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Pronunciation guide

Symbol Sound Symbol Sound

ă a in cat ĭ i in sit

ā a in cape ī i in ice

л first a in away ŏ o in got

ą a in car ō oa in goat

α a in father ő oo in too

ĕ e in get ŭ u in cup

ē e in we ū u in mute

э e as in her

 


Name Pronunciation

Rabiah rл - bī’ - л

Hadassah hл - dă’ - sл

Tahirah tл - hē’ - rл

Mame mā’ - mē

Tarja tąr’ - yл

Dacia dā’ - cēл

Ibirann ĭb’ - эr - лn

Ibirannian ĭb’ - эr - лn - nē – ăn

Niyaf nē’ - yăf

Kaliq kл - lēk’

Salihah sл - lē’ - hл

Jabari jл - bąr’ - ē

Merti mэr’ - tē

 Lagaly lл - gα’ - lē


Prologue

“The evil one … has taken … notice of … your
cousin,” the old woman gasped suddenly from her bed. Her outburst
was followed by violent coughing. The other occupant of the small
room, a young woman with long hair dark only at the roots, rushed
from the small table where she had been reading, to the old woman’s
side to prop her so that she could breathe more easily. After the
coughing subsided, the young woman held a wooden cup to the sick
woman’s lips. The old woman took a few sips, then lay back
weakly.

“He doesn’t know yet what she is, but he is
suspicious. It will only be a matter of time,” the old woman said,
her eyes closed.

“I can’t go now. You are too ill
Grandmother,” the young woman said.

“My time is nearly up. It will be good to
leave this old body behind.”

“So I can go?”

The old woman opened her clouded blue eyes
to look at her impatient grandchild. With effort, she managed to
cover the girl’s youthful hand with her own. “You must wait for the
first flowers to bloom. I have seen it. Promise me you won’t go
until then.”

“I will wait. I don’t think I’d get very far
right now anyway. The snow is too deep.”

The old woman patted her hand and gave a
weak smile. “You are wise my little one. When you go, take my ring
to your cousin.”

“But she has her mother’s stone.”

“It’s not for her.”

“But she already has three. Is it for the
spirited one?”

The old lady smiled and patted her
granddaughter’s hand once more before falling back asleep.

 


 


 



Chapter 1

“Rabiah, we’re here!” Her husband was clearly
excited to be home. He reminded her of a colt itching to run as he
impatiently waited for her at the door to their cabin. Deciding yet
again not to wear a sword, she shut the lid of the trunk before she
could change her mind. Tristan slid his arm around her waist as she
met him at the door and walked with her out onto the deck. Cold
drizzle was falling, making the stone walls and stone houses
sliding into view an unwelcoming wet, dirty gray. The only building
that looked remotely better in this weather was the shiny black
temple to the bull god located centrally in the city atop a small
hill. Behind the city, atop a larger hill, the three-story castle
loomed in all its gray glory. Tristan stood beside her for a few
minutes to watch the land slide by, then, after giving her a quick
kiss and a squeeze, hurried to help the minimal crew dock the
boat.

Several smaller boats joined their
procession to the docks, their passengers eager to see who was on
the sleek dark ship traveling with the two ships from Arles and
hoping to catch a glimpse of their young King and Queen. A crowd
formed on the shore near the waiting carriages while the ships
docked. A line of soldiers reminded the citizens not to press too
close.

Rabiah went back into their cabin as the
last of the ropes were being secured. She had left the crowns on
the bed. The swords called to her. They were home, surrounded by
their own people so she supposed she didn’t need her swords, but
she couldn’t help wanting to wear the curved one as a sign of
victory over the pirates who had kidnapped her. She was fighting
the urge to open the trunk when Tristan appeared at the door
again.

“Ready?”

“Yes.” Turning her back on the trunk, she
handed him his crown. He placed it on his head then straightened
the crown on hers. She shut her eyes as he ran his fingers down the
side of her face, then gently lifted her chin with his finger.

“What’s wrong? You look sad.”

She looked up at him with a little smile.
“No. Just sorry our trip is over.”

Tristan pulled her under his cloak for a
warm hug. “Except for the pirates, I am too.”

She stood in his embrace for a few seconds,
head on his shoulder. The trip had been nice. Other than Lydia,
there had been no one to tell her she was wearing the wrong clothes
or saying the wrong things. There had been no correspondence, no
tea parties, no whispering women, and best of all, Tristan hadn’t
been stuck in meetings all day. They’d been able to spend time
together, getting to know the other’s likes and dislikes and
stories of the past. She thanked the Great Spirit again that he had
brought them together.

Tristan kissed the top of her head before
backing out of the hug, “Remember, smile and wave. They expect it.
If you don’t, they’ll think something is wrong.”

“I know.”

“I know you do, but you look so serious.
Maybe you should do a few practice smiles to loosen up.”

“Like this?” She grinned and let her face
relax a couple of times.

“Something like that,” he laughed, “although
perhaps with fewer teeth.”

He took her hand and put it over his arm,
then led her out of their cabin and across the deck to the
gangplank. At the sight of his crowned head, the people onshore
began to cheer. Tristan smiled and waved, truly happy to be home.
Rabiah pasted a smile on her own face and did the same.

The Queen’s carriage awaited them. Tristan
helped her inside, then waited for Owen and Senna to join them.

“Your Highness, to whom does the dark ship
belong?” Rabiah heard the guard who was acting as footman ask
Tristan while they waited.

“The Queen.”

“The Queen? You bought it for her?” The
soldier sounded impressed.

“No. It was a gift from King Abbus for
saving his wife Niyaf from pirates.”

“Did the Queen kill them all?”

“No. She let them kidnap her, then disabled
their ship by cutting down all the sails,” Tristan said
nonchalantly.

“They couldn’t have been pleased about
that,” the soldier said.

“No.”

“How did she escape?”

“She swam away with dolphins.” Rabiah could
hear the smile in Tristan’s voice.

There was a pause. “You’re joking,
right?”

“No. She even escaped with one of their
curved swords. You should see her wield it. It’s very
intimidating.”

“I’m sure,” the guard said, disbelief in his
voice. A few seconds later he said, with a note of respect,
“Welcome home Sir Owen.”

“Thank you, Clarence. It’s good to be
back.”

Rabiah scooted further in as Senna, then
Tristan, and then Owen got into the carriage with her.

