beginning to show on her face.
Erinda worried for her. The responsibilities she bore were heavy,
and this evening Shasta’s pretty features were even more tense and
drawn than usual.

“Difficult day, Your Majesty?”

“Erinda, I’ve told you time and again that I’d much
prefer you to call me by name. For the love of the Goddess, we grew
up together.”

Erinda cringed. The women of her family had served as
maids in the palace for as long as any of them could remember. The
proper forms of address were so ingrained in her upbringing that it
seemed like treason to refer to the Queen in casual terms, even if
she did regard her as a dear friend.

Shasta seemed to read her mind, and her eyes
twinkled. “Consider it a royal command, if that makes it easier.”
She smoothed Brita’s sleek black hair and pressed a kiss to one
plump cheek. “And yes, it was a very difficult afternoon. Every day
I discover that dreaming up great and noble ideas and actually
implementing them are two very different things. There are so many
things I want to change, but politics are all about maintaining a
delicate balance. A small change to one regulation might mean the
salvation of one family, but also the starvation of another. No
matter how many plans I think up to better equalize wealth and
opportunity across the population, those who already have both just
find ways of passing the costs down onto the ones whose shoulders
they’re already standing upon.” She shook her head wearily. “I
suppose I had this naïve idea that once I gained the crown, I’d be
able to clear up all Ithyria’s problems with a few strokes of the
pen. I never imagined how complicated it would be.”

“Haven’t you already made a great many improvements?”
Erinda had heard enough palace gossip to know that even in her few
moons on the throne, Shasta had already gained much public
favor.

“Oh, I’ve managed to change a few things. Replacing a
few of the most corrupt viceroys, for a start. But I’ve had to stop
myself on so many occasions to ask if I’m really doing it because
they’re corrupt, or if I’m just silencing dissenters. Blindly
forcing my own will makes me no better than the men I despise.”
Erinda thought this was an impressively wise statement, but the
tension lines deepened around Shasta’s eyes. “I have too much
power, Erinda. I can use it to keep the nobles in line, but who’s
going to keep me in line if I lose my way?”

Erinda wasn’t sure how to answer, so she just
squeezed her hand. She knew Shasta well enough to recognize the
shadows haunting those famous amber eyes. “They were pushing the
heir thing again, weren’t they?”

Shasta’s lips tightened and she drew the cooing baby
closer. “They refuse to take no for an answer, no matter how many
times I say it. Princess Brita is my heir. I will have no other.
But the nobles are getting bolder with their arguments and insults.
This afternoon, the Fynnish viceroy had the audacity to call her
a…” she lowered her voice and whispered, as if not wanting the baby
to hear, “…a Halflander.”

Erinda’s mouth dropped open. “He didn’t!” It was an
insult of the rudest sort, referring to the Princess’s
half-Outlander heritage. The black-haired, olive-skinned Outlanders
were regarded with contempt by many of their fellow Ithyrians. “I
hope you pitched something hard and spiky at his head.”

“Worse,” Shasta said wryly. “I hit him. Just about
flew over the conference table, in all my regal glory, and slapped
the viceroy of Fyn across the face. It was dreadful.”

“I think it sounds magnificent. Wish I could have
seen it.”

“It certainly felt good at the time, but…oh, Erinda,
what was I thinking? I am the Queen of Ithyria, and instead of
putting that man in his place with the dignity of my birthright, I
let him goad me into brawling like a barmaid in the middle of the
royal conference room. The viceroys are in an uproar. We had to
adjourn for the day.”

“Well, I may not be the Queen of Ithyria, but I say
the man had it coming.” Erinda caressed Brita’s cheek with a
fingertip. “Our little Princess is Rane blood, same as you. And I
daresay her Outlander mother, may Ithyris grant her peace, would
have been right at your side boxing the viceroy’s ears if she were
alive to do so.”

This brought a wistful smile to Shasta’s face. Bria,
the baby’s birth mother and namesake, had been her childhood
companion. Bria’s free-spirited and somewhat unscrupulous approach
to life had caused them all considerable trouble, but in the end
she had given her life to save Shasta’s, and with her dying breath
she had entrusted her infant daughter to Shasta’s care. Shasta
loved Brita as her own, but unfortunately, that love caused no end
of strife with her royal counsel. The provincial viceroys
vehemently opposed her decision to make Brita heir to the Ithyrian
throne.

“I’m sure you’re right.” Shasta’s features softened
as she gazed down at the baby. “But I have decided to leave it all
for tomorrow. Business is over for the day, and it’s time for happy
thoughts.”

The nursery’s double doors swung open, and the
anxiety on her face melted into a radiant smile. “Speaking of happy
thoughts…”

A tall, broad-shouldered, olive-skinned soldier
strolled into the room and moved to plant a tender kiss on the
Queen’s lips. Erinda had to grin as the lovers murmured greetings
between kisses. Talon was captain of Shasta’s royal guard, and
adopted “father” to the baby Princess. Most of the kingdom knew
Talon as a man; Erinda was one of the few aware of the truth.

“Good evening, Captain.” Erinda dropped into a
playful curtsy.

Talon winked. “Good evening, yourself.” Her deep
voice held the faintest hint of flirtation, though no one knew
better than Erinda that the Outlander’s heart belonged only to
Shasta. “And how’s our little girl tonight?” she asked as she took
the Princess from Shasta’s arms. Brita squealed as Talon made a
face at her.

