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To Jill and Jason,

 

Thank you for the laughter and light of your friendship.
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High Sun, Day 3, First Year Reign of High Lady Astrea Celestis

 

It is day one since the Temanin Empire fell at our gates. Already, Temanin prisoners are being taken to Mostyn, save those most injured, who are now under my care, as well as our own soldiers. So many injured with so little help. But we will make do. We always have.

Rowen now rests inside the storage room in the Healers Quarter, where I can keep watch over her as she recovers. Rowen Mar, the last Eldaran. I have already recorded the day I first discovered the mark of the Word on her hand and the story of her banishment from the village of Cinad.

I am still in awe of her, even more so since last night when she unleashed a torrent of light across Anwin Forest and the White City. The very power of the Word sweeping away our enemies. Like in the stories of old passed down by the bards.

But I fear for Rowen now. The people of the north are not ready for someone like her. Which is why Captain Lore Palancar and I have chosen to hide her. There will always be those who fear another Nordic Wars. However, I do not see Rowen abusing the power given to her by the Word. I believe she will bring life, not death, with her mark.

Until others see this, I hope that Lady Astrea Celestis will be able to protect Rowen. And I will do my best to help her, as well.

 

Balint Kedem

Chief Healer of the White City
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Caleb Tala stood naked in the dark, his hands covered in blood. Orbs of soft light bobbed in the tall, bare trees, leaving pools of light on the ground. A small stream wove its way through the dark forest, rushing over black rocks. The air felt warm and humid.

He looked around, his muscles tense. This dark place reminded him of his nightmares. He looked behind him, expecting to see bodies standing in the shadows between the trees. The open spaces were empty. Caleb sighed and turned back, then saw his hands again. Repulsed, he held them away from his body. He needed to get this blood off.

He hurried toward the stream and fell to his knees. He plunged his hands into the cold, clear water and waited for the blood to rinse off, to float away in the trickling waters.

But nothing happened.

Caleb shook his hands beneath the water, then rubbed them together. Nothing, not even a slight change in the water’s color. Bile rose in his throat. He stared at his hands submerged beneath the rushing water. What was happening to him? Why wouldn’t the blood wash away?

A shadow fell across the clear water. Caleb looked up.

A badly scarred man looked back. Long, jagged wounds marred his face, distorting his cheeks and brow. Smaller white scars were scattered across the rest of his face as if he had been cut a thousand times. Two ugly red lines ran down his neck until they disappeared into his dull grey robe.

Caleb scurried away from the stream, staying in a low crouch so as to cover his nakedness. Was this a nightmare? It had to be. Nothing about this place felt real.

But unlike his other nightmares, where he knew each and every ghost, he didn’t recognize the man before him. His gaze darted to the man’s scarred hands, but he saw no dagger. The others in his dreams had always held a dagger. His dagger. Caleb looked back at the man’s face. Yes, he would definitely have remembered this repulsively wounded man.

However, he wasn’t going to stay and find out if the scarred man wanted to murder him or not. Caleb tried to turn around, but some unseen force held his face. He could not twist his head.

The man raised his hand and looked at Caleb with dark eyes, as dark as his own. A chill ran down his spine, leaving his body covered in bumps.

“It is time, Son of Truth.” The scarred man took a step closer to the stream that divided them. “The Lands need a Guardian once again.”

The man looked down at Caleb’s hands. Caleb tucked his hands between his thighs and felt the hot rush of shame. “Who are you? What do you want?” Caleb searched out of the corner of his eye for a bush, a tree, anything to hide himself.

“You cannot wash your hands, can you?”

His heart hammered like a wild animal. Something about this man felt…terrifying. As if all the power in the Lands were bound within this simple and misshapen man. No…not man… “What do you care?” Caleb felt vulnerable, crouching here by the stream.

“There is nothing you can do to wipe away the blood,” the man said.

Nothing? Caleb wasn’t so sure. He hadn’t tried everything yet. If only this man would leave him alone!

“There is only one thing that can remove the blood from your hands.” The man walked toward Caleb until only the small brook separated them. “Death.”

Caleb scowled at the man. “More killing?”

“No, your death.”

Caleb flushed, and his breath grew short. So that’s what this was about. He pulled one of his hands out from between his knees. He could see the blood stain across his fingers and his knuckles. He must atone for all the lives he had taken.

The killer inside of him wanted to fight for his life. But there was another part of him that knew the man spoke the truth. He had always known he would have to pay for his murders. Had not his conscience warned him with visions of his own victims killing him?

“So,” Caleb said, lifting his gaze toward the man, “are you here to kill me?”

The man did not answer. Instead, he walked across the brook. The hair along Caleb’s neck rose. The man did not step into the water, but rather he walked across the top as though it were a hard surface.

Caleb stumbled back. He turned and scrambled toward the nearest tree. He reached the trunk and hid himself behind it. He looked around and found the man standing next to the stream, staring in his direction. “What are you?” Caleb shouted. Something deep inside told him that the woman with the glowing hand was nothing compared to this strange man with scars.

“I am the one who can clean the blood off your hands.”

“So you’re the one who will kill me.” Well, he wasn’t going to go down without a fight. Dagger or not, he still had skills, skills enough to save him from this scarred man.

“No. I will take the blood. That is, if you will let me.”

Caleb readied himself. “Take the blood?” he sneered.

“Come out, Son of Truth. Give me your hands. I will wash them.”

That name again. Son of Truth. The words stirred something inside him. Caleb hesitated, confused by the feelings bubbling up, confused by the man’s words. “But you just said—”

“That only death could take away the blood on your hands, yes.”

“My death.” Caleb felt his strength and resolve return. Death, it always came down to that.

“Yes, you are right. Unless another took your death in your place.”

Caleb laughed. The guffaw was harsh and grating. Someone take death for him? Ha! He could think of no one who would die for him. Not his cousin, Lord Corin. Caleb was only an instrument in Corin’s hands, a weapon to carry out his will throughout the Temanin Empire. And certainly not Ailis. Beautiful, passionate Ailis. What they had was purely physical.

And if Caleb were honest with himself, he would never die for them either.