“What do you think of Auroria, Senna?”
Rabiah asked.

“It’s very brown. All the plants look worn
out and dead.”

“They’ll wake up when spring gets here,”
Owen said, “then everything is so green it almost hurts your
eyes.”

“Maybe your eyes. Do plants have
auras?” Senna asked.

“Not that I can see. Some animals have
them.”

Senna turned her attention to the window as
the carriage began to move. Owen leaned over her shoulder and
pointed out different things as they went. It reminded Rabiah of
how Tristan had pointed things out to her the first time she’d seen
Auroria less than six months ago.

The babies were kicking again. She reached
beside her and grabbed Tristan’s hand so she could place it on her
swollen belly. The kicking stopped immediately.

“I don’t feel anything,” he said.

“They stopped again.”

“Are you sure you’re not just imagining
things?” he teased.

“I am not. Don’t you think I’d know if
something was moving around inside of me?”

“Maybe it’s just your stomach. I think you
ate half my lunch along with your own.”

“Tristan!” She tossed his hand back to him.
He laughed.

“You try carrying two babies who are always
moving unless their father is trying to feel them. You’d be hungry
too.” She crossed her arms in mock anger.

“Between the Queen eating your food and
making you sick, I’m surprised you haven’t lost weight,” Owen
commented to Tristan.

“It’s a good thing she was along or I would
have gained ten pounds at all those rich meals on the way home,”
Tristan teased. Rabiah turned away and refused to look at him until
he scooted close and whispered how much he loved her and that she
could eat as much of his food as she wished. His breath on her ear
gave her goose bumps and made her stomach jump, at least she was
pretty sure it wasn’t the babies this time. She turned to find his
perfect lips right there. Owen sighed as they kissed. Rabiah didn’t
know what he was complaining about. It was only a little peck and
he and Senna had certainly done enough of their own kissing on the
trip, not that anyone had seen them, thanks to Senna’s gift of
invisibility. Rabiah snuggled up against Tristan as he put his arm
around her. It was cold in the carriage.

“The castle is much bigger up close,” Senna
commented as the carriage pulled into the front courtyard of the
castle and stopped in the center of the yard. The carriage swayed
as the guards on back jumped down. One of them lowered the step and
opened the door. Tristan looked toward Owen questioningly.

Owen gestured with his hand that Tristan
should get out first. “After you, Your Highness.” He hated going
before Tristan in situations like this. He could see the
disappointment in people’s auras when they realized he wasn’t a
royal.

Tristan was all smiles as he moved into the
doorway of the carriage. The people waiting around the courtyard
began to cheer as he straightened and waved. He hopped down, then
turned and offered his hand to Rabiah.

“Come on, my Queen. They’re waiting for
you.”

The way he said it had Rabiah almost
believing they were. There was an increase in the volume of noise
when she stepped out. Looking around at the cheering faces, Rabiah
realized she knew many of those cheering well. Her fear that
everyone would hate her evaporated. Maids and servants, heads of
staff, Master Roland, soldiers, Mitch, even Cook, who rarely left
the kitchen, were there. Her loudest supporter was a boy of about
fourteen named Sebastian. Rabiah had saved him from injury by
plucking an arrow out of the air as it went by. Even some of the
nobles seemed pleased to see her. She’d been prepared to feign
happiness but she couldn’t keep a genuine smile from breaking forth
as she waved to them all.

‘I think they’re happier to see you then
they are me,’ Tristan sent as he took her hand so they could
walk the short distance to the front steps of the castle.

‘Sounds like Owen is more popular than
both of us,’ Rabiah sent back as the volume of female cheering
increased. The cheering faltered, Rabiah guessed, when the women
realized Owen wasn’t alone.

Tristan’s Uncle, General Ormond, met the
King and Queen at the top of the steps. He pulled Tristan into a
tight hug, then turned to Rabiah. He had accused her of being a
witch when they first met. He no longer cared if she was as long as
she stayed loyal to Tristan. He took her hands and almost let go.
Whatever she was, her power was growing. Tristan’s too, he
realized, recalling the tingle he’d felt when he hugged his nephew.
Rabiah gave him a smile that softened her exotic features and made
one forget about her odd dark and silver hair. It was almost enough
to make the General consider finding a Clanwife of his own. Almost.
The General smiled back and pulled her closer so he could kiss each
smooth, tanned cheek. “Welcome home little Queen.”

Tall, muscular Owen, and short, petite Senna
who looked almost like Owen’s daughter rather than his wife, came
up the steps behind them. The General peered around Rabiah and
frowned before asking, “Sir Owen, why is there a female hanging off
your arm?”

“General, Sir. Allow me introduce my wife,
Lady Senna, a princess of Ibirann.” Owen couldn’t keep a grin from
spreading across his face.

“Your wife? I heard rumors that you’d taken
a wife, but I didn’t want to believe it. I thought you were smarter
than Tristan here.”

“It was either him or you,” Tristan said
through the corner of his mouth.

The General gave Tristan a startled glance,
then turned back to Owen and bowed, saying heartily, “Well then,
congratulations to both of you and welcome to your new home Lady
Senna.”

“Your Highness, we should go inside. The
other carriages are right behind us,” Owen said to Tristan with a
coded look.

“And the rain is picking up. Let’s go in.”
Tristan turned to wave again to all the servants and nobles still
standing in the courtyard, then led Rabiah through the front door.
He did his best to distract everyone while Senna stepped behind
Owen into a dark corner and disappeared. Along with a wife, Owen
had gained the role of protector over King Abbus’ grandson and
chosen heir, Prince Kaliq. King Abbus had sent the boy’s ancient
tutor to be the new Ibirannian ambassador and had secretly smuggled
Kaliq onboard the sleek ship he had gifted Tristan in Rabiah’s
honor. Until they were sure the old ambassador and anyone who knew
Kaliq’s true identity had departed, Owen was taking no chances. He
walked back outside, seemingly by himself, to greet the new
abassador’s carriage.

Rabiah and Tristan followed the General into
the Great Hall. The carriages unloaded in record time as people
hurried to get into the castle before it started pouring. The
puzzled look on the General’s face grew as he greeted each
carriage-load of people. Finally, he asked, “Tristan, where is
Lydia?”

“You mean Queen Lydia? I assume she’s with
her husband,” Tristan answered with a smile.

“Queen?” General Ormond lowered his voice
and stepped closer, “Tristan, you didn’t actually allow her to
become a queen did you?”

