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      Long cycles of focused study and the hard life of the Compound culminated  in this moment. Jermanah shuffled her feet to ease her tense muscles. Her slight movements earned a reproving glare from the priestess at her right and a sly grin from the acolyte wedged against her other side. Jermanah froze and though the cool, salty breeze off the nearby sea whipped strands of hair across her face, she refused to push the length back over her shoulder.

      She would not give the priestess reason to assign her extra duties. Nor allow the other acolytes the satisfaction of her punishment. Barely contained joy of this night filled her. She was a Child of the Double Moon. Five conjunctions of the moons had passes since her birth and the beginning of her life in the Compound. This night, this moment was the first ceremony where she would participate and welcome another moons blessed child.

      An air of expectancy settled around the cottage. A heavily pregnant woman rushed from a grove of dark trees and collapsed before the waiting priestesses. The Highest of the High stepped from her enclosed sedan chair and approached the prone woman. Jermanah’s heart sang. The Child of the Double Moon had been chosen.

      Guards held an old woman near the cottage door and she cried a warbling denial. The song in Jermanah’s heart faded. Didn’t the old woman understand the honor bestowed upon the mother of the child, one to be cherished and long remembered within the child’s birth family? Jermanah shook her head in wonder and disbelief, receiving a reproving hiss from the priestess.

      Taken immediately to the Compound after her birth, Jermanah had no chance to know her birth mother and any information about her family remained hidden from her. She ducked her head and smiled. No matter. She would pay homage to this mother, as the priestesses of the Compound had surely honored the woman who gave her life.

      A slender guardsman knelt to carefully arrange the mother in his arms before rising. The woman cried a feeble denial even as he paced toward the cottage. He stopped just outside the doorway and bowed awkwardly before the Highest. With a jerk of one hand she motioned for him to precede her into the dim interior. The old woman’s struggles ripped her garments, nearly freeing her.

      The door closed with a dull thud and heavy silence settled over the clearing. A shudder ran cold fingers of dread along Jermanah’s spine. Her joy shifted, her thoughts turning toward dire possibilities. She caught her lower lip between her teeth and watched the door with trepidation. Where, then, was the song of celebration and welcome? What caused fear in the mother and the old woman’s hopeless struggles? Rather than face the swirl of doubt and questions. Jermanah turned her thoughts inward and focused on the man the Seer had her heal earlier that day.
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      A double hand of fighters crawled over the uneven ground and into the heavy undergrowth beneath a stand of trees. The leader glanced to one side, waited until he caught each man’s gaze then signaled with sharp hand movements. The group settled to wait.

      Kierigh grimaced. Although his shoulder had been healed of a knife wound earlier that day, an odd vibration had settled deep within the muscle. The tickle of a memory he couldn’t quite grasp teased his mind. He rotated his shoulder but the irritation remained. Ruthless, he dismissed the feelings and peered across the small clearing.

      A pregnant woman stumbled past his hiding place. He remained still, listening, watching. She fell a few steps from him and black-robed priestesses surrounded her. They were too close. Sweat beaded on his forehead and trickled down the side of his face. He will his solid control into his followers but dared not risk the movement to glance toward them.

      Kierigh cursed himself, cursed the clumsy actions that caused the shoulder wound. If he hadn’t gone to the Seer or insisted on healing without the sleeping draught, he would have been in time to spirit the woman away and save her child. Now his small band of fighters would have to take the child from the Compound bitches.

      He closed his eyes in resignation. The king and the Highest of the High had closed the other Compounds within the last cycle, leaving only the structure nearest the king’s Stronghold occupied. For once the king’s actions had been helpful. His forces had been spread far too thin watching the numerous, far flung religious centers. How many children had been taken before the Highest’s quest for power centralized her control?

      A female born under the Double Moon was of little concern to him. A girl child was taken to the Compound and raised under strict guidelines. Although her life would be hard and demanding, still she had life.

      Unlike the unfortunate male child who was taken to the Stronghold and sacrificed to increase the power of the king. The grisly ceremony after the last conjunction of the moons remained burned into his memory. Lost in the maze of secret passages within the Stronghold, he’d arrived too late to save the child. Always too late.

      Except at his own birth. Then he had been born too soon. He entered the world minutes before the conjunction. His grandmother had hidden him before the priestesses arrived. Yet, he’d shared the womb with a brother who followed him from the birthing passage at the exact time of the Double Moon. His brother... his brother had been taken.

      He didn’t understand how he felt so certain, how his heart knew, but his brother hadn’t been sacrificed as a babe. After six Double Moon cycles his brother still lived. It didn’t matter why his brother hadn’t succumbed to the sacrificial knife. What mattered was finally finding and reuniting with him. Kierigh repeated his personal vow. Along with his brother, he would protect and spirit away any child unlucky enough to be born during this terrible time.

