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      Thia cleared the dishes as Papa and Father Philip talked. The priest had visited before, and she liked him. Something was different today, though.

      “I’m sorry, Bran,” the cleric kept his voice low. “I did all I could, but they wouldn’t let me speak. Drogon’s got the entire village worked up. I fear it’s only a matter of time before he convinces them to use force against her. This has been a haven, the one village in all of Avoch where you could keep her hidden. It was only a matter of time before travelers began to ask questions. You knew this, before she was born. The only safe place for her now in the entire kingdom is under the protection of Keroys.”

      Thia heard the men shift in their chairs, looking her way. She kept her head down and began to wash the dishes. Something to distract her from their gazes. Plunging her dark-skinned hands into the cold water, she sighed. She knew she looked like her mother. Where Bran was fair skinned, with brown hair and eyes, her curly hair was blonde and her eyes a pale lilac. It was the one feature that announced to the world she was part Fallen, though.

      She heard Papa sigh. Thia knew the sound. He’d made a decision, but not the one he wanted. Honor, justice, and obedience were important to him. If she looked like her mother, her personality was all from him. “Tonight?” he asked the priest.

      “It may be for the best.” She heard the chairs scrape against the floor as the men rose. “I’ll come an hour before sunset. They already know I’m heading back to Almair. I won’t be missed, and my departure will be accepted.”

      “Bran Tannersson!” A deep voice bellowed from outside. “I know who you really are! And what you hide in your house!”

      Thia whipped her head around, eyes wide. She knew the voice that echoed through the small home. Drogon had visited them several times. Each time, her father had turned him away, refusing to make the item he requested. The plate she held slipped from her fingers, crashing into bits on the wide-planked floor.

      “I’m sorry, Papa,” she muttered as she bent down to pick up the pieces.

      Bran motioned to her. “Thia, come here.” He knelt as she got closer, taking both of her hands in his. “I need you to take Father Philip into your room. Lock the door behind you and show him the tunnel under your bed. Stay with him, and I’ll know you’ll be safe.”

      “What about you, Papa?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve got to stay here, Thia. Drogon isn’t going to go away quietly. Not this time. Here,” he said as he rose and walked over to his workbench. The back was full of drawers and cubbyholes. Thia knew better than to explore them. Most were hidden behind neat stacks of leather and forms he used to repair boots. Pushing a pile aside, he opened a small door. He placed a cloth packet on the wooden tabletop. It rolled open, and she caught sight of small, intricate instruments. Ones that were too delicate for repairing leather, and probably cost more than the simple three-bedroom house they lived in. Two locks of hair, one blonde and one brown, rested in the center of the kit. Bran pulled something else out. Turning around, he knelt in front of her and placed a small, carefully wrapped item in her hands. “I made this for you. Keep it with you, always, and I will be there. Trust in the law, and in Keroys, my daughter.” He kissed her on the top of her head, then rose. “Now, take Father Philip and show him how to leave here safely.”

      “Bran!” Drogon’s voice screamed out again. “Give us the Fallen spawn and we’ll leave.”

      “I’ll keep her safe. This is my vow to you and Keroys both.” Father Philip whispered, “Come, my child. Show me our escape.”

      Thia ran for her small bedroom, fear driving her forward. As soon as they were both in the room, she slammed an iron nail into the hasp. “Under my bed,” she stammered at the priest.

      Together, they slid the bed aside enough to lift the hidden panel. “You first, child,” the priest instructed. “I’ll put the bed back as best I can.”

      Dropping down into the tunnel, Thia clutched her father’s parting gift. Footsteps echoed from above them. Dozens of muffled voices filtered down, all angry and demanding. Thia couldn’t make out what they were saying. Loose bits of dirt and dust sprayed on her with each stomp.

      “Which way?” Father Philip whispered. Thia jumped at the sound.

      Pointing, she led him through the dark, damp tunnel. The smell of smoke filled the passage. Tears stung her eyes, but she kept moving. “We’re almost to the end.” She dared to look back at the priest. Even though the tunnel was pitch black, she could make him out clearly.

      “Good. My horse is there, and I left her saddled. We’ll use her to get to safety.”

      Thia scrambled forward, willing her small body to keep going. They’re not going to hurt Papa, she told herself. The villagers like him.

      They used to like her, too. Then Drogon started to visit, and Papa said no to him. That’s when Papa told her she couldn’t go to school anymore. Father Philip came, about once a month, and gave her lessons.

      This is all my fault. If I didn’t look like her, they wouldn’t care!

      The tunnel stopped and she stood up in the small space. Pushing aside the wooden toggle, she opened the hatch. “We’re here,” she said as she climbed up out of the hole.

      The barn was much older than Thia’s ten years. Papa had said it was barely standing when he first moved in. He didn’t keep horses, so they’d never bothered to fix it up much beyond the tunnel. As far as Thia knew, it was as old as the barn. But Papa always made sure it was clear, just in case.

      Father Philip climbed out, closing the trap door behind them before looking at her. “This way, my child. Quickly. We don’t want them to see you.”

      Following him to his horse, she caught sight of their home through a large gap in the boards. Thia stopped, drawn to it. Thick, black smoke curled from under the thatched roof. A reddish glow backlit the few windows set with glass. Villagers were running out, carrying things that had been hers or Papa’s. As they ran, they stepped on a body laying across the threshold.

      “Papa!” she screamed.