“I’m afraid you will not find anyone willing to take my place,” Caleb said in a mocking tone. But deep inside, the truth hurt.

“Actually, someone already did.”

“What?” Caleb raced through all the faces he knew. Who? And why? And how did they even know about his dark secrets, those that now covered his hands in blood? Did he mean that all the people Caleb had killed had actually died in his place in some way? “No, you’re wrong.” He shook his head. “No one died for me.”

“I did.”

Caleb gaped at the man with scars. “You? How can that be? If you took my death, then wouldn’t you be…dead?” Or perhaps they were both dead. That would explain this dark place, the trees, and his bloody hands. All he needed now were his victims, and he would be in his own personal hell. To be tormented forever by those he had killed. Too late to change that now—

“No. Neither of us is dead.”

Caleb’s head shot up.

“Yes, Son of Truth, you are still alive. And I can take the blood off your hands.”

An odd sensation filled his chest. “You can clean my hands?”

“Yes.”

The feeling expanded, like a ball of fire inside his heart. He slowly lifted his hand and stared at the blood. He could be clean? The ball of fire burned brightly, then dimmed as if water had doused the hopeful flames. Guilt moved in, and something even darker.

“Not only can I take the blood from your hands,” Caleb heard the scarred man say, “I can heal the darkness inside you. Yes—” Caleb looked up and found the man staring at him. “You can feel it. It is what stains your hands.”

That dark thing came alive inside Caleb. He had felt its subtle stirrings before, heard its seductive whispers, felt its power. It was what had driven him for so many years. It blazed inside him, a hot dark flame so unlike the hope that had filled him moments before. The flames hurt. Caleb fell to his knees beside the tree and folded his arms across his chest.

He knew the darkness inside him did not want to die. It wanted to live. And there was a part of him that wanted it to live too. The darkness was powerful and intoxicating. Could he give it up?

The man before him began to change. A brilliant light flashed across Caleb’s vision, so bright that it forced him to shut his eyes. The darkness inside him blazed even hotter.

Then the light dimmed. Caleb slowly opened his eyes and looked up—

The man with scars had changed. He was still covered with scars, but now he was robed in brilliant white. The power Caleb had felt around the man now showed on the outside. No…not a man…

Caleb dropped his head, adrenaline rushing through his body. He was naked and filthy and wished for anything to cover himself, to hide himself from—

“You have no need to fear me,” the man said. “I am the Word.” The Word began to walk toward him.

Caleb’s entire body froze. The Word? Memories of all those he had murdered flashed across his mind. Many of his victims had been Followers of the Word—

“And if you are willing, I will heal you.”

Caleb lifted his eyes until he could see the scarred feet and ankles of the Word. Why was He covered in such ugly disfigurements? Wasn’t He supposed to be a god, perhaps the God? Shouldn’t He look…better? More beautiful? Majestic? Uninjured?

“Why?” Caleb said, his voice hoarse. Why would the Word heal the person who had killed so many of His Followers?

“Because I am the only one who can heal the darkness inside you.”

Caleb slowly shook his head, his gaze still on the ground. “But I have killed so many—”

“I know.”

Caleb lifted his gaze a fraction more until he could see the hem along the bottom of the white robe. “And yet you would still heal me?”

“Yes.”

“Just like that? Even after…?”

“Yes.”

Caleb glanced down at the blood on his hands. The darkness inside him flamed up again. It was too easy. Shouldn’t he have to pay penance for what he had done? Perhaps die for what he had done? Isn’t that what the Word had said? A life for a life? Except in his case, that would be a lot of lives.

Yet there was a hope inside him that deeply desired the healing the Word offered. He wanted the blood gone from his hands. He wanted to be free of this darkness that burned inside his soul. He wanted forgiveness.

Could the Word really do all that…and it would cost him nothing?

“Hold out your hands,” the Word said above him.

His body went rigid. Blood pounded inside his head. He raised both hands. They trembled in light cast from the Word.

As if knowing its end was near, the darkness inside him roared into an inferno. Caleb clenched his jaw and continued to raise his hands. His chest felt as if it were on fire and would burn a hole right through him. Take them, he thought frantically. I can’t hold them out much longer.

The light around the Word grew. The Word knelt and extended His own hands toward Caleb. Caleb watched, his breath caught inside his throat. Closer, their hands only inches apart. Bloody fingers extended toward brilliant white light—

Their fingertips met.

The fiery darkness vanished.

Healing warmth flooded him. The warmth spread from his fingers, up along his arms, reaching to every part of his body. It swirled around his heart, mending what had for so long been broken.

Caleb collapsed onto the ground, his body still shrouded in the Word’s warmth. He lay there, taking in each breath and letting it out. He could not move. He had lived for so long by the strength of that dark power that now, to be free of it, left him as weak as a newborn babe.

“You are free now, Caleb Tala.”

Caleb looked up. The Word’s hands still extended toward him, blood coating them. He struggled to sit, then stopped and gasped when he saw his own hands. They were spotless, not a trace of red anywhere.

The blood… It was gone!

He held his hands out in front of him and flexed his fingers, staring in wonder. Then he laughed. “I can’t believe it!” He looked back up at the Word. “I can’t believe—”

He choked back his words. His eyes widened, and his throat grew tight. The blood on the Word’s hands: It was his. The blood slowly soaked into the Word’s skin, leaving behind a long scar along His left palm.

Caleb raised his gaze until he was looking into the deep dark eyes of the Word. “You,” he said, his voice shaking. “You took the blood. You really healed me.”

“Yes,” the Word said.

“How can I ever repay—”

“You cannot. The healing was mine to give.”

Caleb looked back down at his hands. Free. He was free now. He moved his fingers again. Then he looked back up. He found his next words lodged inside his throat. Caleb swallowed. “Thank you,” he said finally. He couldn’t remember ever feeling gratitude before. But he felt it now, to the bursting point.

A gentle smile spread across the Word’s face. He placed His newly scarred hand upon Caleb’s shoulder. “Come, Caleb. There is one more thing we must talk about before you leave.”

“Leave?”

The Word stood and took a step back.

Caleb went to stand, then stopped in mid-movement. He stared down at his body.