“She’s now the fourth wife of King Abbus of
Ibirann,” Tristan said grandly.

The General frowned, “King Abbus? He’s older
than me.”

“I know. They were mutually attracted to one
another. It wasn’t my idea.”

“Was she still wearing the bracelets?” the
General asked quietly.

“No, but I warned King Abbus. He’s wearing
copper instead.”

The General frowned, “I assume there’s a
good reason you removed the bracelets.”

“Very good,” Tristan replied.

“I sense an entertaining meal ahead of us. I
believe Cook is preparing a feast for us tonight.”

“Wonderful. I can’t wait to taste some of
Cook’s food again,” Tristan said.

“How are the Clanspeople?” Rabiah asked the
General.

“Well, I believe. Your Ambassador has been
going to visit them almost every day.”

“Any news of Hadassah’s daughter?” Tristan
asked.

“We got word a week ago that the merchant
and his wife were back home. I sent a couple of men to speak with
them. The men should be back soon,” the General replied.

“Thanks, Uncle,” Tristan said. “Is there
anything I need to look at that can’t wait until tomorrow?”

“No. The weather has been so bad that very
little has gotten through. You picked a perfect time to take a
vacation.”

“It wasn’t all vacation,” Tristan
protested.

“Mm-hmm,” his uncle said.

Rabiah caught a whiff of something
delicious. Fresh bread. Cook’s bread was always soft and yeasty and
melted in one’s mouth like butter. Trancelike, she started towards
the kitchens.

“Your rooms are this way,” the General
called after her.

“But Cook’s bread is that way. We’ll see you
later Uncle,” Tristan said as he followed Rabiah. This was one
craving he agreed with whole-heartedly.

 


Rabiah prepared carefully for the evening
meal. Now that she was no longer wearing her cloak there could be
no doubt to anyone looking at her that she was expecting. She and
Tristan hadn’t officially announced her pregnancy yet. On the way
home from Ibirann, they’d stopped to visit several Lords and
nobles. She’d gotten some looks, especially at the last few stops,
and a few circumspect inquiries, but no one had asked her outright.
It would be good news for the kingdom, especially after the death
of Tristan’s parents four months ago. Still, she was nervous.

Tristan came up behind her and watched her
in the looking glass as she placed the crown on her head.

“You look beautiful.”

“I look big.”

“No. You look adorable. If I could see auras
I bet you’d be glowing.”

Rabiah leaned back against his chest. He put
his arms around her in a warm hug. “Don’t be nervous. People will
be excited. There hasn’t been a royal birth since I was three.”

“I don’t know why I am.”

“You’ll be showing them something new. All
eyes will be on you. Don’t worry. I’ll make an announcement,
they’ll look, and that will be that.”

She turned to hug him back. “Will you tell
them we’re expecting twins?”

“Do you want to?”

She considered for a second, “Not yet.”

“Then I won’t. It might be fun to surprise
everyone again in a few months,” he grinned conspiratorially.

Someone knocked on the door. “Come in,”
Tristan called, releasing Rabiah from the hug.

Esmerelda walked in and curtsied. “Welcome
home Your Highnesses. I came to see…” She stopped at the sight of
Rabiah’s noticeably bigger belly.

“Are you with child?” she exclaimed,
covering her mouth with her hand.

“She is,” Tristan said, wrapping his arms
around Rabiah again and pulling her to him back first. Tears began
to leak from the corner of Esmerelda’s eyes.

“Esmerelda, what’s wrong?” Rabiah asked,
stepping forward to comfort her.

Esmerelda took Rabiah’s outstretched hands.
“The Queen, your mother,” she sniffed to Tristan, “would have been
so happy. She loved children.”

“Yes, I know,” Tristan said with a sigh. “I
wish she could be here to meet them and Father too.” He realized
too late he’d given away their secret already, but Esmerelda didn’t
catch it.

“It has been so lonely around here without
them and you. I’m so glad you’re back.”

“We’re glad to be back,” Tristan
replied.

“Well, it looks like you are already
dressed,” Esmerelda sniffed to Rabiah, looking her up and down, and
taking the opportunity to gaze once more at Rabiah’s stomach, “so
I’ll go get ready myself.” She gently squeezed Rabiah’s hands
before letting go. “This is wonderful. Congratulations.”

“Thank you,” Tristan said.

 


The castle was chilly. Rabiah suggested they
go back and get their cloaks as they walked down the stairs to the
Great Hall. Tristan laughed at her and refused. It was only a short
walk between the family door at the back of the dais and their
seats in the middle of the long table reserved for nobles, but
Rabiah noticed, or thought she noticed, a few nudges and whispers
when people’s eyes fell upon her. Tristan’s Uncle glanced at her as
Tristan pulled out her chair, then looked again.

“Not a vacation, eh?” he asked Tristan.

“She was expecting before we left,” Tristan
said in a low voice as he sat down.

“Really? That was fast. I guess that love
potion was a blessing after all.”

Tristan didn’t bother correcting him. He
waited for the last few stragglers to sit, then stood. Everyone
quickly grew quiet.

“People of Arles, it is wonderful to be back
home. As you’ve probably heard, our mission was a success. We
signed a new treaty with King Abbus of Ibirann reinstating our
trade agreement.” Everyone clapped politely. “We have Sir Owen to
thank for that. Without him the treaty might still be unsigned.
King Abbus was so impressed with him that he even gave his
daughter’s hand to Sir Owen in marriage.” Tristan motioned for Owen
and Senna to stand and face the rest of the hall. “I present to you
Sir Owen and his wife, Lady Senna.”

There was loud clapping, especially among
the soldiers. Owen reached beside him and took Senna’s smaller hand
in his. Senna sent Owen a little smile. Tristan continued speaking
as they sat back down, “We were accompanied on the way home by the
new Ibirann Ambassador, the honorable Munsif and his student,
Kaliq.” Tristan indicated the Ambassador and King Abbus’ heir
should stand. Everyone clapped politely. The old ambassador had
departed weeks ago so Owen had deemed it safe to let the boy out of
the room where Senna had hidden him. “We also managed to make a
nice profit on some goods we picked up in the Southern ports.”

Everyone clapped politely again.

“Finally, the Queen and I would like to
announce that we are expecting. Delivery to occur sometime in late
summer. Now, please enjoy this wonderful feast that the cook has
prepared. I know I will.” Tristan sat. There was a shocked silence
for a few moments, then thunderous applause broke out.