      “Thia.” Arms grabbed hers, spinning her around. Father Philip looked at her, his face full of compassion and grief. “I can’t help him. His soul is with Keroys now. But I can save you.” He picked her up and placed her at the front of his saddle. Mounting the horse behind her, he took hold of the reins. “Hold on,” he told her.

      She felt his legs urge the horse forward and it took off at a gallop. She held onto the pommel of the saddle with one hand. The other clenched Bran’s last gift tightly.
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      Thia forced herself to keep a steady pace as she walked toward Father Philip’s office. Running wasn’t going to help her nerves, and it might hurt someone who got in her way. It’s nothing, she told herself. Probably nothing more serious than a change in the class schedule that I have to correct and post.

      The knot in her stomach didn’t go away, though.

      Fifteen years spent within the walls of the cloister, in the center of Almair, and Thia had learned more than she ever would have in the village of River Run. She had excelled at her classes and won praise from her teachers. Yet most of the students saw her as one of the Fallen. They either feared or mocked her. Her innate abilities earned her the title of priestess years ahead of the acolytes she had started classes with. Keroys himself blessed her with his presence when she was raised up. That hadn’t made things easier.

      “Fallen witch,” a voice hissed at her from the shadows as she passed.

      Thia didn’t miss a step. She kept her head down, ignoring the taunt as she had for years. It stung, but she’d learned how to hide the pain. As long as Keroys and Father Philip wanted her here, she would stay. No matter how much the other residents tried to drive her away.

      She felt the hood begin to slide from her head. Stopping, she reached up and adjusted it. They know it’s me. But I can pretend not to see them if it’s up. Pretend I won’t get beaten if I lose my way in the catacombs under the cloister. Pretend I’m not the one they’ll blame if something, anything, goes wrong. If it wasn’t for Father Philip’s protection, she knew she would have been sent to some remote village by now. Someplace where she could be forgotten by everyone else connected with the church. He took the vow he made to her, and to her father, seriously. Punishment had been swift after the first attacks by the other acolytes. That just made them more careful not to be caught. It taught Thia an important lesson. Trust no one who can’t prove they don’t want to hurt her.

      As she rounded the last corner, she slowed down. Armed men lingered in the area in front of the door. Their heads snapped up as she approached, studying her. Each wore the same medallion around their neck, the silver sword and shield of Garret. Paladins? What business would they have with Father Philip? While it was true that those in service to Garret often worked with Keroys’s priests and priestesses, seeing them here made her heart race. It’s nothing, she whispered to herself. I’m probably needed to do a blessing for some mission they’re on.

      The churning in her stomach said something different. She was a full priestess now and would go wherever and do whatever Keroys demanded of her. Without question or hesitation. At least, not one she would say out loud.

      She kept her eyes down, her face hidden. Her hands were swallowed by the flowing fabric of her golden yellow robe. Maybe none of them would notice. Stopping at the door, she glanced at one of the acolytes standing guard. “I’ve been summoned,” she said.

      “He’s not alone,” the man whispered as he opened the door for her.

      Thia slid through the small opening. In the center of the room, Father Philip sat at his desk. Two men she didn’t know rose from their seats in front of the priest. “Ah, Thia. Come here.”

      Thia walked across the thick, woven rug toward one corner of the desk, trying not to stare at the strangers. The familiar warmth of the room was gone. The knot in her stomach tightened. “What did you require, Father?”

      “Thia, this is Drakkus Heath. He’s the head of Garret’s Paladins from Dragonspire.” He pointed to the man closest to her. “And this is Jinaari Althir. Gentlemen, this is Thia Bransdottir.”

      “Hello,” she said, trying not to stare. Drakkus was the shorter of the two but carried himself with a sense of command. Jinaari was almost a head taller. While she was used to being scrutinized, there was something in his dark eyes that was unsettling. He was sizing her up in some way. She nodded at each of them, then turned her attention back to the priest. Maybe that would change his focus.

      “Sit down, Thia. This may take a few moments.”

      She took a seat. They sat again, once she was settled, and turned their attention back to the priest. “She’s the one?” Drakkus asked.

      Father Philip nodded. “Thia’s excelled at every class she’s ever taken. She’s talented, one that Keroys favors with his grace. She took her vows before any in her group. Don’t let her demeanor fool you. She’ll do what needs to be done.”

      Drakkus nodded. “Good. I must return to our chapterhouse.” Rising, he looked at the other man. “Althir, you know what needs to happen. Follow the law, stay true to your vows, and may Garret grant you strength in combat.”

      “Milord Commander,” the other man replied as he rose, grasping his arm briefly. “I will not fail.”

      Drakkus glanced Thia’s way. “He’s arrogant, and sometimes insufferable, but Jinaari’s the best I’ve ever met with a sword.” With a bow to Father Philip, he left the room. The remaining paladin sat down again. Thia felt his eyes on her but couldn’t find the courage to meet them.

      She sat, her hands in her lap, and waited for Father Philip to say something. Anything. Was this Jinaari person on a quest of some kind? Was she supposed to bless his endeavors? “Father Philip, I don’t understand . . .” she started to speak.

      “Thia,” he turned his attention to her, “the time has come for you to leave here. Word has reached us, and Jinaari’s Order, of a problem to the south. In what remains of Tanisal.”

      Her mind reeled from his words. Leave the cloister? “I don’t . . .” she stammered. “I don’t understand, Father. Have I done something wrong?”

      He smiled at her. “No. Quite the opposite. You’re the best we have, Thia. Jinaari is the best that Drakkus has.”

