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CHAPTER ONE
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Isaut gently closed the house door so the owner wouldn't wake up. She had left him snoring softly in his bed and had quickly dressed in her everyday tunic and breeches. She didn't wear the Teeth's red tunic when she was off-duty, but she did carry her two swords on her back.

She quickly walked away from her latest one-night stand, whom she had met last night at The Lonely Dragon Tavern, where she had gone with Christelle to relax after her latest mission. A soulsnake had attacked a party of adventurers, and Waltrand had asked for a volunteer.

Isaut might have turned thirty, but she was still ready to challenge herself. She might be less impulsive than when she had reached Rainbow City, but she wasn't afraid of monsters. She had seen her fair share in the almost ten years she had spent at the Temple of the Rainbow as a member of the Teeth, the elite warriors serving the humans of the small kingdoms and city-states of the land.

The soulsnake wasn't even one of the worst. The bulky, slimy, feline creature dwelled in abandoned ruins. It ensnared its prey, which included mundane beasts, medium-sized creatures, other monsters of the same type, and large creatures. It attacked with dizzying blows, a hypnotic gaze and debilitating effects. It feared enchanted weapons and traveled alone.

The adventurers lost two people to its attack, and Isaut had dispatched it with the help of her faithful golden dragon, Aleazin-siak. No need to get her hands dirty, use her non-enchanted twin swords or throw some magic ball at it.

The Teeth were the only warriors who rode dragons, and their dozen members needed to have at least a quarter of Immortal blood to be able to bond with the fiery creatures. Isaut had been lucky, since she had inherited Aleazin-siak from her father, and she was able to handle a powerful golden dragon because she had three quarters of Immortal blood.

Daughter of Calivorra, an Immortal of Light, and Foulque, a former Teeth member, she was now a veteran close to finishing her first ten years of service as one of the best warriors of the team. Her mixed blood certainly helped when dealing with magic and dragons.

When Christelle had suggested they went out for a drink and some fun the night before, she had agreed. Her blonde friend attracted men like flies even without her Teeth uniform, but she'd always been prettier than Isaut.

Someone had been interested enough in Isaut's green eyes and long red hair, though, so the two warrior women had split up at the tavern and Isaut had followed the young man home, in the Armorer's Village.

Good sex and a decent sleep later, she was out of his house and couldn't even remember his name. She'd been pretty drunk when she had followed him home.

She passed in front of Bornare's Pewter, a large pewtersmith's workshop, built within what was once the feast hall of a long-ruined castle, and left the Armorer's Village behind. In ten years she had learned to navigate the largest city in the land and its many boroughs, and no longer got lost.

Entering the Artist's Borough, she barely glanced at the spire of hewn crystal, placed to honor a local warrior. She noticed the workshop of Adam Gednay, the Teeth's portrait artist who had magically painted her portrait ten years ago, was still closed.

Good, it was still relatively early, then. She had time to go back to the temple before her morning duties. And she had time to think while she walked in the cool morning air, and could probably grab breakfast from some street vendor.

She crossed Market Borough, already busy with the morning crowd. Quite a few guards kept an eye on the many pickpockets and large number of beggars wandering in the square that featured a large sculpture of two lovers.

The various stalls were all different, from goods piled on the ground or several carts full of wares, to large carts which opened to display wares, to roofed and walled kiosks and permanent structures (locked at night). They sold many things, from knick-knacks, swords and thrown weapons to jewelry, toys and pottery to sweets, spells and gloves to adventuring supplies, spell components and alchemical ingredients, greaves and leather armor and even blessings, but no street food, so she kept walking to Hightemple Village, deciding maybe she could stop at her father's for breakfast.

Foulque still had the same red hair she had, with no traces of gray or white, even though he was seventy. The son of Evissa, Immortal of Darkness, he was half-blood, hence he still looked younger than his age, and much like the portrait that still hung in Isaut's cell, next to hers. He kept himself busy teaching children to read or telling them stories since he had retired from the Teeth.

He had found a new lifelong relationship with Ysemay, his former teammate. The daughter of Ellolad  , an Immortal of Darkness, she had left the Teeth decades earlier to start a family which included Mael, who had been Christelle's boyfriend when Isaut had joined the Teeth.

