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The shelter of our dwellings and storehouses

offer little comfort from malevolence,

no rest from the war’s atrocities.

We yearn for peace and unity

under a ruler not cast in conflict

but rather in protection like shafts

of light from the waning summer sun.

Our days of yore were pure and righteous!

When shall our persecution fall away

and leave us and our children fearless?

Oh God of Summer who shall bear your arms?

Arms that bear safety and honor

must be chosen by the one most lost.
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Jeval sat at one of the library’s large tables, flickering candlelight taxing his vision and the musty scent of ancient tomes filling his nostrils. Deyja’s shield rested on the table before him, scrolls and books spread out around the gleaming metal. Jeval sought any references to the Agian language, or a map that coincided with the strange lines in the center of the shield. 

Kyan-Aestas and Udara were somewhere exploring, though he’d extracted their solemn word that they would neither go outside nor disturb the denizens of the temple. He feared the former more than the latter, for though the Priest Ranvar reported that the ghost ravens were gone, a leeriness to forsake the safety of Deyja’s walls had settled over Jeval.

It did not trouble him that the youths had tired of hours spent in the library. On the contrary, he was impressed with their dedication to deciphering the shield. He felt a certain pride in the serious, studious side of their natures. He had instilled that.

The door to the library opened and Jeval glanced over, expecting to see one of the many priests who frequented the room, or Kyan-Aestas and Udara. Instead, Ranvar hurried across the gray patterned floor, trailed by a man Jeval did not know. Tall, of slender build and narrow, almost fae features, with short, spiky brown hair, the stranger held an odd familiarity, however. Jeval frowned, trying to place him, but nothing about his garb spoke of who or what he might be, though all whispered of wealth. Everything from his dusty boots to his long brown cloak, the hood thrown back, were serviceable and devoid of ornamentation, yet crafted of the finest materials. 

The two halted beside the table and Ranvar, his expression eager and pleased, gestured to the newcomer. “Acolyte Jeval, a great fortune has come to you. This is Master Felwin, a scholar from the west who has visited us many times. He is an expert on the language and history of the Agians. Master Felwin, this is Acolyte Jeval, a...ah new, ah, new to our order.” 

Master Felwin bowed. “It is a pleasure to be introduced to you, Acolyte Jeval, servant of Lord Deyja.”

Standing, Jeval returned the obeisance, continuing to study the other man. “I feel as if we have met, Master Felwin.”

“We have, in fact, had more than one encounter, and please, Felwin is sufficient. I am not one for honorifics.”

The glint in the man’s eyes, his voice...both were familiar to Jeval. Then it came to him. “You were in the temple in Liparius. You said you sought the west library.” Felwin had been garbed as a servant of Tumpne then. Suspicion surged through Jeval. “What am I to make of your arrival here when you managed to deceive me with enough conviction to fool a god?”

“In truth, I permitted you to assume what it was I sought. I am, or should I say was, quite familiar with Tumpne’s seat in Liparius before you burned it to the ground, and required no directions at all.”

Ranvar’s mouth hinged open. He closed it, whispering nervously, “You b-burned down the t-temple?” He looked about at the shelves of books surrounding them and his face went white. “Rumors claim there is nothing left. Only the great stones, melted as wax might melt. We did not know if such rumors were true.” He eyed Jeval with stark fear.

“Be easy.” Jeval mitigated his suspicion and anger, endeavoring for a tone that would reassure the priest. “I am no longer capable of such an act. Nor would I ever harm this temple, even could I.” He slanted a look at Felwin. “But I do think that perhaps Master Felwin and I should speak alone.”

“I agree,” Felwin said, appearing at ease, no tension in his voice, face, or stance.

Jeval felt certain the other man’s relaxed demeanor was a ruse, but to what end, he had yet to settle on. 

Ranvar looked back and forth between them in worry, but nodded. “I will be nearby should you require me.”

“Thank you,” Felwin said.

With a jerky nod, Ranvar moved to one of the far shelves, not near enough to hear them but in their line of sight. He did not, as Jeval half feared he would, move to speak to any of the other priests who employed the library, several of whom watched them with mild curiosity.

Once Ranvar was safely away, Jeval rounded on Felwin. “Explain yourself.”

Felwin studied him with detached calm, his thoughts a mystery in a visage that seemed practiced at revealing little. “I believe I will. Time runs short, and many secrets are no longer so, and I will be forthright with you.”

“Thank you,” Jeval said dryly, though he sensed frankness was indeed a benison from this man.

Felwin drew in a breath, as if girding for honesty. “I am indeed somewhat of an expert on the Agians, for I am one. More precisely, I am Agia’s will within the mortal realm. Her avatar, as you were to the autumn god.”

Understanding slammed into Jeval, driving him back a step. “You are the black swan.”

Felwin nodded. “I am.”

“You have aided Awen’s chosen avatar.”

Felwin’s pupils flashed wide, the only indication of his surprise at Jeval’s use of the raven goddess’s name. “I have and I do.”

Jeval pushed a hand through his hair, his thoughts whirling. Was this man here to kill him? Did Agians kill? They had nearly fought above the keep, the day he’d taken Pana. Struggling to rein in his swirling thoughts, Jeval managed, “Why have you come?”

“The raven goddess foretold your change of heart. She bids us protect you.”

“Us?” The man was clearly alone. “Protect me from what?” Where were Kyan-Aestas and Udara? Jeval had not seen them in some hours. Worry raced through him anew, harsh and unsettling, his fear for the youths far greater than for himself.

“Would you care to sit?” Concern creased Felwin’s brow.

“No. I would care to locate—” He broke off. Should he speak to this man of Kyan-Aestas and Udara?