      The priestesses moved from his hiding place toward the small hut. He drew a thankful breath and let it out slowly. A guard came to carry the woman into the cottage. The old one struggled to reach her. A sly smile stretched the Highest’s mouth before she entered the squat building. A chill coursed down his spine.

      His dispassionate gaze traveled the circle of Compound faithful until the glint of moonlight on long, multi-hued hair held his attention. He drew his brows together and squinted at the young woman covered from neck to toe in a drab, gray acolyte robe. His shoulder muscles twitched as though attempting to jump from beneath his skin. Wishing he could rub at the new scar, he watched the acolyte. Something about her called to him, an almost memory beckoned his thoughts. The throb in his shoulder deepened until it pulsed with the beat of his heart, filling his ears and the silence that had fallen over the clearing.
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      A ripple of silent command passed to Jermanah from the priestess at her side. She signaled the acolyte beside her. Soon, the women’s voices rose in a low chant of praise to the Double Moon. Jermanah fell into the pattern of the slow, weaving dance moving in counterpoint to the chant. In the dry grass she imagined practicing the dance against the braided texture of her rug. Dancing alone in her room was forbidden, she’d wanted her part must be perfect. By increasing the favorable attention she received from one of the High, she might soon be marked for advanced training. Her low, throaty voice joined the second harmony of the chant.

      A piercing wail escaped the cottage. The old woman gave a sharp cry and renewed her struggle to free herself from the guards. The Compound faithful showed no indication of the disruption, no change in the tempo of the dance, no hesitation in the melodic chant. Nothing but the dance and the praise existed for Jermanah. She smiled and tilted her face to the light of the Double Moons.

      The cottage door slammed against the outer wall and the regal form of the Highest filled the doorway. She lifted one hand and the chanting halted, except for one voice that wavered to silence. Her eyes glittered. She glared from one acolyte to the next. Highest’s icy gaze stopped on Jermanah and she shuddered. The Highest pointed one long finger and gestured sharply.

      Jermanah shook her head to clear the trance-like effects of the dance. She took a deep breath to steady the weakness in her knees and took a small step forward out of line. She’d hoped for notice, but not when the Highest seethed anger. A snicker sounded behind her followed by a muffled slap. There was no more laughter. But laughter and disparaging comments would be better than the Highest’s lowered brows and ominous silence.

      Impatience oozed from the Highest and she gestured again before folding her arms under her breasts. Jermanah took another tentative step and swallowed against the tightening of her throat. Why would the Highest of the High summon her now? The shortcuts she’d taken in her duties in order to study with the Seer flashed through her mind. Simply studying with the Seer was one of the most forbidden acts in the Compound. But why might she be called out for that now? Unable to meet the Highest’s cold gaze, she lowered her lashes and crossed to the cottage.

      The Highest stepped aside allowing Jermanah to enter the dim cottage. Her hopes and aspirations sank into the hard-packed, dirt floor. The shuddering of the slamming door matched the fearful quivering of her heart. She turned to the Highest and lifted her hands in supplication.

      “You have studied the forbidden knowledge, have you not, Jermanah? You know the healing arts?” Pitched low, menace filling each syllable, the Highest’s voice strangely carried no hint of anger. Jermanah stared at the floor to hide the flush warming her face.

      A long-fingered hand clasped her chin and lifted until she was forced to meet the Highest’s intense gaze. “Come now, child. I know you have studied secretly with the old man. While the knowledge of the Seer is forbidden to acolytes of the Compound, the skills are not always unnecessary. You have studied the forbidden arts, have you not? Answer me, Jermanah.”

      Jermanah nodded against the increasing pressure of the Highest’s fingers.

      “Answer me, girl. You have studied healing, haven’t you?”

      “Yes.” Long, sharp nails nipped into her skin. “Yes, Highest, I have so studied.”

      The Highest shoved Jermanah’s face to the side. “Good. Punishment will be determined upon your return to the Compound. But for now, I find I need your...” The Highest paused. Her normally controlled features twisted to an ugly sneer. “...arts.”

      With an imperious wave of her hand she pointed to a corner of the small hut. Jermanah squinted into the darkness then closed her eyes in sympathy. The pregnant woman writhed on a low cot; her distended belly rolling side to side with her movements. Sympathy washed through Jermanah and she lifted one hand toward the woman.

      The Highest’s fingers dug into Jermanah’s shoulder. “You will not heal the woman. You will ease her only enough to make her body give up the child held within. The woman has defied me. Defied the Double Moon and the decree of our king. The child is chosen. It must remain unharmed. The woman is of no consequence.”

      The Highest shoved Jermanah forward. She stumbled across the room, catching herself on the edge of the cot. At an impatient gesture from the Highest, the priestesses surrounding the woman moved to the head of the narrow bed. Jermanah knelt and rested her hands against the rough blanket.

      The Highest cleared her throat. Jermanah focused on the pregnant woman and touched the sweat-drenched forehead. Pain-filled eyes turned to her. “You are one of them?” The woman’s raw voice and labored words were filled with accusation.