Ysemay's husband had died, and she and Foulque had decided to move in together and get married, leaving the townhouse to her husband's brother and her offspring – Mael's siblings.

Mael himself had followed her with Beatrisia. Neither had renewed their pledge to the Teeth after ten years and they were now happily married and breeding. The four of them had found a small house in a square that faced the temple mound.

The Temple of the Rainbow was one of the largest construction projects in the world. The hilly terrain had been turned into a giant square platform that overlooked the plains around it by landfilling, and Rainbow City had spread out around it, surrounding it.

The outer buildings formed a thick wall with roof terraces and golden domes at the corners. A paved road led to the grand entrance, a stone arch through which even a dragon could step and allowing the two-way traffic of wagons and carriages. The main gate, roofed with a golden dome, led to the first courtyard primarily used as a bazaar.

The Temple of the Rainbow's outer windows looked down on Hightemple Village and could be seen from all over the borough, but especially from that square. A tall statue of rune-carved stone, placed to honor a hero named Wilbert – one of the first Teeth members and Waltrand's twin brother – stood at the center of it, and under the west wall of the temple. Isaut could now see her father's house from the temple library window.

From the outside the house looked cozy. It had been built with wheat-colored bricks and had white cedar wooden decorations. Large windows added to the overall look of the house in a very symmetric way.

The house had a small kitchen and one average bathroom, as well as a huge living room that had been split to make room for the nursery, and two bedrooms upstairs. The building was rectangular and partially surrounded by wooden overhanging panels on two sides.

The upper floor was smaller than the lower one, which allowed for several small balconies on one side of the house. Both floors were in the same style. The roof was covered with overlapping roof tiles and there were no chimneys. Two roof terraces let in plenty of light to the rooms below the roof.

The smell of baking hit her as she was approaching the door, making her mouth water. It must be Ysemay's special pastries. The woman loved to cook, and doted on her daughter-in-law and her grandchild.

Mael and Beatrisia had been married for three years and had a daughter, with a second child on the way. They had left the Teeth as soon as they had finished the ten years of service, and soon civil life had made them fall into each other's arms and decide to start a family.

When she knocked on their door, she wasn't expecting heavily pregnant Beatrisia to open it.

"Isaut!" she said cheerfully. "Come in!"

She'd been passing in front of the door when Isaut had knocked, and she continued to the kitchen where she immediately sat on a stool with a huff. Except for her bulging belly and the fact that she no longer carried a sword, Beatrisia hadn't changed much. She had put on some weight after giving birth to her daughter and kept her long brown hair braided and veiled these days, going out in long gowns like all respectable married women.

"I'm almost due, I look forward to giving birth!" she said. Being a mother kept her very busy, and she was grateful for her mother-in-law's help.

"Good morning, Isaut," Ysemay greeted. "You're up early!"

Mael's mother looked younger than her age like all the long-lived half-bloods. Ysemay had long black hair and amber eyes. She hadn't worn breeches or used weapons in almost forty years, though, and her portrait still hung in one of the Teeth's cells at the temple, next to Mael's.

His cell, as well as Beatrisia's – where there were both hers and her father's portrait, since Jehan was still alive – were currently empty. All the Teeth members had their portrait done, and it was kept in their cell at the temple while they lived, then moved to the Hall of the Teeth for permanent record.

"I don't think she slept at the temple, Mother," Mael said, entering the kitchen and going to hug Beatrisia. "'Morning Isaut, how is everybody?"

His dimpled smile was the same as his mother's, and he still kept his raven hair shoulder-length. He was clean-shaven and still had a sword hanging by his side when he left the house. He had joined the city militia part-time, if only to get out of the house and get some training every now and then.

"They're fine, last night I went with Christelle to the Lonely Dragon," Isaut answered, accepting a mug of warm milk from Ysemay.

"Ah, yes, The Lonely Dragon Tavern!" Mael chuckled. "You heard rumors about that tavern, supposedly it's famous for something, but you couldn't remember what for. Though judging by the amount of men staring at one of the waitresses, you said it was probably her beauty and charm!"

"That was ten years ago!" Isaut rolled her eyes. "Alix isn't that beautiful anymore!"

