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  CHAPTER 1


Alaysha wasn't a god after all. It seemed Theron had been wrong, and she only had to look around as she knelt on the forest floor where Yenic had died to know the truth of it. The redwoods were younger here just at the fringes of the highlands, the humus beneath her bare legs full of tender shoots fallen from nubile branches hoping to sprout and become saplings themselves and further to tall, broad redwoods capable of cradling men in wooden lodges. 
An errant breeze whispered against her cheek, one that didn't move through the branches but seemed to come from nowhere. That small kiss of air was the final insight and Alaysha found herself reaching for the young girl that stood in front of her. 
Tiny fists were clenched in effort at the child's sides as Theron, stoic, hardened old shaman that he was, fell to his knees and jammed his forehead into the humus of the forest floor in reverent surrender. A tumble of blonde curls framed Liliah's eyes and those shifted colour, even as Alaysha watched, from blue to green and brown and grey like a slick of earth oil on a puddle of water. 
A witch knows another by her eyes, Alaysha thought. 
But these were no ordinary eyes to reveal an ordinary witch.
That would have been enough of a clue for Alaysha to know she was a mortal woman after all and not the goddess come again as Theron would have had her believe; truly, it would have been. But the way Liliah's father clutched the knife he held at his side, his eyes a wild panic that the child he'd kept secret so long had finally been exposed, was even more telling.
Until then, Alaysha had foolishly allowed herself to think she might be Theron's goddess. Her own lack of humility sickened her now, and the hope that she could be something more than a mere weapon of destruction died in her chest even as Theron defected that foolish belief in the face of those remarkable eyes, supplicating himself before a child not even to her second season.
But it was more than that, more than the two of them offering their bald faith wholeheartedly to a child. Indeed. It would take more than simple surrender for Alaysha to believe that this waif could hold such power. No. She'd seen far too much in her brief time to be so easily fooled. For Alaysha to believe, it would take a demonstration of power far superior to anything she'd ever seen. 
And come it had, its demonstration in the way Yenic's chest, immobile and frozen in death just moments before, began to rise and fall with the quiet rhythm of breathing. It was the way Alaysha's heart seemed to begin beating again after falling spasm in grief.
She stretched toward the child, loath to let go her grasp of Yenic's chest as she felt the newborn tremor of his heartbeat growing stronger, but wanting to touch this Liliah as well. Make sure she was real. She had to be real. Dear deities, let this all be real.
"You raised him," Alaysha said to her.
The girl offered a tentative smile, one that danced on her face as though she couldn't believe it either. "Me fixed it." Her tangle of curls caught a light breeze and stuck to her cheeks, catching in the silver of her eyelashes. Rather than pull the strands away, she licked them into her mouth and chewed on them. Now and again, a flash of tiny white teeth moved against the lips.
Alaysha felt herself nodding stupidly at the child in agreement. "Yes, yes you fixed it." A choke of laughter bubbled up to her mouth and she had to stuff her fist into it to keep from laughing straight out loud. Moments before she'd been so desolate and empty, and now so filled with unspeakable joy. It was too much. Way too much.
A thought occurred to her, that she who could give Yenic his breath, could take it away just as easily. She'd seen it herself, hadn't she? Felt it back in the Enyalian village when she had to fight with her own power in order to keep her own breath, in order to protect herself and the others, and ended up almost killing Liliah in the process. Alaysha's teeth bit down onto her fingers as she recalled it. Would the girl remember too and want her vengeance?
She scrabbled backwards and reached for Yenic, feeling for the solidness of him, the coldness of his inert form warming beneath her hands. Yes. It was fixed. But was that pulse in his throat consistent? Did it pause once or twice as his breath caught in his lungs? Would it stay fixed, or would the little goddess remember her injuries taken in the Enyalian village and take back what she'd done? Alaysha decided she wouldn't wait to find out.
She searched the faces of those around her for the man who had followed her through the burnt lands, who had sworn to protect her and stay with her, who had let her mark him as hers forever even though he had to share the honor with an Enyalian warrior. 
"Gael," she said, seeking him, steady and stalwart Gael. Trustworthy. She found his massive frame already striding forward, pushing his sword back into its sheath on his back, reaching out for her. His face was a careful mask of stoicism, but his green eyes betrayed his own confusion and wonder. They'd seen so much together. Suffered together. He would understand.
