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Note on Pronunciation

Jame is one syllable with a long “a.” Rhymes with “fame.” Tigh is pronounced “Tig.” Rhymes with “twig.” The spelling of her name follows the Ingoran rules of grammar where the “h” indicates the eldest daughter of the House of Tigis.
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Chapter 1
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“YOU CALL THIS person a challenge? I’ve seen bigger and stronger weeds in my grandma’s garden.”

“You bet I’m challenging you, you daughter of a Yitsian snow monster.”

Jame looked up from inspecting a wad of wool on display and frowned. She arched her neck to look around the maze of animal pens and vendors, not to mention all the people. She spotted the black hilt of Tigh’s sword and scooted through the narrow gaps between pens and people to the sheep shearing demonstration.

Tigh saw her and waded through the spectators away from the demonstration to an open space outside the pens.

“Did you hear it?” Jame asked as she approached Tigh.

“Hard not to.” Tigh squinted into the dusty late afternoon sun. “She has to be close.” She turned in the direction of a large and raucous crowd. “Isn’t that the wrestling pit?”

“I don’t believe it,” Jame muttered. “We’d better see what’s going on.”

They ignored the calls from vendors hawking trinkets and food as they hurried, as best they could around loitering groups of people. Jame had to admit she enjoyed harvest fairs. The villagers were usually at their best, and it was fascinating to see what they had pride in. Came in handy when arbiting cases.

They winnowed to the front of the jeering and yelling crowd surrounding the wrestling pit.

“There.” Jame squeezed around several rapt spectators to a thin woman with pale hair and wearing a loose archivist tunic and leggings. 

The woman was wringing her hands and watching the challengers in the pit with shaking anxiety. 

“Seeran,” Jame said.

Seeran turned, gasped in surprise, and almost collapsed into Jame’s arms. “Jame. Thank Bal you’re here. Can you stop her from getting herself killed?”

Tigh came up next to Jame and gazed at the sparring pit. She shook her head in disbelief.

Jame looked over Seeran’s shoulder and winced as Tas hurled colorful insults at a woman with bulging muscles upon muscles who towered a good two heads over her.

“If this is an insult calling contest, Tas is the sure winner,” Tigh said.

Seeran sniffed and wiped her eyes. “It’s a wrestling match.”

Tigh shrugged. “Tas still shouldn’t have much of a problem.”

Seeran stared at her in disbelief. “But that woman is huge.”

“You forget she now has the skills of a Guard,” Tigh said.

Seeran blinked at her and then gazed at Tas.

The woman refereeing the match sighed at Tas and glanced at the healers who were looking on with interest from the edge of the pit. “The first woman who pins the other wins.” She sprinted out of the ring of dirt.

The large woman, wearing the loose undershirt of a federation soldier, flexed her muscles as she looked down at Tas. “I’ll try not to do too much damage.”

The soldier dove forward, and Tas launched into a graceful flip over her. The soldier hit the ground with a thud in a cloud of dust. Tas bounced and sat down hard on the soldier’s shoulders, slamming them into the dirt.

The crowd was still for only a few heartbeats. Jame’s ears popped from the explosive roar of approval followed by excited twitters.

Jame and Seeran stared speechless at Tas who was already standing and helping the soldier to her feet.

“What do they feed you up there in the mountains?” the soldier asked as she rubbed her shoulder.

Tas straightened and thumped her chest. “We feast on the spirits of the best warriors in the world.”

The referee, now smiling, strode into the ring. “Who wants to challenge the warrior from Emoria?”

Several women pushed and jostled through the crowd to get to the edge of the dirt. “Me.”

Seeran sighed. “Now she’s going to be here all day.”

Jane looked around bewildered. “What are you doing here?”

“We’re on our way to see my folks in Glaus and pick up my things in Artocia.” Seeran eyed the first challenger—a tall, wiry young woman—stepping into the circle. “We decided to go now so we’ll be back in time for the joining.”

Jame laughed. “It’d be hard to have a joining without you there.”