Tristan turned to Rabiah with a big smile on
his face. “See, nothing to worry about.” He squeezed her hand.

“You certainly know how to finish with a
bang,” his Uncle said beneath the noise.

“Wait until they find out we’re having
twins,” Tristan winked. The shocked look on his Uncle’s face was
rewarding enough to compensate for the painful punch Rabiah
delivered to his arm. “That’s supposed to be a secret,” Tristan
amended.

“That was a strong potion,” his Uncle
commented.

“It wasn’t the potion.”

“What was it then?”

Tristan looked at Rabiah fondly and smiled,
“Just us.”


Chapter 2

The next morning, Rabiah and Tristan went to
visit the Clanspeople with Owen and Senna. The former prisoners
were still housed in the barracks, but unlike the first time Rabiah
had visited a few months ago, now the room was warm and her people
clean and well-fed. Tarja, the unofficial spokesperson for the
group, raised her eyebrows and gave a knowing look to Dacia when
Rabiah took off her cloak and her condition became more noticeable.
Tears came unbidden to Rabiah’s eyes as each woman placed her hands
on Rabiah’s belly and asked for blessings on her and her children
as was Clan tradition. Rabiah had not expected to be on the
receiving end now that she was so far away from home.

Hadassah, the Clanswoman whose baby Rabiah
had helped deliver, greeted Rabiah with the baby in her arms. The
baby, now several months older, was wide awake and trying to grab
her mother’s hair.

“I am glad for you,” Hadassah said, giving
Rabiah a kiss on the cheek and offering her the baby to hold.

“Thank you, Hadassah. She’s even more
beautiful than I remembered.” Rabiah said, taking the baby
carefully.

Hadassah turned to Owen. “Sir Owen, my
friend, I am glad you have returned safely.” She put her hands out
to him and he took them.

“Hadassah. I am glad you and the baby are
well.”

“Is there any news of my other daughter?”
Hadassah asked. Rabiah could hear a note of desperation in her
voice. Her little girl had been taken from her on the trip from the
Clanlands when they were brought to Arles to serve as slaves. The
girl had been missing for several months now. Owen had discovered
she was in the care of a merchant’s wife before they went south,
but with the bad weather, General Ormond’s men hadn’t yet managed
to contact the woman.

“Not yet, but soon I hope.” He let go and
pulled Senna forward. “This is Senna, my wife.”

“Your wife?” Rabiah was afraid Hadassah
would be upset because she and Owen had seemed very close, but a
huge smile broke across Hadassah’s face.

“I’m so glad he has found someone,” she said
to Senna, “I was afraid, well…”

“What?” Owen said, concerned.

“Nothing.” Hadassah smiled.

Senna laughed and gave Hadassah a hug. “I’m
so glad to finally meet you and your daughter. Owen told me how you
met.”

“Now you must tell me how you two met,”
Hadassah said, indicating that they should sit. Rabiah passed the
baby to Owen.

Tarja caught Rabiah’s attention. “We must go
back to the Clanlands soon. I was afraid you wouldn’t make it back
in time.”

“When shall we leave?”

“We will leave in two days at the next full
moon if the weather allows, but you must stay here.”

Rabiah looked down. She had told Tristan
when they had first hatched their plan for peace between the
Clanspeople and Arles that she would easily be able to travel to
the Clanlands and back while pregnant since expectant Clanwomen
traveled all the time. She was only four-and-a-half months along
but it was already uncomfortable to ride a horse and if they were
to walk it would take too long. She could not imagine riding in a
bumpy carriage all the way. “I know. I’m too big and too slow,” she
said with a sigh.

“No. You have a husband who loves you. He is
concerned for you. I can see it in his every look. We will speak
for you. The people here are just like our people in many ways. We
will help your ambassador make peace.”

Tears welled out of Rabiah’s eyes. Tarja
pulled her close and gave her a hug. It made Rabiah cry harder. She
pulled back and wiped her eyes on her sleeve. “I’m sorry. I don’t
know why I’m crying.”

Tarja handed her a cloth with a smile. “It’s
all right. Babies do that to a person.”

Tristan came up beside her and touched her
arm. “Rabiah?” She turned and buried her face into his tunic and
started crying all over again.

‘What’s wrong?’ he sent.

‘I don’t know,’ she wailed
silently.

He put his arms around her and held her as
she sobbed. What else could he do? All the other men except Owen
gave him sympathetic looks. Owen just looked amused. Rabiah finally
got herself under control. She sniffed and stepped back. “I’m
sorry. I got your tunic all wet.”

He pushed her hair back from her damp face
and wiped a tear from her jaw. She looked up at him, her cheeks
splotchy but her eyes a brilliant blue. His heart ached to see her
sad. Mindful of the other people in the room, he said in a low
voice, “You are welcome to cry on my tunic at any time although I
hope you rarely have a reason to do so.”

She put her head back on his chest. ‘I’m
not going with them.’

He pulled her in closer. ‘I’m glad. I
would miss you too much.’

‘I’m too big and slow.’

‘You are not big or slow. Wasn’t it just
yesterday that you put four knives into the target before I could
manage three?’

‘They said they would speak for me.’
She almost started crying again.

‘Is that why you were crying, because
they said they’d help you?’ Tristan asked, wiping a tear from
her cheek.

‘Partly.’

‘What else?’

She thought for a minute. ‘I was hoping
to see my family again.’ A few more tears found their way
out.

He kissed the top of her head and hugged her
again. Of course. She was homesick. How he wished he could see his
own parents again. ‘Perhaps that can be arranged.’

 


The Clanspeople left two days later as
planned with Mitch, Captain Bernard, and several other soldiers who
would remain at the border to help keep peace. Rabiah wasn’t
entirely comfortable with Captain Bernard going, not because he had
once accused Rabiah of being a witch, but because, unlike Mitch, he
hadn’t shown any respect for the Clanspeoples’ customs or her until
after he’d been captured by them. The Captain had argued that at
least one seasoned person should go along to keep young ambassador
Mitch out of trouble. The General had agreed.

Mitch waved her concern away.

“He’s been talking to the Clanspeople and
learning the language. I think he’s interested in learning more
about them.”

“Why?” Rabiah asked.

“I think he’s deeper than he appears,” Mitch
explained.