Understanding overtook Felwin’s features. “They were in the dining hall when I passed through, lunching. The girl was tormenting the acolytes with questions.”

Jeval sank into his chair in relief, but fresh worry assailed him. He could no longer know if those who addressed him spoke the truth. He had given up Tumpne’s gifts to him. What if Felwin lied?

“Ranvar,” Felwin called, causing many of those who employed the library to look. “Acolyte Jeval wishes to know when last you saw the youths under his care.”

“They dine in the hall,” Ranvar replied with a frown of confusion.

“Thank you.” Felwin dipped his head to Ranvar then took the seat opposite Jeval. He leaned forward, his hands clasped on the smooth wood of the table. “I do not know what vow you would trust, but I am not here to deceive you.”

“Says the Agian who donned the robes of Tumpne’s chosen and walked the halls of his temple.”

Felwin shrugged. “I do what is necessary. Then, I believed that to be finding a way into the sealed valley to retrieve Pana and her son. Now, I see that was never my goddess’s will. Agia and her daughter gave the rearing of the boy to you.”

Jeval scrubbed his hands over his face, still uncertain if he should trust the man before him. “Have you come, then, to protect only me, or all three of us, for I will not have them come to harm.”

“You and the young man, though certainly I would not have the girl in harm’s way.” Curiosity sparked in Felwin’s eyes. “There is something odd about her. A touch of the otherworldly, and I gather she dwelled in the valley with you.”

Jeval had no intention of giving this man any more information than he must. Ignoring the implicit question, he asked, “And from what do you mean to safeguard us?”

“Camped without, hidden from view of this temple in the forest, wait a dozen wyverns,” Felwin said softly. “Not simply wyverns, but ones imbued with the might of your former master. They seek your destruction and to take Pana’s son and bend him to their will.”

Jeval shook his head. “If that is true, I cannot see what protection you can provide us. Not against a dozen of my former kin.”

“I do not offer my aid alone. Allies trail my arrival.”

Something in Felwin’s tone alerted him, though Jeval could not say what about the man’s easy speech had changed. “What allies?”

“Raven women, sellswords from the Keng, and Duke Onurrun.”

Cold fear settled in Jeval’s gut at that name. “And they are here to assist me?” he said with no small amount of skepticism.

“It is what the goddesses will.”

Jeval sat back, studying the man across from him. He acutely missed Tumpne’s gift in that moment. His life and, more importantly, Kyan-Aestas’s and Udara’s, depended on if this man lied. “How do I know you have not been sent to lure us out so I may be slain and the youths taken?”

“If you step outside this temple, you will be set upon. That is not proof that I offer protection, but it is proof that you require it.”

Jeval found that to be little reassurance. “You would have me know the danger of not putting my faith in you, to render me more pliable?”

Felwin shrugged. “It is my hope you will deem my offer the lesser evil.”

“Very well.” Jeval came to his feet. “Let us test your threat of wyverns.”

Ranvar hurried over. “Is all well?” he asked, wringing his hands.

“Perfectly,” Felwin replied calmly. “Acolyte Jeval and I merely wish to take in the afternoon air.”

Confusion creased Ranvar’s brow but he nodded. “Certainly. You know the way?”

“I do,” Felwin answered at the same moment Jeval said, “Yes.”

Felwin cast him an amused glance and gestured for Jeval to lead on.

Jeval traced his way through the rounded corridors, hoping he indeed knew the way. Not that it much mattered. How could the brief embarrassment of becoming lost in Deyja’s temple compare to all he’d seen, and yet may? Still, he could easily imagine the guarded smugness a missed turn would produce in his companion.

They passed through a dining hall now little full, the midday meal over, and Jeval quickly realized his error. Kyan-Aestas and Udara were within, and sighted him and Felwin readily. Interest on their faces, they rose and came to intercept them.

“Papa Jeval, who is this?” Udara asked, studying Felwin.

“We saw him with Priest Ranvar earlier,” Kyan-Aestas added. “We did not know he was here to see you.”

“This is Master Felwin.” As he spoke, Jeval wondered if that was indeed the man’s real name. “He says he is an expert on all things Agian and that he is here to offer us aid.”

“Have you come to tell us what the final ring on the shield says?” Udara asked eagerly before Jeval could continue.

“Ranvar mentioned your need for a translator,” Felwin said. “I would be pleased to assist in any way.”

Udara turned a wide smile on Kyan-Aestas. “You see? I told you the goddess would ensure we can learn what it says.”

“And these,” Jeval continued, a touch of sternness in his voice even as he realized the girl had no notion what social conventions she violated in not permitting him to give their names, “Are Udara and Kyan-Aestas.”

Felwin bowed to each, which caused the two to exchange looks of confusion. “It is my honor to meet you both.” Turning fully to Kyan-Aestas, he added, “I knew your father.”

“You did?” Udara said. “Papa Jeval killed him.”

Kyan-Aestas’s face went red. “Udara,” he hissed.

She cast him a frown. “But he did.” She turned to Felwin. “He killed me, too, but he isn’t like that any longer.”

“It is true,” Jeval said evenly in answer to Felwin’s raised eyebrows. Jeval took Udara’s statements as the very least punishment he deserved. “And I am very sorry that I did so.”

“I know,” Udara said cheerfully.

“You can’t tell people that,” Kyan-Aestas said, still red-faced.

“But it’s true.”

“It’s wrong to tell people.”

Shaking her head, Udara asked, “Why? Papa Jeval always taught us to tell the truth.”

Jeval rubbed at the tension mounting in his forehead. 