“Full of energy, it seems,” Shasta replied, letting
Brita curl a little hand around her index finger.

The resemblance connecting the three of them was
evident. By blood, the child was Talon’s niece and Queen Shasta’s
cousin, and so while she had the dark hair and skin of an
Outlander, she also possessed the distinctive golden irises known
to legend as the “amber eyes of Rane,” the genetic demarcation of
the Ithyrian royal house. Together, the three made a beautiful
family. Yet as much as Erinda adored them, she still felt a
niggling pang of envy.

Talon chuckled, but her eyes searched Shasta’s face
with concern. “You sound tired.”

Erinda could hear the deliberate lift in Shasta’s
voice. “It’s nothing, really. You know how trying these conferences
can be.”

Erinda was certain Shasta’s nonchalance didn’t fool
Talon any more than it did her. Everyone in the kingdom was aware
of the viceroys’ impassioned refusal to acknowledge Princess
Brita’s claim to the throne, and Erinda suspected that the baby’s
half-Outlander heritage was a large part of the reason. The nobles
felt that the Queen, of prime childbearing age, owed the kingdom a
more suitable heir—preferably one that was male, lacked any hint of
Outlander blood, and was from her own body rather than her
traitorous late cousin’s. To that end, they pressured her at every
possible opportunity to consider the matter of marriage, something
Shasta emphatically refused.

Only Erinda knew the extent of the private strain
this generated for Shasta and Talon. While their romantic
relationship was a common theme of court gossip, most could not
imagine how sensitive the subject truly was. The two of them had,
in fact, discussed marriage, but Talon was reluctant for many
reasons—not the least of which was her guilty fear that perhaps she
was preventing Shasta from fulfilling her duty to the kingdom.
Talon’s love was so absolute that she would sacrifice anything,
even her own happiness, to ensure that Shasta’s position at court
was safe and secure. Erinda had never known anyone so
single-mindedly selfless.

Now, Erinda watched every one of those conflicting
emotions pass over Talon’s handsome features. But after a moment,
Talon merely pressed a kiss to Shasta’s temple and murmured,
“Perhaps you and I should go hold a…conference of our
own.”

Grinning, Erinda took Brita from Talon’s arms and
waved the lovebirds away. “Go, both of you. Enjoy some time
together. You’ve earned it.” She waggled her eyebrows at Shasta.
“Do try to keep it down this time though, Your Majesty?”

While Shasta’s cheeks flushed crimson, Talon’s mouth
curved. “Tired of faking those stomachaches for us, Erinda?”

“You both know I’ll do anything for you,” Erinda said
tartly, “including gagging down the healer’s awful potions to cover
for our Queen’s…um…enthusiasm.” Shasta turned an even deeper
shade of red and buried her face in Talon’s chest. Erinda laughed,
then. “No need to be embarrassed, Your Majesty. I’m glad you’re
both so happy. You deserve it.”

Still, she struggled again with pangs of envy as the
two left arm in arm, Talon whispering something in Shasta’s ear
that made her flush and giggle. Yes, Erinda was pleased that her
friends had found such bliss together, especially since the journey
to reach this point had been long and painful for each of them. But
nonetheless, their happiness was a constant reminder of the life
she would never have.

Like Shasta and Talon, Erinda found herself drawn to
other women in the way most women were drawn to men. She had
embraced this at an early age, and over the winters had taken a
handful of discreet lovers—which had even, for a time, included
Talon herself. But it was highly improbable that Erinda would ever
experience the joy of a relationship like theirs. For one thing,
Talon had the distinct advantage of her male disguise. While her
affair with the Queen might be considered scandalous because of her
station and background, even her Outlander blood, the fact that she
was a woman was not part of that scandal. How likely was it that
Erinda would find a lover she could be with so openly?

And even if she could…Erinda shook her head sadly and
touched her forehead to the baby’s. “Ah, little Princess, as you
grow up, take great care with your heart. Choose carefully who you
give it to, for you may never get it back.”

Brita’s eyelids drooped sleepily, and Erinda sighed.
“Bedtime, is it?” She carried the baby back to the cradle and sat
down to rock her. She started to croon a lullaby, and let her
attention drift.

This was not something she did very often, as her
thoughts, left unchecked, invariably ran to the one topic forbidden
to them. Even as she hovered at the fringes of those dangerous
memories, she knew there would be a steep price to pay. The
emptiness was sure to find her tonight, to keep her awake long
after the rest of the palace was asleep, wrapping her in the grief
and anguish she deserved for such careless indulgence. But right
now, she didn’t care.

Green eyes, the vivid hue of grass right after a
rainfall, were smiling at her from the depths of her imagination.
They were breathtaking, and she couldn’t bring herself to force
them away as she usually did. Then it was too late, as Kade’s
entire face came into focus, her laugh echoing through Erinda’s
mind. She could not have stopped the memory from following then,
even if she’d wanted to.

 


They were lying together beneath the biggest tree in
the palace gardens. It was late autumn, and Erinda was seventeen.
Kade, nearly a winter older, was stretched out on her stomach next
to her, propped on her elbows as she twirled a fallen leaf between
her fingers. Her golden hair was cropped in a blunt line just below
her jaw—the distinctive hairstyle of a Pledged.