Rabiah prayed that everything would turn out
well.

Hadassah stayed behind in Arles. She could
not leave without knowing what had become of her oldest daughter.
Rabiah found a room for Hadassah in the castle and a job as a
seamstress to keep her mind occupied while she waited.

 


 


 



Chapter 3

Tristan was right. People were excited about
her pregnancy. Everywhere Rabiah went on the castle grounds people
would curtsy or bow and congratulate her after taking a good glance
at her belly. The townspeople who saw her when she went down to the
market with Senna one crisp, dry day cheered and smiled and
visually inspected her stomach. Even the guards, who saw her all
the time, couldn’t seem to keep their eyes from drifting down to
check that it was still there.

“I feel like a walking baby oven,” Rabiah
complained to Senna after walking through the Great Hall where all
eyes seemed to follow her middle.

“You are,” was Senna’s not-so-helpful
response.

Esmerelda was perhaps the most excited of
all. She was as stoic as usual, but already she was talking about
getting the nursery ready, ordering baby clothes to be made, and
finding a nursemaid, whatever that was. It was hard to keep her off
the topic.



A week had passed since they arrived at
home. Tristan and Owen were with the General surveying some of the
damage caused by the heavy snowfalls of the past winter. Rabiah
didn’t envy them the job: it was cold and windy outside. Just
walking between the castle and the infirmary as she was coming back
from her potion lessons with Marion was a challenge. It was early
for lunch, but Rabiah was famished. She’d been up early speaking
with the servants and Cook so she could spend a couple of hours
with Marion. Senna joined Rabiah as she walked across the Great
Hall and started chatting rapidly. That usually meant she’d been
exploring the castle while invisible again and was feeling guilty
because she knew Owen didn’t like her to hide from people. Rabiah
didn’t have a problem with it and told her so. It was Senna’s gift
after all.

They were the first to sit at the head table
for the noon meal. Midday meals were much less formal than evening
meals. People came in and ate at different times depending on their
duties. The meal usually consisted of soup or stew served with
bread. Servants and commoners stood in line to get their food.
Royalty and nobles simply sat and were served. All the coming and
going made it much easier to meet and talk with people. It also
made it very noisy so it was harder for others to hear your
conversation.

Rabiah was just about to take her first bite
of stew when Lady Pemberton and four of her friends stopped in
front of them on the other side of the table. Lady Pemberton was
the wife of one of Tristan’s advisors and a long-time friend of
Queen Naomi.

“Your Highness, Lady Senna, do you mind if
we join you?” Lady Pemberton asked in a tone that said she fully
expected to be received.

“I don’t mind. Please take a seat,” Rabiah
said politely. Lady Pemberton had been one of the first to
congratulate her and Tristan after the announcement. She hadn’t
said much to her since.

Lady Pemberton and her friends all sat
across the table from Rabiah and Senna, chatting amongst themselves
while they waited for their food. Lady Pemberton sat directly in
front of Rabiah and remained silent until a bowl was placed before
her and the servant had backed away. Picking up her roll, she gave
Rabiah what could have been a smile and said, “Congratulations
again on your pregnancy, Your Highness.”

“Thank you,” Rabiah said. She waited a
second to see if Lady Pemberton would say anything more, then went
back to her food. She had just put another bite in her mouth when
Lady Pemberton said,

“Are you sure King Tristan is the
father?”

Rabiah managed to swallow instead of
spitting the stew back into the bowl before looking up at her.
“What?”

“Are you sure King Tristan is the father? I
know Clan society has different traditions and expectations
regarding the purity of females before marriage and fidelity
afterwards. It is nothing against you. You could not be expected to
know better, but it would be terrible for the King if the child
were not his, especially after the recent loss of his parents.”

For a second Rabiah was too shocked to
respond. Was the woman trying to make her mad? Deciding not to give
the old crone the pleasure, Rabiah shrugged and said, “It’s his,”
then took another bite of stew.

“That’s good then. You won’t have anything
to worry about when the Tester comes.”

Rabiah didn’t respond other than to put down
her spoon and pick up her bread. She took a bite while meeting the
challenging glare of Lady Pemberton with one of her own.

“What’s a Tester?” Senna asked, trying to
break the tension.

“One gifted with the ability to discern the
parentage of a child,” Lady Pemberton replied, still staring back
at Rabiah.

Rabiah swallowed another bite of bread
before finally speaking. “Why do you accuse me of this?”

“I am not accusing you of anything,” Lady
Pemberton said haughtily as if affronted that Rabiah would even
suggest it. “I just wanted to make sure you were aware that a child
other than the King’s true heir would never make it onto the
throne.”

“I would not expect it to,” Rabiah said, her
gaze firm.

“Good. Well, now that that’s out of the way,
have you felt the baby kick yet? I can still remember when I first
felt my son move,” Lady Pemberton said with a look that was more
like a smile than before.

It reminded Senna of a crocodile’s smile -
full of teeth.

“I have,” Rabiah replied, not bothering to
smile back, “but every time the King tries to feel it, the baby
stops moving.”

“That used to happen when I was pregnant
with my daughter,” the woman to the right of Lady Pemberton said in
a friendly fashion. “Maybe you’re having a girl.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Lady Pemberton
snapped. “The Kings have always had sons. Besides, she is carrying
it too low to be a girl.”

“I don’t think she’s big enough to tell
yet,” responded the woman thoughtfully. “There are some tests you
could try though.”

“What kind of tests?” Senna asked, trying to
stay on safer ground.

“Well, if you hold a ring over the expectant
mother’s belly and it swings side-to-side it’s a boy. If it swings
in a circle it’s a girl.”

“Hogwash. That just depends on the person
holding the ring,” Lady Pemberton said.

“If you crave sweets it’s a girl. If you
crave salty food it’s a boy,” the woman on the other side of Lady
Pemberton said.

“I crave bread. Is that considered sweet or
salty?” Rabiah asked, finishing her bread.

“Everyone craves Cook’s bread. That just
means you have taste,” the short, stout woman farthest from Lady
Pemberton said, enjoying her own piece.

Lady Pemberton frowned at her, then turned
to Rabiah. “A gifted midwife can tell you the gender of the child.
I’d be glad to introduce you to one.”

“That is kind of you, but no thanks, I’d
rather it be a surprise.”

“Never-the-less, you should find a midwife
now so she can answer any questions and ensure you are not doing
anything to endanger the child.”