 "Help me." She tried to lift Yenic herself, but she was still so weak. The battle against Enud, against Aislin's brutal killing of a horde of highlanders, had left her more exhausted than she could have imagined. The grief of Yenic's death drained her that much more. And his new life? That stress brought its own fatigue: a wonderful, leg shaking fatigue that robbed her of her ability to stand.
"I need to get him –" she sent a furtive glance toward the girl, afraid that if the child noticed, she'd begin to doubt the decision to revive him. "I need to get him somewhere safe," she said. Despite the child's face seeming so proud, so wanting to please, the father's expression hadn't yet eased away from its outright protective panic. There was something more behind the guarded look on his swarthy face that Alaysha didn't quite understand. And if this day had shown Alaysha anything, it was how quickly things could change.
Gael was already kneeling beside her; Alaysha had to drag her eyes away from the girl's stunning gaze to his. The stubble of his chin seesawed back and forth as he considered her. She thought he must have seen the anxiety in her; her face must look frightful for his jaw to be moving so frenetically. He wanted to say something, she was sure of it.
"Will you carry him for me?" she asked him before he could sway her with whatever reason was running through his mind.
His eyes bore into hers as he searched her face and she thought he'd refuse. 
"Please, Gael." 
She knew he would do anything to protect her, but did protecting Yenic count as part of that? She prayed it would.
"You don't know what he will be," the warrior whispered with warning in his voice.






  
  CHAPTER 2


She wouldn't know what he would be. The thought scared Alaysha, but she put her palm on Gael's bicep, feeling his muscles move beneath the supple leather. A strange current ran up her fingertips and traveled to a deep burrow somewhere within her chest. The mark, must be. She'd used her magic and the ash of her sister's bones to join them, and she felt the connection like a bee knew its queen. She knew what he was thinking, that the magic from the girl was foreign. That they shouldn't trust it. 
"He will be alive," she said to him. "Isn't that enough?"
His boots scuffled in the dirt in response, and when she expected him to heft Yenic off the ground, she felt his arms go around her instead and she was pulled, struggling, to her feet. She squirmed against him, searched his eyes, begging him silently to let her go, confused and angry that he would go against her.
His eyes pinned hers as he called out to Cai. Nothing more was said, but in an instant the russet Enyalian had pushed her way past, brushing Alaysha's shoulder as Gael held her close against his side. She was huge, as all Enyalia were, an almost burly quality to their sinews, but she was tall enough to carry it with grace. Alaysha felt a tremor run through Gael, buzzing somewhere behind her ears. The mark again. For an instant, her body remembered its heated union with his the night she'd tattooed him and she had to brush it impatiently away. Yenic needed her, and she had no time for the arousal of a bond that had been spun by nothing more than magic. She couldn't let it befuddle her into forgetting that Yenic needed her.
"What are you doing?" 
Alaysha struggled even more against Gael's massive chest, afraid suddenly of what Cai might do to her bondsman. Cai was the more pragmatic of the two, and her dislike for men would allow her to harm Yenic without so much as a second thought if she believed his life put Alaysha in danger.
 "Don't you hurt him." Alaysha put all of her energy into the order, hoping the connection she'd made with the woman, the same connection she'd forged with Gael on the same eve, would move through the Enyalian's arm like she could already feel it coursing through her and Gael. That, with the force of her desire, Alaysha could keep the Enyalian from striking him. Cai ignored her and knelt next to Yenic. Alaysha turned angry eyes back to Gael and didn't care that his face was working with emotion. She could hear the panic in her own voice. 
"The girl fixed it," she said to him. "Don't you hurt him."
She was vaguely aware of Cai behind her, perhaps trying to force Yenic into a sitting position, perhaps pressing her broad palm across his mouth and nose so she could smother the breath back out of him. She imagined the worst, knowing how the Enyalia hated men, how Gael disliked Yenic. They would use this opportunity for their own gain. She could imagine how Yenic would struggle against the callused palm, his legs kicking, his lungs straining painfully.
Over Gael's shoulder, she could see Edulph grinding his too-straight teeth as he stared at her from behind Liliah. Theron, still prostrate before the child, was useless in his ecstasy. His blue veined feet stuck out from beneath him, filthy with humus and ingrained soil, the bottom of his sandals were worn so great holes gaped on the heels. Neither of them would offer any help.