      Jermanah nodded, leaned close to the woman’s ear and whispered, “I will ease your birthing pain. You are honored above other women this night, for your child is chosen by the Double Moon. The signs and portents are great for your child. The Seer of the Compound has spoken it so. Let me ease you.”

      A contraction rippled across the woman’s swollen belly. Jermanah stroked lank hair from the woman’s damp face then rested her hand over the clenching muscles. “See. The child knows the way of the chosen. It wishes to greet the Double Moon and begin on the path to fulfill destiny.” The muscles under her hand twisted. The birth was very near.

      The woman jerked from under Jermanah’s touch and lifted herself on one elbow. A wad of spittle splatted against Jermanah’s cheek. The woman sank back and satisfaction replaced the pain in her gaunt features. ““You’ll not have my child while I live. Not you, or the Double Moon. I’ll take my child to death with me first, I will. It will not be born.”

      Jermanah sat back on her calves and wiped her face with the hem of her robe. Confused by the woman’s anger, she glanced at her fingers. How could the woman deny her child the joy of being chosen? The soft touch of robes flowed against Jermanah’s back. Points of pain dug into her shoulder, pulled her from the cot and tossed her against the wall. Her head connected with hard wood. Dazed, she whispered three rapid syllables to ease her pain and clear her vision.

      The Highest arched over the cot. The woman cringed, trying to distance herself from the waves of hatred pouring from the Highest. “Prophetic words, oh chosen mother of the Double Moon. Except the child will not follow you to death. You alone face death, once you deliver the child to me.”

      A priestess slipped a thin knife into the Highest’s hand. She poised the long blade above the woman’s belly. “Will you give me the child? Or shall I take it? Either way, the babe is mine.” The point of the blade slid against the woman’s skin. A line of blood blossomed across her belly. Terrified of the wicked creature the Highest had become, Jermanah shrank against the wall and covered her open mouth with her hand. She wouldn’t scream. Wouldn’t draw that heated attention to herself.

      The door burst open and the old woman hobbled across the threshold chased by a pair of guards. “You’ll not have the child of my child.” She screamed and ran forward. The sound, old and wavering grated against Jermanah’s tattered nerves.

      The Highest turned, arched one eyebrow and calmly lifted the knife. A bright flash of metal caught the candlelight before the old woman stopped with a jerk then took a halting step back. Her eyes widened then she stared down at the knife protruding from her thin chest.

      Before the old woman fell, the Highest wrenched the blade from her body, turned and plunged the knife into the woman on the cot. Jermanah’s moan of dismay was the only sound as the woman’s spirit joined that of her dam. The Highest sliced the knife through the woman’s belly with practiced ease, opening the womb. Laughing, she dropped the knife, reached within the bloody wound and pulled forth the child.

      Chanting, a priestess nipped the child’s life bond with a tiny silver knife. With the same knife, she pricked the child’s heel. A startled cry filled the cottage. From outside the cottage, the chant of welcome rose like a cheer to cover the babe’s angry cries.

      The Highest held the child awkwardly and paced to the door. The guards knelt and each lifted one hand asking for forgiveness. She paused to give each a disdainful glance, the promise of punishment ripe in her eyes. Jermanah tugged the tie from her hair, pulled the length around her to cover her face and crumpled into a ball of misery, allowing her tears to flow unchecked. Whether she wept for the dead women or for the death of her ideals, she didn’t care. All she knew was a pain she didn’t know how to heal.
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      When the old woman wrenched from her guards and rushed into the cottage Kierigh’s cramped muscles quivered with the need for action. The old woman’s shout of defiance was cut short. A chill wrapped around his shoulders. The sudden silence could only mean the old woman was dead. If the mother also opposed the Highest, her life would be taken as well.

      A child cried.

      The Highest returned to the clearing in triumph, carrying the babe. He closed his eyes and sighed. Nothing could be done now for the women in the cottage. He made a slight gesture to one side and a young man slid backwards through the underbrush. When the women of the Compound had gone, the young man would bring the villagers to care for the women. Such was the best he could do for their spirits.

      The Highest held the squalling child before her like an offering and paced around the circle of priestesses and acolytes, allowing each to gaze upon the bloody child and touch the trailing life cord.

      She handed the child to a waiting priestess who used a shallow ceramic basin to cleanse the infant. The life cord was trimmed close then shrouded in silk and placed in an ornate bag. He dared not imagine what use the Compound would make of the cord.

      Wrapped in a highly embellished piece of cloth, the child was presented to the Highest. Without touching the babe she pulled back the cloth to examine the wiggling form. “This is a fine male child. When the moons are dark, he shall be taken to the king, there to fulfill his destiny.”