“I can’t believe the ceremony’s coming up so fast,”
she said, and Erinda could recall with perfect clarity the
melancholy in her tone.

“What’s the matter?” she heard herself ask. “I
thought you couldn’t wait to take your vows. You’ve wanted to be a
priestess your entire life.”

“Yes, but…” Kade flipped over, settling her head on
Erinda’s lap. Her face was pale, her eyes large and serious. “After
the ceremony, I won’t see you anymore, Rin.”

No one else in the world called her that. In another
two moons, no one would ever call her that again. The knowledge sat
like rocks in her stomach, but for Kade’s sake, she couldn’t let it
show. “Sure you will. I’ll be in temple for prayers all the
time.”

“You hate temple prayers.”

“Not when you’re there.” Kade’s hair drifted like
corn silk between Erinda’s fingers. “In fact, I’m pretty sure that
I’ll be praying twice as often once it’s the only—” The only way
I’ll ever get to see you. Her throat closed around the
words.

Their separation was inevitable, but as children
their eighteenth birthdays had seemed a comfortable eternity away.
According to tradition, families sent their firstborn sons into
military service, and firstborn daughters into the service of the
Goddess. Erinda’s older sister had taken vows eight winters ago,
and in spite of her reassurances to Kade, she knew how rare it was
to even catch a glimpse of her sister now. The priestesses’ shaved
heads and filmy veils made them difficult to tell apart. Half the
time she wasn’t even certain she recognized her sister’s face
anymore.

The rocks in her gut tumbled around each other, and
she swallowed a wave of nausea. How was she going to live with
this? Kade was biting her lip, watching her, tears glittering along
her lower lashes. The sight of them grounded her at once. She had
to be more careful—Kade could read her too easily.

She swept the pad of her thumb under Kade’s eyes.
“Hey, stop that. At least my mother will be pleased. She’s
constantly badgering me to spend more time at the temple.”

“Well, you are practically a heathen.”

Oh, thank the Goddess. Teasing was something she
could work with. She feigned a gasp. “I am not! Take that
back.”

“Can’t. The Pledged are unable to lie.” Kade squeaked
as Erinda’s deft fingers found the ticklish spot on her ribs.

“Take it back.”

Kade hopped up from Erinda’s lap, grinning and poised
to run. “No way.”

The elaborate palace gardens had always made for a
fine game of chase. Such childish antics might be undignified for
young women their age, but right now it was comforting to forget
that the lonely world of adulthood was looming so close. For a few
minutes they could be seven winters old again, happy and silly,
free of painful grownup concerns. Kade’s laughter rang in her ears,
leading her around trees and under bushes and over the smooth stone
pathways that looped through the flowerbeds, until Erinda finally
caught the back of her robe and they both tumbled to the grass.

She pinned Kade beneath her, trapping her wrists
together with one hand and securing them over Kade’s head. With the
other hand, she threatened the ticklish spot again. Kade struggled,
giggling, but they both knew she had lost. Erinda was younger and
shorter, but she had always been stronger.

“Take it back,” she said.

Kade’s chest heaved as she tried to catch her breath.
“Whatever you say.” She squealed again as Erinda’s fingertips
skimmed her ribs. “All right, all right! You’re so mean.”

Erinda relaxed her hand, feeling the delicate bones
of Kade’s ribcage curve beneath her palm, too close to the skin.
After more than a decade of friendship, this fragility was
something she probably ought to be used to, but every now and then
it still managed to take her by surprise. She squeezed with her
fingers, just a little bit. “Ah, but you love me anyway.”

Ugh. The cheeky quip was underscored by an inflection
that sounded plaintive, even to her own ears. What was she doing?
This was madness.

The expression on Kade’s face shifted. One moment her
mock-pout was buoyant and playful; then she was gazing at Erinda so
intently that Erinda felt the air hitch in her lungs. Kade’s eyes
were set just a little too close together, her nose slightly too
pointed, her chin a bit too narrow for most people to consider her
pretty. But the sharpness of her features had always reminded
Erinda of a hawk, or maybe a fox. Sleek. Intelligent. Elegant. She
found herself possessed by the need to memorize this face, before
it was gone forever. Greedily, she drank in the sight of her: the
faintly freckled skin, the perfectly arched eyebrows, the tiny mole
just below her left eye.

Beneath her, Kade’s heart was thudding. Erinda could
see the pulse in her throat. Her hair was spread in the grass, a
halo of gold and green, and she held Erinda’s eyes without seeming
to breathe. Something inside Erinda quivered and warmed, weighing
her down over Kade’s body as if she could melt them both into the
ground. As if she might be able to keep her from leaving, if only
she could wish it hard enough. Kade was staring at her with such
uneasiness, like she was struggling to work out the answer to a
hopeless riddle. Transfixed, she felt her grip on Kade’s wrists go
slack. Kade didn’t try to move away, but one of her hands freed
itself and threaded into Erinda’s hair.

She brought Erinda’s face close, until her breath
fanned softly against her lips. “Of course I do.”

But when Erinda leaned down toward her, Kade’s other
hand pressed her chest, stopping her descent. She wasn’t pushing
her away, but for a long moment she held Erinda’s face a
fingerwidth from hers, one hand trembling in her hair, the other
splayed against her breastbone. Such deep sadness filled her eyes,
warring with another darker emotion that Erinda couldn’t
identify.