Alaysha stepped down on Gael's booted foot as hard as she could with her own bare one, thinking her weight might offer the huge man some pain, give her a chance to wrest herself away. Gael didn't so much as wince.
"She will tie him, Alaysha," Gael said, his voice a hushing whisper, calming her, the soothing sound of a father to a newborn. "That's all." His eyes held hers with a steely compassion. "That's all."
Alaysha relaxed, realizing Yenic was safe for the moment.  But how long would that last? She couldn't delay. 
"Get him onto Barruch," she said against Gael's neck. 
Together, they could flee this place. Find a land they could call their own. Now she was not the goddess Liliah, and she and everyone here knew it, she could be free of all those things that kept her bound to this motley war she'd been waging so fruitlessly and unwillingly. 
She squeezed Gael's forearm. "You and Cai can be free after that. You can do as you will." She looked up at him and was surprised to find his face had grown hard and cold.
"I can never be free of you, Witch." He gave her a subtle but firm pull towards him so that she bent slightly backwards, her hips against his. "I thought you finally understood that." 
His eyes searched hers and she realized she'd hurt him without meaning to. Something in the small of her back was urging her to reach out to him, let her fingers play against his chin and touch him where his warrior's brand was, to try and stifle the burning she felt on her own chin. Her tattoo felt as though it was on fire.
"I just meant..."
His expression softened. "Magic such as the girl has shown can't be trusted. What if it's gone black? We can't know, Alaysha. Until your Yenic comes to, we must be careful." His grip loosened at the practicality of his words and she felt the sharp arch in her back release. "That's all," he said wearily, but it looked like he wanted to say so much more.
Magic such as the girl had shown. Indeed. Alaysha had seen nothing like it. While in her years as a weapon for her father, the Emir of Sarum, she'd seen men turned to leathered husks of flesh by her own power, seen women and children and yes her own sister singed to ash by some flame lit from within because of Aislin's magic. While witnessing the earth tremble, and the heavens open with rain, she'd not once witnessed such power as this girl wielded. Perhaps Gael was right to be cautious. She turned to where Cai was wrestling with the hemp rope on her belt. Yenic lay against her, his torso slumped forward just enough that she could pull his arms behind his back.
He'd been dead. Had been dead for whoever knew how long. To break the connection with his mother that allowed Aislin to channel destructive fire through Alaysha, killing dozens of innocent people, he'd taken his own life. She bit back the recalled image of his limp form draped across Bodicca's arms as she'd laid him on the forest floor just after the battle, when they all believed they were safe finally, of the blood seeping between his ribs right at the spot where his first mark darkened his skin. A froth of coughed-up blood bubbled on his lips.
She'd gone mad at the sight of it, and they'd let her grieve right there on the edge of the village, her knees buckled into the moss and the tears streaming over her cheeks. Behind her in a stand of centuries-old redwood trees, with heights soaring into the sky to harbor lodgings built of wood and timber and hemp rope staircases that slithered up the trunks of trees like the snakes, she knew there were several piles of ash. Too many to count; the manifested result of Aislin's fury. What Alaysha's power would have left as leathered husks of mummified people, Aislin had left nothing but ash. Power made possible by a connection she found through Yenic, and through him to the bond he had with Alaysha. 
It had been strong, that bond. She'd forged it herself in her first week of life through the ministrations of her blood witch who knew the infant's memory would not let her forget unless she had a reason to live. A connection made with him through the fluid of her tears. But the connection made by those tears so long ago had lost their power now. In the face of death, magic trembled.
Looking at him now, and the shallow rise and fall of his chest as he lay there, she realized how devoid of life he'd been. And when the girl stepped forward telling her she could fix it, Alaysha didn't waste a heartbeat guessing whether or not it was so. She'd scrabbled aside, her knees catching on the pouch that hung still from her waist. She'd reached for it, and held it as though it was Yenic's lung, willing it to expand as the waif of a girl closed those brilliant eyes in concentration.
The wind came then. But not from the edges of the forest as a breeze was wont to travel, it came from within the small frame that stood before them. She opened her mouth as though to exhale and a twist of breath moved from her lips to gain speed as it caught air. No sooner did Alaysha realize the air came from within the tiny chest, than it absorbed into the space about them and swelled until it looked like heat waves from the burnt lands. Then it swelled even more until Alaysha felt the kiss of hot humid breath against her cheek. It shuddered across her skin, raising the smallest of hairs even as it made her skin whisper back to it like a lover joining its mate.