      “Priestess,” Jinaari interrupted, his deep voice made her jump slightly. “Garret himself reached out to my Order. Tanisal’s been taken over by something evil. We think a mage by the name of Drogon is behind it.”

      Thia’s pulse raced. “Drogon?” she asked Father Philip.

      “You know the name?” Jinaari asked.

      She turned her attention back to him, nodding. She felt the hood slide off her head at the motion. Jinaari’s eyes widened slightly as he saw her face, but he didn’t flinch. “He is responsible for my father’s death.” She glanced back at the priest. “Are you certain?”

      Father Philip nodded. “Keroys confirmed it just before Drakkus and Jinaari arrived. He specifically commanded that you join the effort to cleanse Tanisal before the contagion spreads.”

      She lowered her head obediently. “If this is the will of Keroys, so be it.” Rising, she was startled when the paladin did the same. “When do we leave? And is it to be just the two of us?”

      “There’s a ship in the harbor. We’ll catch a ride with them, be put ashore about a mile or so from the city wall. Others are heading that way. We’ll join them before we go into the city itself,” Jinaari said.

      “Then I should go pack.” She looked at the priest. “May I be excused?”

      Father Philip walked around his desk. “In a moment. Jinaari, please ask one of the acolytes outside to lead you to the kitchens. I’ve already sent word. We will not send you on your way without food for the journey.”

      Jinaari bowed. “It’s appreciated.” The tall man strode from the room, closing the door behind him. She watched him leave, still confused.

      Turning back to the priest, Thia asked, “Have I done something wrong, Father? There’s plenty of other priests and priestesses here that can heal, fight, or do what it is that Keroys requires. Why me? I haven’t left here in over a dozen years.”

      “Which is why it should be you. Beyond that our God has said so. I’ve kept you here far too long, thinking it was the best way to keep you safe. It’s not. Too many cannot see beyond what their eyes show them. They do not see you, Thia. They only see the reflection of who your mother was.”

      “Do you think it’s the same Drogon?” She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the answer. Memories of that night still haunted her.

      Father Philip leaned on the edge of his desk. “I can’t be certain, but it’s possible. Rumors are strange beasts. You know this. If it is, he’s harnessed a type of magic that few have even tried to summon since Tanisal fell.”

      “Is he one of the Forsaken?” Her eyes grew wide at the thought.

      “If he is, you’ll need all the help Keroys can give you.” He pushed off from the desk and took her by the elbow, leading her toward the door. “Remember his teachings, his laws. Hold to all you know to be true, Thia. Jinaari’s the best at what he does. The others are, as well. I’m certain of it. If this is the same Drogon, you’ll be safe.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “He’s a paladin, Thia. One of the best fighters ever to come out of Garret’s Order. Trust in that. The rest will come in time.” He opened the door and waited for her to leave.

      She reached for the hood, instinctively placing it over her head. She was leaving the only home she’d had for fifteen years; with no guarantee she’d be back. Keroys, I will do as you request of me. But what if I can’t remember the spells and someone dies? Or I do? Ignoring the tears that threatened to spill from her eyes, she kept her head down and kept walking. It’s a test. I can’t, no, I won’t fail. A familiar sense of duty chased away the self-doubt. Papa wouldn’t want me to be scared.

      Reaching her small room, she pulled off the robe and hung it on a hook. Her trunk didn’t hold much, but there was an old backpack buried at the bottom. Tossing it on her bed, she opened the wardrobe doors. Outside of the ritual robes she’d been issued, she didn’t have much beyond the simple tunic and breeches she wore daily. A few spare outfits went into the bag, along with a repair kit for her boots. She laid her best cloak across the bed. It’s warm and I can hide my hands in the sleeves. I hope it’s enough. I don’t know what else . . .

      Popping a panel in the base of the cabinet, she pulled out two pouches. The small, worn bag held the few coins she possessed. It should be safe there, she thought as she buried it between the clothing. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she took the time to open the other pouch. Resting within, wrapped in a scrap of tanned leather, sat an oblong box. She pulled it out, her fingers finding the three hidden copper acorns in the design. Pressing all of them at once, the box opened silently. Inside, a small assortment of items she’d need to perform some of her spells sat on a bed of gold velvet. Her father had made the box for her, and it had been years before she learned the secret to open it. Even longer to discover that whatever she put within would never run out.

      “You ready?” Jinaari said from the doorway.

      Thia looked up, startled. The paladin leaned against the framework, looking at her expectantly.

      “Almost.” She shut the box and rewrapped it before placing it back into the pouch. Securing it to her belt, she rose from the bed. “What about you?”

      “Always. What’s with the box?”

      “My father made it for me.” She secured the top of her pack. Throwing her cloak on, she fixed the clasp and went to pick up the bag, but he grabbed it first.

      “Come on,” he said, slinging her bag onto one of his shoulders. “The captain’s waiting for us.”

      “I can carry my own bag.”

      “I know that. And you will. Once we get closer to Tanisal. The wind’s picked up though, and the hood on your cloak isn’t going to keep your face hidden without you holding in place. If I carry your bag, you can do that.”

      “Don’t you have a bag?” She adjusted the hood, trying to read his face. Was he saying that because he thought she should be hidden?

      “I sent it to the ship before coming here.” He moved aside, waving his arm. “Ladies first.”