He was no longer naked.

Instead, a short white tunic covered his body. He stood the rest of the way, still staring at the clothing. The Word took a few more steps back. Caleb touched the clothing with his fingers. The cloth felt cool and silky to the touch. He took a deep breath and moved to the Word’s side.

They walked alongside the small brook. The sky above them was still dark, save for the small orbs of light that hovered between the trees. In his nightmares, this place was filled with those he had murdered. But now they were gone. It was only the Word and him.

“There is a choice you must now make.” The Word’s voice rumbled through the quiet forest. “You are a Guardian by blood, but it must also be by choice.”

“A Guardian?”

“Your mother was an Eldaran,” the Word said. “A Guardian of mankind. A Daughter of Truth.”

Caleb’s eyebrows shot up. “My mother?”

“Yes.” The small stream wove to the left. They both turned and followed it. “A long time ago. She made a choice to no longer be one. I granted her desire. I removed from her the gift and responsibility of Guardian.”

A chill ran down his spine. Hazy memories surfaced. An image of his mother appeared. She was lying on a bed with white gauze surrounding her. Her black hair, once shiny, was now dull and spread across the linen pillow. He stood beside her and held her paper-thin hand. In her delirium she spoke of the Eldarans.

He had been sixteen when she’d taken fever and died. At that age, he’d practically been a man by Temanin standards. Her words had scared him. He’d wanted to dismiss her ramblings, blame them on her fever. After she’d died, he’d been able to do that. Until the night he’d assassinated Delshad.

Caleb now understood why his visions of the woman with the glowing hand had terrified him. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew such power existed. Only he had wanted to deny it, to say it was a myth.

To now find out that his mother’s words had been true.

Caleb realized the Word had remained quiet while he’d worked through his thoughts.

“I give you that same choice now,” the Word said. “You may choose to remain a man and live a man’s life. Or you may take your mother’s blood and become an Eldaran. A Son of Truth.”

Caleb stared at the ground. Why had his mother given up her Eldaran heritage? What did being a Guardian entail? What would happen to him if he chose to remain a man?

“Nothing,” the Word said in response to his unspoken question. “You do not need to fear that I will take back my healing. Once a person is healed, he is healed for eternity.”

“If I’m healed forever, why would I want to become an Eldaran?”

“To protect mankind.”

Caleb knew in that moment that he had changed. The old Caleb would not have cared about helping mankind, but only about how he could help himself. Yet the moment the Word had touched him, it was as though a spark of life had come alive in him. And that spark was tugging him toward his decision.

“What does a Son of Truth do?” he asked.

“Love people.”

Caleb frowned. There had to be more to it than that.

Again, in response to his unspoken thoughts, the Word answered. “But not the kind of love you understand. This kind of love does not involve the feelings, though it can possess it. Love is giving of yourself, despite the cost. It is an action, a choice made for the benefit of the one you love. As a Son of Truth, the truth you will wield is a sharp-edged sword, and it needs love to guide it, or it becomes a bitter weapon.” The Word turned and looked at him. “A Guardian must love those he protects.”

Caleb glanced to his right at the trees that lined the stream they were following. He remembered the people who used to stand between those trees, people he had murdered for his cousin, for gold.

The Word had said he could not repay Him for healing the darkness. But maybe he could make up for what he had done in his past. To love instead of kill. To protect instead of destroy. To guard mankind.

To become what his mother had given up for reasons he did not know. Here was a chance to change his life. And become a Son of Truth.

But at what price? Could he do it?

Caleb took a couple of breaths. Deep down, he knew what he wanted. And that desire brought one word to his lips. “Yes.”

That spoken word filled the silence of the forest. He turned and looked at the Word from the corner of his eye. “I choose my mother’s heritage. I choose to become an Eldaran.”

The Word stopped walking.

Caleb did too. His body buzzed with fear and determination. He boldly went on. “I do not want to go back to being the man I was. I want my life to be more than that.”

“Then face me,” the Word said.

Caleb turned and closed his eyes. The brilliance of the Word burned through his eyelids like a red haze. A hand touched the spot above his heart.

Everything was silent except for the whisper of his breath.

A tendril of fire entered his heart. Caleb gasped at the sensation. It spread across his chest, reaching toward his fingertips, his head, his toes. His eyes were seared shut. Heat throbbed across his body like a fever. He could barely draw in a breath. The red light behind his eyelids turned dark, and he collapsed into nothing.
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Mint.

Breathe.

The mint faded into a more earthy smell. Breathe. And lavender. Breathe. With a slight musty tinge…

Rowen opened her eyes. The room seemed to be some kind of small storage room or perhaps a library. Rows of dark wood shelves lined the grey stone wall from floor to ceiling. Each shelf was filled with books, ceramic pots, glass vials filled with brownish liquids, and leafy greens. Slowly she turned her head. A grey stone ceiling curved above her. The wall ahead of her held more shelves with a thick wooden door in the middle. She turned left. More shelves with a small window nestled between the rows. Bright sunshine filtered through the window like a beam of light—

Rowen gasped and tried to sit up. Memories tore through her mind: the beam of light, a man with dark eyes, the meadow, and the fire inside her chest. Her truthsaying power. She struggled for a moment longer, then fell back. Rowen panted and stared at the ceiling. She was no longer in that meadow, and the man with dark eyes was gone.

She caught her breath and pulled the white sheet draped across her body up to her chest. She glanced around again. Floral and herbal scents reached her nose, reminding her of a garden on a warm spring day. What was this place? And how had she gotten here?

Rowen held her breath. Muffled voices came from the door at the foot of her bed. She strained to hear what they were saying.

“So did she tell you why she left?”

That voice sounded familiar. The healer Balint?

“No, and I did not get a chance to ask her.” That was definitely Captain Lore’s voice. “When I found her in the meadow, she was barely able to stand.”

“Makes sense,” the other voice said. Balint, Rowen confirmed. “That much power probably took everything out of her. Never heard of an Eldaran being able to do what she did last night, though. And how did she end up in Anwin Forest in the first place?”

“I don’t know,” Lore said. “But people are beginning to talk, and I don’t like what I’m hearing. I think she should stay here with you for the time being…” Their voices faded.