Her fingers clutching the leather pouch grew icy cold as though the breath from her lungs was pulled straight out from the tips before the breeze became a mighty wind that moved the trees and the grass and Alaysha's hair and even made Theron's cassock flap like a linen sheet on a hemp line as he stood with his feet planted deep into the humus.
When it gathered above them, all air seemed to grow stagnant and her lungs fought to expand. She saw each of them clasp at their throats, but even before Alaysha could bring her own power to bear in defence, the air returned and swept over Yenic's form so fast, so hard, it moved him a hand's breadth forward.
The girl had opened her eyes and Alaysha could swear the colors swirling within settled into a shadowed black for a heartbeat only before they moved back into the rhythm of colors curling around on each other. The child looked up at Edulph as though expecting praise. 
"It's fixed," she'd told him proudly, but rather than looked pleased, Edulph only looked more afraid.
Alaysha had tested it immediately. She tucked her hair behind her ear and leaned over Yenic's mouth. She couldn't hear breath, but she could feel warmth. It was then that she knew the girl had indeed fixed him. She didn't question, only reached out hoping to touch the girl's leg, praying that what was done wasn't some trick of her grief.
So yes, it was indeed magic such as they'd never seen. Wondrous magic. Even Edulph shivered in the face of it.
She sighed now, knowing Gael was right. "Let it be done," she told him. "We shouldn't take chances."
When he released her, she turned to see Cai squatting beside Yenic, a blade in her left hand poised and ready, her right hand gripping Yenic by the throat as he hunched against the boulder she'd leaned him against. Alaysha wasn't sure which threat was greater: the glint of the knife ready to disembowel the youth or the power of the broad hand ready to choke the air back out.
"Stand back, Cai," Alaysha told her. "I'm sure if he's not what we expect you'll have ample time to kill him again."
"Men are never what we expect, little maga," Cai said, a note of unexpected humor in her tone as her red brows lifted gracefully. "We must take the time to kill them whenever we're offered the chance."
Gael harrumphed but said nothing; Edulph shifted angrily where he stood, unable, it seemed to let the warrior's prejudice linger in the air. 
"I would say the same thing of any Enyalian," he said, but there was no response from Cai to acknowledge she even heard him and if she did, Alaysha was sure that she stored the appropriate response happily away in her mind, counting another couple of teeth to add to the bracelet that had somehow grown thicker on her bicep. Alaysha dearly hoped the circlet wouldn't grow again to stretch across her thigh. She was tired of death.
"She meant no harm," Alaysha told Edulph, thinking to ease the tension so they could all concentrate on Yenic, but he only grunted in response. 
"Theron," she addressed the shaman who had flung himself down in front of the girl when the winds had come. "Theron, get up. We might need you."
He mumbled something into the dirt and roots that sounded something like a refusal.
Alaysha turned her attention to the girl. "Ask him to get up," she said and as graceful as you please, the child rested her hand on the shaman's head. This only served to make him melt all the way onto the ground with his arms stretched out sideways. The girl giggled and clapped her hands together.
"Theron, she's a child. She doesn't understand."
He didn't turn his head sideways, so much as move his mouth so that it twisted enough to find the air. "A shaman such as us, aren't worthy to speak to the goddess. No. No we aren't."
"This shaman was worthy enough to save her life when it was in danger," Alaysha said, rebuking him. "Now get up."
Again, he refused, but this time Bodicca reached down and grasped him by the bicep, yanking him to his feet. He did everything he could to avoid looking at the girl's face, twisting his head and craning his neck until Bodicca gripped him by the chin. 
"Your goddess might still be in danger, shaman. You'll do her no good this way."
A moment went by before he nodded silently. At that, Alaysha could feel the tension in the grove fall just enough that she could feel the hardness in her own muscles. Now all that was left was for Yenic to wake. To stare at her with those honey eyes of his and declare himself unchanged, undead, and unbound from his mother's magic. She tried to feel for the connection they shared, believing the coils they had about her heart would tremor again against hers, tightening her chest and reminding her how she'd once ached for him. She tried to remember what it was like to feel his living hand in hers, the sound of his voice and how it soothed her. She wanted to let her memory trail through images of their bodies joining, of his breath in her hair, her own smothered sighs of delight escaping to mingle with his.