      She hesitated, then went through the door. “You’ll have to lead once we leave the building,” she told him. “I’ve not spent much time at the port. I have no idea which ship is ours.”

      “That’s fine,” he said, falling into step next to her. “I talked Drakkus into giving me some things for you. They’re on the ship.”

      “Like what?”

      “A chain shirt, for one. A dagger or two as well. Your order isn’t a militant one, so I thought you wouldn’t have those.” He shrugged the shoulder that carried her pack. “Judging from the weight of this, I was right.”

      “Do I need those? Do you think we’ll be fighting anything?” she asked.

      They reached the gate leading out of the compound. Father Philip stood there, waiting. “May Keroys guide you, Thia. Keep his teachings in your heart during your travels.”

      The massive wooden gate swung open, exposing them to the bustling chaos of Almair. A gust of wind flew into her face and her hands grabbed at the hood of her cloak. “Like I said, it’s windy out here.”

      She skipped a few steps, trying to keep up to the paladin’s long stride. “Stay close,” he cautioned her. “The city’s big, but not everyone is welcoming.”

      “I know that,” she replied.

      He stopped, looking back at her. “You do. But not to the extent I do.” He gave her a direct look. “I’ll keep you safe, but I’d prefer if you didn’t make that harder than it needs to be. So, listen. Do what I say. When we’re alone on the ship, or when we reach the others, you won’t have to hide. If we’re anywhere else, keep the cloak on. Now, let’s move. The faster I get you on the ship and below deck, the better I’ll feel.” He grasped her elbow and led her through the crowded streets.

      Thia worked to keep the hood up, her mind trying to make sense of it all. This was happening so fast. It had not even been an hour since she got the summons and here she was, being escorted through the city to a ship that would take her to a ghost town. And, together, they were supposed to cleanse the ruins? Of what? How? The questions she didn’t ask earlier formed in her mind. Next time, she chided herself, ask them before you agree!

      “In here,” Jinaari whispered, shoving her into a building. He eased the door closed behind them and held a finger to his lips as he pressed his head to the door. “This way,” he said, taking her elbow again.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “I saw someone. He wasn’t thrilled when Drakkus chose me for this assignment. He’s also notorious for killing any Fallen he finds.” He led her through a maze of hallways.

      “I’m not Fallen. I’m human.”

      He looked at her. “I see it. It doesn’t matter to me. Garret said you’re coming, as did Keroys. When two Gods talk to me, I listen. However,” he moved his head around, scanning the junction, and then moved her forward, “Alesso isn’t as flexible. His family was taken by the Fallen when he was a child. He’d see your eyes and reach for his sword, regardless of orders.”

      They reached the end of the hallway. Two windows, covered in heavy fabric, flanked the exit. Jinaari moved the curtain aside, peering out. “Good,” he said as the fabric moved back into place, “we’re within sight of the ship. The storm’s gotten worse, though.” He stared at her cloak. “There’s no time to fix it here. We move fast and you stay with me. The goal is to get on our ship. I know the captain. He’s not going to let anyone on board that isn’t part of the crew, or a paid passenger. Which is just you and me.” He moved the curtain again, waving her closer. “It’s the last ship at the end of this dock, the Ninaa. See the man at the end of the ramp? Lots of feathers in his hat?”

      Thia peered outside and located who Jinaari described. “Yes. What’s his name?”

      “Sylver Stone. If I tell you to run, head to him. I’ll take care of any pursuit.”

      A knot of fear formed in Thia’s stomach. “Why would anyone be chasing us?”

      “That’s a question for another time. Something feels off. Just do what I said, okay?”

      She nodded. “Stay with you unless you say different, then go to the captain and get on the ship.”

      “Here,” he said as he slid her pack off his shoulder. “If I have to fight, I can’t have this.”

      She put her arms through the straps and settled it on her back. Jinaari reached out, adjusting the hood slightly. “Ready?”

      Grasping the fabric of her cloak under her chin, she nodded. He eased open the door, peering outside, before entering the busy street. “Come on.” He motioned to her urgently.

      She moved quickly, keeping pace with him as he strode toward the pier. Their captain caught sight of them, shouting orders to his crew while watching them approach.

      Thia let out a scream as an arm circled her waist, lifting her off the ground momentarily. Her hood fell back, her pale blonde hair blowing in the stiff wind. “Consorting with the Fallen now, Althir? I didn’t think you were this kind of ‘honorable’.” A male voice sounded in her ear.

      She twisted her body, struggling to free herself. Whoever held her tightened his grip, forcing her closer to him.

      “Let her go, Potiri. This is bigger than any grudge you have. The Gods are involved.” Thia snapped her head up at Jinaari’s voice. His sword was out, his eyes looking at her captor.

      Thia’s heart hammered in her chest as fear set in. “Where were the Gods when my family was taken, Althir? Maybe this witch knows how to find them. I won’t know until I ask.” Alesso’s body shifted as he changed his stance.

      “She’s part of my task. You were there when it was given to me. Put revenge aside long enough to obey Garret’s will.”

      What did Father Phillip teach me? After one of the acolytes tried to grab me that first week after Papa died? Pushing down her fear, Thia slammed her foot onto Alesso’s. He screamed in surprise; his arm relaxing. Breaking free, she ran toward the captain. The captain gestured toward her as the sound of swords meeting rang out. She stopped as she got to him, turning to see Jinaari and Alesso fighting.

      “Get on board, Milady,” Sylver Stone commanded. “Jack! Take her to my cabin when she’s onboard.”