“That is good advice. I will take it into
consideration,” Rabiah said, repeating word-for-word what she’d
heard Tristan say to his advisors on occasion.

“You need to do more than consider it,” Lady
Pemberton said severely.

Rabiah just gave Lady Pemberton her
raised-eyebrow look and returned to her stew. The bowl was still
almost full. It would be wasteful to leave without finishing and
she was still hungry. She could feel Lady Pemberton’s eyes drilling
into the top of her head as she spooned a few bites into her mouth.
She would not allow that woman to tell her what to do. Rabiah had
had enough of that with Queen Naomi.

Rabiah looked up. Lady Pemberton hadn’t even
touched her food. “Are you going to eat that?” Rabiah asked,
pointing to the bread in Lady Pemberton’s hand. Before the woman
could say anything, Rabiah grabbed it and tore off a piece. “Thank
you. Cook’s bread is too good to let it go to waste.” She popped
the piece in her mouth.

Lady Pemberton gaped at her for a second,
then exclaimed, “This is why a Clanswoman should not be Queen! You
have no manners! Queens don’t take food from other people!” She
said it loud enough that some of the people at the lower tables
looked their way to see what was going on.

“Clanspeople usually don’t either,” Rabiah
shrugged. “I guess pregnancy makes one do strange things.”

Lady Pemberton glared at her, then shoved
her bowl of stew toward Rabiah. “Here. If you’re that hungry, you
can take this too.”

“Thank you. That is very kind,” Rabiah said,
accepting the bowl in the hopes that Lady Pemberton would
leave.

It worked. Lady Pemberton stood rapidly,
causing her chair to scrape a couple of noisy inches across the
floor. Her friends quickly slurped down a few bites and got in line
behind her as she marched, head high, off the dais.

Rabiah watched to make sure she wasn’t
coming back then offered the stolen roll to Senna, “Want more
bread?”

Senna looked at her for a second, then
started to laugh.

 


With Senna around, all the things Rabiah had
dreaded about returning to Arles were not as bad as she had feared.
The pile of correspondence that increased daily as the weather
cleared, was actually fun to answer with Senna there. Senna read
the letters aloud using different accents and mannerisms until
Rabiah had to hold her sides from laughing so hard. Even Esmerelda
cracked a smile occasionally, although she tried to hide it. She
wasn’t sure how Queen Naomi would have felt about Senna’s
lighthearted approach to the serious business of
correspondence.

Rabiah used to dislike walking across the
Great Hall by herself because there always seemed to be whispering
women everywhere. With Senna by her side, Rabiah didn’t feel like
she was a wolf walking through a bunch of suspicious buffalo, and,
to her surprise, a few of the women began to come forward on a
regular basis and speak with them. She commented on the change one
day to Senna. Senna just shook her head and rolled her eyes.

“What?” Rabiah asked.

“It’s because you scowl.”

“I don’t scowl.”

“Yes you do. When you are displeased about
something you get a mean look on your face. It’s not quite as bad
as Lady Pemberton’s look, but it’s intimidating. You could probably
win a fight using that look.”

“I have, actually.”

Senna laughed.

Senna’s presence allowed Rabiah to go to the
training grounds with less concern that it would reflect badly on
Tristan for his wife to be around so many other men. Rabiah had
begun teaching Senna some of the finer points of archery and
swordplay while on their trip. Although Rabiah could now only
practice in slow motion because sudden moves made the sides of her
belly hurt, they started going to the training grounds several
times a week when the weather allowed, both dressed in short tunics
and pants of the style worn occasionally by the women of
Ibirann.

Almost every time they came back inside
after practice, Lady Pemberton was waiting in the Great Hall with
one or more of her flock of women. She never said anything, but her
disapproval was evident from the sour look on her face.

A couple of weeks after their return from
Ibirann, Rabiah and Senna came in carrying their swords and
splattered with mud. Lady Pemberton immediately started across the
hall on an intercept course. Rabiah noticed because Lady
Pemberton’s friends reminded her of a flock of geese as they
followed behind her in formation. Curious as to what was eating
Lady Pemberton now, Rabiah stopped and waited.

“Your Highness, a word please,” Lady
Pemberton said with a small curtsy.

“Of course, Lady Pemberton.”

In a snooty voice, Lady Pemberton began,
“Have you given any thought to speaking with a midwife as you said
you would?”

Ignoring her accusatory tone, Rabiah replied
amiably, “I didn’t need to think about it. I had already spoken to
one.”

“Really?” Lady Pemberton said in disbelief,
“Mistress Sharon said she hasn’t seen you.”

“Mistress Sharon is not my midwife.”

“But she delivers all the nobles’ babies.
Whom did you see?”

“Mistress Mame.”

Lady Pemberton’s lip momentarily curled in
disgust, “Oh, you can’t use her. She delivers babies for the common
people. Who knows what she has been exposed to. I’ll ask Mistress
Sharon to come by. She’s been waiting to hear from you since she
heard you were expecting.”

“Please don’t bother. I’m sure Mistress Mame
will do fine. Thank you for the suggestion though,” Rabiah said as
politely as she could and took a step to leave. Lady Pemberton slid
in front of her again.

“One other thing, Your Highness,” she made
the title sound like an insult. “As a long-time acquaintance of
Queen Naomi and an expert in castle affairs, I feel it is my duty
to advise you of the inappropriateness of your current
practices.”

“What practices would those be?” Rabiah had
to work to keep the irritation out of her voice.

Lady Pemberton could not keep a tone of
disgust out of her voice. “Look at you, dressing like a man,
wielding swords and bows like a common soldier, and in your
condition too! Queen Naomi would be absolutely embarrassed to call
you her daughter.”

Rabiah considered her for a second then
asked, “Have you ever been to Ibirann?”

“No.”

“The dress code for women there is very
strict, yet my good friend, Queen Niyaf, wore clothes like these
when she went hunting with her husband. In fact, she gave me these
clothes as a parting gift. If King Abbus, King Tristan, King
Stephen, and Queen Niyaf have no issue with what I wear or how I
amuse myself then why should you?”

“But you weren’t hunting. You were
just…playing, out on the practice field, with a bunch of men.”

“And my guards and Lady Senna. I have to
practice if I want to be good.”

“Good for what? There is no need for you to
practice such skills.”