Rowen lifted her head from the pillow and stared at the door, hoping to hear more. But they were gone.

She let out a long sigh and fell back against the pillow. She stared at the curved ceiling and remembered. Lore had found her in the meadow the next morning after the event in the meadow and had helped her back to the castle. Most of that walk was a blur. She had been so exhausted that it had taken every bit of strength inside her to cling to Lore’s arm and put one foot in front of the other. She couldn’t even remember walking through the castle. Perhaps she had passed out and Lore had carried her here.

Just thinking about it made her feel drained again. Rowen shifted to her side toward the sunny window. She watched the dust dance across the sunbeam. Her eyelids grew heavy...

 

• • •

 

Fingers swept across her forehead and down her cheek. Rowen tried to open her eyes, but this time they refused.

“How long do you think she will be this way?” she heard Lore say. “It’s been over a day.”

Rowen struggled against her body. She wanted to move, talk, anything, but it was as though hundreds of hands were pressing down on her body.

“I do not know,” she heard Balint answer.

She heard Lore make a low growling sound. “She’s not safe—”

“Rowen is safe enough, for now. She has Lady Astrea’s protection.”

There was a pause. The fingers stopped stroking her cheek. “I don’t understand Balint. Why don’t people fear your mark?”

Balint laughed quietly. “It’s because my power is weak. And controllable. But Rowen… Well, you saw what she did. People don’t like that. It scares them. And perhaps rightly so.”

“Rowen would never hurt anyone,” Lore said.

“I know.”

The fingers left her face. Rowen tried to move her head but couldn’t.

“Let me know if anything changes,” Lore said. “I need to get back to duty.”

“I will, Captain.”

“And don’t let anyone know…”

The same bone-draining fatigue crushed down on her, drawing her back into unconsciousness…

 

• • •

 

Rowen woke to find the sunbeam gone. Pale moonlight filtered through the dark window to her left. She pushed against the bed and sat up. She filled her lungs and let the air out slowly. No more fatigue, no exhaustion. She finally felt like herself.

She looked around. She was still in the small storage room with shelves. Rowen frowned. Why had Lore brought her here and not back to her own room? She ran a hand across her face and through her hair, which was now free of the braid she always wore.

Lore had said something about her not being safe. But why? She dropped her hand and stared at the door at the foot of her bed. Why wasn’t she safe?

Well, she wasn’t going to wait here to find out.

Rowen swung her legs over the bed’s edge. She would find Lore and ask him. Her bare feet touched the floor. She gasped and drew back. The floor felt like ice shards. Taking a deep breath, she placed her feet down again. Her clothes caught her eye. She was still wearing the stained white shirt and dark pants she had worn the night she had used her power. Part of her was relieved to find that no one had changed her clothes while she had been unconscious. Her cheeks heated at the thought of some young male healer changing her into a long white gown.

However, a glove was back on her right hand, covering her mark. She opened and closed her fingers. It wasn’t the same glove. It was made of light-colored leather, and it was slightly bigger than her previous glove. The fingers were missing, leaving only her palm covered. Who had put it on her hand? Balint? Lore?

Whoever it was, she was thankful someone had thought of that.

Rowen carefully stood, keeping her hands out to steady herself. The weakness did not return. Bolstered, she stood to her full height and moved quietly toward the door. She pressed her ear to the wooden surface and listened. She could hear nothing on the other side. She felt around for the handle and found it. With her fingers, she pressed down on the latch. The door opened with a tiny creak.

Rowen peeked through the crack. The room on the other side was mostly dark, but even so she could tell that it was much larger than the storage room she was in. There was a long wooden table a couple of feet away. Two candlesticks sat on the table, casting a soft glow around the dark room. Beyond the table she could see four beds covered with white sheets lined up against the far wall. Long lumps lay beneath the sheets. One shifted and sighed.

She recognized this place. It was the main room for the Healers Quarter. Rowen opened the door wider and looked around. The long windows at the end of the room were dark. A healer sat near the farthest window, barely visible save for his white robes that looked dimly grey in the shadows.

Rowen turned and looked at the small room she had occupied. Why had she been brought to the Healers Quarter? And placed in the storage room? She shook her head and pushed the door open. It made no sense.

She shut the door to the storage room and made her way across the main room. None of the beds’ occupants turned her direction. The healer next to the window did not move. She followed the long table and made her way toward the double set of doors to the right.

Quietly, she opened one of the doors and peeked out. The hallway was dark and empty. Candles burned in the sconces along the wall, creating small pools of light along the stone floor. Rowen walked out and shut the door behind her. What had happened while she was unconscious? What had happened to the White City? Were they still at war with Temanin?

No. She remembered what Lore had said when he had found her. The Temanin Army was gone. A river of light had swept the army away. Light…

That had come from her.

Rowen wrapped an arm across her middle. The heat she felt every time her truthsaying power triggered terrified her, almost as much as the thought of touching someone. Yet the Word had used this power to save everyone she knew. Was it worth the tradeoff?

She wasn’t sure.

Rowen reached a set of stairs and headed down. The gentle hum of voices bounced along the walls. She frowned and slowed down. At the bottom step, she stopped and stared.

A long corridor stretched from the stairs to the western side of the castle. Along the walls and under flickering sconces were dozens of people. Some leaned against the walls. Others crouched on the floor. A couple sat near Rowen, the woman’s head resting on the man’s shoulder, and a little girl lay curled up in her lap. The little girl looked up at Rowen, then lay back down and sucked her thumb. A couple of more faces turned her direction. Dirty, haggard faces with dark circles beneath their eyes.

Rowen stepped off the stairs and past the couple sitting on the floor. The air grew warm, and the sweet, tangy smell of sweat and something fouler filled the tight space. She wrinkled her nose and passed three men, their eyes following her. Even with her glove on, she still pressed her hand against her middle, fearful her mark would show.

Rowen made her way through the packed corridor. She passed a room and looked in. She knew who these people were now. They were the refugees from the White City. Those who had escaped the bombardment.

Heart heavy, she looked down, watching her step so as not to tread on any fingers or trip over legs. A couple of more heads looked up as she passed by, some with curiosity, others with resignation.