Seeran shook her head. “Not ours. Argis and Goodemer’s.”

Jame stared at Seeran. “What?”

Tigh turned to them with a raised eyebrow.

“You didn’t know? That must have happened after you left Emoria.” Seeran scratched her head.

“Argis. The one who never trusted mind games or magic is being joined with a Wizard?” Jame asked.

Tigh shrugged. “Must be love.”

“When are they going to be joined?” Jame asked. “I can’t believe we haven’t heard about it.”

“They just set the date a fortnight ago,” Seeran said. “Wintermas Eve.”

Jame wrinkled her nose. “Ugh. Emoria in the middle of winter. Why then?”

“They’re thinking of children,” Seeran said, lowering her voice.

“What?” Tigh and Jame asked together.

Tigh frowned. “What does Wintermas have to do with children?”

Jame ran a hand through her hair. “I’ll explain later. It’s a rather complicated tradition.”

Tigh frowned at her.

“I’m sure an invitation has been sent out to you,” Seeran said.

Tigh nodded. “It was probably sent to Ynit. We haven’t been home in a while.”

The crowd around them burst into a frenzy of noise as they chanted “Emoria, Emoria, Emoria.”

Tas bounced around, looking ready for any and all challenges, as her third challenger rubbed her shoulder as she walked out of the pit.

Seeran sighed. “I really don’t want her doing this all day.”

“Who wants to be the next to challenge this formable warrior from Emoria?” the referee yelled out.

Tigh sighed and strode into the circle of dirt. Jame almost laughed at how sudden the crowd stopped yelling and sucked in their collective breaths.

The referee gazed up at her with a raised eyebrow. “Looks like we might finally have a real challenge.”

“Tigh.” Tas’s voice cracked. She sighed in resignation.
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“ARGIS STARTED OUT pretending to protect Goodemer from the attentions of the other warriors,” Tas said with enthusiasm as they sat around a table in the town of Letahly’s only Inn. The place was overflowing with festivalgoers who had cheered and pounded the tables when Tas and Tigh walked in. The tale of their challenge was sure to be told for festivals to come.

“Pretending.” Tigh, as always, latched on to the important word.

Tas grinned. “She put up a good front but we could tell she was a goner.”

“I’m glad Argis has finally found someone.” Jame stared into her mug of spiced tea.

Tas reached across the table and laid a hand on top of Jame’s. “She’s always known you two weren’t really meant for each other. But her feelings and her stubborn pride were too deep to let it go. She respects Tigh and knows the depth of your feelings for each other.”

Jame nodded and gazed up at her old friend. “I still haven’t been able to stop feeling guilty about it.”

“That’s because you have a good and gentle heart.” Tigh wrapped an arm around Jame’s shoulder and pulled her close.

Tas grinned. “I have to admit, Argis was never the sweet talker you are, Tigh.”

“Tigh never had to worry about defending her big bad warrior image against her peers.” Jame playfully nudged Tigh.

“Argis always seemed to take our good-natured ribbing a little more seriously than most.” Tas clinked her tankard with a soldier passing the table. All night, soldiers had been going out of their way to congratulate her for taking down their undefeated comrade.

“I hope she’s loosened up a bit for Goodemer,” Jame said as a pair of young men put steaming plates of food in front of them.

Seeran and Tas looked at each other and fought to keep from laughing.

“I take that as a no,” Jame said.

“Fortunately, Goodemer doesn’t seem to mind,” Seeran said.

“So when are you two planning to head back to Emoria?” Tas asked.

Jame shrugged. “Haven’t really thought about it. We’re headed home for Tigh’s annual evaluation.”

Tas scrunched her face. “You still have to do that?”

“For the rest of my life,” Tigh said. “It’s a small price to pay for my freedom.”

“Besides, it’s always good to get together with old friends,” Jame said. “Not to mention air out the house.”

“I can’t believe you’ve been living there for, what, seven years now,” Tas said. “And to think I was at your house warming.”