“If I may,” Felwin said, capturing Udara and Kyan-Aestas’s attention. His voice kind, he continued, “I believe that if you tell people of Jeval’s past actions, they may judge him very harshly. Things such as he has done could make a person dislike him quite excessively, and so while his past actions are not secrets, it should be his decision as to when he reveals them.”

“But I am the one he killed,” Udara protested. “And Kyan-Aestas’s father. If we have forgiven Papa Jeval, why should anyone else be angry?”

Felwin glanced at Jeval.

He shrugged. Felwin was the one who had entered into an exchange of logic with Udara. Let him dig his way out.

“Society is a complex web of mores,” Felwin said, turning back to Udara. “There are many who believe that what Jeval did is wrong on a deep, moral level. They will not be swayed by circumstance, or your forgiveness, but will forever hold his transgressions against him.”

Jeval wondered if Felwin was one such. He very much suspected Duke Onurrun was. The man was well-known for his adherence to a rigid moral code. As to the raven women, Pana’s sisters all, surely they loathed him. He and his kin had destroyed their village and taken many of their lives.

“Those you name will never protect me,” he muttered. “This experiment is moot, for I will die by the hands of my former brethren, or my former foes.”

“Die?” Kyan-Aestas repeated sharply. “Why would you die, Papa Jeval?”

“Wyverns wait without to exact retribution on him on behalf of his former master, and to apprehend you,” Felwin said.

Jeval pinned him with an angry look, still uncertain if he believed Felwin’s claims.

The other man shrugged.

“Then why are you going in the direction of the temple entrance?” Udara asked. “If wyverns are out there, you must remain in here where they cannot reach you.”

“I go to test Master Felwin’s words,” Jeval replied with another sharp glance at the man beside him.

“You think he’s lying to you?” Kyan-Aestas said, his eyes going wide.

“Are you lying?” Udara demanded.

“I am not,” Felwin said simply.

Both youths looked from Jeval to Felwin and back again.

“Come,” Jeval snapped. “We will not discover the truth here.”

Stepping around Kyan-Aestas, he resumed his path to the nave of Deyja’s temple, leaving the inner reaches, meant only for the god’s servants, behind. His tread firm, Jeval strode across the large, vaulted chamber. He tried not to take in the complex geometric patterns below his feet. Now that he knew them to be the physical embodiment of the Agian wards that would see Udara dead if she became a raven, the hard, intricate patterns repulsed him.

Nor did he slow as he reached the great temple doors, reaching out with both arms to throw them wide. Emotion churning inside him, Jeval half hoped Felwin not only told the truth, but that a wyvern would descend to take his life with alacrity. He deserved as much in punishment for his crimes.

He stormed down the wide steps and onto the dusty roadway...to the sight of nothing but pines, stone, and brush. He threw his arms wide and turned in a slow circle under the bright summer sun. If any waited to harm him, let them see he held no weapon. 

“I don’t see any wyverns,” Udara whispered loudly. 

Jeval’s turn brought him around to face the three where they stood on the temple steps. He met Felwin’s gaze sardonically.

Udara let out a gasp. Kyan-Aestas took a half step backward, his eyes going wide.

“Inside,” Felwin snapped, all ease vanishing. He grabbed the youths by the backs of their tunics and all but heaved them into the temple, then swung back. “Jeval, inside. Now.”

Jeval turned back to the forest to see wyverns rising from the trees. Five, then eight, then more. Their eyes swirled orange and saliva dripped from their open maws.

Hands grabbed him from behind and pulled. “I said, inside, now.”

Felwin dragged him back. The wyverns dived. Darkness engulfed Jeval, the nave of the temple seeming almost pitch black after the brightness of the afternoon sun. One on each side, Kyan-Aestas and Udara had yanked the temple doors closed. 

They shook as a wyvern slammed into them. Udara jumped backward with a squeak. Without, the beasts roared. Felwin released his hold on Jeval.

Tugging his tunic straight, Jeval turned to the other man. “Very well. Tell me of your plan to safeguard Kyan-Aestas, Udara, and me.”
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Aldera stood beside Sequi in the shadow of a great pine, feeling far more nervous than the sellsword appeared. She clasped a hand firmly on his shoulder, a bit surprised by the trust he placed in her. Now that morning’s light slanted through the trees, only her will kept them hidden.

Under the cloak of night’s final hours, they’d made their way here, as near as Aldera dared get to the wyverns’ camp, to await the dawn. Sequi wished to know how their enemy ordered their day, and Aldera did not care to send her sisters to scout. A priest of Tumpne could too readily still a raven’s heart.

Aldera stood behind the sellsword and to his left, watching with him as eight of the priests emerged from their makeshift shelters, fashioned of pine boughs. Two more lounged in the clearing in their wyvern forms, and they roused, too, as the others began to move about their camp.

One of the priests strode to the center of the clearing, halting near their banked fire. He cleared his throat and said in a loud, officious voice, “Mart, Souse, you’re to relieve Barmen and Luss, and no dozing off on duty. We cannot squander another opportunity to kill the traitor and take the boy. None of us wants to endure another bout of our master’s anger. Drall, you come with me. We’ll see if we can find some sheep.” The priest shook his head, his grin suddenly wolfish. “That farmer keeps moving them, as if that will stop us.”

“We could kill the farmer so he stops moving his sheep,” one of the men said.

The one who appeared to be their leader shrugged. “If he hides them too well, maybe we will. We don’t have to eat mutton. We can go to his dwelling and see what looks tasty there.”

Some of the others chuckled at that. 

“At least that would give us something to do,” one across the fire from their leader said. “Day after day we watch, only to fail when the traitor finally revealed himself.”

“I knew we should have stopped that skinny fellow from going in,” one with two black eyes and a crooked nose groused. “If not for him, I would have had the traitor between my teeth instead of slamming my snout into those doors.” 