All that came, unbidden, was the memory of his betrayals, the mistrust. She squeezed her eyes closed, willing those things back into the depths of her mind.
She sensed Cai's movement first. The Enyalian tensed, leaning forward, her fingers curling toward Yenic's throat once more as Yenic moaned quietly and then gasped, dragging air in as though he was clawing his way through several handspans of dirt and stone. His eyes flew open, darted about, taking in each face and feature. They passed over Cai almost lazily, flitted to Gael, then landed on Alaysha. She had to fight the urge to rush to him.
"How many seeds have you collected, Witch?" he demanded and for one heartbeat, confusion swallowed her relief. Her hand sped to her throat at the way he enunciated one particular word. Witch.
That was when she knew.
Not Yenic in front of her, whole and breathing, not her beloved amber-eyed bondsman had this small goddess brought back.
Instead it was her ruthless and commanding father.






  
  CHAPTER 3


Before she could react, Bodicca rushed forward and fell to her knees in front of Yenic. 
"My Emir," the old warrior whispered. "Yuri," she said, her voice hushed with reference, her fingers deftly laying her sword across Yenic's lap in deference.
Alaysha grappled for the pouch at her waist automatically, squeezing it to feel for the small seeds within that Theron had given her back in Sarum. Those seeds were the only remains of her father. "Take these," he'd told her as they'd rushed to escape the city. "They're of Etlantium." 
She heard herself gasp as she swallowed down the trapped air she'd drug in. She struggled to breathe again.
"Unfleshed no longer," Theron mumbled in wonder.
Alaysha stared at him speechless, struggling to find comprehension and discovering only a sense of betrayal when it came. This was Yuri who had been re-invigorated. Her hateful, power-hungry father who had never shown her love.
Her action was to pull the sword from its sheath on her back and lunge for the man who had caused her so much pain and grief. Her sister, her mother, her nohma. The callous way he'd left her to suffer under Corrin's brutal hand. The way he used her as a tool to do his bidding. 
The way he died without telling her he cared about her, without giving her a chance to force him to redeem himself, who left her alone to discover things about him both heroic and insufferable. In those moments, the bloodlust of vengeance took her mind and held captive her sword arm. She lunged for him, sword raising, hips set to swivel with all the force she could muster.
She felt hands on her before she had a chance to swing and couldn't count how many fingers buried themselves into her skin to keep her from moving. Her heart hammered in her chest so much, tingling into her fingers so fiercely, they felt swollen with the need to strike something. She couldn't move against the hands that restrained her. She pulled in a deep breath, feeling more acutely the sword in her grip and then she let go the handle. Her jaw hurt and her throat burned and it was only when she heard the dull thunk of the blade hitting moss did she realize she had been screaming, that her face was wet with her own tears.
Yenic/Yuri sat placidly against the tree, his mouth a sardonic twist that dissolved for one breathtaking moment into something else. Something that made his eyes soften and fill with confusion. She was aware of her chest heaving, desperately trying to pull in enough oxygen to keep her from passing out, to keep her legs from trembling. If she heard her heart beat in her ears for one more moment, she would go deaf.
"Alaysha?" He ventured, and the tone was so much like Yenic's that even those holding her, both Gael and Bodicca, she realized, let go in surprise. A sob caught in her throat for how close she had come to taking the new life he'd been granted.
By the time she got to him, his eyes had rolled back and he'd slumped forward.
"What's happening?" She demanded from her knees, her hands already finding the back of Yenic's neck and the small of his back, pulling him to her. She had him now, she wouldn't let go. To think she had almost –
"Theron," she cast about looking for the shaman and found him still staring at the girl, his face a contemplative mix of elation and confusion. "Theron," she said again and he dragged his gaze away to look at her. She didn't wait to give him a chance to lose himself in the child's power again. "Come, see what you can do for him."
It was Bodicca who got Theron moving. She was next to him so quickly and had him by the bicep, pulling him, almost impatiently flinging him toward Yenic's feet that Alaysha didn't see her move. 
"See to him," the old warrior said. "The Emir needs you." There was tension in Bodicca's body, Alaysha could see it rippling through the muscles of the woman's cheek and jaw. It traveled down the cords of her neck and made the fingers curl and uncurl absently as though her hand, in concert with her subconscious, needed to strike something. Alaysha knew exactly how she felt.