      A chant of praise lifted into the night sky. Kierigh rested his forehead against the dry ground and allowed the pain of this latest failure to wash over him. He and his men had spent the entirety of the last cycle preparing for this night. His first plan had failed miserably, causing the loss of innocent lives. Now using force was unavoidable. He rolled his head from side to side, rubbing dirt into his forehead. How many more innocents might die this night?

      Movement in the clearing chased the doubt and failure from his hear. He watched the acolyte and dark-robed priestesses dance for a few moments. Under the cover of the chant he whistled a soft signal. Once his men melted into the night, he followed. Little time remained to prepare their ambush.
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      Soft chanting drew Jermanah to a small window. She peered through the broken shutters, recognized the chant and pattern of the dance to welcome a male child and sighed. She’d hoped to watch a girl-child grow, perhaps even assist in her training. There hadn’t been another female child born at the Double Moon since her own birth. Male babes remained within the Compound only a few short days before being taken with great ceremony to the king. After the moment the child entered the king’s Stronghold it seemed as though the child was never mentioned again. Perhaps priests trained the chosen there.

      The Highest wrapped the child in fur-lined cloths then faced the acolytes who had been trained and prepared to nurse the child. The Highest took a few steps toward them, paused and turned for the cottage. Her gaze bore into Jermanah’s. A slow, well-satisfied smile tilted the priestess’s lips.

      Jermanah shivered and slid to the floor, her robe tangling around her knees. She tugged at the fabric and crawled to the old woman. Nausea rose, nearly overcoming her. She swallowed against the burning in her throat before closing the woman’s faded eyes. Moving to the cot, she clenched her teeth, swallowed again and pulled a blanket over the gaping wound in the woman’s belly.

      The birth of the child of the Double Moons was intended to be a joyous event, not life ending. Insistent, her gorge rose. She did nothing to suppress the pain, vomiting on the blood stained floor. She wiped her face with hem of her robe and rested her forehead against the end of the cot, as far from the gore soaked bedding as possible. She had no strength, nor desire, to move.

      Brittle laughter rang from the cottage door. Back stiff, Jermanah brushed her hair from her face. After shuddering at the sticky ends, she wiped her hands on the blanket and faced the laughter.

      Holding the ceremoniously wrapped babe in her arms, the Highest tossed back her head. “Jermanah, you are chosen to care for the child while he remains at the Compound. All his needs are yours to fulfill.”

      “I cannot do as you say, Highest. I’m not able.”

      “Take the babe.” The Highest straightened her arms and held the child well away from herself. “For now, he is yours. You will know what needs to be done.”

      Jermanah stood and, unsure how to handle a newborn, carefully supported his head and cradled him close to her body. The tiny bundle whimpered and he puckered his small mouth as if searching. She stuck the tip of a clean finger into the child’s mouth and marveled at the power of his quest for food. An uncomfortable longing settled low in her body.

      Tearing her gaze from the precious bundle, she lifted her gaze to the Highest. “I wasn’t instructed or prepared in any way to care for a child. Since I haven’t born a child, I have no milk.” She glanced down at the boy who still suckled noisily on her finger. Reluctance filled her words. “Other needs I’m able to care for, but I can’t feed the child.”

      A small leather packet fell from the Highest’s hand to the floor. “I know what you have learned from the Seer. Although you have yet to study this particular magic, you will know what to do. These herbs induce the flow of milk from a virgin breast. See to it, Jermanah. The babe must feed before dawn.”

      “I don’t—” But she spoke to the Highest’s back.

      The priestess paused at the door, turned, and smoothed the rustling of her robes. Her expression calm, she arched one eyebrow. “Do not disappoint me, Jermanah. I had so hoped you would advance to one of the High.”

      Jermanah drew breath to speak. The Highest lifted one finger in a command for silence. Her features hardened to stone and ice flashed in her eyes. “Do. Not. Disappoint. Me.”

      Once the Highest slammed the door shutting her away, Jermanah sank to her knees, willed the shaking in her hands to stop and reached for the packet. All she’d succeeded doing this day was disappointing the Highest. Following her heart had led to learning healing magic from the Seer. She’d practiced sacred dances alone in her room. And now? Tears welled against her lashes and fell to wet the babe’s face.

      She lay the boy on the floor and arranged his coverings so he appeared comfortable. The shock of what she’d witnessed and what she’d ultimately lost exploded within her. She curled in on herself and let her sobs wrack her body. Arms wrapped tightly across her chest, she rocked, searching for comfort. If only she could gather the pain into a tight ball and hide it away, never be found. Instead, her mental agony grew and expanded to fill her with hopelessness and despair.

      Mingling his angry cries with her pain, the babe wailed. For long moments the sound filled the small cottage. The child’s demands imposed themselves on Jermanah’s consciousness and her tears dried. The small one would not suffer for her sins.

      She lifted the tiny boy in her arms, rocked and patted his back. “There now, child. Your dam is gone, but I am here. I’ll care for you as the Highest wills. But you must hush now. I need to concentrate to prepare myself to give you nourishment. Shh, hush now.”

