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			​Note from the Author

			Healer’s Sacrifice takes place approximately sixteen years before the prologue of Raven Thrall and tells the story of Shira Caden’s mother, Rose.

			It is not an essential part of the overall arc of the Legends of the Ceo San series but instead contains a little bit extra, a peek into Shira’s early life if you will.

			Healer’s Sacrifice is intended to be read after Raven Thrall  However, it contains only one minor spoiler for the novel and could safely be read before that book or on its own.

		


		
			​1—Coming Home

			Rose’s feet throbbed, and pain shot up from their soles through her calves as she pulled the heavy temple door closed behind her. As she did every evening, she ran a hand over the cool, dark stone of the hawk statue in the alcove to her right, marveling at the textured details beneath her fingers. And she wondered again, was this the Hawk, the Althamir god, or a Ceo San, one of the gods’ chosen?

			The darkness of the night and the rumble in her stomach told her she’d stayed past dinner again and reminded her to move on. She stepped onto the slate walkway that led through the massive gardens, passed through the gated wall, and emerged onto the cobbled street. Her day at the temple hadn’t been particularly long, but it had certainly felt like it. After tending tables through lunch at the King’s Mess, she had come to the temple and seen to patient after patient under the watchful eye of the Keepers. Next, she had undergone another round of potions trials. In another week, her last assessment would take place, and—if she passed—it would be official. She would be a temple healer.

			Her elation was cut short by the sudden memory of the look her da had given her as she had left the inn to go to the temple. It was the same disappointed look he gave her every evening. The look parents reserved for children they deemed particularly stupid.

			His face blurred in her mind and was replaced by that of her mother, still young and gaunt, surrounded by lank, dark hair, the life already gone from it, the flesh gray and mottled. The face of the Keeper next to her, shaking her head. Her father had blamed the Keeper for not saving his wife, but Rose had seen how hard the young woman had worked to nurse her mother through her illness, laboring until she herself had looked nearly as gaunt and lifeless as her patient.

			Rose stumbled as the memory of her mother’s cold hand impressed itself upon the flesh of her hand. Rubbing her arms to replace the warmth and taking several deep breaths, she reminded herself that her mother was the reason that she was going through all this. It was worthy, no matter what Da thought.

			She lifted her head and walked purposefully down the dark, cobbled streets of Westholde. For several minutes, she traveled the quiet roads with only the mist of her breath and the bite of the wind on her cheeks to keep her company. As usual, it seemed that the majority of the city’s denizens had already retreated to their homes with the early dark.

			“Where are they?” A deep voice rang out in the night, breaking the silence, and Rose stopped, her hand over her heart. The voice was not directed at her and seemed many yards ahead.

			“They’re just sleeping, sir,” came a woman’s trembling response.

			“I want to see your children. Now. There’s been a report of an unknown animal entering your house, a cat.”

			There was no mistaking the hissing sound of a sword coming out of its sheath.

			“Cat? But, sir … there are cats everywhere! I promise! My children, they’re just children!”

			Although her body twitched to go toward them, to find a way to help, Rose pulled her cloak tighter and turned down a side street to avoid the confrontation. Her jaw tightened, and she quietly swore at herself, at the guilty feeling creeping into her gut. Getting herself detained would solve nothing, help no one. She’d never heal anyone if she was locked in jail for defying the king’s guard.

			She would stop by in the morning to see if there was anything left to do. It wasn’t the first time she’d come across such a scene. She’d witnessed soldiers threatening to arrest parents and burn homes down when children weren’t brought out for examination. It was excessive in the least. It was not as if Ceo San were being born into every family in Westholde. And even if they were, it wasn’t a cause for alarm. Despite what the king proclaimed, the Ceo San had always been a blessing to the citizens of Whitelea and to Varidian itself. Their presence didn’t justify terrorizing families.

			When the soldiers did find Ceo San children, they simply took them away. She swallowed hard as she moved and purposely funneled her fear into anger. She understood, if only in the most basic sense, that humans who could become animals would give the king a tactical advantage in his military endeavors, but even he didn’t have the right to take children from their families and turn them into soldiers, especially not Ceo San children. It was wretched!