They all waited quietly as the shaman ran his hands over Yenic's form. He prodded here and there, peeled back the youth's eyelids. Tapped his chest. It seemed even the birds waited with bated breath, their song evaporated and forgotten in the trees. Alaysha watched a squirrel dart out from a burrow in the humus that blanketed the roots of a juvenile Redwood. It stuffed tiny paws against its cheeks, cramming its forage deeper into the pouch before digging those same paws into the skin of the tree and fleeing to the safety of its heights.
She was aware of scrawny arms creeping about her waist and she looked down to see Aedus on her knees beside her, leaning in, trying to comfort her or be comforted, Alaysha wasn't sure. She let the girl lay her head against her shoulder, let her own hand find the tangle of mud and hair that Aedus would never comb clean.
"He'll be okay," she told the girl.
"But who will he be?"
It was a good question and Alaysha wished she could answer.
Theron answered before Alaysha could form a response. "The man will be as the goddess wills, Oh, yes. Yes indeed."
It was a foolish response, one that put an edge in Alaysha's voice before she could stop it. "Do you think the goddess willed this, shaman?" Alaysha couldn't help the note of frustration she heard in her own voice. "Do you think that child really decided to bring back my father?"
"Me fixed it," the girl piped up from somewhere behind and Alaysha cringed at the naïve sound of the voice. She gave the girl careful study in those seconds, watched as the young face went slack but for a minute tic in her cheek that made the mouth lift at one edge in a perpetual half smile.
The fountain of frustration would not be strangled off and Alaysha dearly wanted to let it vent. She gave in wholeheartedly.
"Yenic is dead and in his place this child brings back the man who sought to kill her. To have me kill her. What do you make of that, shaman? What do you make of your goddess now?" Her palms hurt where her fingernails dug in. She had to consciously let her hands go limp and found Aedus's shoulder again, to keep from clenching her hands in fury.
He said nothing, infuriating Alaysha even more. She let go of Aedus and found her feet, peppering the ground with her footsteps as she reached for his wrist and twisted him to face her. "You worship a child with no understanding. Full of power and empty of wisdom. What kind of shaman does that make you?"
The old face with its black eyes never flinched. "Such a thing makes a shaman such as us only wonder what kind of witch condemns her maker." His eyes went as hard as flint as he pulled himself from her grasp to continue his examination.
"But it was Yenic," Aedus said, her attention still on the youth as he lay on the forest floor. "It was him at the end, wasn't it?"
"Yes," Alaysha said, telling herself she believed it.
"Then she did fix it," Aedus said. "It was just a mistake, the first thing."
Fixed it, perhaps. Alaysha watched as the goddess sat in the moss and picked at the ghost pipes that grew at the base of the nearest tree and started to cram a handful into her mouth. She lunged for the girl, slapping at her hands and digging out whatever flesh of the plant she could see with harried fingers, trying to extract the last of the powerful sedative from her mouth. 
She stretched the girl's mouth open to peer in, making sure she had got the last of it. They'd collected ghost pipes on their journey to the Highland village, thinking that when Theron found a village with proper cook fires and proper utensils, he could better brew a sleep that could calm a giant even if his skull had to be cracked into. But Theron had not brewed the ghost pipe in the woods; it was too dangerous, too potent a root to use without proper measurement. They'd had to use Aedus's beetles to put the girl to sleep while they split her skull to relieve the built up pressure. 
The girl could have eaten too much, swallowed some even, and who knew what would happen to her then.
That was when Alaysha realized it finally.
Only when she couldn't find anything more within the cheeks or squashed into the teeth, did she look up at Theron. "The girl is simple, Theron. You worship a simpleton."






  
  CHAPTER 4


It was as clear as a river water. The girl wasn't clever. All that power had been wrapped into the body and mind of a girl without a reasoning mind. 
Theron refused to answer and Alaysha grabbed for the mulch she'd extracted from Liliah's mouth and thrown on the ground. She shook the handful of wet and masticated plant at him.
"Do you see?"  Alaysha turned to Edulph for confirmation because she knew she'd get no reaction from Theron. "I'm right, aren't I?"
Edulph had the grace to look at his feet. It was answer enough for Alaysha; fury rose into her throat.
"You knew," she accused Edulph. 