One man looked up. His hair was dark and curly, and he wore a stained shirt taut across his chest. Her heart stopped for one sickening moment. Cleon: the man she had first touched with her truthsaying power. She remembered the swirls of hatred even now. He had professed love for her, only to then accuse her of witchcraft and have her banned from her village.

He gave her a curious look. No. Not Cleon. This man’s eyes were blue, and the nose and chin were wrong. Cleon’s eyes were amber. Rowen turned away, relieved. She had no idea what would have happened if the man had been Cleon. But… She stopped and looked back at the long line of people along the walls. Could Cleon be here? Or someone else from her village? Perhaps even Calya?

Rowen turned and hurried toward the western stairs, shaken by the thought of meeting someone from her past. Two guards stood on either side of the bottom step. Both were dressed in white shirts and dark pants with a blue tabard. Smallswords hung at their sides. She frowned and looked at the two men. She did not recognize them. New recruits?

They looked at her suspiciously as she passed. The shorter guard with bushy brown hair turned to the taller guard and whispered behind a raised hand.

Rowen rushed up the stairs, taking them two at a time, wanting to leave the men behind her. But she could not erase the memory they had stirred: the day of her trial, almost a year ago. The way her friends had stood away from her, how they had whispered and stared at her, accusations in their gaze.

She reached the top of the stairs, and her body began to tremble. She turned and placed her hands against the wall and closed her eyes. She willed the painful memory gone. But instead of comforting thoughts, Lore’s words filled her mind. People are talking.

Anger filled her chest, burning away the hurt and fear. Rowen clenched her hand and twisted away from the wall. Well, then it was time to find out what they were saying.

She strode down the hall toward Lady Astrea’s rooms. Hopefully Lore would be there on duty. Candles flickered as she passed. She ignored the familiar pictures on the walls. Her feet were now cold, bare against the stone floor. Voices echoed from the hallway ahead. Rowen slowed.

“So where was she during the battle the other night?”

She frowned and quietly moved toward the corner and glanced around down the other hall. In a pool of light below a torch stood Commander Kelyn and Lore.  She leaned her head against the wall. Relief rushed through her. Lore.

Lore stood a couple of inches taller than Commander Kelyn. His hair looked disheveled, like he had been running his hand through it. He wore his usual white shirt, leather jerkin, and dark pants. Rowen saw the glint of his sword at his side.

Commander Kelyn stood in front of Lore with his arms folded. He was still in his commander’s uniform, which in the candlelight looked rumpled and stained. The rest of the hall was dark and deserted.

“She was doing her duty,” Lore said.

Rowen paused and held her breath.

“As what?” Commander Kelyn said. “As Lady Astrea’s varor? I checked already: She wasn’t with her ladyship.”

What? Rowen drew her head back around the corner. They were talking about her!

“She has other duties besides that of a varor,” she heard Lore say.

“A guard then? I checked that too, Captain Lore. She was in the infirmary most of the day, but the healers report she disappeared near evening. So I ask again, where was Rowen Mar during the battle?”

“Like I said, she has other duties—”

“Captain, don’t play me dumb!” Rowen winced at the sound of Commander Kelyn’s voice. “I know there is something about that young guard of yours. I’ve known since the day you both rode back from Avonai. If you won’t tell me, I’ll find out another way. And if she had anything to do with that light—”

“If you have anything against Rowen Mar, you will need to take it up with Lady Astrea,” Lore said coldly.

Rowen stood rigid against the wall, unable to breathe.

There was a pause. “Very well,” Commander Kelyn said in a low and dangerous voice. “I will. I will not allow history to repeat itself.”

“What do you mean by that?” Lore’s voice dropped a couple of degrees.

“What happened out there that night was not normal. And the last time something like that happened, the Nordic Wars started.”

“But the light did not destroy us—it saved us!”

“This time,” Commander Kelyn said. “But who’s to say this power doesn’t turn on us? No one should have abilities like that. That’s why the White City chose years ago to put down anyone who possessed such power. So we don’t have another Nordic Wars.”

Rowen grabbed her throat and stared at the wall. Put down. Like a criminal.

“And in doing so, we might have put down those who would’ve done good.” There was now anger in Lore’s voice.

“Better to lose some to keep the peace than to lose everyone in a war.”

Rowen could hardly breathe now. She turned and staggered down the hallway, unwilling to hear anymore. They still feared her—the people around her, including Commander Kelyn.

Oh, Word. Her middle felt like she had been stabbed with a dagger. Tears prickled her eyes.

Rowen reached out her hand and felt for the wall. How could she have been so naïve to think everything would be different, now that Lady Astrea and Captain Lore knew what she was?

She knew why. She thought that, by saving the city, she would be accepted. She would be one of the people again. Instead, she found herself right where she had been the day she had touched Cleon. Feared. Hated.

She tried to swallow but couldn’t. All her hopes, all her dreams…dashed.

Someone laid a hand on her shoulder.

Rowen jumped and gasped. She twirled around, afraid she would see the hatred on Commander Kelyn’s face—

Lore stared at her, his face tight and eyes wide. “Rowen, what are you doing here?”

Rowen sucked in a deep gasp of air. It was only Lore.

He looked over his shoulder then back at her. “You should still be in the Healers Quarter with Balint, not wandering the halls late at night.”

She stopped and stared at Lore. “What do you mean? Am I not allowed to walk the castle anymore?” Immediately she regretted her harsh words. Lore dropped his hand and stared at her in shock. “I-I’m sorry.” Rowen looked away, her body still rigid.

“Come, let us talk. But not here.”

Lore guided her toward an open door to the left. Warm, muggy summer air pressed against her body. The room was dark save for the pale moonlight filtering through the window encased in the far wall. A couple of chairs stood in the corner, covered in dust. The door shut behind her.

Lore walked around her. “Did you hear what Commander Kelyn said?”

Rowen wrapped her arms around her middle and turned toward the side wall. She worked her mouth, wanting to deny she had. But she could not. “Yes.”

“Then you realize you’re not safe.”

She clenched her jaw and refused to look at Lore.