“We could not know that he would aid the traitor,” their leader said, his tone beleaguered. “There was no reason to agitate foul Deyja’s priests.”

“Why should we care if they get agitated?” the broken nosed fellow countered. “There’s nothing they can do to us. They serve a weak, impotent god.”

“The traitor will never come out again now that he knows we’re waiting,” one of the other priests mumbled sullenly.

Many of them grumbled their agreement.

“He will,” their leader said firmly. “Tomorrow, after we’ve replenished our strength with some of that farmer’s nice fat sheep, we will test the grounds. It is my suspicion they are not warded as is the temple. If that proves true, we will begin taking foul Deyja’s minions when they come out to tend their orchard and garden. Once we return enough of their lifeless bodies, the others will expel the traitor and the boy.”

“And what if the grounds are warded?” the malcontent on the other side of the fire asked. “How will we get them to come out then?”

“The temple is secluded, but people will come,” the leader said. “Those seeking to serve foul Deyja, or those who serve him already returning. Messengers requesting new priests. All will perish and their bodies be dropped before the temple steps. Jeval is weak now. He has lost the blessings of our master. He will not be able to keep the priests within from casting him and the boy out when they see their own are dying.”

This was met with agreement and talk became more mundane as the priests continued their morning. Sequi stood still as stone, his shoulder hard muscle and sinew under Aldera’s hand. Two of the men, those named to guard, became wyverns and left. Two more took that form, and the ones who had slept as beasts, guarding the camp when Aldera and Sequi had arrived, became men, and still Sequi watched. Soon, two wyverns returned from the direction of the temple, then took their human forms. Sweat beaded on Aldera’s brow. Though she felt stronger in her magic since enduring the Ritual of Saderia, hours of shielding them both began to exact a toll. A tremble of weariness stole through her.

Sequi looked over his shoulder at her, his gaze assessing. He reached up and slid her hand down to rest on his forearm, then turned them both. His footfalls at least as soft as hers, he led them away, deeper into the forest. Finally, once they stood a fair distance from the wyverns’ camp, he halted.

Aldera dropped her arm from his and released her will, relief somewhat reviving her. Despite the sellsword’s obvious confidence, she’d feared her strength would falter and they would be revealed. The two of them alone were no match for a camp full of wyverns.

“Take a moment,” Sequi said, scanning the forest around them in his alert, relaxed fashion.

Aldera nodded, sucking in air to calm the sudden pounding of her heart; her body’s reaction to the strain of her will being all that stood between her, Sequi, and a dozen wyverns. “Did you learn enough?”

Sequi nodded. “I did, and it sounds as if we must engage them soon. Tomorrow morning, if possible, but I will present what we observed to Onurrun and the three of us will make our decision.”

“Three of you?” Aldera repeated in confusion.

He turned his one good eye on her. “Onurrun, me, and you.”

Aldera digested that. She had not realized she would be consulted.

“You are leader of your people,” Sequi said quietly. “You have experience battling wyverns. You know the weaknesses and strengths of your sisters. Only a great fool would not include you in planning our attack, and neither Onurrun nor I are great fools.”

Aldera nodded at the sense his words made. She rolled her shoulders, trying to release the tension there. “Then let us return to the camp so we may tell my father all that we have learned.”

And to assuage his worry. Though Onurrun hid it well, Aldera knew it troubled him to send her and Sequi off alone to investigate the wyverns. She wondered if he always felt such acute strain when commanding others in times of conflict or if his fear was for their fates specifically. She longed to fly ahead, to return and reassure him, but she would neither chance a sighting by the wyverns nor abandon Sequi to traverse the forest alone.

They set out once more, seeking deer trails to make their way through the underbrush. The pines about them were not so tall as those around the raven village. Here, at the foot of the mountains, they were shorter and scraggly, permitting far more light to reach the forest floor. The way was dense with clinging berry bushes and other thorny brambles.

“Seems Felwin must have reached Jeval and the boy,” Sequi observed as they walked along a narrow trail. “I wonder if he arrived in time to save Jeval, or pushed him out the temple door to make a point.”

“Felwin would not risk ruining the goddesses’ plans to make a point.” Aldera ducked under a branch, trailing the sellsword.

“A gold crown says he sent the wyvern out.”

“I doubt he may take his wyvern form any longer,” Aldera corrected before the full meaning of Sequi’s words dawned on her. “Are you...is that a wager?”

He glanced over his shoulder. “Friendly like.”

“I don’t have any gold coins that are not double raven sided.” But she realized that she should carry others. Saderia...rather she, had a small chest of funds. Her people had long ago learned that sometimes coins were easiest.

“One of them will do. Gold is gold.” He pushed aside a clinging vine. “Unless that’s your way of getting out of a bad bet, knowing I’ll win.”

Was he bantering with her? Teasing? No one had ever teased her except Pana, but Pana’s words had always been mean. Feeling greatly daring, Aldera replied, “It is not, and once I win, I suppose I will have a gold coin.”

“That’s the spirit,” Sequi said lightly.

Where she followed behind him, Aldera smiled.

“Odd, Lord Felwin being what he is,” Sequi said after a moment.

Aldera’s attention snapped to him, but the back of his dark haired, gray flecked head told her little more than the light tone of his voice. “Is it?”

“He’s a lord and was your father’s page, but he’s also an assassin. He’s a man, and also an Agian. None of that’s normal.”

Aldera supposed it was not.

“Especially the last. I’ve heard those Agians won’t even let a man set foot on the grounds outside their temple, let alone within.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Aldera replied, for she didn’t. All she knew for certain was that when she had flown over the vast courtyard between the carved entrance to Agia’s temple and her sacred lake, she had felt very loath to land. “I do not believe they care for any sort of visitors, save the girls they recruit in the spring. They sleep, you know. Unlike my sisters or the servants of the autumn god, the Agians sleep when it is not their season, preserving their lives for centuries longer than most live.”