“Tell that to the people Sir Owen and I
saved from the demon or the women Lady Senna and I protected from
pirates,” Rabiah said flatly. “Now, if you will excuse us, we need
to get cleaned up. It’s muddy out there.” She stepped around the
woman and she and Senna walked off, leaving Lady Pemberton and her
cronies frowning after them.

 


Tristan had meetings nearly every morning.
Rabiah started joining him once or twice a week because she liked
to learn about her new country and because she liked watching
Tristan work. He’d placed a chair just for her beside him at the
table so she didn’t have to sit alone by the cold window. Tristan
always listened politely to the speakers as if he believed their
every word, but he sent silent messages to Rabiah telling her what
was really going on. He knew enough about the kingdom and the
various factions that he didn’t need Owen to tell him when the
speaker was not quite truthful. He impressed her with decisions
sometimes. It made her feel proud that she had helped him when he
used one of her silent suggestions. If the meetings were really
boring, she’d send thoughts to entertain Tristan until Owen scowled
at her for putting off too much of a glow.

Right after his parent’s death it had seemed
her husband was always in a meeting for one reason or another. Now
he made time to walk with her after lunch. He even allowed Owen to
drag him out to practice with Senna and her occasionally. The death
of his parents still weighed heavily on him at times though. The
first-time Roland brought out King Stephen’s bow for Tristan to
use, he missed the target three times in a row. Owen quietly
stepped away to help Senna with her form as Rabiah stepped closer
to Tristan to lay her head on his shoulder.

‘I miss him,’ he sent sadly.

‘I know.’

‘I was remembering the first time he let
me try his bow. I was ten. I could barely pull back the
string.’

‘When were you first able to hit the
target?’ Rabiah sent.

‘I was twelve. I had to stand pretty
close.’

‘And now you can hit it from here.
I’m sure he’s watching. Try again. Make him proud.’

He shot one more time and nearly hit the
center of the target. That was enough for that day.



They’d been home three weeks when Tristan
announced it was time they started hearing petitions from the
public every other week.

“What do I have to do?” Rabiah asked.

“Just sit on your throne and listen. I’ll
take care of everything.”

“I have a throne?”

Tristan grinned at her. “We both do. There
isn’t room for them on the dais with the table there so they’re
stored in a room near my study. Mother wanted to build a throne
room but Father never got around to it.”

Tristan made the announcement the day after
the rest day that they would begin hearing petitions midweek. On
the morning of petition day, Esmerelda appeared with a new tunic
for Rabiah to wear. It was red with delicate loops and whorls of
gold embroidery covering every inch of the material and was trimmed
with a two-inch border of gold material on the edges. It was the
most elaborately decorated tunic Rabiah had ever seen. She put it
on over a thin, white undertunic and walked out of the dressing
room to find Tristan wearing a matching one. Her stomach gave a
little flip. He looked so handsome in red.

“You look nice,” she said.

“So do you,” he said lifting her crown to
put it on her head.

“Does your tunic itch as much as this one
does?” she asked.

“Worse I think.” He wiggled his shoulders,
trying to relieve the itch right in the middle of his back.

“Can we wear something else?” Rabiah
asked.

“No time, they’re waiting for us, but I’ll
see if I can find something different for next time.”

“Let’s get this over with then,” Rabiah
said. Tristan gently put the crown on her head. She adjusted it and
they went downstairs. The line stretched from the dais where their
thrones sat, clear across the Great Hall and out the entrance.

‘We should have changed,’ Rabiah
sent. Tristan nodded in agreement.

The thrones were of wood with elaborate
carvings on the tall backs and arm rests. The deep, flat seats had
plush red cushions. Rabiah quickly learned the cushions were more
for looks than comfort. The seat was amazingly hard through the
cushions and the front edge of the chair dug into the back of her
legs. Several advisors stood behind and around Tristan. Senna and
Esmerelda were on Rabiah’s side with a couple of older ladies
standing behind the throne, including Lady Pemberton. Four guards
stood behind everyone on the dais. Four more stood in front of the
dais on either side of the first petitioner. He looked nervous.
Tristan greeted the man kindly and asked him to speak. Rabiah
listened, or tried to listen to the different petitions. Between
the itchy tunic and the hissing noise coming from Lady Pemberton as
she whispered to the other ladies at her side, it was hard to
concentrate. Rabiah grew more and more irritated and was seriously
considering throwing Lady Pemberton bodily off the dais when
Tristan reached over to take her hand. She looked up at him in
surprise.

‘You can go if you want,’ he sent. He
must have sensed her irritation through their shared gift.

‘No, I’ll stay with you. I just wish Lady
Pemberton would stop hissing like a snake.’

‘Is that why you’re mad? I was afraid you
were mad at me for making you wear that tunic.’

Owen cleared his throat. Tristan turned to
the next petitioner but kept her hand in his. The hissing got
louder. Rabiah considered her options. Perhaps she could signal a
guard to have Lady Pemberton removed.

“Your Highness. A gift for you and the
baby,” the next petitioner said, holding out a cabbage and
interrupting her thoughts.

“Thank you,” Rabiah said. “It looks
delicious.” She nodded and a servant took it from him. Esmerelda
had explained that royals never accepted gifts directly. Rabiah
thought it was rude but that was the way things had been for over a
hundred years.

The line moved slowly. Several other people
offered her gifts, all of them simple but heartfelt. The hissing
would cease and then get stronger again after every one. Somewhere
down the line a baby began to cry as if its poor little heart were
breaking. Rabiah longed to go pick it up and comfort it. It was
hard to restrain herself. She’d never felt such a need before. Was
this something all mothers or soon-to-be mothers felt when they
heard a baby cry?

Behind her Lady Pemberton said, “Why doesn’t
that mother take the child outside? Nobody wants to listen to all
that noise. Doesn’t she know how to quiet her own child? Someone
should tell her to leave.”

Holding her fists closely by her side so she
wouldn’t punch the woman, Rabiah got up suddenly and stomped down
the steps from the dais. After recovering from their surprise,
Senna and a guard hurriedly followed after her.

‘Where are you going?’ Tristan
sent.

‘Away from Lady Loud-mouth,’ she
replied.

She went directly to the young woman who was
desperately bouncing the child, trying to get him to be quiet. All
the people around her stepped back when Rabiah stopped near.

“May I hold him?” Rabiah asked.

“Your Highness. He’s wet,” the woman turned
away a little and continued to bounce the boy.