Tigh raised an amused eyebrow. “If I remember correctly, you fought one of the soldiers over a certain healer’s assistant in our front yard.”

“Uh, yes,” Tas cleared her throat as she glanced at Seeran, “but that was when I was young and didn’t know what love was.”

Jame smiled in amusement. “It seems the warriors of Emoria have been taking lessons in sweet talk.”

Tas straightened. “We try to learn from the best.”

Seeran looked Tas up and down. “For a warrior she’s not bad at it.”

Tas whipped her head around but stopped at the affectionate glimmer in Seeran’s eyes and grinned.

“Fortunately, Tas can take being teased better than Argis,” Jame said.

“Goodemer has a way of teasing Argis without Argis realizing it,” Seeran said. “It’s so cute to see.”

Jame grinned. “Can’t wait to witness all this.”

“Everyone wants to see you again,” Tas said. “Panilope has been wondering when you’ll be coming back.”

“Panilope?” Jame frowned. “That’s odd.”

“She’s probably wondering if you’ve successfully converted Tigh to the way of the waterfall.” Tas laughed at Tigh’s expression.

“Tigh and I have an agreement,” Jame said. “I don’t try to turn her into a follower of Laur, and she won’t make me memorize the names of all the Children of Bal.”

Tas stared at Tigh, shocked. “And I thought Tigh the Terrible’s cruel ruthlessness was gone. How dare you threaten our princess with such torture?”

“I didn’t threaten,” Tigh said with an innocent look. “I simply put forth the best cultural swap possible.”

Seeran laughed. “I doubt the theologians would agree with you.”

“I’ll do anything that’s required of me as consort to your princess,” Tigh said.

Jame squeezed Tigh’s hand, and they exchanged affectionate looks.

“I’m enjoying learning about Laur,” Seeran said. “I’d never imagined Emoran children were a gift of Laur. There’s nothing about it in the scrolls in Artocia.”

“We treasure Laur’s gifts and protect them from others who may not understand them,” Jame said.

“I was happy to hear an outsider can participate in these ceremonies.” Seeran smiled at Tas. “That an outsider can be the one to carry the child.”

“Really?” Tigh asked.

“Laur usually selects the woman best suited to be the birth mother,” Jame said.

“You mean there isn’t any choice?” Tigh worked to digest this new piece of information.

“We don’t even know who the birth mother is until Laur has bestowed the gift,” Jame said.

Tigh struggled to keep down an unbidden panic. She’d never even contemplated she’d be the one carrying the heir to the Emoran throne.

Tas grinned. “And Goodemer and Argis want children. Argis would never live it down if she were chosen to be the birth mother.”
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THE WATER SPLASHING into the pool from the falls looked as icy as the mountains in the distance. Jame stuck a tentative hand into the pool and was as shocked from the warmth as she would have been from it being cold. The warmth seemed to go straight to her soul, and she pulled off her leathers and slipped into the water.

She sighed in the aqueous embrace, surrounding her with an aura of love she felt only in the arms of her warrior.

A throaty laugh reached her ears, and she smiled before she even turned toward the falls where the warrior in question stood. Water cascaded down the long muscular body, sending new sensations of warmth through Jame’s body. Never had the warrior looked more magnificent, even with the impish twinkle in her eyes.

“What has you in such a good mood?” Jame asked as she half-swam, half-floated to Tigh.

Tigh’s impish grin broadened. “You.”

“Me?” Jame laughed as she pulled on Tigh’s leg. Tigh lost her balance on the slick uneven stone and tumbled into the water next to Jame.

“Yes, you.” Tigh swam away from Jame.

“Hey, where are you going?” Jame splashed into a swimming stroke and chased after the playful warrior.

“Wherever you go,” came the contented response.
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JAME BLINKED HER eyes open and stared into the dark as her mind tried to grip the dream before it slipped away. Waterfalls, warm pools . . . them happy and content. It was, she concluded, the most peaceful, wonderful dream she had ever had.