Sequi shook his head. “No. I didn’t know.” He walked in silence for a moment. “Then why isn’t Felwin asleep?”

“I suppose as Agia’s avatar on this plane, he cannot seek the sacred rest taken by the others. He must be always vigilant. Always wary.”

“He is that,” Sequi agreed.

“My father trusts him,” Aldera said, uncertain why she felt the need to defend Felwin. Sequi’s words held no edge of accusation, and Felwin was perfectly able to protect himself in any way required.

“Aye, Onurrun trusts him.” She could all but hear Sequi’s frown. “But then, he trusts me, too.”

Seeking a rejoinder that wouldn’t insult the sellsword, Aldera offered, “I trust Lord Felwin as well.”

“I suppose I do, too, so long as we’re on the same side.” Sequi scratched his head, where the strap of his eyepatch cut across. “Only, I’m never quite certain what his side is.”

“The side of right,” Aldera said with a touch of annoyance in her voice. “And I am certain he feels the same about you.”

Sequi shook his head. “I doubt it. Lord Felwin doesn’t trust anyone.”

Aldera did not believe that, for she felt certain he trusted both her father and her, but she made no reply. Instead, they continued on in silence as Aldera pondered the sellsword’s purpose in his choice of conversation. Idle chatter? A warning to her? Or did he simply seek information? Knowledge was a worthy commodity, and a time might come when Sequi would have to place his life in Felwin’s care. Perhaps even tomorrow, although Aldera did not know if Felwin would leave his place inside the temple guarding Jeval and Pana’s son to join the battle.

Battle. Her stomach soured. Sequi had said they should attack the wyverns with the dawn. She could see the logic there. Dawn was a good time to catch an enemy off guard, and the wyverns plotted against Deyja’s priests. Onurrun would not want to risk the lives of innocent servants of Deyja. Nor did Aldera. Unless her father saw some advantage in waiting that Sequi and Aldera did not, the battle they had come to wage would take place tomorrow.

Aldera’s anxiety did not diminish as they neared their camp, her mind on the women she’d brought with her. Volunteers, all. Eager to seek vengeance on Tumpne’s minions. Still, should any fall, Aldera would carry the guilt with her forever.

The smell of woodsmoke reached her, and of what she imagined to be meaty porridge, the sacks of grain they carried with them augmented by her sisters’ hunting and forging. With over a dozen of her kin to provide for them, their camp daily boasted meals that exceeded even Felwin’s skill.

Felwin. Even without Sequi’s prompting, her thoughts so often came back to him.

In a swish of motion, a raven dropped from a tree, landing before Sequi. He did not start, but did take a step back as the bird expanded in a flash of darkness, leaving Talla standing before them on the trail.

Looking past the sellsword, she addressed Aldera. “Saderia, your father is worried. A raven has come bearing a double raven sided coin of gold and dire news.”

“Tell me,” Aldera said, coming forward to stand beside Sequi.

“The princess, Lord Onurrun’s bride, is to be burned in the city near where we attacked the king’s wyverns, on her brother’s orders.”

Shock jolted through Aldera. What could Illast be thinking? Could he truly mean to do such a thing? “Does the missive say why?”

“To cleanse her of the taint of witches.”

Anger surged through Aldera. “Do we know who sent such news?” Could it be a trick? Some sort of trap? But how, when so few had double raven headed coins?

“Someone named Camplin.” Talla twisted her fingers tight with worry. “What will we do? We cannot let your father’s new bride burn.”

“No,” Aldera agreed. “We cannot.” How long would it have taken for Camplin to send his news? “Does it say when Sallina will be... Does it say when?”

Talla shook her head. “Your father sent me to watch the trail. He wishes to speak with you both as soon as you are able.”

Aldera exchanged a look with Sequi, finding his expression grim.

“As I said, it must be tomorrow,” the sellsword murmured.

Aldera nodded and turned back to Talla. “Lead on to my father.”

She and Sequi followed the other raven woman into their camp, Aldera’s mind in turmoil. They would attack the wyvern camp tomorrow. If they succeeded, how long would the battle take? How long did Sallina have? Even with wings, could Aldera hope to reach the princess in time?
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Camplin lay in the hayloft of the inn in which he and Navarian had stayed before. Above, the loose chaff and heavy beams grew more and more distinct as the sun crept nearer the horizon, letting predawn light filter through cracks in the rough timber walls. Below, the horses shifted, aware of the encroaching dawn. Soon, Camplin would be discovered. He hoped they would not make him leave. He’d been denied attending Princess Sallina and he dared not return to Sir Navarian after his attempt to refute the knight before the king and his assembled nobles. In Camplin’s years of service, Navarian had rarely raised a hand to him, but the knight had appeared quite livid, and he’d become increasingly erratic of late. Especially with Lady Millyanna whispering vitriol in his ears.

Below, the door opened and one of the stable hands entered, a wash of light accompanying him. He moved about, greeting the inn’s horses and Valor. A second set of footfalls entered through the still open stable door, accompanied by cheerful whistling. Camplin couldn’t see what anyone had to be so cheerful about, although he supposed the bombardment by Westriver didn’t seem as bad as what the city had more recently faced, attack by the king’s wyverns.

“I see the white horse is back and he’s brought a friend,” one of the men said.

The only thing Camplin had managed to accomplish, and he hoped it would be of value, was securing Princess Sallina’s mount, Merit. He’d done so by the simple method of collecting Valor, then returning to the king’s picket line after the change in guard and collecting Merit, saying the horse was his. If you did not know them, one white Agian-blessed mount looked much like another. 