“That’s all right. He looks like a sweet
baby.”

“He is, usually. Today he is just very
cranky.”

“May I?” Rabiah held out her arms. The
mother hesitated, then handed her the boy. He didn’t even seem to
notice someone new held him. Rabiah pushed back the blanket to see
his face better. He felt oddly warm. She put her hand on her own
forehead then on the baby. He was hot.

“He’s sick,” Rabiah exclaimed.

“I know. Our house is cold. We are out of
wood for the fire and we can’t afford to buy any. I was going to
ask the King if he could tell them to stop charging so much for
wood.”

Rabiah pulled some of the heat off the baby.
His pitiful wails decreased to quiet whimpers. “Come with me,”
Rabiah said.

“But I’ll lose my place in line. I’ve been
here for hours.”

“I’ll relay your message to the King. Let’s
go see if the healers have something that can help your baby.”

The mother hesitated a second more before
stepping out of line and followed Rabiah. They walked past the long
line of people that stretched through the entryway, down the front
steps, and into the courtyard. Several women and a few men stood
outside in the chill air with their little ones around them. The
people nudged one another as she passed. Several bowed or curtsied.
Rabiah smiled politely and nodded to them, but didn’t stop. She
would take care of the baby first, then she’d take care of the
rest.

Healer Marion was happy to take a look at
the baby. Rabiah didn’t have any money on her, but she whispered to
Marion to give the woman a couple of coins so she could buy wood.
Leaving the woman and child in Marion’s capable hands, Senna and
Rabiah went back outside. The line was half-way across the
courtyard and people were still coming in the gate. It was starting
to rain.

“Let’s see if we can get these people
inside,” Rabiah said to Senna. She started to walk past the long
line to see about pushing the tables around in the Great Hall so
the line could wind between them, but didn’t make it far. A
middle-aged lady in line waved her closer.

“Your Highness, blessings on you!”

“And on you,” Rabiah smiled.

“I heard you were expecting. I only came
today to give you this,” the lady held up a satchel of herbs tied
with a blue ribbon. “If you hang it in your bedroom it will ensure
that you have a boy.” The lady offered it to Rabiah. Senna stepped
forward and took it for her.

“Thank you. That’s very kind of you,” Rabiah
said.

“Your Highness, may I speak to you?” another
woman further down the line asked.

“Of course,” Rabiah said, stepping in front
of her. The woman had two small children underfoot and another one
in her arms.

“Your Highness,” she attempted a curtsy,
“I’m sorry to bother you, I just don’t think the children will
behave much longer.”

“What can I help you with?”

Five people and three gifts later, Rabiah
wasn’t much closer to the door and the rain was getting
heavier.

“Your Highness,” several people called as
she finished speaking with the person before her.

“Good people, if you will be patient, I’ll
see if I find a way to get you all inside out of the rain.”

“But I only want to give you this,” she
heard someone say.

“I’ll make two lines then, one for the King
and one for myself. See you inside shortly.” She hurried inside.
She and Senna were both soaked. Rabiah stopped the first servant
she saw and gave him instructions on how to handle the line, then
she and Senna went the back way to their rooms to change. She put
on her nicest red tunic sans itchy gold embroidery and rejoined
Senna to enter through the door at the back of the dais. The line
now snaked like a serpent around all the tables in the hall. Lady
Pemberton stepped back with a displeased look to let Rabiah and
Senna pass, then immediately started whispering again.

Rabiah sat down next to Tristan. He gave her
a quick glance.

“You changed.” ‘I’m jealous,’ he
sent.

“I was all wet.”

“Was the baby all right?”

“He had a fever. I took him to Marion.”
‘I have an idea to make this go faster,’ she sent.

‘The sooner the better.’

Rabiah gave him a quick smile, then stood
and stepped up to the edge of the dais. Loudly she said, “Good
people, there are many of you here today and some of you are cold
and wet. If there is something that does not require the King’s
attention that I can help you with, please form a line at the back
of the hall where I will be shortly, otherwise, you may remain
where you are.” Rabiah motioned to Esmerelda to follow her and
Senna.

Lady Pemberton hissed, “What is she doing?
Doesn’t she know anything? That’s not how it’s done.”

Rabiah ignored her and kept going, thankful
to get away from the woman’s tongue.

“Come, Ladies, we better go with her,” Lady
Pemberton said behind her. Rabiah spun around so fast Esmerelda
took a step back.

“Lady Pemberton, would you mind staying here
with King Tristan in case he needs a woman’s opinion?” she said,
not quite sweetly.

The fierce look on Rabiah’s face was enough
to make even Lady Pemberton hesitate. “Oh, I, yes, of course, Your
Highness.”

Rabiah shot a look at Tristan, ‘You don’t
mind, do you?’

‘She had better hope I don’t, for her
sake,’ he sent with a raised eyebrow.

‘Thank you, husband.’

‘Let’s just get this over with. This
tunic is driving me crazy.’ He squirmed a little to emphasize
his point and to make his wife smile, which she did.

Owen saw Lady Pemberton observing the King
and Queen’s interactions with a calculating look. Would they ever
remember not to communicate so obviously in front of others?


Chapter 4

After the first petition day, which Esmerelda
felt was a great success, she began pressuring Rabiah to host
another tea. Rabiah kept refusing. Senna waited until they were
alone, then asked Rabiah why she was so against the idea.

“It was a disaster last time. I didn’t know
what to say to anyone and there were a bunch of younger women
whispering and looking at me the whole time.”

“They were probably trying to get the
courage to talk to you.”

“It didn’t look like it.”

“I’m surprised at you Queen Rabiah. You are
the bravest woman I know and yet you were afraid of a bunch of
whispering women?”

“I wasn’t afraid, I just…didn’t like
it.”

“What possible difference could it make if
they whispered? “

“I don’t know.” Maybe Senna was right. Maybe
she had been afraid of them. Afraid of what they thought of her.
Why? After a little thought, Rabiah realized it was because she was
afraid of failing. She didn’t know how to be a queen and Arles was
much different than the Clanlands. If she failed, if she did things
wrong, she would make her husband look bad. They were soulmates but
that didn’t mean he wouldn’t get mad at her or regret ever meeting
her.

Queen Naomi, Tristan’s mother, had been a
true queen, easily running the castle and leading the women of
Arles. Rabiah had never got along well with other
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