      The child stared at her with wide, unfocused eyes, but calmed and pursed his lips. She lay him again on the floor at her side, pulled at a corner of his wrappings and placed the fabric against his tiny lower lip. His eyelids lowered closed and he sucked.

      Humming a tuneless melody, she rubbed the child’s rounded belly. She lifted the packet of herbs to her nose and inhaled. Sorting the fragrances, she recognized each, finding nothing dangerous to her or the babe. She’d need to infuse a tea so glanced around the cottage for a small pot, letting her gaze slip quickly over the still forms of the dead women.

      The door eased open lighting the cottage with the mellow glow of the Double Moons. The now silent priestesses hovered at the far side of the clearing. The tall, shadowed form of a guard filled the small doorway. He hesitated then dipped his head to enter.

      “Lady? The Highest provides a container of hot water for you. I also brought clean cloths for the babe.” He dipped his head again, set the pot and bundle in front of Jermanah and turned for the door.

      She grabbed the hem of his cloak. He hesitated before facing her, his expression filled with questions. She recognized him as the guard who had so carefully carried the child’s dam into the cottage. He cleared his throat. “Lady?”

      “I... I thank you. Your name?”

      “Poll, lady. Your servant.”

      Jermanah shook her head. “I have no servant. But, if you could... might there be something else in the traveling supplies I could wear?” She plucked at the front of her robe and winced at the sticky red that came away on her fingers.

      “At once, lady. If there is anything you require, don’t hesitate to call for me. I am at your disposal.” His smile was gentle and encouraging, so unlike a guard’s normal, dour, unchanging expression. He lifted one hand as if to touch her, but stopped short of the contact. Jermanah sighed. Causal contact between guards and acolytes was forbidden.

      “No, Poll, I require nothing else. Inform the Highest all will be done as required. The child will be cared for. We’ll be able to return to the Compound at dawn.” She offered him a weary smile wishing there were a better way to let him know how deeply she appreciated his kindness.

      Poll bowed and backed toward the door. His gaze skittered over the bloody scene behind her. Sorrow and disgust swirled in his dark eyes before he schooled his expression.

      “You won’t be disturbed, lady. I’ll remain at the door. Should you require anything, you need only call out.”

      His muffled orders seeped through the cracks around the closed door. A sharp ring of metal against wood sounded then silence fell. Jermanah imagined Poll stoically guarding the door, his bland expression belying his alert awareness of his surroundings. She envied that ability to block out the world.

      Sending sent a prayer skyward that the mixture was correct and the proportions accurate, she lifted the clay lid covering the cup and dumped the herbs into the steaming water. A single soft knock announced Poll who set a clean robe before her. Not a gray acolyte robe, nor the dark garb of a priestess. The deep blue color fascinated her and she ran her fingers over the rich, soft material.

      “This can’t be for me.” She pushed the robe toward the guard.

      “It’s what was given to me, coming from the Highest herself. It will be beautiful on you, lady.” He ducked his head and turned his back to her. Even in her pain, the reddening of the skin at the back of his neck before he exited the cottage made her lower her brows in confusion.

      Then she rose, jerked her stained robe over her head and tossed the ruined material as far from her as possible. She shook out the heavy blue robe, noticing the fasteners down the front. Ah, the robe designated for the one who cared for the child. A slow breath filled her chest. This was now her robe.

      After donning the unusual garment, she tested the temperature of the cup of brewing tea. Drinkable. She had nothing to strain the floating herbs, so used her fingers to remove most of the particles, dropping the bits to the floor at her feet.

      Jermanah lifted the cup, inhaled and wrinkled her nose. Herbal mixtures were notoriously foul tasting. She took a tentative sip. Not unpalatable, but neither was the flavor pleasant. Holding her breath, she drank the liquid in one long swallow.

      Warmth spread outward from her belly to the rest of her body. How long would the changes take? Tightness blossomed below her heart. The cup clattered to the floor. Fierce cramps attacked her abdomen. She clutched her stomach and fell to her knees, bending double to contain the pain. Startled, the child whimpered.

      Jermanah bit her lip to stifle her own whimpers. Her breasts grew heavy, the robe’s soft fabric chafing against the fullness. She leaned further forward until the material hung away from her body. Tingling filled her breasts, concentrating in the nipples. She straightened, opened the robe and touched the gathering drops of milk. Fascinated, she arched her eyebrows at the sudden and rapid changes to her body. The decoction worked far more quickly than she imagined possible.

      Feeling as though her breasts would burst, her thoughts centered on relief. She glanced at the squirming babe. Was this how a mother felt? She lifted the boy and guided his searching mouth to a nipple. A sigh passed her lips when he began to suck then she gasped at the fierce pressure of the small mouth. Holding her breath until the pain lessened, she studied the tiny head at her breast and caressed his soft cheek.