      Thia ran up the ramp. A woman stood at the rail. “Jack?”

      The brunette nodded, “Follow me.”

      “Jinaari?”

      “He’s on his way. We won’t leave him behind. Come on. We must get you out of sight.” Jack grabbed her arm and led her toward a small door nestled under the wheel.

      “Stay here. When we’re underway, we’ll show you where you’ll sleep.” Jack left the room, closing the door behind her.

      Thia fell into a chair, her hands cradling her face. All sense of security and normalcy evaporated. What had she gotten herself into? The motion of the ship changed. Raising her head, she looked out the closest window and saw the ship at the next dock begin to retreat. We’re leaving? What about Jinaari? Standing up, she grabbed a low beam on the ceiling to keep on her feet. Orders were shouted out on the deck. The door opened again, and Jinaari came in. A red blotch spread down the ragged edges of the torn sleeve of his shirt. Thia shrugged off her pack and unclasped her cloak, tossing both onto the bed resting under a window. Walking over to him, she said, “You’re hurt.”

      “It’s a scratch. He got a lucky shot in.”

      “Sit down,” she told him. “I can take care of it.”

      “It’s nothing,” he protested, but he did as she asked.

      Moving aside the ripped portion of his shirt, she located the wound. It was small, but his blood kept seeping out. Not wanting to explain what she was doing, she tapped into the place of her soul where her magic resided and drew a finger across the wound. It closed beneath her touch. “There,” she said as she moved away.

      He looked at his arm, then back at her. “So, that’s why.”

      “Why what?”

      “I was told you would be necessary, but not why. You’re a healer, aren’t you?”

      “I have a small amount of proficiency in that, yes.”

      “I think, Thia, that it’s time you and I get to know each other better.” He nodded toward the other chair. “Take a seat.”

      Nervously, she did what he suggested. She kept her head down and waited. This was how it always started. First, they’d be happy she could help them. But then they’d want to know who her parents were, why she didn’t live in Byd Cudd with the rest of ‘her kind’.

      “I’m not going to hurt you, priestess.” His voice was soft and without fear. “I swore an oath to Garret to protect you. I also don’t judge people based on how they look. Your actions today, on the dock . . .healing me just now . . .they tell me more about you than anything my eyes see. I do have questions, though. If I ask them, will you answer truthfully?”

      “You doubt me because I’m half Fallen,” she whispered. It wasn’t a question but a statement.

      “No. I prefer to start out with the truth.” He leaned forward, resting his arm on the table between them. “I have to trust the people I travel with. And you have to trust me in return. Most of that is earned, and you’ve given me enough so far for me to learn a few things.”

      “Like what?”

      “You’re a healer, and a good one based on how whole my arm is. You’ve spent a number of years behind the walls of your cloister, hiding from the world. But how did you go from living in Byd Cudd to being a priestess of Keroys? There’s never been any worship beyond that of Lolc Aon allowed in that city.”

      “I never lived there. I lived with my father, in River Run. When I was ten, the villagers turned against us. Father Philip saved me, but Papa was killed. I began my studies at the cloister because I had nowhere else to go.” She looked up at him, trying to keep her voice even. “I devoted myself to lessons because books didn’t taunt me. They didn’t laugh at me, point fingers, or blame me for their own mistakes. Every other acolyte I trained with called me ‘Fallen witch’. One went as far as trying to poison a stable hand and say it was my doing. You talk about needing to trust me? Keroys ordered me to be here, and I am, but every part of me is waiting for you and these friends of yours to do exactly what every other person has. As much as you say I need to earn your trust, the same can be said about you.”

      He leaned back and looked at her. She couldn’t read his face. “Your father was human? And he raised you?”

      She nodded.

      “Do you know who your mother was?”

      “No. Papa never told me her name.”

      Jinaari nodded. Standing up, he looked at her. “That’s enough for me. No matter who your parents were, Thia, it’s your actions that matter. And I’ve seen enough to know you won’t run from a fight.” Without another word, he turned and left the room, closing the door behind him.
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      “Thia?” Jinaari called from outside the door.

      “It’s open.” She swung her legs off the wide bunk. Captain Stone had insisted she take his cabin for their voyage. Jinaari slept in a hammock belowdecks with the crew. She felt guilty, but everyone said it was the best option.

      The door swung open and Jinaari entered, carrying a canvas sack. He dropped it on the table, and she heard the chink of metal on metal. “What’s in there?” she asked.

      “Your armor,” he replied as he kicked the door shut. Opening the bag, he put two sheathed daggers on the table, followed by a chainmail shirt. “Come here,” he said, holding it up. “You need to get used to the weight.”

      Thia walked to him and reached out, fingering the garment. The smooth, steel rings had a fluidity that mesmerized her.

      “It’s not a toy, Thia. This is going to keep you from dying.”

      She shot him a dirty look. “I know that,” she muttered.

      He held out a padded coif. “Put that on first. It’ll keep your hair from snagging on the rings.” He watched as she twisted her curls, securing them with a pin before putting it on. “Good. Now, raise your arms,” he commanded.

      She did, and he slid the shirt over her hands and head. It settled on her shoulders and fell almost to her knees. It was heavy, but not overly restrictive. “Turn around,” he said.

      She moved slowly, making sure he saw whatever it was he was looking for. Facing him again, she asked, “Well? Do I pass inspection?”

      “It’ll work. How does it feel? Too heavy?”

      “No. I know it’s there, but it’s not bad.”