Camplin was fortunate his ruse had succeeded, for His Majesty had set guards on the princess’s mount weeks ago. The very duration of that precaution was what aided him. The men sent to while away their days guarding a horse had grown very lax and often failed to even report for the duty, looking at the assignment as more of a day of leisure.

Caison’s horse, Camplin had not dared attempt to take. Ever since the pronouncement that Sallina would burn, guards surrounded the inn where Caison was kept and his mount where it stood in the picket line. Fresh guards, with a look of determination about them. Not lackadaisical ones such as those who’d been guarding Merit for months. Camplin was thankful he’d brought Caison the items he requested before the additional guards were added, but had little idea if they would be of use to the sellsword now with the extra men about. 

The whistling had broken off at the comment about Camplin’s and Sallina’s mounts, and somewhere in the stable below, the second man answered, “Yup. Suppose that means the lad is back.”

“Is he in the loft?” 

“Not if he’s any brains. No guests at the inn, are there, and we all know it’s the lad we have to thank for our city not being burned to the ground. That knight he serves couldn’t take a piss without help, let alone deliver an important missive to His Majesty. Meg would give the lad a room for free, and board with it.”

Apparently Camplin didn’t have any brains because he hadn’t even thought to ask. Simply brought the horses in and climbed up into the loft to try to find sleep.

“Some people say we’d be better off if the missive hadn’t been delivered,” the first man said. “Say if we’d waited to surrender, the witches would have come for the wyverns anyways and we wouldn’t have had to.”

“Some people are fools. Why would we want to be at war with the king? Crowns and thrones are for the wealthy and titled. We’ll be working this job and paying our due either way.”

“True enough.”

The men moved about below and Camplin contemplated the now fully visible beams above. He should swallow his pride and climb down. What did he care if they knew he was eavesdropping, and that he hadn’t been smart enough to ask for a room in the inn?

“Passed the square this morning,” the whistler said. “Finally got the stake up.”

“Seems to me breaking up the stone of the duke’s courtyard’s an awful lot of trouble to go to for putting a big pole in the ground.”

“Aye, and it is big. A whole tree. They must have taken apart one of those big catapults to get it. I can’t say as it will burn through before the princess does.”

Camplin could hear them gathering tack as they talked so he waited, hoping they would take some of the horses out for their morning walk before coming up to the loft for hay.

“Maybe they mean to keep using it? Why stop at one witch?”

“She ain’t a witch. Just spoilt by them, but you have something there, I reckon. I can think of a chit or two I’d like to see go up in flames. My wife’s sister for one. She’s with child again, and you know she’ll hand the brat off to us to feed and care for, and my wife won’t say no. Says her sis has to hide her babes away or she’ll never get a man to take her in.”

“Whole city already knows your wife’s sister is a tramp. You raising her children don’t fool anyone.”

Below, stall doors opened.

“That’s what I told my wife, but she says we got all these western soldiers now and none of them know, but how is her sister going to have the babe before they’re all gone again?”

“Maybe the siege will go through the winter.”

“Now there’s a happy thought.”

“Vindictive, though, ain’t it? Burning your sister for witchcraft.”

Below, hooves clattered as horses were led from their stalls.

“Aye, which is why you should keep your mouth shut. No use aggravating a vindictive king.”

“True enough, not that the king will ever hear what’s said by the likes of me.”

This, uttered to the clomping of hooves, faded as the two men led the horses outside.

Camplin scampered down from the loft and slipped from the stable. He didn’t go to the inn. He would ask Meg for a room later. For now, he wanted to take advantage of the early hour and once more examine Caison’s prison. He had to find a way to free the sellsword or at least ask his advice on how to save Princess Sallina. Camplin had given a missive and the double raven headed coin to one of the great black birds, but there must be more he could do.

Hoping that at this early hour Caison’s guards would be inattentive or absent, Camplin slipped through the city, not slowing until he reached the alley across from the inn. This he slunk down, pleased to find the none too pleasant smelling passage still draped in shadows as the sun was not yet high enough to reach the damp, tacky cobbles.

As he neared the end of the alley, movement and a babble of sound reached him. Hurrying his steps, Camplin rushed forward. He halted at the mouth, trying to understand what he saw across the street.

Guards filled the space before the inn, many speaking to each other and all seeming agitated. Across the way on the steps of the inn an officer stood, red-faced and barking orders Camplin couldn’t hear. Apparently, neither could the arguing men because they did not seem to be listening.

One of the men trotted up the steps to join the officer. Turning to face the street he cupped his hands around his mouth and barked, “Quiet. Settle down and listen. The sooner we find the prisoner, the less need we’ll have for placing blame.” As quiet settled, he turned and gestured to the officer to speak.

Find the prisoner? Had Caison esc—

A heavy hand settled on Camplin’s shoulder. He whirled, opening his mouth to cry out. A second hand plastered over it.

Looking past the hand and the arm to which it was attached, Camplin found Caison glaring at him from under a raised hood. “You’re too damn predictable, boy.”

Camplin stared at him with wide eyes.

Caison dropped his arm. “I knew I’d find you here. Now come on. Show me this tower I hear they’re keeping her ladyship in.”

Camplin rocked back on his heels, stunned to find Caison free. He looked back over his shoulder at the bellowing officer assigning areas to search.

“Anytime before they head down this alleyway’ll do,” Caison’s voice dripped sarcasm.

Camplin blinked. With a nod, he pushed past Caison to lead the way back down the alley. They strode from the mouth, crossed a street stark with sunlight, and went into the darkness of the next. Camplin’s every sense strained for signs of discovery, his nerves stretched taut. Caison walked beside him with an air of unconcern.