Gently, Kade released her hair and maneuvered out
from under her. “Afternoon meditation will begin soon. I have to
go.”

The words filled Erinda with inexplicable dread.
“Kade, wait.” But Kade was already walking away, into a cloud of
mist that was curling through the hedges. Erinda leapt to her feet
and followed, anxiety increasing with every step.

“Wait, please!” The mist swirled into the space
between them, wrapping around Kade’s silhouette, obscuring her from
view. Erinda broke into a run. “No!”

The fog was so thick that it was like trying to run
through water. Her legs strained in vain to keep up. Kade got
farther and farther away, until all Erinda could see was the
contrast of her pale hair against the deepening gray.

Then, even that was gone. There was nothing but the
mist, cold and empty. It enveloped her, wisping into her throat,
cutting off her breath. She tried to shout for Kade again, but the
words never left her lips—or if they did, they were swallowed by
the silence. She could feel herself dissipating, thoughts and
emotions dulling around the edges. Soon she, too, would
disappear.

The hazy light was fading. She wheezed for air that
was no longer there, reaching blindly into the empty void, trying
to remember what it was she was even chasing. Her fingertips, then
her hands, then her wrists vanished in front of her eyes.

 


“Erinda?”

A voice pierced the dark, drawing her up through the
shadows until her head broke the surface. With an enormous, painful
gasp, Erinda’s lungs filled, and her eyes opened. Shasta was
standing over her, worry creasing her forehead.

“Goddess, Erinda, are you all right? What’s the
matter?”

Dazed, Erinda shook her head. “I’m sorry, Your
Majesty. I must have fallen asleep. I didn’t wake the baby, did
I?”

Shasta scooped the sleeping Princess into her arms.
“No, no, she’s fine.” But she eyed Erinda with concern. “Are
you?”

Her heart was pounding so hard that she felt dizzy,
and her mouth was dry, but Erinda summoned a sheepish smile. “I’m
all right. Just a nightmare.” When Shasta didn’t seem reassured,
she elaborated. “You know, lots of hairy, stinking men with huge
bloody axes. The usual.”

At that, Shasta’s expression turned sympathetic. “I
think we’re all still having those.” Just about everyone in the
royal court shared a residual terror of the barbarian army that had
overrun the palace six moons earlier.

Erinda didn’t like misleading her, but she couldn’t
bear to share the truth either. Kade was a personal grief. There
was nothing Shasta could do, so there was no point bringing her
into it. Besides, she’d brought the nightmare on herself with all
that foolish reminiscing. Erinda stood with an exaggerated
stretch.

“The Princess will be in your room for the night,
Majesty?”

“Of course. You should go get some rest.”

Erinda curtsied and took a candle from the nearby
table as she left the nursery. The palace chambermaids shared a
dormitory just down the hall from the Queen’s childhood bedchamber,
which the little Princess would likely inherit once she’d outgrown
the nursery. When Erinda’s mother had taken sick last winter,
Erinda had been promoted to head of household. As such, she was
allowed her own small room, located just behind the larger one
shared by the six other maids assigned to the royal chambers.
Erinda nodded politely to Alva, the youngest of her staff, who was
climbing into her bunk above Hali’s. Alva gave her a smile as she
settled under her blankets. Erinda couldn’t quite muster one in
return, and hastened past to her own quarters.

She drew the thick curtain behind her, set the candle
on the chest at the foot of her cot, and mechanically went through
the motions of preparing for sleep. She kicked off her shoes and
stripped out of her apron, split skirts, laced bodice, and chemise,
hanging them from pegs on the wall. Though it was the middle of
spring, the palace was chilly in the evenings, and she shrugged
into a woolen night shift. A basin of water sat on a table under
the narrow window, and she splashed her cheeks and neck, drying
them with a towel. She left her hair plaited so the wild curls
would not tangle themselves into a hopeless snarl during the night.
In the morning, she would comb them out and re-braid them for the
day’s work.

After snuffing the candle, Erinda climbed into bed
and pulled the quilts to her chin. Then she closed her eyes and
sighed as the first fat drop of moisture escaped her eyelids. There
would be many more before she could sleep…if she could sleep at all
tonight. The searing tears and miserable ache in her chest were her
penance for being so foolish. She accepted them, allowed them to
consume her, her body racked with sobs muffled into the pillow
beneath her.

Kade was gone. She’d left seven winters ago, when
she’d vowed to the Goddess that she would serve the temple for the
rest of her life. Erinda had realized, too late, that she was
hopelessly in love with someone she would never be allowed to keep.
And just as that realization dawned, Kade’s departure had torn a
gaping hole in her life.

In seven winters, the emptiness had never filled. The
raw edges had never quite healed. Yet gradually, the suffering
became endurable. The paralyzing despair was pushed back, a little
at a time, as she learned to censor her thoughts. She locked away
every memory of Kade in the deepest part of her mind and severely
refused herself access to them. It was the one thing that
worked.