She turned her head to the slumbering Tigh curled up next to her. Six years. It was hard to believe. Time was passing quickly for them with their lives so full of what they did for a living. Strange, she dreamed about a waterfall.
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TIGH STIFLED ANOTHER yawn. How could two people argue for three sandmarks over the ownership of a cow? Her Ingoran sensibilities made her unsympathetic to both parties since they wanted the cow for meat rather than for milk. She could settle this dispute fast enough—if the killing of animals for food wasn’t against her heritage.

She sighed and tried to amuse herself by watching Jame struggle to maintain an interested expression. In that respect, she had the easier job. Jame actually had to stay alert and pay attention to the monotonous expounding of the local arbiters on the reasons why their clients should be in possession of the cow.

The intense interest of most of the villagers, who not only filled the seats but were crammed shoulder to shoulder along the walls, seemed a little extreme, telling Tigh there was more to this situation than an errant bovine. That was the reason for the endless impassioned arguments over something that was so simple to resolve. The arbiters couldn’t argue what was really going on between the disputing parties.

Local politics. Tigh knew she was going to endure several days of ranting from Jame about swords never being completely buried about some minor altercation from years before. Any little excuse for a dispute was enough to open up all the unhealed wounds.

The arbiters finally tired of nit picking every letter of every word uttered in their arguments, and the small hall grew silent as the spectators turned their attention to Jame.

Jame had the ability to muster a confident command over a situation just by straightening and casting her intelligent green eyes around the chamber. Tigh knew her verdict for this case had been settled in her mind within the first quarter sandmark of arguments, but she knew better than to rush the defendants before they had a chance to develop a false sense of victory over each other.

“I would like to thank arbiters Hejla and Tinbac for their thorough arguments in this case,” Jame said.

Tigh rolled her eyes.

“I’d like to clarify a few things.” Jame made a show of finding something on one of the documents in front of her. “The defendants are members of the most prominent families in Wenter. Is this correct.”

“Correct,” both arbiters said.

“And both defendants are active citizens in the community and are known for their generous contributions to community projects and to the Temple of Bal,” Jame continued.

“Yes.” The arbiters looked a little wary.

“Then why are they arguing about who owns a cow?”

Tigh stifled a laugh. She was glad they hadn’t bothered to find a room in the local inn. Jame’s sense of logic and fairness at any cost might require a rather quick departure from the village.

“How dare you imply this suit is not a serious matter,” Tinbac sputtered.

Jame leveled a calm gaze at her. “I didn’t say anything about this suit not being a serious matter. I’m just wondering why you’re arguing about a cow and not about what’s really behind the animosity between the defendants.”

The spectators gasped and stared at Jame in shocked silence. Tigh was certain the arbiters weren’t getting paid enough to touch that bowl of eels.

“So,” Jame glanced around the chamber, “this is my verdict on this case. Will the defendants stand?”

The two older well-dressed women, who wore the arrogance and entitlement of their standing in the community throughout the hearing, stood with their confident bearing and expressions. Tigh was impressed by their unflappable merchant demeanor.

“Since I’m not convinced either party has greater claim over the cow,” Jame linked her fingers together and rested her hands on the table, “and since neither party depends on the cow for their livelihood or survival, I declare the cow property of the acolytes of Bal to be used to provide milk to the orphans of Wenter Park Orphanage.” 

Jame waited for the noise from the spectators and the indignant sputters of the defendants to die away.

“Being such devoted followers of Bal, I’m sure the defendants will agree to this simple resolution to their dispute and will welcome the effort to help the orphans.”

Tigh grinned. Jame was going to make a great queen someday.

“We’re going to appeal,” Hejla said.

“That is your privilege.” Jame stood and stretched. “In the meantime, the cow serves Bal and the orphans.”

Tigh strode down the middle aisle before the stunned spectators got to their feet and blocked the way. She planted herself by Jame’s side and gazed at the arbiters who looked like they were about to badger Jame about appeals.

“Shall we go secure the cow?” Tigh raised an eyebrow.