They reached the east side of the city in good time, partly because it was all Camplin could do not to run flat out to get away from the searching guardsmen, and partly because of the early hour. The tower that held Princess Sallina stood near the eastern edge of the city, built as a lookout point some centuries ago to provide the people of Eastriver a clear view out onto the plain. Other than to give warning, the tower had no tactical value, for Eastriver had no standing wall. An opposing force could simply surround the tower.

Walking abreast now that they were free of alleyways, they drew near. Camplin started to slow as they reached the cobbled square that surrounded the structure, but Caison kept going. The sellsword didn’t even glance that way. 

“That’s the tower,” Camplin said in a low voice.

“Aye, and up there are the guards atop the tower, looking for anyone who pays it too much mind, and picketed there are the mounts of the men in the base of the tower, waiting to ride down the likes of us. Keep walking.”

They walked on, weaving into the streets on the far side of the square. 

Caison led the way into a tavern, sat down, and called, “Two pints.”

In short order a barmaid appeared and clunked down two reasonably clean mugs. “That’s four crows,” she said in reference to the copper pennies of the realm.

Caison cocked an eyebrow, looking to Camplin.

He dug five from the small purse of coins he kept on his belt and handed them over. 

The woman took in the extra penny, dimpled at him and said, “Let me know if yer needing anything else, young master.”

Caison chuckled as she walked away. “She took a shine to you right quick.”

In no mood for banter Camplin pushed his mug aside, lowered his voice, and asked, “Why didn’t you even look at the tower?”

“I looked.” Caison took a long swig. “Guards day and night, I assume.”

Camplin nodded.

The sellsword shook his head. “It would be a tough one, especially for only the two of us.” His expression contemplative, he downed some more ale.

“Are you saying we aren’t going to try?”

“I’m saying, it would be difficult to succeed.” His gaze sharpened, focusing on Camplin. “You have to learn when to cut your losses, boy.”

“If you won’t help, I will do it on my own,” Camplin said stiffly.

Caison took another swig, waving Camplin’s comment off with his free hand. “We aren’t out of options yet. Next, we’ll see the square where they plan to do the burning. Then, we’ll put our heads together and take a guess at what route they’ll take.”

“Route?” Camplin repeated, confused. 

“Best place to spring someone is no place in particular. Somewhere between where she starts and where they’re taking her.”

“But we have no way to know what route they’ll take, or how many guards there will be, or even how they’ll bring her.”

“Oh, I know how.” Caison’s expression was grim. “His Royal Highness will have her on an open cart. I’d lay money on it. He’ll want to make a spectacle of what happens to them that side with witches.”

“Be that as it may, we still cannot know any of the rest of his plans. Not for certain.”

Caison shrugged. “So we make a plan, and a backup plan, in case the first one doesn’t work.”

Caison’s words were reasonable but Camplin frowned. He’d hoped for more. For greater certainty. With how skillfully the sellsword had extracted himself from prison, Camplin had assumed he’d have a way to get Princess Sallina out. “How did you escape?”

“Mixed the oil, spirits and poppy milk you brought me and convinced the guards I’d found a trove of liquor hidden in my cell. The cellar of an inn and all that. Once I got them to drink some it was easy enough to get the keys off them, then they went scurrying away to the privy and I left.”

Camplin stared at him for a moment. He’d brought Caison an assortment of items, including a spool of string, slender bits of metal, and a bit of cork. Of all the objects the sellsword had asked for, Caison had assumed the liquor and poppy milk had been for consumption, not part of his escape plan. “What about all the other things you had me get?”

“As I said, have a plan, and a backup plan.” 

Lowering his voice further, Camplin asked, “Can we dose the guards at the tower?”

Caison shook his head. “They won’t fall for that trick twice. They’ll be under strict orders not to eat or drink anything not brought in by the king’s men.” He took a final swig of ale, then reached for the untouched mug before Camplin. “You send a bird?”

“I did. Some time ago.” No reply had come yet. No offer of help or even acknowledgment that his message had reached anyone. Still, he held onto hope.

“In that case, we can hope our planning is for naught.”

“We can hope,” Camplin agreed, but he had trouble doing so. With no word from Duke Onurrun or Lady Aldera, he had to assume he and Caison were the princess’s only chance. Watching the man across from him gulp ale, his hood still up even though they were inside on an increasingly warm summer’s day, Camplin was doubtful as to how much of a chance they offered.
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Sallina stared out the tower window at the buildings below, wishing she’d climbed free of her last prison. The drop from the upper story of the house she’d occupied seemed a lark compared to the plummet from the tower, even assuming she could squeeze through what was little more than an arrow slit. Nor did she have enough linens to attempt a rope. She had one quilt and one sheet, and her gown. The addition of both gown and petticoats might help her reach the ground undamaged, but she could hardly sneak through Eastriver naked. 

Maybe in the darkest, deepest hours of the night? After all, the attempt couldn’t be worse than being burned alive. How quickly could she tear up her bedding and weave it into a strong enough rope? So far, guards checked on her what she guessed was every three hours, even in the dead of night.

Or did she worry for nothing? Surely, Onurrun and Aldera had heard of her plight and were even now about to rescue her. They would not let her burn.

Unless something terrible had happened to them. Yes, Aldera and her sisters had removed the threat of five wyverns, but the old priest remained, and Sallina did not know the fate of the wyverns who Lord Tumpne had infused with his will. To what end had he done so, except to thwart Aldera and her people?

Sallina worried at her lower lip, then attempted not to. She knew the sort of crowd that gathered for a public execution. She would not give such rabble the joy of seeing her haggard and miserable.