      “When you get up tomorrow, put this on first.” He pulled out a heavily padded shirt and tossed it on the bunk. “Then the chain shirt, followed by your tunic. That’s going to keep the armor from chafing your skin, but you don’t want to advertise you’re wearing it, either.”

      Thia nodded her understanding. “What are these for?” She reached for one of the daggers resting on the table. She started to pull it out of the hard leather sheath when Jinaari’s hand landed on top of it.

      “Are you planning on cutting something?”

      Puzzled, she looked at him. “No. I just wanted to look at it.”

      “These are weapons, Thia.  Never take it out unless you’re ready to use it.” He removed his hand and leaned against the wall. “They’re for you, both of them. Once we’re off the ship, I’ll give you some basic training in how to defend yourself.”

      “I have magic for that.”

      He nodded. “You do. That’s not limitless, though. If it’s been a hard day, you may not have the stores left to use it. It makes my job easier if I know you can hold someone off until I can get to you.”

      She looked at him. “What is that? Your job, I mean. You’ve asked me a lot about what I can do but you’ve shared very little about yourself.”

      “It’s to find out who this Drogon is and what he’s doing to Tanisal. Put an end to it somehow. And keep you and the others safe. Pretty straight forward.” He narrowed his eyes. “You might want to talk to Jack, find out how she puts her hair up. Leaving it loose is going to give anyone you’re fighting something else to grab onto.”

      “I’m not a child,” she snapped at him. “I know how to do that.”

      “No, you’re not,” he shot back. “But you’ve spent almost your entire life hidden in a church. Even there, you hid. It’s second nature to you, Thia. Hide from everyone, including yourself. I get it. Your mother was some Fallen witch. I don’t care. The Gods don’t care. Neither will Adam and Caelynn. I have to know you’re not going to run in a panic the first time you’re faced with a serious injury. Or a skeleton that’s coming after you. Hide your face if it makes you feel better, but not what you’re capable of. I need to trust that you have my back in battle.”

      The motion of the ship changed.  “Stay here,” Jinaari ordered. He walked to the door and left, slamming it shut behind him.

      Thia moved to one of the small windows. “Arrogant . . . insufferable . . . your commander had you pegged!” she muttered. The summer dawn illuminated the large rocks jutting out of the water. A sandy beach and lush, green forest, barely discernible in the fog, lay beyond the crags.

      The door swung open. “Get your gear. We’re being put ashore here,” Jinaari said. “I’ll meet you up on deck.”

      She grabbed at the daggers and padded shirt. “Is something wrong?”

      “I’ll tell you more when we’re on land.” He closed the door.

      Thia shoved the shirt into her pack, then sat down to put on her boots. The sheaths for the daggers had loops, so she threaded her belt through each one before tying it around her waist. Throwing her cloak over her back and working the clasp, she found the middle of the hood. She had attached a small comb underneath it, making so she could secure it to her hair. It was not perfect, but it would keep the hood in place.

      Grabbing her pack, her other hand touched the pouch on her hip. Her box was still there. Her eyes scanned the room, mentally checking for anything she might have left behind. “Thia!” Jinaari’s voice called out.

      “I’m coming!” she shouted, dashing out the door. Running up the short ladder, she stepped out onto the main deck of the ship.

      A wave of warm air hit her as she emerged from the cabin. To the south, where she knew Tanisal would be, an inky black cloud sat in the sky. “That’s not natural,” she breathed.

      “No,” Jinaari said. “That’s why we’re getting off. Stone doesn’t want to risk getting any closer. Come on.”

      She followed him to the ships’ rail. A small rowboat, hanging from thick ropes, sat alongside. “Get in.”

      Thia moved quickly, settling onto one of two benches. Jinaari tossed in a bag, and she grasped the edges of the craft as it swayed. The paladin sat opposite of her, followed by a crew member.

      “He’s going to take us ashore. After that, we’re on our own.” Jinaari opened the bag that rested between them and started to pull out smaller pieces of armor, buckling them into place as the dinghy was lowered.

      She didn’t try asking any questions. Her gaze was drawn to the ominous cloud above the ruined city. They were still miles away, yet a chill ran down her spine. Whatever created it was hiding something evil.

      Something hit her leg and she pulled her eyes off the cloud. Jinaari was looking at her. “What is it?”

      “A feeling . . . I don’t know how to explain it. Whatever made that cloud is hiding something.”

      He nodded. “I feel it, too.”

      The bosun raised the oars. “I can’t get her any closer. ‘Fraid you’ll need to get wet.”

      “No worries, my friend,” Jinaari said as he rose. He held out a hand to Thia. Gratefully, she used his strength to find her balance as the craft gently rocked beneath her feet. “Wait,” he told her. He grabbed her around the waist, lifting her easily over the edge and into the water. “You good?” he asked.

      Water seeped over the top of her boots, but the waves were small and weren’t going to knock her over. “Yeah. Thanks.” Taking her pack from him, she asked, “Can I take anything else?”

      “I’ve got it,” he replied as he climbed out. “Get to the beach.”

      Thia waded through the water and onto the shore. She watched Jinaari do the same as she slid her arms through her pack and adjusted her cloak beneath it. The temperature was rising. The forest will be cooler, she reasoned. I should keep it on as long as I can. “Where now?”

      “Let’s go that way.” He motioned toward the tree line. “I’ve got to get the rest of my armor on, but we’re too exposed here. I want to give us some cover.”