“Rowen—” He placed his hand on her shoulder again.

Rowen jerked away. Feelings of rage and betrayal swirled inside her chest. She felt herself retreating behind walls she had finally torn down weeks ago in that cave by the sea. She would not be vulnerable. She would not let herself be hurt again, especially not by Lore.

“Rowen.” Lore’s voice cut through her heart. “Please, turn and look at me.”

Slowly Rowen turned. She gazed at Lore over her shoulder. The moonlight from the window left half his face in shadow. But she could see his eyes, and they were dark and intense, like the depths of the ocean.

He took a step toward her. “I’m not Commander Kelyn.” His eyes bore into hers. “I’m not afraid of you.”

Rowen stared at him, the feeling of preservation still strong.

“Please.”

Her defenses crumbled. Her shoulders sagged, and Rowen gripped her face with her hands. “I don’t want to be an Eldaran anymore!” She shook her head. “I—” Her voice hitched with emotion. “I just want to be normal!” I just want to be normal! Why can’t I be like everyone else?

She wanted to cry, to release the heavy emotions inside of her. But the tears would not come. She stared at her fingers. Was this the long dark path her life would be? Feared by others, always marked as different? She thought she trusted the Word. But now…

“But if you were normal,” he said, “our city would be overrun by Temanins, and we would all be prisoners of war now.”

Rowen fought to keep her anger burning. But already it was cooling. “I-I know.” She brought her hands away from her face and turned toward Lore. His face was a foot away from hers, close enough for her to see each line and the stubble just beginning to form along his jaw. “But how do I fight the fear they have for me?”

He shook his head, his eyes on her. “You don’t. You continue to be who you’re supposed to be.”

She looked away. “And be hated and feared for it?” Bitterness slowly wrapped itself around her heart. “I give everything I have to help others, only to have them turn on me.“ Her voice caught, and she looked down. She did not want a life like that, a life of sacrifice.

“Remember what I said a couple days ago, when we arrived back in the city?” Lore asked. “I said you would not be alone, that even if others turn on you, I won’t.” He placed a finger beneath her chin and tilted her head up toward his. Their eyes met again. “And the Word will never leave you either. But that doesn’t guarantee the road will not be tough.”

Rowen swallowed. “So what do I do now?” she whispered. “It won’t take long for Commander Kelyn to figure out what I am.”

Lore dropped his hand and sighed. “I think— I think you should accompany Lady Astrea to Avonai. Put some space between you and the White City. But it is time—” his eyes lit up— “that the Ryland people realize that not everyone with a gift like yours is evil.”

Rowen thought of the chief healer, Balint. How long had it taken before the Ryland people had accepted his gift of binding? Or was it as Balint had said, that he was tolerated only because his power was weak and controllable?

Would she ever be accepted? Truly accepted? She still felt so alone, even with Lore here.

Rowen closed her eyes. Word, please help me.

A sense of peace flowed over her like cool water. It undid the knots she felt twisting inside her gut. I will always be with you, a voice whispered. I will always be with you… The words wrapped themselves around her, a thick blanket, covering the bitterness and worry. No matter what, the Word was still in control. And He would be with her.

But was He enough to face the dark road that loomed before her?

Rowen felt her strength ebbing away. She reached for the wall and leaned against the stone.

Lore placed a hand on her arm. “Come, let me take you back to the Healers Quarter.“

“No.” She looked at Lore. “No, not there. I would rather stay in my room…please.” Somewhere familiar, somewhere she called home.

Lore opened his mouth, hesitated, then closed his lips and nodded.

Rowen let out her breath. “Thank you.”
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Lore stared at the small wooden door, behind which Rowen lay on her bed. The candles along the hallway had been lit for the evening, and only a whisper of voices could be heard.

His hands clenched every time he thought about his conversation with Commander Kelyn. Did the man not realize that if the Word had not intervened, the White City would’ve been lost?

With a growl, Lore turned and headed toward the Guards Quarter. Even after all he and Commander Kelyn had been through together, including the war, Lore hated to admit that he did not trust the commander. If Commander Kelyn found out that Rowen was an Eldaran, who knew what Kelyn would do? Even under Lady Astrea’s protection, Rowen could still be subjected to the old Ryland law.

Lore took the stairs two at a time down to the lower level. Voices grew louder down here where the refugees had been put. The air was hotter too. Lore couldn’t remember when a summer had felt so warm. And the people crowding the narrow halls and rooms only added to the heat.

Lore gave the two guards at the bottom of the stairs a curt nod. They nodded back. People sat huddled along the walls beneath the flickering sconces. A couple glanced up at Lore. He headed toward the hallway to the right. He needed to find Aren.

A man came to his feet. “Captain Lore!” His clothing was worn and rumpled. Grey hair stood straight up where he had been leaning against the wall.

Lore stopped. Other people in the hallway turned in his direction. The man hurried toward him. Lore suppressed a sigh.

“Captain Lore, have you found my daughter yet?”

Lore shook his head. “No, I’m sorry, I haven’t.” The man’s face fell. “But I’m doing everything I can.”

“I-I understand.” He turned and went back to the empty spot against the wall.

“When can we leave this place?” a voice asked to Lore’s left. Lore turned and found a young man looking up at him.

“Is it safe yet to leave the castle?” a woman asked a couple of feet away.

A baby started screaming from one of the rooms.

Lore raised his hands in a calming gesture. “I will let you know when I know.” He knew these people had been through trauma, but he was only one man doing his best. He made his way to the hall on the right. He could hear the people grumble quietly behind him and fought the urge to rake his hand through his hair. At the end of the hall, Lore reached the double doors leading to the Guards Quarter. He let himself in.

The room was two stories high, with a staircase along the left side and doors on both floors leading to the guards’ private rooms. To the side stood the scrap table with a couple of mugs and two dirty plates. In the middle of the room was a long wooden table with candlesticks set on either end. To the right, the large stone fireplace stood dark and empty.

Aren sat alone at the table, his back to the fireplace. He had long blond hair, which was pulled back by a leather cord, giving full exposure to the dark tattoos on the left side of his face. A plate with a couple of bones and a chunk of bread lay in front of him. A pewter mug sat to the side. The sound of quiet munching echoed around the room.