“With pleasure,” Jame muttered as Tigh guided her through a small side door into the deliberation chamber. “Sometimes I wonder why I keep doing this.”

Tigh stopped and closed the door behind her. “So you can ensure orphans get enough milk to drink.”

Jame blinked up at Tigh and nodded. “As long as I can pull some good from this kind of nonsense. It still doesn’t ease my disappointment in the pettiness and greed of some people.”

“There will always be pettiness and greed,” Tigh said. “That’s why there are arbiters like yourself to divert it into good deeds every once in a while.”

Jame sighed as she dropped the case documents on a simple wooden table and sat down. “How can I have dreams of utter contentment and happiness, and have to put up with this kind of stuff every day?”

Tigh knelt next to Jame and pulled an ink jar and pen to her. She took the stopper off the jar. “Because what counts is on the inside.”

Jame smiled as she picked up the pen, dipped it into the ink, and signed her official ruling in the case. “And what’s on the inside is you.”
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“THE COW HAD more sense than those arbiters,” Jame muttered as she kicked a stone, sending it scuttling down the hill they were climbing. The patches of white over the light brown of harvested fields foretold of an early winter.

Tigh sighed and shifted Gessen’s reins to her other hand.

“They should have had enough sense to convince their clients not to waste everyone’s time with such a case.” Jame stomped moodily on a tiny clump of snow.

Tigh exchanged a long-suffering look with Gessen.

“Do you think I’ll be granted a leave of absence?”

Tigh blinked at Jame. “I don’t see why not.”

“It’s just I’ve never even thought about taking a leave of absence before.” Jame knelt down and picked up a long thin twig. “It’s such short notice. Maybe they won’t be able to find a replacement that quickly.”

“It’ll just be for a moon at most,” Tigh said.

“I only got away with it the last we were in Emoria because I arbitrated Kylara’s case to Jyac.” Jame twisted the twig into sinewy strands.

Tigh gazed at the sky. “The fact we saved them from a mad Wizard trying to take over the world had nothing to do with it.”

“That may have helped at bit.” Jame wrapped her hands around Tigh’s arm. “I’m being a little silly, aren’t I?”

Tigh shrugged. “It’s natural to worry about things.”

“I guess I spent so many years not thinking about Emoria as a place where I could just drop in and visit, that it feels kind of strange,” Jame said.

They took the last few steps to the top of the hill. Tigh stopped and stared with a frown. Before them was the southernmost edge of the desert plain and Ynit sprawled in the distance.

“Wow,” Jame said. “That’s incredible looking. Have you ever seen it covered in snow?”

“Once. Eleven or twelve seasons ago,” Tigh said. “They doubled our field training time to get us used to maneuvering in snow.”

“Ugh.” Jame made a face as they tromped down the hill.

Tigh cocked her head at Jame. “We loved every minute of it. We only felt alive when we were being warriors.”

“I think that’s the hardest part to understand about the whole enhancement thing,” Jame said. “They took away your own life, yet you loved the life they gave you.”

Tigh shrugged. “For their purposes, I would say the enhancements worked perfectly.”

“It still doesn’t make it right.”

They followed the farm trail down the hill to the main road of smooth stone blocks. Jame stood in a mixture of churned up snow and sand next to the road and studied the glistening moisture through melting snow on the stone slabs.

“I think I’m going to follow the trail made by the other travelers,” Jame said. “Messier, but less treacherous.”

“Wise choice.” Tigh lead Gessen onto the cleanest narrow rut tamped down by travelers.

Jame trudged along her in a matching rut. “I hope this isn’t a sign of a nasty winter.”

Tigh gazed at the expanse of snowy sand. “It snowed a couple more times, last time.”

Jame sighed as she resettled her bag on her shoulder. “Glad we’re not on the road. It’s like glass now.”

“We used to practice walking on slick surfaces when the roads got like this,” Tigh said.

“Practice falling more like it,” Jame muttered as she eyed the watery layer of ice over flat stone.

Tigh shrugged. “We got pretty good at it.”