      Tiny bits of sand, churned up from the waves, had washed into her boots and wormed their way between her toes as she walked. Her socks were soaked, but she refused to say anything. He already thinks of me as a child, she thought. I’m not going to change his mind if I complain. Either her feet would dry as they walked, or she’d take care of them when they stopped for the night.

      “Here’s good,” he said, dropping the large sack on the ground. “This is going to take a few minutes. You’ve got time to get your feet dry, change boots if you have them.” He began to lift a breastplate out of the bag.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Suit yourself. I personally hate walking around in wet socks.” He buckled the front and back pieces together at one shoulder, then went to lift it over his head.

      “Do you need help?”

      “I’m fine.” He gave her a direct look, mimicking her tone.

      She let out a deep breath. “Fine. I’ll change my socks. But only if you let me help you.”

      “It’s just the one buckle, up there.” He pointed to his shoulder. “Part of it is under the shoulder piece and I can’t reach it.”

      Thia walked over to him and found the piece he was looking for. “How tight do you want it?” she asked, threading the leather strap into the buckle.

      “Third hole, please.”

      She found the right one and secured the strap. Stepping back, she shrugged off her pack.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said, rummaging into the bag. Finding some thick, wool socks and a small towel, she sat on the ground and pulled off her boots. Sea water dribbled onto the forest floor. “Where do we go next? Is this where we were supposed to meet the others?”

      “No, but we aren’t far from the rendezvous point.” He wound a wide leather belt around his waist twice before buckling it. His sword rested in the scabbard on his hip. “If we keep a good pace, we’ll make it there before dark.”

      She finished drying off her feet and got the larger damp spots out of her boots. The dry socks made a difference. She put her boots back on and tied the wet socks and towel to the outside of her pack. Shouldering it again, she looked at him. “Ready when you are.”

      He nodded, putting his hand into a gauntlet. His helm hung from a strap on his pack.

      “You’re not wearing that?” she asked.

      “I need to be able to see where we’re going, what might be coming at us. It restricts my vision too much. If we get into a fight, I can get it on easily. Let’s go.”

      They walked through the forest, heading south. Thia had to push herself to keep the pace he set. Three hours into the journey, she finally spoke up. “I need a minute.” Leaning against a tree, she closed her eyes against the throbbing in her legs. Sweat trickled down her back. The canopy of trees helped keep the sun off her, but it was still hot. Adding the cloak, pack, armor, and keeping pace with Jinaari wasn’t helping.

      “I’m impressed.”

      She opened her eyes. “At what?”

      “I figured you would’ve been complaining hours ago. I’ll slow down. We’ve covered a lot of ground. Finding them before nightfall’s a real possibility now.”

      “Don’t do that,” she said.

      “Do what?”

      She pushed off from the tree. “Slow down. I may not be as strong as you are, but I can keep up.” She moved past him, heading the way he’d been going when she stopped.

      “Thia,” she heard him call out, but didn’t turn around. “Hey, Thia!” His hand landed on her shoulder, and he spun her around to face him. “Look, I’m not trying to—”

      She stared at him. “Be an arrogant prick?” The words left her mouth before she could stop them. “I get it. You’re supposed to keep me safe. From what, I have no idea. You haven’t shared that with me. But I won’t be treated like I’m some pampered noblewoman who faints when she stubs her toe!”

      “No, you’re not. But you’ve been sheltered. Admit it, Thia.” He gestured to the area around them. “I know more about this, than you do. You’re wearing armor, carrying knives, for the first time in your life. If a bear came charging at us right now, you’d probably drop both daggers on the ground just trying to get one out. Not because you’re weak. Because you’ve never had to fight before. Not this way, anyway. If I thought you weren’t strong enough to do this, I would’ve said so back in Almair. But our Gods, both of them, say you can do this. That’s enough for me. You don’t have to push yourself to exhaustion to prove a damn thing. Got it?”

      She clenched her jaw, trying not to let her anger show. Something moved in the forest beyond Jinaari. A cold sensation began to creep up her spine. “We’re not alone,” she whispered.

      He raised his head, searching the area. “They’re trying to surround us. Keep your back to mine. And don’t cut yourself.”

      Thia turned around, throwing her cloak back so her hands were free. She caught sight of the creatures as one darted between trees. Stringy hair hung from the skull. An emaciated body, with arms too long for the torso. The fingers ended in claws. “Dangreth,” she said.

      “A pack of them. Might be as many as a dozen. If they rush you, head up a tree. They can’t climb worth a damn.”

      She smiled. “That’s not going to happen.” Her fingers began to trace the sigil in the air as she tapped into her stores. When the spell was ready, she launched it toward the advancing creatures.

      Four of them let out a high-pitched scream before disintegrating into dust. Two more advanced on her, snarling.

      She heard Jinaari’s sword slash through another one. “We don’t have time for this,” she muttered. Quickly, she changed the sigil and let loose another barrage of energy. Dirt and leaves blew across the forest floor as the force of her spell expanded out from her. The two coming at her collapsed. Turning, she saw most of the Dangreth that had advanced on Jinaari fall. Only one remained.

      “He’s mine,” Jinaari growled, charging. The creature slashed at the paladin. Dodging the attack, he swung his sword across its belly. It dropped to its knees. Moments later, Jinaari severed its head.

      “Will there be more of them where we’re going?” Thia pointed at the corpse at Jinaari’s feet. Her heart thudded in her chest, and she felt alive from the adrenaline coursing through her.