For a time, existence had been manageable. She filled
her days with work, friends, and, whenever possible, with the
distraction of clandestine lovers. Things were going all right
until Talon came along; courageous, gallant Talon with all her
carefully guarded secrets, and an impossible love of her own.
Erinda found herself breaking her own rules, sharing memories she’d
sworn never to bring up again, in her desire to help her friends
find the happiness that had eluded her in her own life.

Then, last spring, Kade had appeared on a
cabinetmaker’s doorstep in the middle of the night. She’d been sent
by the Goddess to rescue Princess Shasta from a terrible palace
massacre. For two long days, Erinda found herself in unbearable
vicinity to the woman who’d broken her heart. Sitting opposite her
in the carriage, Kade’s vulpine brows and vivid green eyes were
recognizable as ever above her priestess’s veils. Erinda couldn’t
stop herself from staring. A thousand things she wanted to say
welled up at once, each one choked back by all the others. Yet Kade
would not look at her, would not speak so much as a word. Not even
after Erinda tracked her down in the Great Temple, and—

She stifled another cry into her pillow. Everything
had gotten so much worse after that. Exiled memories and hollow
agony plagued her every day, and it was so much harder to rein them
in. But she had to. Somehow, she had to, because Kade was never
coming back.


Chapter Two

“Mother Qiturah, I don’t understand.” Kade gaped at
the Honored Mother in consternation. “There hasn’t been a
shaa’din since the Twelve.”

Qiturah’s long golden earrings tinkled as she nodded.
“I am aware of that.”

“And there are thousands of priestesses in Ithyria
now.”

“Yes, there are.” Not a hint of annoyance tinged the
Honored Mother’s voice, though of course she knew all of this
already. She seemed to be allowing Kade the chance to process her
shocking announcement.

“With so many Daughters in Her service, why would
Ithyris require another Handmaiden?” A thousand winters ago, there
had been only twelve young women standing between Ithyris and Her
wicked brother Ulrike, God of the Flesh. But now, surely so many
priestesses, armed with the Goddess’s celestial fire, were
sufficient to protect the kingdom.

“She did not tell me, Ostryn. But I am certain
you will get the chance to ask Her yourself very soon.”

“Your Honor, there has to be some mistake. The
Goddess could not have chosen me.” After all, she didn’t meet one
of the most important requirements. The thought brought a flush to
her cheeks, and she hoped the Honored Mother would not be able to
see the heightened color beneath her veils.

“Oh, She was quite clear. Ithyris specifically
requested ‘My Daughter with the viridian eyes.’ And then She called
you by name. No, Ostryn Kadrian, there has been no
mistake.”

“But that’s impossible.” Kade felt her face getting
hotter as panic built. Ithyris knew all, of course. All her
guiltiest secrets. She had sworn to spend the rest of her life
atoning for her failures, but in her heart she knew that was not
enough. Ithyris didn’t seem to think so, either. Was this yet
another test of her loyalty?

Any other priestess would be overjoyed beyond words
to be told they’d been selected by the Goddess for such an elite
calling. It was a fantasy, a fairy tale. This kind of thing didn’t
happen anymore. And instead of demonstrating the appropriate awe
and gratitude, she just felt fearful and embarrassed. How could she
possibly look the Honored Mother in the eye and explain the truth?
The humiliation would be too much to bear.

But then she realized that was probably the point.
After how she’d betrayed Ithyris, how wantonly her traitorous heart
had failed Her even after so many winters in Her service, she
deserved much worse than this. Kade inhaled and closed her eyes.
If this is what You ask of me, Divine Lady, I will obey. I swear
I am Yours alone, now and forever.

“Your Honor, I’m certain that the Goddess does not
mean to make me shaa’din.”

The Honored Mother raised her eyebrows. Kade’s entire
face was burning. “A person must have certain attributes to become
the Goddess’s Handmaiden.” She’d hoped maybe Qiturah would catch
on, but her expression did not change. Kade shuddered as she forced
the words out. “That is…Everyone knows that…. Well, the chronicles
say that only virgins can be shaa’din.”

To Qiturah’s credit, she didn’t so much as twitch an
eyelash. But the silence that fell through the study filled Kade
with shame. Only through sheer force of will was she able to keep
her head up, keep her eyes on the Honored Mother as she considered
this statement. The effort made Kade’s knees tremble. What would
happen now? Qiturah was sure to demand details. Maybe she would
even conduct an investigation. Technically, Kade hadn’t broken her
vows, but that didn’t mean that such an inquiry might not result in
her excommunication once the whole truth came out. That kind of
disgrace was not something Kade would be able to live with.

After what seemed like a quiet eternity, Qiturah laid
a hand on the sheaf of paper on her desk. “Do you know what this
is, Ostryn?”

Kade shook her head miserably, and Qiturah smiled.
“This is the Book of Verdred. These are the records penned by
Ithyris’s very first scribe, Verdred of the Twelve.” She traced the
neat lines of script with her fingertips.

Kade stared at the sheets of parchment with wide
eyes, wondering if Verdred had outlined a procedure for dealing
with priestesses whose virtue had been compromised.

Qiturah chuckled, probably mistaking her terror for
awe. “Oh, this isn’t the original, of course. That’s contained in
the Ithyrian Treasury, and I doubt even I would be granted access
to it. No, this is just a transcription, but it’s one of the oldest
copies still in existence. I’ve been poring over it all night in
the hope it might guide us through the ceremony required to fulfill
the Goddess’s command.” Qiturah shuffled the sheets until she found
the passage she was looking for. It was written in the ancient
Ithyrian tongue, of course, but the Honored Mother translated aloud
as she read.