“Are you trying to tell me that you can walk on that without slipping?” Jame asked.

Tigh shrugged. “I used to be able to.”

“Maybe really slow.”

“Pretty normally, as I recall.” Tigh gazed at the road as she remembered lines of black clad warriors marching down it as if it were as dry as the summer desert.

Jame walked up to the edge of the stone and slid her boot around on it. “Too slick.”

Tigh gave her an impish sidelong look. She handed Gessen’s reins to Jame, jumped up, and landed solidly in the middle of a stone slab.

“If you break your leg, I’m not carrying you all the way to Emoria,” Jame said.

Tigh grinned. “If I break my leg, your warriors would never let me live it down.”

“They have enough sense not to walk on ice covered with water.” Jame crossed her arms.

“And they call themselves warriors.” Tigh tuned in to all the little slippery signals shooting through her feet and then balanced her body so it reacted to those signals. Two full years of Guard training involved learning how to read the body until reactions were second nature.

“You haven’t taken a step yet,” Jame said.

Tigh took several steps forward. She twisted around and lifted an eyebrow at a stunned Jame.

“How did you do that?” Jame asked.

“It just takes altering how you walk,” Tigh said. “Keeping the center of gravity over the feet so the body falls into itself rather than outward.”

Jame frowned as she walked up next to where Tigh stood and studied her feet. “I guess it takes a little practice to do that.”

Tigh laughed.

They looked up at the sound of galloping horses crunching on snow from up ahead. The eastern gate of Ynit had opened and a group of soldiers on horseback were charging toward them in the snowy sand next to the road.

“What the—?” Tigh concentrated a moment on what the riders were shouting and thudded onto the hard ice and stone.
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PENDON STOOD AT the top of the steps of the fortress, raised a bony hand to his crinkled brow, and couldn’t keep the amused grin from his ancient face. The fortress had erupted in chaos the moment word had spread that Jame and Tigh were on the road. Endless footfalls echoed through the corridors as every soldier rushed to the main doors and raced to the wall gate.

A quarter sandmark later the soldiers swarming the gate were pushed back as their comrades charged through with a confused and embarrassed looking Tigh and Jame clinging to their shoulders.

“They just can’t help being heroes, can they?” Ingel asked as she sauntered up to Pendon.

“Reluctant heroes,” Pendon said.

The joyous shouting changed to uproarious shock and then laughter as the soldiers supporting Tigh and Jame hit a slick spot in the slush on the adobe brick. Tigh and Jame tumbled off of the shoulders as the soldiers lost their footing.

“Come on. Let’s go rescue them.” Ingel pushed through the grinning knots of people who had come out to see what all the noise was about with Pendon behind her.

The soldiers parted for them as they approached Tigh and Jame, who sat in the slushy ice with bemused expressions. The soldiers around them were laughing so hard they kept slipping as they tried to stand up.

“Welcome home. As you can see, everyone’s been looking forward to your return,” Pendon said.

“If we’d known that, we’d have stayed away longer,” Tigh muttered as she climbed to her feet and put a hand out to Jame.

“Interesting weather you’re having.” Jame took the hand, and Tigh pulled her up.

“Sign of a bad winter.” Pendon shook his head. “It’s just as well you made it home before the worst of it.”

Tigh and Jame exchanged glances.

“I’m sure any pending case can wait until spring,” Ingel said.

Jame shook her head. “That’s not it. We have to return to Emoria for a joining ceremony.”

“Surely they would understand,” Ingel said as she and Pendon led Jame and Tigh away from the grinning soldiers.

Tigh looked around.

“I’ll make sure Gessen is taken care of.” A young soldier held Gessen’s reins.

Tigh nodded. “Thanks.”

Jame grinned. “A little snow and ice isn’t enough to keep us from this particular joining.”

“So, I take it, you’ve resolved your differences with Emoria,” Ingel said.

“Not only have we reconciled our differences but Tigh and I have been joined in an Emoran ceremony,” Jame said.