      “More Dangreth?” He shrugged.

      “More undead,” she said.

      “Probably. If Drogon’s become Forsaken, it’s highly likely. Why?”

      She smiled. For the first time since she’d been summoned to Father Philip’s office, she felt excited about this journey. “Because they need to die.” She raised her head and looked the paladin in the eye.

      He nodded. “Yes, they do.”
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      Thia kept her focus on Jinaari’s back. Night had started to creep through the forest, though it would be an hour before the sun set. The dense woods created a canopy that made the light fade faster.

      The paladin held up one hand and she stopped. He whistled out three distinctive notes. “What are you doing?” she asked.

      He turned around and looked at her, one finger against his lips. Instantly, she started scanning the area. Was something about to attack them?

      From the path in front of them, the same three notes echoed back at them. Jinaari nodded. “Come on,” he said, “they’re here.” He raised his voice, calling out. “In the camp!”

      “Come to the fire and eat something,” a male voice retorted.

      He led her around a large boulder, and she saw the campsite. A small fire, sheltered by the rocks, burned in the center. A pair of tents sat to one side. Two people, a man and woman, both rose to greet them. Instinctively, Thia checked to make sure her hood was up. “About time you got here,” the man said, clasping Jinaari’s arm in greeting. “Caelynn was getting worried.” He inclined his head to the pink-haired woman.

      “I was not,” the woman shot back. Her face, curious, looked past Jinaari to Thia. “I thought you were going to bring Kathra?”

      “That’s another story,” he replied. “Adam, Caelynn, this is Thia Bransdottir. She’s a priestess of Keroys. She’ll be joining us.”

      Thia muttered a greeting, keeping her hands covered. Her hood was still up, and she stayed out of the firelight. If they didn’t see her until the morning, she might live through the night.

      “These are the two we’re going to work with,” Jinaari whispered. “Try relaxing a little sometime.”

      Adam looked at her, his head cocked to one side. “Welcome, Thia. If you travel with Jinaari, you’re welcome to join us. Are you hungry?” he pointed at the pot suspended above the fire.

      “Any trouble so far?” Jinaari asked as Caelynn handed Thia a steaming bowl of stew.

      Thia took the bowl, watching the elf to see if she reacted to her dark skin. The woman simply smiled and moved to where she’d been sitting earlier. That’s a good sign, she thought. Stop being paranoid. Keroys sent me here. He wouldn’t have done so if they would shun me immediately. The warmth of the stew seeped through the bowl, making her realize how cold her hands had gotten. Turning slightly, she found a nearby rock big enough to sit on. She kept her head down and began to eat.

      “No, which bothers me,” Adam said. “Whatever’s taken over Tanisal is not friendly. We’re not going to encounter a warm welcome.”

      Jinaari nodded. “We saw the cloud from the ship. Whatever Drogon’s doing, it’s not natural.”

      Thia ate in silence, listening to the others talk. It was obvious they knew each other well, and it made her feel even more out of place. “Who’s Kathra?” she asked.

      Adam turned to her. “An old friend of ours. She’d traveled on things like this with us before. When we decided to come here, I sent word to Jinaari. I was hoping he could talk her into joining us.”

      She lowered her head. Even if Keroys had decided she was the one to come, she wasn’t who they wanted.

      “Kathra refused, Adam. She’s done. She blames herself for Flink’s death. Won’t set foot outside of her convent now. I went back to the chapterhouse and dismounted in the courtyard when Drakkus and about a dozen others came over.” He took a deep breath before saying, “Next thing I know, Garret and Keroys both appeared, flanking Drakkus. Garret tells me to go by the cloister in Almair, pick up a priestess of Keroys. I’m not arguing with the will of two Gods. It would be stupid,” Jinaari snorted. “That’s Alesso’s job.”

      “Alesso? What’d that jackass do this time?”

      “Tried to force his way into the job, for starters. Then tried to attack Thia at the docks. I chastised him.”

      Adam looked at her, then back at Jinaari. “Why would he attack her?”

      Jinaari put his bowl down. “Thia, show them.”

      She hesitated, then removed the hood from her head.

      Caelynn smiled. “I love your eyes!”

      Adam’s gaze was more calculating, and she fought the urge to hide again. “I get it now,” was all he said.

      She noticed his hand move as he reached for something and stopped himself. Shifting her gaze, she saw the staff lying on the ground next to him. A warlock? They hardly ever leave Helmshouse! Swallowing her fear, she shifted how she sat, hoping he’d stop looking at her. The cloud was ominous; knowing a warlock had been sent to help deal with it told her it was even worse than she’d imagined.

      “I don’t know about you gentlemen, but I’m exhausted. Thia? There’s space in my tent for you. I even have an extra bedroll.” Caelynn gestured toward one of the tents.

      “Thank you,” she muttered. She wasn’t really tired, but she did want to get out from under Adam’s scrutiny. It was obvious Jinaari trusted them both, so she was fairly certain she wouldn’t wake up and find she’d been left behind. But would they trust her?

      Once inside the tent, she shrugged out of the chain shirt and laid down. Her pack was soft enough for a pillow, and the cloak would keep her warm enough. Caelynn looked at her. “Get some sleep,” she said. “We’re likely to make it into Tanisal tomorrow. That’s when things will get interesting.” The woman closed her eyes.

      Thia looked up, trying to get comfortable. The pad was thin, and she could feel every pebble underneath.
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