      Moments later, she grinned at the child’s rumbled response to a full belly. Poll knocked and swung the door open to admit one of the High. Jermanah lowered her head in respect and answered the unspoken question. “The child is sated. We’re able to travel whenever the Highest decrees.”
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      Kierigh knelt at the edge of a small stream and dunked his head in the cold water. Sitting back on his haunches, he scrubbed at his face then shook his head and shoved the wet length of his hair over his shoulder. Tendrils of sleep tugged at his senses and he cursed the Seer’s heavy hand with the sleeping draught. The old man hadn’t wanted him to remember the healer, Kierigh couldn’t chase the shimmer of the woman’s hair or the press of her body from his mind.

      Although the Seer had called the healer ‘child’, no child had touched him. Despite the sleeping draught, he’d sensed the rough wood of the table beneath his cheek and shock of a wet cloth against his back. He’d strained to lift his head, but couldn’t force movement to his muscles. Curse the helplessness.

      He took a deep breath and stood. There was no time for personal concerns. No matter ow intriguing the woman’s touch had been, there was no place in his life for any woman, let alone a prissy little Compound acolyte. He had—

      A branch rubbed against another. Kierigh whirled, his long knife held at ready. One of his men, a recent recruit, stood before him with his hands held palm forward. A cocky grin lit his young face.

      “You take chances.” Kierigh scowled and sheathed his knife.

      The man’s grin faded and he shrugged. “I know. I’ve told the villagers of the women’s deaths and will care for their spirits. The babe’s father will be brought to the forest when he returns from fishing.”

      “The procession?”

      “Traveling slowly, but are within a league. We are in position. Once the advance guard passes we attack on your signal.”

      Kierigh nodded, stalked past the other man and through the forest. He climbed an ancient tree and crawled onto a branch overhanging the road. Once settled in the crook with his back against the smooth bark he peered through the thick foliage and accounted for each of his fighters. Already impatient with the waiting, he fingered his knife and tested the finely honed edge.

      A deep throb twitched his muscles, stretching the new, thin scar across his shoulder blade. He rubbed against the bark but couldn’t chase the memory of warmth flowing over his skin at the acolyte’s skilled healing.

      Kierigh blew out a harsh breath and stared down at the road beneath his perch. Squinting, he made out the faint haze of dust rising from the advancing procession. Still distant. He settled deeper into his hiding place, tugging at a thin, leafy branch to complete his concealment.

      When the healer’s touch disappeared he’d managed to open one eye a mere slit. But all he’d seen was the dull gray of the acolyte’s robe. And her hair. Her long, multi-hued hair had glowed in the faint light from the doorway. As physical as her touch had been, her gaze swept over him.

      By the moons, he’d actually struggled to rise, his hand grasping toward her retreating figure. The Seer’s gnarled fingers had easily pressed him back to the stool. The old man’s chuckle and muttered, “soon” broke down Kierigh’s carefully constructed defenses, sending him to sleep.

      He’d awoken to an empty chamber with barely the time to gather his forces and follow the procession of priestesses. Plans altered by circumstances he couldn’t control left him unsettled. He adjusted his position and pushed the unwelcomed longing from his mind. He wasn’t here for a woman. Preventing another sacrifice and finding his brother, that was his calling, his duty.

      The tip of his knife pricked his finger and he caught back a startled yelp. Staring at the tiny welling of blood, he grimaced. Distraction could easily kill a man. He hadn’t kept himself, his men and the small camp of followers safe by being distracted. Now was not the time to fall under the spell of something, of someone, he couldn’t have. He squared his shoulders, leaned forward and watched the road.

      But the soft glimmer of the acolyte’s hair remained fixed in his mind.
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      Jermanah paced behind the sedan chair carrying the Highest of the High. Puffs of dust from the advance guards’ passage tickled her nose. But with her arms weighed down by the infant she couldn’t brush away the irritation. She sighed and shifted the child’s position. How did such a small creature become so heavy? The how didn’t matter. This was now her destiny.

      Poll and his huge mount remained no more than a few paces from her side since the procession left the cottage. His presence tempered the isolation placed on her by the others of the Compound. The Highest ignored her completely. The priestesses and acolytes walked far behind, unwilling to be near one who had earned the Highest’s displeasure. Though soft and silky, her robe was hot and uncomfortable. She sniffed back a tear.

      “I will carry the child for you, lady.” Poll shifted in his saddle and leaned toward her extending one hand.

      Jermanah shook her head. “This is my duty.”

      “How then may I help you, lady?”

      Grateful for the guard’s concern, she shook her head again. “I don’t know.”

      A sharp whistle pierced the still air. Men leapt from the dark underbrush and dropped from surrounding trees. Poll’s brows drew together. He glanced from her to the front of the procession, drew his sword, wheeled his mount and galloped toward the advance guard.

      The procession erupted in confusion. The slaves dropped the sedan chair. The wooden enclosure broke apart revealing the Highest tossed sideways in a rumpled heap.