Ingel clasped her hands in delight. “That is good news.”

Jame eyed a heavyset man in Tribunal robes standing at the bottom of the steps of the fortress. His arms were crossed, and he wore a stern expression on his rather florid face. She didn’t remember any news about a Tribune retiring.

Jame and Tigh strode to within a few paces of the steps, and the man shuffled to stand in front of them.

Ingel groaned.

“So the heroes finally return,” the man said with barely concealed contempt.

“Jame, Tigh, this is the Tribune Iksoc, he’s filling in for Ewan while she’s on leave to visit her family,” Ingel said with a sigh.

“Glad to meet you, Tribune.” Jame smiled at the scowling man.

“Don’t try that Emoran smooth talking with me,” Iksoc said. “You may have pulled the sheep’s wool over everyone’s eyes around here but you haven’t fooled me. You two have a lot of explaining to do about that so-called uprising in the mountains.”

“You didn’t see my report?” Jame asked with a frown.

“An entertaining document,” Iksoc said. “Reads enough like fiction to be fiction.”

Tigh stepped up to Iksoc, cold menace glinting in her eyes. “I suggest you take that back.”

“Or you’ll do what?” Iksoc crossed his arms.

“I’ll step aside and let Jame argue the veracity of her report with you,” Tigh said with a wicked glint in her eyes. “Here in public. In front of all these witnesses.”

Iksoc leveled a cold gaze at Jame. “There’s a time and place for everything. You’ll be receiving a summons before the Tribunal soon enough.”

“If the Federation had a problem with my report wouldn’t they have let me know?” Jame asked. “It’s not like we’ve been out of sight for the past year.”

Iksoc straightened. “All this will be covered when you appear before the Tribunal.” He lifted his chin, turned around, and climbed the fortress steps.

Jame turned to Ingel. “What’s that all about?”

“Why don’t you get settled in and join me for the evening meal,” Ingel said. “It’s a long story.”
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“GREETINGS FELLOW WIZARD slayer.”

Tigh turned from brushing out Gessen’s mane. A grinning small soldier trailed by a dark-haired woman walked toward her in the streams of late sunlight filtering through the upper openings of the stable. Tigh nodded at the greeting and the soldier.

“Of course, you got your Wizard on the first try,” Tigh said.

“But I had help from another Wizard.” Claudi grinned and turned to her friend who was looking up at Tigh with unconcealed awe. “This is my friend, Fant. She’s writing a history of Ynit.”

Tigh looked into the bright blue eyes of the young woman, seeing the unasked question. Uh, oh. She’s going to want to interview me.

“Speaking of Wizards,” Claudi said, glancing around the stables. “There’s this new Tribunal who thinks you’re trying to take over the world.”

Tigh rolled her eyes. “We’ve already met, and Ingel filled us in on what he’s up to.”

“For the record, everyone here has told him he’s wrong,” Claudi said. “He’s got some crazy theory that all the wars you’ve been able to stop were really your own plans gone wrong and to cover up for your failure, you contrived to make yourself the hero.”

“He’s just setting himself up to be target practice for Jame’s well-aimed counter arguments.” Tigh put Gessen’s brush into the saddlebag draped over a wooden slat. “She’s the one he should be worried about if he’s looking for someone capable of taking over the world.”

Claudi laughed, and Fant’s eyes widened.

“I wouldn’t mind being ruled by an Emoran princess.” Claudi feinted a few fancy thrusts with an imaginary sword. “Especially if we can wear those leathers. It’s amazing how they can reveal so much and still protect the body in a fight.”

“You’d be bashing yourselves in the head all the time if you wore those leathers.” Tigh pulled their bags of provisions and Jame’s scrolls from the bulging saddlebag. “The Emorans are used to seeing each other more scantily clad.”

“We’re flexible. We could adapt,” Claudi said.

“Perhaps you could suggest that to Tribune Scowl-and-Snarl,” Fant said in a low voice. “Then he can expand his theories of world domination to include the Emorans.”