			She had heard that most of them were treated no better than slaves. Hadn’t slavery been outlawed by the king’s great grandfather generations ago? How did Rothgar justify it? If what Keeper Denholm had taught her was true—that the Ceo San were blessed by the gods themselves—what the king and his soldiers were doing was no less than an atrocity.

			Her boots slammed in a rough cadence on the cobblestone, and she purposely took a few more deep breaths, slowing her pace and cooling her temper.

			After a matter of only minutes, the massive wooden structure of the King’s Mess loomed before her. Part inn, part tavern, not only was it her father’s business, but it had been her home for as long as she could remember. Avoiding the front entrance, she went around the building, down the little grassy alley that led to the stable yard and separated the inn from the tailor’s shop next door, and to the back entrance.

			As she pushed the door open, the overheated air of the kitchens stung her raw, cold cheeks and sent a shiver down her entire body. The door had barely closed behind her when she was swept off her feet and into the air. Jahl’s lips warmed her own, and she held onto him a little more tightly than usual, thoughts of the poor mother she had overheard still lingering in her mind.

			The smell of wood smoke tickled her nose. Around them, the cooks and bakers bustled, and the hum of the common room beyond filled the air and subsided again and again as tavern maids entered, grabbed armfuls of plates, and left, sometimes silently, sometimes with a few choice words for the cooks. It was a pattern as familiar to Rose as the back of her own hand.

			“I thought you were never coming home,” Jahl whispered close to her ear.

			“Of course, I was coming home.” Rose brushed the back of her hand against the light brown stubble on his cheek. “I’d never leave my little girl alone with the likes of you for long.” Ducking under his arm, she took off at a run toward the kitchen door.

			“Hey, she’s my little girl, too!”

			Jahl’s return jab was almost lost in the noise of the kitchen as Rose pushed through the door and nearly ran straight into her father.

			She came up short, tensing as Jahl pressed into her from behind.

			“Finally back, eh?” Pol Miranda asked over the din of the common room. “Good. There’s work to be done here.”

			“Da.” She nodded and looked up at his round face, with its full peppered beard. She missed the times she would have thrown herself into his arms and greeted him with a warm hello, the times he would have returned it with the same warmth. But things hadn’t been the same since she’d started working with the Keepers. “I’ve got to check on the baby. Jahl will stay. And I’ll be back first thing in the morning to help. I promise.”

			Her father stared at Jahl, another thing he disapproved of, and then again at her. “Fine, Rose. See that you do.” The older man turned his bulk around, wringing his hands in his apron as he made his way toward the line of kegs at the far edge of the room. Without turning, he yelled, “Well, boy, are you just going to stand there all night or go see to these fine soldiers’ mounts?” With one hand, he gestured toward a group of men with chain shirts under black leather breastplates getting settled at the only empty table in the place.

			Jahl turned and kissed Rose on the forehead, whispering, “Shira’s been crying for you. Taifa is with her now, but I imagine you’d better get to her right quick.”

			“Goodbye, husband,” she said quietly as he disappeared back through the kitchen door.

			Head down, Rose made her way around the common room, avoiding the eyes—and hands—of the Mess’s patrons.

			It hadn’t always been so busy, but the king’s guard had become a bit of a staple around Westholde in the last few years, ever since the attack on Lishorani had begun. Since then, it had seemed like soldiers were spilling out of Glenley and into all of the surrounding towns. It didn’t surprise her that Westholde had turned into a likely stopover or that the members of the guard chose the King’s Mess to rest their heads and their backsides. It was the largest inn and tavern in town. It didn’t mean she had to like it.

			After a moment, she had reached the door to the ground-floor guest rooms and private chambers. As soon as she pulled it open, the sound of a baby’s bawling reached her ears, and her steps quickened of their own accord. No wonder her father was so cross, and no wonder he had let her go so easily. There was no doubt that patrons had been complaining.

			As she turned the corner near the end of the corridor, she found Taifa walking up and down the hallway outside her rooms, bouncing a squirming, red-faced Shira on her hip. The barmaid’s blond locks were in almost as bad a disarray as her baby’s brown curls. Before Rose could get a word in, her daughter spotted her and threw both hands and her little body out toward her, wailing in case her mother
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