      Fear rooted Jermanah to the center of the roadway. An odd satisfaction curled through her fear at seeing the Highest disheveled and brought low. She ducked her head lest her emotions be recognized. Though how much more shame could the Highest pile upon her now? Despite the shouts and noise surrounding them, the child wiggled but remained quiet. She should take the child somewhere safe. Where? Indecision froze her bare feet to the roadway.

      The Highest struggled from the shattered wood and tangled draperies and brushed dirt from her robes. As she straightened, a man dropped from the branches and pointed a long knife at her chest.

      “You will give me the child.”

      The Highest stood motionless for a moment then arched her eyebrow and laughed. With the tip of her finger, she pushed on the knife, but the blade didn’t waver. She sucked her bloodied fingertip into her mouth, tilted her head and, watching the man, and slowly drew the finger from her mouth. “The child belongs to the king.”

      A few mounted guards broke from chasing men into the surrounding trees and advanced. Shouting and clashing their weapons, they slid from their war beasts. Knife flashing, the man whirled. One guard crashed onto the broken sedan chair.

      Swords held at ready, the guards formed a loose, semi-circle around the man. Jermanah recognized the ritualistic fighting pattern from the many times she’d hidden behind the training ground wall to watch the men practice. The rebel fighter crouched and waited. Sword high, a guard approached. The rebel’s easy, soundless dispatch of the guard, showed her he would easily best any who fought in the way of the Compound.

      The Highest backed from the fighting and with an imperious wave signaled to one of the circling guards. Leaving his comrades, he rushed to her side. After her low, urgent words, he gave a sharp whistle. One of the great beasts lifted its head and pranced from the milling mounts. The guard knelt. The Highest placed one food in his cupped hands allowing him to lift her to the animal’s broad back. The guard leapt up behind her and urged the animal forward.

      At the fringes of the heavy forest undergrowth the Highest jerked the reigns from the guard and dragged back the animal’s head to stop it. She watched the fighters for a long moment then focused her gaze on Jermanah. Her harsh laughter rang over the sounds of desperate battle before she wheeled the war beast and disappeared into the forest.

      Jermanah clutched the squirming babe. Beyond the blond fighter, Poll waged his own fight with a pair of men. The Highest had abandoned them. The priestesses and acolytes had already run. What should she do?

      When the guards noticed the Highest galloping away most called to their mounts and fled as well. Only one member of the advance guard remained warily circling the rebel. Thank the moons Poll remained, easing his mount to where Jermanah stood locked in indecision. He was the only constant in this horrible night. He would know what to do. Heated tension emanated from him when he halted behind her, but all he did was watch the fight in silence.

      Run. Every thought focused on the need to run. But where? Even if she left the child behind she’d never be able to escape. She covered the child’s face with a corner of the wrappings and swayed to comfort him. And herself. She’d never leave a defenseless babe to the mercies of these rebel fighters.

      The blond fighter pushed the last guard away and bent to wipe his long blade on the man’s cloak. He turned in a slow, wary circle, stopping when his gaze met hers. He altered his grip on his knife and stepped toward her.

      Her hands tingled with the rise of healing power. Startled, she flexed her fingers. She’d healed this man. That morning. He was the one in the Seer’s chamber. The one’s who’s healing had seemed somehow different. Unable to resist the powerful connection, she took a step.

      The war beast pressed against her back and Poll’s hand at her shoulder stopped her. “No, lady. These rebels are the ruin of the Compound. We must flee with the child.”

      Jermanah shrugged her shoulder but was unable to shake off his hand. She couldn’t, she dared not ignore the pull of the rebel’s intense, icy-blue gaze. Poll leaned further, grabbed her about the waist and easily lifted her and the child before him. She uttered one short syllable of denial and squirmed, trying to slide back to the ground.

      “No lady, don’t. Please, we must save the child.”

      Ears flicking, the great beast sidestepped. Jermanah struggled against Poll’s firm grasp until he spoke close to her ear. “I have sworn to protect you, lady. And so I shall.”

      With one hand he steadied the child in her arms then rested his sword across her lap. Subtle movements of his legs controlled and directed his mount.

      Breaking her eye contact with the rebel, Poll turned them toward a gap in the dense underbrush. The remnants of healing power faded. Feeling as though she’d just woken from a deep sleep, Jermanah blinked. Poll urged the animal into a smooth, rapid pace weaving between the thick branches of the ancient trees.

      Unaccustomed to riding and afraid she might fall the great distance from the war beast’s back, Jermanah shrank against Poll’s chest. He wrapped his arm securely about her waist and whispered, “I apologize for the familiarity, lady.”

      Bitter laughter died even before escaping her lips. “I thank you for your concern, Poll. But such worries are unnecessary.”

      “The rebels know the forest. We won’t be able to escape by running. When I find a defendable location, we’ll stop and I’ll stand for your protection there.”