Except that she was both.

No. She pulled her shoulders back and stood tall. She was neither. She had allies. Not only Onurrun and Aldera, but Camplin and Caison. And, perhaps, her mother. Surely, the Dowager Queen would hear of Illast’s plan and persuade him from it.

But that hope seemed even more desperate than climbing out the window. Sallina had always been a pawn to her mother. A card to be played and little more. Mother would support Illast, and say it was for the good of the kingdom.

A knock sounded, followed by the sound of the key in the lock. Sallina turned her back to the narrow window as the door opened and Illast strode in. His garb was fine and his bearing regal, his movements purposeful, but to Sallina’s eye he looked tired and worn.

As well he should.

“Close us in. Do not open the door except at my behest.”

Sallina studied him coldly. Did he believe she would accost him and then demand her freedom? His care seemed an exaggeration of the danger she posed, which was little.

The door clanked closed and he crossed to the end of the bed, dropping down to sit. He took off his crown and let out a sigh. “This is a mess.”

“Is that what you call ordering me burned at the stake?”

He cast her a glum look. “I must do something to reassure the people.”

“How does burning me reassure anyone?” she asked bitterly. “Especially when you know I did not know of the wyvern attack or of Onurrun’s plan to escape. I am not privy to any of it. I have been here with you, loyal and by your side.”

“You did write that missive.”

“A missive that contained no secrets but yes, I did.” She met his gaze squarely. “I wrote it because I’d begun to fear for my safety and I’d hoped Onurrun would send aid.” Bitterly, she added, “Was I wrong to fear?”

“If you had not written it, or at least not been caught, you would not need to fear.”

“I am not so certain.” She regarded Illast through narrowed eyes. “I believe you have been seeking a means and reason to punish Onurrun ever since he refused to swear fealty to you, and your anger with him has only grown.”

“I did punish him. He was imprisoned and I removed you from him.”

Sallina shook her head, studying Illast intently. He hid his feelings well, but she wished to know if she was right. If she was indeed to die, she would know the real reason. Finally, she stated, “Onurrun’s failure to give his vow is not what you wish to punish him for.”

“It is not?” Illast watched her warily. “Dare I ask for the reason behind your words?”

“The real reason, my husband’s true offense, is having more honor than you,” she said, her voice low and cutting. “Your decisions are made based on fear, anger and greed, while his are noble and just. Worse, even from the cage you crafted for him, from half a kingdom away, he won Eastriver for you. You wanted to burn this city to the ground in a fit of retribution, and Onurrun stole that from you through statecraft and nobility.” 

Illast surged to his feet. “You are correct that it is because of your relations that you must burn, if not as to why,” he said through gritted teeth. 

“Then tell me why,” she demanded.

“You are not with our soldiers,” Illast snarled at her. “You journey in your perfect, protected little world.”

Sallina frowned at him, confused at the turn in conversation.

Leaving his crown atop the quilt, Illast crossed to stand before her, the lines in his face deep in the light that shone through the window behind her. “The men are scared. You saw that apparition. That giant god-monster born of cloud and thunder. What are our men to make of that? Of the deaths of so many of our wyvern allies? They whisper that we are not on the side of right. They speak of a time when raven women fought alongside our forefathers.”

“Something you should not have forgotten, or forsaken,” Sallina cut in.

“You think I have? Aldera proved unreliable, her allegiance always divided. Nor could she stand against a single wyvern, even to save her beloved brother. I need true allies and our men needed a victory. Eastriver was ripe for the taking. Ready to topple. A decisive win achieved with the aid of our wyvern allies, and the spoils thereof, would have gone a long way to quelling the whispers.” He shook his head, his expression grim. “Not only did Onurrun rob them of that, Aldera then robbed me of the advantage of the wyverns. Now, our men must endure the slow bombardment of Westriver. Possibly months of flinging stones back and forth across the gorge. Their spirits are sunk as low as the Twinriver.”

“You would have laid waste to Eastriver, killed thousands, to raise the spirits of your troops?” Sallina accused, horrified. “Better Onurrun should intervene and I should burn.”

“Do you not understand?” Illast searched her eyes intently, as if he might find his way of thinking there. “For a king, the people’s confidence is everything. A king has immense power, and yet I rule only at the whim of my people.”

“A worthy king rules through the goodwill of his people, not by slaughtering a city full of innocents to give his soldiers purpose.” Vindictively, she added, “I am certain Father would agree with me.”

“Hah,” Illast barked, far from stricken by her words. “Father, and your beloved Onurrun, fought for years to bring order to Cendoria. Half the western dukedoms are now in the stewardship of new lines. They murdered thousands.”

Sallina gritted her teeth. She knew the history of the Stocray War. She did not care to think what Onurrun may have done during that bloody struggle for dominion in the west. She hoped he had always been honorable, but he had survived those two decades of war when many others had fallen, and had built a reputation for victory. Could he have done so while keeping his honor?

Illast’s smile was smug and she realized he knew the shame she had attempted to make him feel, and delighted in turning the emotion back on her. “I told you before, you are not so skilled in these games as you believe.”

“These are not games,” Sallina said quietly. “Or if they are, you should better remember that you play with people’s lives.”

“As does your vaunted Onurrun, when it comes to you.”

Sallina whirled, seeking the clear blue of the sky. She hated that Illast had scored so deep a hit, but she could not hide her fear. It was not as if Onurrun loved her as she did him. He may, in truth, be willing to give her up rather than fight for her. What was she, after all, except a connection to a throne he did not want, and a burden?

“I am sorry I chose so poorly for you,” Illast said softly. “I should have offered you to Duke Tonor. He is proving adroit at making himself useful.”

Sallina
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