Aren reached for his mug and lifted it halfway to his lips. He stopped and turned. “Captain,” he said with a grin and placed his mug down. “I was just eating before going back to duty—”

“I have something for you to do.” Lore’s mind was racing now, making plans. “I want you to stand guard outside Rowen’s room tonight.”

“Rowen?” Aren stood. “Is something wrong? I thought she was still in the Healers Quarter—”

“She’s fine. But…” Lore hesitated, looking at the younger man. He knew he could trust Aren. “You know what she is,” Lore said, more of a statement than a question.

Aren sobered immediately. He sat back down. “I never told anyone about that night, and what I saw. But I take it from your expression that people are figuring it out anyway.” He pushed his plate away and sighed. “I do not understand why your people are afraid of those like, well, like Rowen. My people should be the ones afraid. It was my people who were seduced by the Shadonae, my people who fought for them, my people who paid the price during the Nordic Wars.” Aren clenched his hands over the top of the table and looked back up at Lore. “But Rowen is no Shadonae.”

“No,” Lore said, “But people are not going to make that distinction. And since it is Commander Kelyn who—”

“Kelyn!” Aren sputtered. “Commander Kelyn is the one making accusations? After the White City barely escaped capture?”

Lore nodded. “Yes. And he has power right now. He is a war hero. He helped keep the Temanins at bay, and people will remember that. They will listen to him.”

Aren scowled and stood up. “So you want me to guard Rowen’s room just in case he moves against her.”

“Yes, although I would suspect Commander Kelyn would speak out against Rowen first before moving. But just in case he decides to move more covertly, I want her watched until she leaves tomorrow with Lady Astrea.”

Aren frowned. “You’re sending Rowen away? I thought you were escorting Lady Astrea to Avonai and leaving Rowen here to rest.”

“Things have changed. Rowen will take my place. I need her out of the city and away from Commander Kelyn and anyone else who might start thinking like him.” Lore tapped the table with his finger. “At least until I can figure out how to keep her safe.”

“But you are needed in Avonai to escort Lord Gaynor’s body back.”

A dull ache filled Lore’s middle. “I know,” he said quietly. “And I will be there. But I must finish some things here.” Another thought hit him. He knew it was the right decision, but it hurt just the same. Lore let out his breath. “And, with everything going on, I think it is time for Rowen to step down from her position as varor.”

“What?” Aren knocked back the bench behind him. “You can’t do that! Rowen has done nothing wrong! She doesn’t deserve this.”

Lore swallowed. He knew that. But… “People will start to think Rowen is influencing Lady Astrea’s decisions.”

Aren’s face flushed. “That’s not right! She’s one of us.” He gave Lore a hard look. “And we protect our own.”

“I am protecting Rowen. I will be saving her from false accusations.”

Aren stared at him then slowly shook his head. “Captain, you know that will break her heart.”

Lore looked toward the empty fireplace. “I will do it as gently as I can. I will give her my reasons why. She will understand.”

But will she really? Rowen had been hurt so much already. How could he inflict more pain? And would it really help her? Or would it only reinforce the idea in others’ minds that Rowen had indeed been influencing Lady Astrea?

He closed his eyes and shook his head. What a mess. “I am also sending you to Avonai.” Lore looked back at Aren. “To watch over both Lady Astrea and Rowen. I will finish my work here and then join you.”

“And who will replace Rowen? We still haven’t even replaced Justus after he died protecting…” Aren stuttered to a stop.

Lore felt the same pang of grief. “I’ve decided to replace Justus with Geoffrey.”

Aren paused, then nodded. “Good choice,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “And Rowen? When will you tell her?”

Lore sighed. “I’m not sure. Right now my first priority is to keep her safe.” Weeks ago, when he had first thought about Rowen stepping down from her position, it was for a very different reason. A personal reason. Now he was doing everything he could to protect her.

“Captain.” Lore looked back at Aren. “I urge you to reconsider. For Rowen’s sake.”

Lore gave him a curt nod. But he could see no other option. However, he would not turn Rowen loose to fend for herself. He remembered her words in the cave by the sea, the condemnation she had faced from her own village. He would not let her face that again alone, if it came to that.

Aren moved away from the table, his demeanor still distant. His plate of food sat on the table, getting cold. “When will you have Geoffrey take his oath?”

Lore brought his thoughts back to the present. “Tonight if possible. That way he can accompany Lady Astrea to Avonai.”

There was a silent pause. “I see. Well,” Aren said, rounding the table and joining Lore by the door, “you do not need to worry: I will watch over both Lady Astrea and Rowen.”

“Thank you, Aren. I knew I could count on you.”

“Always.”

The two men parted out in the hallway. Aren headed down the corridor toward Rowen’s room. Lore began to walk in the opposite direction, stopped, and decided to head toward his own rooms first. Ever since he had arrived back in the White City, he had barely had time alone. He needed that now.

Lore followed a flight of stairs to the third floor and headed toward the door at the end. He opened the door to his own personal quarters and breathed in the familiar scent of the only home he had ever known. For as long as anyone could remember, these rooms had housed generations of the Palancar family as they had served the ruling family of the White City.

The air held a trace of smoke, leather, and the subtle sweetness of wildflowers. A stone fireplace stood to the left of the large main room. Over the fireplace hung a painting of his grandfather. The man stood tall and stern, with iron-grey hair severely parted down the middle.

To one side of the mantle was a silver vase filled with white, blue, and yellow flowers. His mother always kept the vase filled whenever there were flowers in bloom. After she passed away, Lore had one of the maids fill the vase whenever possible. The subtle scent and colors softened the cool grey stone of the rest of the room.

An old desk, a table in the corner, and two rigid wooden chairs filled the rest of the room. A faded blue rug covered the stone floor. Lore crossed the room toward his own bedchamber.

Near the doorway to his room hung a painting of his father and mother. Lore stopped briefly and looked at it. His mother was a head shorter than his father, her face surrounded by light brown hair pulled back in a net. Her eyes were a strange green grey. His father stood slightly behind her with a hand on her shoulder. He was tall and stern, much like Lore’s grandfather. Lore had inherited his father’s height but none of his sternness—or so he hoped. Rather, he felt he was more like his mother, not only inheriting her sea blood and strange eyes, but also her gentler disposition.