She wasn't sure what angered her the most at the moment: the fact that the girl, the one Theron called his goddess, was simple, that the simple girl had brought back the megalomaniac who was responsible for killing Alaysha's sister and hundreds of others, or that the girl's own father would be cruel enough to manipulate her in such a way.
Hauntings from her past fought each other for prominence: she heard again the dripping of sweating stone, felt manacles on her tender wrists, heard the almost sultry chuckle of Corrin's laughter in her ear. 
"You knew she was simple and so you used her to your own gain, thinking her power could somehow make you more so, " she said and couldn't help thinking of her father as she said it, all the fury of her years suffering neglect and torment poisoning her tone.
"And what gain have I?" Edulph demanded of her, the black line of hair across the top of his lip quivered. "Captured and tortured by the fire witch Aislin for this knowledge. Do you know what it's like to burn from the inside? Have you ever felt an invisible fire lick over your skin until it bubbles in pain, you have no idea where the next place will be, whether it will be your eyes that she sets to boiling next or your manhood. Skin, lungs, they are nothing to the thought that you might never see again, might never... " His gaze went hard as he looked at her. "Oh yes, I have gained." He bent to put his hands on his daughter's shoulders and squeezed protectively.
"I have suffered your slanders, your ropes tied around my wrists, your gags in my mouth. I have spent moons upon moons away from my daughter, hoping to keep you all from finding her because what will you do with her now that you know who she is. Would you protect her the way a father protects her?" 
He turned the girl so that she faced into his belly, her arms going around him in a hug. For a moment, Alaysha felt doubt creeping in, but she pushed it aside with the memory of the cruelty Edulph had showed his own sister.
"No," he continued on, oblivious to what any of them might be thinking. "You will only use her the way you have been used, the way you accuse me of using her because you know no other way of living."
"You're lying."
A bite of harsh laughter came from the man. "Yes, see?" He shrugged almost helplessly. "You'll never believe me."
She wouldn't be swayed by the passion in his tone. She remembered. A witch has a long memory, and each of his atrocities could be called to her in depth at whim. She selected one to throw at him. "You cut off your own sister's finger."
He chewed his lip guiltily; the moustache wiggled grossly. She took note of the way his fingers tightened around the goddess's shoulders. He wanted to deny it, but he knew he couldn't.
"And then you cut off your own men 's heads when they would lose a battle for you and put her finger in one of their mouths. You sent that grisly package to me through a man you forced to fight till he was nearly dead."
"But he's not dead." Edulph's voice was almost manic as he pointed at the spot where Yenic still lay unconscious. "He only just died and by his own hand -- until my daughter brought him back."
Alaysha choked at the words. "Brought him back? No. Not nearly Yenic did she bring back. Not nearly. His body, yes..." she thought she'd lose her voice and had to swallow down the fury and hopelessness that wanted to raise her bile. She felt her core shake and her legs tremble with it. She tried to focus on the fury rather than the hopelessness and stomped closer to him, thinking to pull each ounce of water from him in her rage, stare into his eyes as she did it, but Cai caught her elbow and snagged her close. Alaysha could have taken her throat out with her teeth. 
"It's not your concern, Cai," she shouted at the Enyalian. 
"Anything that puts you in danger is my concern, little maga." The large woman's voice was calm, even strangely soothing, and Alaysha had to force herself to remember all the ex-Komandiri of the Enyalia had given up to become her protecter: exile from her homeland, the circlet of teeth so broad they stretched around a massive thigh, the familiarity of command and knowing your place. She turned her attention instead to Edulph.
"He's the one in danger." She glared at the man as she spoke to Cai.
"And you think his little witch will just let you do him harm?"
Alaysha chewed her cheek. Her gaze went from Edulph to Cai and then to Gael. She couldn't look at Aedus. She was afraid of what the girl's face would reveal. It was true: if she harmed Edulph, how long would it be before the goddess turned her power on them?
She addressed Edulph almost calmly, but the way her fingers tore at her palms kept the edge out of her voice even if it did nothing to calm her anger. "I don't trust you and I won't let you use the girl."
"She's my daughter. I would never use her."
Alaysha knew better than to answer that; wasn't she Yuri's daughter after all, and where had that got her. Instead she pointed at Edulph's sister, the girl who had been the first to show Alaysha any friendship. Aedus stood twirling her quill blower in anxious hands. 