“What makes you think he hasn’t already?”

They turned as a handsome woman with thick gray hair and a striking scar across her face approached them from a small side door.

“Commander.” Claudi straightened.

Commander Maure nodded at Claudi then turned her attention to Tigh. “Glad you could finally make it home.”

Tigh shrugged. “Yearly meeting with Pendon.”

“Let me give you a friendly warning about Iksoc,” Maure said as she patted Gessen. “He may be more vocal about his theories about you and your involvement in stopping several potential wars, but he’s been studying Jame’s involvement just as closely.”

“What does he think he’s going to prove with these theories?” Tigh asked, running a hand through her hair. “Besides being proven wrong and most likely wrecking his career.”

“Rumor has it he’s ambitious.” Maure walked to the stall next to Gessen’s and gave the dark horse there an affectionate rub on the nose. “And he doesn’t want to take the time to realize that ambition the old fashion way. Like developing a reputation as a good arbiter and Tribune and working up the ranks to the Federation Council.”

“So he wants to become a hero by taking down our heroes,” Claudi said.

“Jame’s the hero, not me,” Tigh muttered.

Maure crossed her arms and put herself in front of Tigh. “Whatever you want to call yourself, you’re a hero to the rest of us and that’s certainly how Iksoc sees it.”

“If he’s so certain Jame and I are trying to take over the world, why hasn’t he called us back?” Tigh arched a brow.

“Sometimes it’s easier to brag about beating an opponent when the opponent isn’t around,” Maure said with a grin.

“I have the feeling he’s not going to know what hit him when he takes Jame on,” Claudi said.
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THE FALLS WERE higher than any she had ever seen before. High and wide and thunderous as they splashed against a tumble of smoothed boulders. Beautiful and terrifying at the same time. Luring her in to feel their danger firsthand.

She wasn’t surprised to see Tigh standing at the top of the falls. Tigh’s sturdy legs diverted the rushing water into separate streams but the water didn’t seem to be strong enough to budge the powerful warrior.

“Is the water warm or cold?” she called out.

Tigh looked down and smiled at Jame. “It is warm. Very inviting.”

Jame didn’t hesitate in slipping out of her leathers and diving into the deep pool that spread out from the bottom of the falls.

She sputtered and gave the grinning Tigh an accusing look. “It’s freezing. I thought you said it was warm.”

Tigh bounced a few times on her toes and dove smoothly into the pool. Waves of warm water pulsed away from her and brushed against Jame’s chilled body like gentle caresses.

“Ah, that’s better.” Jame sighed, and Tigh floated up to her and pulled her close.

“You know I’d never leave you out in the cold,” Tigh breathed in Jame’s ear, sending a different kind of chill through her body.
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JAME SAT UP with a start. Cold air hit her, and she pulled the blanket up around her.

Another strange dream. Different from the other one, yet in many ways the same. At least the lingering feeling from the dream was the same. Why was she dreaming of waterfalls all of a sudden? Maybe it was meeting with Tas and Seeran and being reminded of home. At least reminded of some of the more special traditions at home.

She sighed and lowered herself back down and curled around the warm body of her sleeping warrior. Funny how she was thinking of Emoria as being home again.
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“YOU DON’T THINK it’s strange that I’m dreaming about waterfalls?” Jame asked as they trudged around the patches of ice. The crews of soldiers shoveling ice onto the back of wagons were still on the other side of the courtyard in front of the fortress.

“They’re a part of your traditions and the symbol of your patron deity.” Tigh shrugged. “They sound like nice dreams. Most people worry about disturbing dreams.”

“But I’ve never dreamed about them before.” Jame hopped over a puddle of slush. “Why now?”

“Maybe meeting up with Tas and Seeran and talking about Emoran traditions with them tapped into something deep within you.” Tigh broke up a slick of ice with the heel of her boot.

Jame sighed. She’d spent so many years trying not to think of Emoria she still hadn’t completely accepted it was once again her home. A part of her still retained that youthful resentment of the hold the
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