“And it came to pass that Ithyris, Divine Goddess of
Spirit, chose Twelve from among the daughters of Man—girls of pure
heart, untouched by men—to become vessels for Her power. These
Twelve were called holy warriors, Handmaidens of the Goddess, and
through them Ithyris would manifest Herself within the world of
Man.”

Qiturah tapped a spot on the page with her finger.
“Bakaryt’dulanu rynzarti da. Literally, ‘bodies of men
touched them not.’ The use of the male-gendered bakaryt is
particularly interesting when one considers the previous phrase,
Bak’ostryn, which we translate to ‘daughters of Man,’ though
the root word Bak is not gender specific, and refers to our
race as a whole.” She must have read the confusion on Kade’s face,
because she laughed.

“Yes, I know, linguistic intricacies are not as
interesting to everyone else as they are to me. The point is, today
our translations tend to simplify much of the complexity of the
original text. In our modern scripture that first phrase is usually
reduced to a single word, ‘virgin.’” A knowing light entered her
eyes that Kade found unsettling. “Perhaps, however, that is too
narrow a summarization.”

Kade frowned. She enjoyed studying, but this was over
her head.

Qiturah leaned forward and asked patiently,
“Child…was it a man?”

Several moments passed before she realized what
Qiturah was asking, realized what she must have guessed. She never
would have expected the Honored Mother of Verdred, of all people,
to have knowledge of such things. At a loss for words, all she
could do was shake her head.

Qiturah sat back in her chair. “Ah, I thought not.”
Though her face was obscured by her veils, Kade was stunned at the
smile lines that appeared around her eyes. “Well, Ostryn, it
appears that you aren’t disqualified after all. Ithyris doesn’t
seem to think so, and Her opinion’s the only one that truly
counts.”

Her astonishment grew as it became apparent that not
only was Qiturah unfazed by her mortifying admission of impurity,
she didn’t even seem shocked by the unusual nature of her
indiscretion. Questions buzzed so frantically in her head that she
could barely untangle them enough to say anything at all. “Mother
Qiturah, isn’t it…I mean, aren’t you going to…?”

“Aren’t I going to punish you?” The smile lines were
replaced by a look of sympathy. “No, Kadrian. Something tells me
you’re doing a fine job of that all on your own.”

In the distance came the sound of the temple bell,
and Qiturah rose to her feet. “Thank you for meeting with me so
early. I wanted to tell you privately, before I shared the news
with the rest of the temple this morning. There is so much
preparation to be done, and I fear we have little time.”

Dismay filled her as she realized that in just a few
minutes, every priestess in the temple would learn of her calling
to become shaa’din. The response would be dreadful. Stares
of envy and disbelief, whispered conjecture as she passed in the
halls…how was she going to endure all the eyes watching her, all
the questions she was sure to face? She hadn’t even processed the
strangeness of it all herself.

Perhaps Qiturah understood, because she said, “I
think you shall be excused from group prayer this morning, child. A
period of solitary meditation seems more in order, given what’s
about to occur for you.”

Grateful, Kade bowed. “Thank you, Your Honor.” The
bell continued to toll overhead, and Qiturah had just enough time
to lay a reassuring hand on her shoulder before hurrying from the
study to lead the morning prayer service.

Kade headed down the hall in the opposite direction,
relieved she wouldn’t have to be there when the announcement was
made. She didn’t know how she would have managed it, standing there
trying to look…well, how was she supposed to look? Embarrassed?
Delighted? Graciously humble? Every facial expression, every word
she spoke, every person whose eyes she met—and anyone’s she
didn’t—every bit of her reaction would be analyzed down to the most
minute detail. Every priestess in the temple would be wondering why
Kade had been chosen when she herself had not, wondering what made
Kade most worthy in the Goddess’s eyes. They would all want to know
what this meant, the calling of the first shaa’din in a
thousand winters. They’d have so many questions, none of which she
had the answer to.

She reached her room. A beaded curtain draped the
doorway, and it clattered back into place behind her. From down the
hall she could hear the soft patter of feet on the stone floor;
someone was running late to prayers. Kade sat on her cot and closed
her eyes.

The Goddess Ithyris wanted her—shy, reclusive,
overly-emotional, far too attached to her former life even after
seven winters in Her service—to become a vessel for Her power.
Why? It was the one question that drowned out all the others
in her head. Why me? She could list fifty women in Verdred
Temple alone who were much better candidates. Every one of the
Twelve had been powerful, charismatic, a great leader. She was none
of those things. What was Ithyris expecting from her?

Qiturah had said she’d be able to ask the Goddess
herself soon enough. What would that be like? Up to now, her
personal experience of Ithyris had been limited to the loving,
blissful spirit that surrounded her during prayers and meditation.
Ithyris’s aura, in and of itself, was breathtaking. But the
chronicles said the Twelve had direct communication with Her. They
regularly heard Her voice, even saw Her with their own eyes. Few
priestesses were lucky enough to experience such direct contact
today, and those occurrences were few and far between. Qiturah was
the one person Kade knew of who had heard the Goddess speak more
than once. She could not imagine seeing Her face, hearing Her voice
for herself. She also knew she wasn’t worthy of it.