"You threatened to kill her. Do you remember that? Her and my half sister and my entire homeland. Threatened to kill them all unless I would allow you to use me as a tool for your own gain."
"Not my gain--"
"You used my sense of compassion against me just as you're using this girl's compassion. We can't let you do that."
She could see him deflate, nodding at her as though he was weary of his own memories. It wasn't enough for Alaysha. Not nearly enough.
"You are more brutal even than Yuri. Even than Corrin. You're the same ilk. Men like you use others for your own gain no matter who you harm. You told me that. Do you remember? Your men were starving in the woods, ready to eat those disgusting dreamer's worms. You told me a man wins a battle by his brain, not his brawn. You told me nothing, no emotion, no sense of compassion, should get in the way. Just like Yuri did. You can protest love for the girl all you like. I'll never believe you." Her voice was trembling when she finished, a good match for her chin.
"Yes. I did all those things," he said. "All of them. I admit." His expression hardened again, and his fists clutched vehemently at the girl's shoulders. The girl beneath his hands squirmed but eventually her arms wrapped around his legs and he took a deep, shuddering breath. 
"You have no idea who I was, what I endured at your people's hands. Yes. I am a ruthless bastard. As was your father, as was his scout, as was his scout's lover." His own voice sounded choked and Alaysha was forced to meet his eyes, wondering if it was the choke of emotion at last in his tone, but his throat convulsed as he swallowed forcefully and the determination came back into his voice.
"You pretend you're the only poor victim, when you know nothing of the pain suffered by others." he hooked a thumb at Aedus. "Did you ever ask her what life was like for her as a slave to your people? Did you never wonder why she would rather forage with dogs than live in a house with other slaves?" He flashed a contemptuous grin. "You don't know my truths. You only know my brutality, and I pledge to always be so...for the sake of her. Always."
All of the passion seemed to leave him when he finished, and in truth, Alaysha could barely keep the fatigue from her own legs. She sighed and searched for Gael's eyes amidst the slack jaws that Edulph had left when his words ran out. When she found the warrior's familiar grey green eyes, they were steely with determination and silent message: whatever you need from me, his gaze said, and she knew he meant it. 
"Not today," she told him wearily and he gave a brusque nod in understanding. She pointed to Yenic instead, thinking there would be better times to wage this long-standing battle of wills with Edulph. The most important thing now was getting Yenic to safety. She'd deal with Edulph later, yes, but she would deal with him finally. 
"Get Yenic to my tent," she said. "Theron can see to him there."
Without so much as a grunt of effort, Gael hoisted Yenic off the ground and up over his shoulder. Alaysha signalled to the others to head back to the highland village, but to Cai she had one last order.
"Take the girl," she said as she passed the Enyalian.
"And the man?" Cai bent her head toward Edulph much the same as Gael had, no doubt wondering the same thing.
Alaysha knew what the both of them wanted; no more than she did, truth be told. She let her eyes rest on Edulph for a moment, thinking. "Not today," Alaysha answered, giving Edulph a magnanimous smile that could have meant anything, but to Alaysha meant he would have his life for the moment.
He made a furtive movement forward, perhaps thinking to sway her with physical threat. It was foolish, of course, and he had to know it; Cai was in front of him before he was able to close the distance between his own two legs. He stepped to the right, leaning around the huge Enyalian, trying to catch Alaysha's eye past the woman's torso.
"You can't take her," he said.
Alaysha watched Cai begin a silly hand game with Liliah, but she knew the warrior's attention was not on the girl's fingers and not on whether or not she met the goddess's hands with her own. 
"I can," she told him.
He reached to grapple the girl's hand away from the match, but Cai deftly swatted it away, making it seem no more threatening an action, than a move in the game. The girl giggled, a high, bubbling thing. Alaysha couldn't help smiling at the tinkle of sound.
Cai hoisted the girl high above her head and spun enough to make a grown man dizzy. Liliah's laughter soared to the treetops as her hair caught the air, sailing out around her like a billowing linen in the wind. When Cai stopped swinging, she plunked the goddess down onto her shoulders, breathless and giddy.
Alaysha couldn't help sending Edulph a triumphant look, and was more than a little surprised when he did not look impressed. Something in the way he stood, with the fat lower lip twitching, trying to keep itself from curving into a smile made her uneasy.
"I have the Emir's
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