But his strength did not come from either of them.

Lore moved toward the door and entered his bedroom. A large four-poster bed made of dark wood stood against the left wall. It was covered in dark blues, the coverings rumpled from hasty snatches of sleep. A small fireplace stood across from it with an oval blue rug on the stone floor.

Lore passed both, moving toward the window ahead. The ceiling slanted downward at a steep angle here, where the wall of the castle met with the rooftop. As a boy, he would sit beside this window and watch all the activity in the courtyard below. Sometimes he’d watch snow fall on a cold winter’s day, the fire from the nearby fireplace warming his back.

But now this little corner by the window had become a place of serenity, a place where he would look up at the star-studded sky before turning in. Here he could lay his thoughts, feelings, and concerns down before the One he had chosen to follow as a young man.

It was here Lore now knelt.

 

• • •

 

The large common room inside the Guards Quarter was full of activity that morning. Voices echoed across the chamber, bowls and spoons clattered, benches scraped the stone floor. Bright sunlight poured in from the training room beyond, and the smell of porridge and leather wafted through the air.

Rowen watched from the doorway. Her pack hung from one shoulder, full and heavy. Her sword was strapped to her side, and her right hand was tucked inside her new glove.

The table in the middle of the room was full. Men and even a couple of women sat along both sides of the table with bowls and spoons, devouring a quick breakfast before heading to their posts. The stone fireplace was dark and empty. No need for a fire with the summer heat pouring into the castle. A long line followed the side table where a large black kettle sat with wisps of steam rising above its rim.

Rowen entered the room and walked toward the end of the line. The air was already growing warm. A couple of faces glanced up from the table. She nodded toward them and stopped behind a tall guard who was busy talking to the woman in front of him. Rowen did not recognize either of them.

She ran the fingers of her left hand along the edge of her glove and waited. After a minute, she reached the table and grabbed a bowl of porridge and a spoon. She turned. One of the guards stood up at the end of the long table and left. Rowen walked toward the spot and sat down, placing her pack beside her boots.

She closed her eyes and listened to the soft chatter around her. She could almost imagine that life was back to normal, that she was still in that time before her secret had been discovered, before the war, before the pillar of light. Back when she had been simply a varor. She took a deep breath, the scent of the porridge filling her nostrils.

But there was no going back.

Rowen opened her eyes and picked up her spoon. She would be leaving today for Avonai, for her own safety. She placed the spoon inside the grainy mush and stirred it. She scooped up a little of the cereal and held it over the bowl. And if Commander Kelyn revealed her secret, she might never come back. Not if she wanted to live.

Rowen turned the spoon over and let the porridge plop back into the bowl. She put her spoon down and pushed her bowl away. She wasn’t hungry anymore. In fact, the way her stomach felt, she wasn’t sure she could eat anything even if she was.

“Not hungry this morning?”

Rowen looked up and found Lore standing beside the table. He looked as if he were dressed for training: a simple white shirt, a dark jerkin, and dark pants.

She sighed and looked at her bowl. “No. Not really.” She grabbed her pack and stood. “It was something to do while I waited, but…” She shrugged and looked around again. “I’m going to miss this place.” Lore didn’t answer. She glanced back at him. His eyes were unfocused, and he seemed preoccupied. Had something happened since last night? “Captain, is everything all right?”

His focus came back. “Rowen, can we talk?”

The serious note in his voice froze her insides. Rowen slowly nodded. “Yes.”

“Then follow me.” Lore turned abruptly and headed toward the doorway. Rowen hurried behind him.

The corridor was dark with only small squares of light where the sun came in from windows high above. The rug muffled the sound of their boots.

Rowen reached his side. “I’m afraid I don’t have much time. Lady Astrea leaves within the hour.”

Lore stopped by a door that led into a small meeting room. “I know. But this can’t wait.” He opened the door and motioned for Rowen to go first.

Puzzled, Rowen walked inside. A dark fireplace stood against the right wall. A single table sat in the middle of the room, surrounded by wooden high back chairs, six in all. The narrow window at the end of the room let the sunlight in from outside. Rowen placed her pack on the table and turned around. Lore closed the door, leaving a small crack.

“He’s said something, hasn’t he?” Rowen reached for the chair next to her and placed her hands over the top. “Commander Kelyn.”

“No.” Lore slowly turned. “It’s something I have to say. And it’s not easy.”

What could be worse than her secret exposed?

“I need to ask you to step down from being a varor.”

Rowen sucked in her breath and took a step back. “What?” That was the only normal part of her life she had left. And Lore was taking it from her? “I don’t understand. Have I done something wrong?”

Lore waved his hands. “Not at all! But I realized something last night: If people found out what you are, they might think you were influencing Lady Astrea. I am trying to protect you, protect both of you.” He sighed. “It is my job.”

Banished. That wasn’t what Lore had said, but that’s what it felt like. “What will I do?” she whispered. “Where will I go?”

“We will figure that out together.”

Rowen looked back at Lore. There was no doubt on his face, no fear. Instead, he looked confident.

“I will not let you fend for yourself,” he said. “And I know Lady Astrea will not let you leave without some kind of recompense. We will help you.”

“Does she know? Does Lady Astrea know what you are asking?”

Lore shook his head. “No. I chose to talk to you first. Do you understand why I am asking?”

Rowen grabbed the back of the chair and leaned against it. “Yes. I do.” She understood more than most how dark and fickle the soul of man could be. Nice one minute, then like a savage dog the next.

“This doesn’t mean you no longer have a job or that you need to quit today. We have some time to plan.”

“So I am still accompanying Lady Astrea to Avonai?”

“Yes. But I think when her trip is done, you will need to step down.”

Rowen looked at Lore. “This is…this is very hard for me.”

His eyes grew moist. “I know.” He didn’t say anything else, and he didn’t need to. Rowen could see the pain written all over his face.

She gripped the chair hard and let her breath out slowly. “I will do it. I will step down. For Lady Astrea’s
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