The Twelve were said to have had extraordinary
abilities, channeled by Ithyris through their bodies. The legends
described everything from hearing others’ thoughts and influencing
their emotions, to transforming dust into drinking water and making
themselves invisible. How many of the tales were true and how many
were exaggeration handed down through generations, no one really
knew anymore. But the Twelve’s abilities were related to the safety
of Ithyris’s people and lands. Kade wondered what that might mean
now, what it would be like to feel Ithyris’s power inside her,
accomplishing impossible things according to Her will.

She could imagine nothing more glorious than to feel
Ithyris within her so intimately, flowing through her with more
life-giving sustenance than her own heart’s blood. All Daughters of
Ithyris shared the same passion to give themselves to the Goddess,
to be one with Her spirit. This insatiable longing, which Kade had
felt since childhood, was what had drawn her into the Goddess’s
service even when it felt like every other part of her would die
when she took her vows. She had made the sacrifice because this was
where she was meant to be, here in Ithyris’s arms.

Yet that certainty hadn’t been able to quench the
other more selfish cravings of her heart. She had been unfaithful.
She had given a piece of herself to another mortal, when all of her
should have been reserved for the Goddess alone. Now, try as she
might, Kade could not take that piece of herself back. If she was
being honest with herself, part of her didn’t really want to. Would
that even matter anymore, once Ithyris made her shaa’din?
Was this an answer to her prayers, or was the Goddess just laying
claim to that final, tiny part of Kade that rebelled?

She dropped a prayer cushion onto the floor and
lowered her knees onto it. Disjointed thoughts tumbled in her head
like trapped butterflies. She had been so sure that the
consequences of her confession to Qiturah were to be her punishment
for betraying Ithyris. It hadn’t turned out like she’d feared, but
that didn’t mean her guilt was absolved. The Honored Mother might
be satisfied simply because the Goddess had named Kade
shaa’din, but Ithyris had to have some other intent. This
must be some sort of trial or test, perhaps even retribution for
Kade’s egregious transgressions last spring.

She winced, remembering how the cabinetmaker in
Ardrenn had opened his door and suddenly her greatest temptation
was staring her in the face—the same pouting lips, wide gray eyes,
and mousy brown braids that she remembered from childhood. But
Erinda’s cheekbones were more prominent now, her features mature
and defined, and her plump, girlish figure had developed into lush
curves. The shock of Erinda’s presence had been savage, like being
kicked in the stomach. It wasn’t just bewilderment at seeing her
after so long. It was the way her blood heated in an instant, the
way she had to use every ounce of self-control she had to stop
herself from taking Erinda in her arms and burying her face in
those soft curls as if they hadn’t even been apart for a day, much
less six winters.

That moment had been the Goddess’s way of showing her
just how empty all her prayers for forgiveness and promises of
eternal faithfulness were. Oh, she’d managed to sit silently
throughout the torturous, two-day carriage ride to Verdred, as they
whisked the Ithyrian Princess from the city. She’d kept her eyes
averted from Erinda’s, endured being stared at while Erinda’s
sadness radiated into the space between them, until it felt like
she would suffocate with guilt. She had succeeded in remaining
firmly seated on her side of the coach, even when every muscle in
her body shook with the effort it took.

But her heart had betrayed Her, nonetheless. While
Erinda and the Princess slept, her eyes lingered helplessly on
Erinda’s mouth until her own lips were tingling with longing. Every
weary line etched into the pretty face pierced her with remorse.
She knew Erinda too well, could see right past the cheerful façade
that she knew was for the Princess’s benefit. Clearly, she wasn’t
the only one for whom six winters hadn’t made a bit of
difference.

Since they were children, Erinda had always been the
kind of person who needed companionship and affection, needed them
the way other people need food and water. All this time, Kade had
consoled herself with the certainty that her beloved had moved on
to someone else, someone who was giving her everything Kade could
not. Instead, what she saw now was a mask that Erinda kept wrapped
around her like armor. She realized that Erinda had not been happy
in a very long time, and that discovery led her into anger.

It was one thing for the Goddess to put Kade’s
resolve to the test, even to discipline her unfaithfulness. Kade
had vowed complete submission to Her will. But Erinda had made no
such vows. Ithyris had no right to punish her as well.

Such blasphemous thoughts preoccupied her after they
reached the Great Temple. Kade did her best to avoid Erinda
whenever possible, but there were still times when they passed in
the halls, or when the sound of her voice from within the
Princess’s chambers made Kade halt outside the curtained entrance,
straining to hear her again. Every encounter, no matter how small,
fueled her furious inner fire. No one else seemed to notice the
shadows haunting Erinda’s eyes, the calculated lilt in her tone,
the forced effort of her laughter. But Kade saw it all, and her
anger grew.

Then, one night, she was alone in the temple kitchen
scrubbing dishes when Erinda’s voice came unexpectedly behind
her.

“Need a hand?”

Kade turned to see Erinda’s hesitant smile, one that
revealed just a hint of the dimple that hid at the corner of her
mouth. She swallowed hard. That smile—she hadn’t seen it in so
long, and it still had the power to disarm her. She moved aside so
Erinda could join her over the tubs of soapy water.