      Content to let someone else take charge and direct her actions, Jermanah nodded. Poll would do what was best for the child.
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      Poll jerked the reins, bringing his mount to a skidding stop. He lowered Jermanah to the ground then followed. Holding his mount’s head, he spoke in its ear. A sharp slap on its wide rump made the animal squeal in surprise. It trotted to the edge of the clearing then stopped to give Poll a reproachful look before retracing their path.

      Poll paced the edge of the small clearing. “It won’t be long before the rebel finds us. It would be better if you could take the child far from here.”

      Determination straightened Jermanah’s spine. “I won’t leave you here alone.”

      “No, you won’t. There is no time. You’ll hide and I will fight him. When I’m victorious, we’ll continue to the king’s Stronghold.”

      “But, if he—”

      “He won’t.” Poll paced another small circle and peered at a tangle of bushes growing at the edge of a rocky outcropping. He shoved the bushes to one side exposing the entrance to a tiny cave. ““This will do.”

      Jermanah eyed the opening. Panic settled in her chest, pressed against her lungs. She fought to draw breath. Cold sweat beaded her forehead and ran in a slow trickle down her spine. “I can’t go in there.”

      “Lady, you must hide.”

      “Not there,” she whispered. Although she took a shaky breath, insisting her muscles obey her, she couldn’t move any closer than the edge of the bushes. Her arms tightened about the child and he whimpered.

      Poll cocked his head to one side and his frown deepened. “But, lady...”

      Shame heated her face. “I can’t. Don’t make me, please.”

      Poll huffed out a breath and released the bushes to again cover the cave entrance. A doubtful grin stretched his lips. “Perhaps then only in the bushes, lady?”

      Edging from the cave, she peered into the thick tangle of branches. “But where?”

      Poll inserted his sword and spread the foliage to expose a tiny space barely wide enough for her to sit cross-legged.

      “How am I to get in there?”

      “Once again I beg pardon, lady.” Poll leaned his sword against the outcropping, placed one hand under her knees, wrapped his other arm about her shoulders and lifted her with great care. He pressed against the outer ring of bushes and leaned forward to allow her legs to drop into the open area. When she stood without wavering, he stepped back and retrieved his weapon.

      “Oh.” Jermanah took a quick breath. She turned in a circle then sat, arranging her robe so the trailing ends were tucked close to her legs. The child gave a soft, sleepy cry.

      “You must quiet the babe.”

      “I know. Be careful.”

      “I pledge my life to your protection.” Poll’s features settled into a guardsman’s blank expression. “Now I must cover your hiding place.”

      Terror returned. The dark. No air. How would she—no, she would be brave for Poll. And for the child. “Leave me a tiny sight of the sky and I won’t be so afraid.”

      Poll nodded and braced branches casually over her head, covering the opening. A small spot of the cloudless blue sky remained in her view.

      A lump settled at the base of Jermanah’s throat and she struggled to swallow her fear and rising hopelessness. She didn’t understand how this day had turned her life sideways. First the summons from the Seer for a strange healing. Her joy and delight at her first Double Moon procession had withered, dying with the women in the cottage. Now fear and confusion ruled her thoughts. Not simply fear for herself and what might befall her. Nor only for the child in her arms.

      Now her actions brought danger to another. To a good man who had no reason to protect her, except as his duty to the Compound. Her vision blurred. That duty might ring his death knell. Guilt threatened to overwhelm her. How could she continue to exist, knowing her life should have been forfeit instead of Poll’s.

      The babe’s tiny mouth twisted and he drew a long breath. Jermanah stuck the tip of her finger between his lips before he released a cry. After a moment, he sucked and his eyes closed in contentment.

      At a soft swooshing sound she peeked through the tiny gaps between the branches. Poll had cut a handful of long grasses to brush away their footprints. He tossed the grasses to one side of the glen and moved to the center of the clearing. He drew his sword and stood in the stiff, awkward, ritual battle posture of the Compound. After a moment he shook his head, repositioned his stance and held the sword loosely, point down. His chest filled with a deep breath. He exhaled slowly. Still and watchful, he waited.

      Relieved, Jermanah released her own breath. Poll realized the futility in facing the rebel with the Compound’s stilted fighting style. If the rebel still fought with only his knife, Poll’s longer weapon would maintain the upper hand. She concentrated on remaining still and keeping the child quiet so as not to be a distraction to her protector. Her silent pleas for their safety rose to the Double Moons.
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      Kierigh bent with his hands on his knees, drawing in deep draughts of air. But for that moon-cursed guard’s interference, he’d have taken the child. He rubbed at his healed shoulder. That woman couldn’t be the healer. One who could use forbidden magic to heal wouldn’t have been tasked as the babe’s caregiver. He shook away his concern and glanced both directions along the empty roadway. The guards were either dead or escaping. The women had fled as well. He didn’t care about them. He had one objective, one path to follow.

      He sheathed his knife, whistled a series of signals to his men and started after the child. The guard
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