For several minutes, they washed dishes side by side,
scrubbing the plates and rinsing them before stacking them in a
rack to drain. It was a poignantly familiar scenario. How many
times had she helped Erinda in the palace kitchens just like this
when they were children? She was too conscious of Erinda’s presence
beside her, the space between them fizzing with the relentless
magnetism that had always drawn them to one other. From this
proximity, she could feel sorrow and uncertainty pulsing from
Erinda in waves. It made her chest ache.

Erinda reached around to fetch the towel hanging from
a hook on the table. Her hand came to rest on Kade’s hip, and Kade
froze. Erinda was on tiptoe, her lips close to Kade’s ear. “I miss
you.”

The confession was so small and broken, so
vulnerable, that she felt her stomach turn over in agony. It was
her fault Erinda was in so much pain. She must have looked alarmed,
because Erinda lifted a hand to her veiled face. “Shh. It’s all
right.”

She flinched as Erinda’s fingers brushed her cheek.
Erinda quickly withdrew, but Kade reached out and caught her hand.
She closed her eyes, struggling for the right thing to say.
Rin, I’ve never stopped loving you…I think of you every
day…Or even just a simple I miss you, too. Surely that
would be permissible? But nothing she said was going to take
Erinda’s pain away, and letting herself admit any of this out loud
would just lead her even further from the Goddess than she was
already.

Erinda was unpinning one side of the gauzy material
that covered Kade’s nose and mouth. Her eyes held Kade’s anxiously
as she drew the veil away, her lips a delicate, dark flush of
color. Kade could read the longing in her gaze, and knew exactly
what she wanted. Stunned, her legs shook beneath her, though with
anticipation or terror she couldn’t tell. The blood rang in her
ears. Common sense demanded that she put a stop to this, but she
didn’t move. She didn’t protest or struggle as Erinda again rose on
tiptoe and kissed her.

She’d forgotten, after so long, just how exquisitely
soft Erinda’s mouth was. Her memory did no justice to the taste of
her kiss, the incredible sensation of her warmth pressed so close.
Her lips were full, hot, and satiny as flower petals, and she felt
them close around her lower lip with a faint brush of teeth. This
felt like coming home to a place she’d never expected to see again.
Her stomach dropped and she felt the walls of the kitchen spinning
nonsensically around them. How had she lived without this?

Without thinking, Kade let desire overwhelm her, let
Erinda’s raw need consume them both. She moved her hands up
Erinda’s sides until her palms brushed the tender curves of her
breasts, leaned into her as much as she dared. Moisture dampened
Kade’s cheeks, but the tears weren’t hers. Kade felt her heart
constrict so tightly in her chest that she almost whimpered. Erinda
didn’t cry! Erinda never cried.

Oh Goddess, Rin, what have I done to you?

How long had Erinda lived with this kind of pain?
Their physical contact allowed her to feel for herself the
incredible depth of Erinda’s grief, and her rage flared again. The
cruelest part was yet to come, because she knew what she had to do,
and it was so much worse than when she’d had to walk away the first
time. She pushed Erinda back, her roiling emotions making the
action rougher than she meant it to be, and covered her face again
with the veil. This wasn’t fair. Why should her commitment to the
Goddess require her to rip an innocent heart to pieces? Was Ithyris
truly that jealous of Her Daughters’ affections, that She would
condemn Erinda to such suffering just for daring to love one of Her
priestesses?

Kade panted softly as an excruciating play of anguish
and shame crossed Erinda’s tear-streaked features. She watched in
horror as flickers of that carefully fabricated nonchalance
appeared and then disappeared, as if Erinda was fighting
desperately to pull her armor back in place again. But she lost the
battle. More tears slid down her cheeks, and Erinda spun around and
fled the kitchens altogether.

Kade turned back to the tubs of dishwater and let her
own eyes spill over uncontrollably.

Those tears were back again now, hot and dripping
down her cheeks as she knelt by her cot and rocked back and forth,
chanting. The whole thing had been her fault. If she had kept her
focus on the Goddess, where it belonged, she’d have been able to
handle it so much better. She might have been able to talk with
Erinda, to give them both some comfort and closure. She could have
encouraged Erinda to move on with dignity and compassion, instead
of tearing her heart wide open again. All the misery Erinda had
been through, everything she was undoubtedly still going through
now, that was all on Kade’s head, because Kade hadn’t been willing
to let go herself, first.

Please, Divine Lady, don’t let her suffer any
further on my account. I will do anything You ask. I will gladly be
Your Handmaiden. I will follow wherever You lead to the end of my
days. Anything You wish of me is Yours for the taking. But please,
Sweet Ithyris, give Rin peace. Let her find happiness. Please.

Kade didn’t know if she was even permitted to make
such a request. After all, it was Erinda who pulled her attention
and loyalty away from the Goddess to begin with. But right now, she
didn’t care. Her life belonged to Ithyris, and she would obey Her
until her last breath. There was no reason for Erinda to pay the
price for her shortcomings. She continued to rock her body back and
forth, tinkling syllables of the Ithyrian tongue dropping from her
lips in hypnotic rhythm.

After a while, she began to feel the Goddess’s spirit
settling around her. A sensation of calm crept over her frantic
mind, soothing her tormented thoughts. The hymn’s ancient
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