"Of course, she's not half-blood, she ages," Beatrisia replied, amused. "Besides, her daughter took her place in that department!"

"Isaut! I thought I heard your voice!" Her father joined them with Beatrisia's daughter in his arms and they all sat at the kitchen table to have breakfast.

"I can't believe it's been ten years since you reached Rainbow City," Foulque said. "And you're almost at the end of your service... Will you renew like Christelle, or quit like Mael and Beatrisia? And do you know what Rohan will do?"

"Rohan left yesterday to meet his sisters at the ruins of their father's castle," Isaut replied with a shrug. "Today it's ten years since Jasmine's death. I think he's going to stay with them until it's time to renew his service."

"What, you don't talk to him anymore?" Mael teased. "You never really liked each other, did you?"

"He's just not my type," she replied, glaring at him.

Her crush on Waltrand – the one-eyed, immortal leader of the Teeth – was long gone. She had had other lovers, including her teammates Mael and Urian, in the past ten years, but she hadn't fallen in love yet. She was experienced with men, unlike ten years earlier, but she couldn't find one she wanted to spend her life with.

"So, what are you going to do?" Foulque asked.

"I think I'm going to ask for leave and visit the Fighting Nuns of Inock," she answered, thoughtful. "It looks as if every ten years there's a shift in my life – abandoned by my mother at ten, finding my father at twenty, I wonder what awaits me at thirty!"

"I hope you will come back to Rainbow City, but if you don't, I wish you all the best," Foulque said.

"We're going to miss you," Beatrisia added. "Especially Christelle. But you must do what you feel is best for you. We'll back you either way."

"Thanks," she muttered. She hadn't decided anything yet. She still had a week to make up her mind. And probably going back to her hometown would help in her decision.
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Rohan inhaled the salty air, listening to the seagulls and looking at the sea and the beach in front of him. He had missed those smells at the Temple of the Rainbow. He turned his back to the sea and mournfully took in the ruins of Dockerly Castle.

The eight strong, square towers of the massive castle had crumbled under the assault of winds and rain. The narrow walls made of golden stone were covered in ivy, with the damage of the siege still visible. The windows were hollow holes scattered thinly around the walls in seemingly perfect symmetry, and most crenelations were gone.

The gate stood with its great metal doors open and rusty, its bridge ruined and almost impassable. The small buildings, houses and other structures that had populated the grounds outside the castle walls were abandoned, and some had crumbled and vanished altogether. Weeds had grown in and around the ruins of the castle and other man-made structures, nature having reclaimed the land.

Rohan entered the square bailey surrounding the two-story rectangular keep with a flat, crenelated roof. Destruction was even worse inside the walls of the castle, and there was no trace of the funeral pyre he had watched burn ten years ago, wiped away by wind and rain.

Frugyss-rak had dropped him on the shoreline and left him alone to mourn his beautiful mother one last time. Her legacy was mostly the silver dragon who had become some kind of strange friend – not like Mael or the other team members, but still cherished and somehow closer to his heart, since Frugyss-rak had met his mother and spent a decade with her before his birth.

His sisters were on their way to join him with their families, but now that he was here, he decided Dockerly Castle wasn't safe, so they'd have to sleep on the beach.

Despite the ten years gone by, he still remembered the dreadful days of the siege, the discovery of his mother's past, her death and Sybil's death at the hand of Uncle Thiebaud. He could still see the scene replay in the bailey, could still feel his anger and grief lingering in the windy courtyard.

He was older now. He had learned to live with his losses and to control his power. The magic he had inherited from both his half-blood parents was his best asset, and before he left for this pilgrimage, Waltrand had hinted that if he decided to stay with the Teeth, he might be promoted to his mother's position.

Hawisia, the oldest Teeth member, had retired and opened a fencing school, Drystan and Merewina had retired as well when Cora and Rolfe had passed the final exam, and Waltrand's right hand position had been vacant since.

The younger members weren't skilled enough, and Rohan's mixed blood gave him an advantage, although it didn't look as if there was a need for such a position. Unless Waltrand decided to retire too, in which case someone should take his place.

Isaut was also running for that position, though, and Rohan had had enough clashes with the redhead in the past ten years to hope she wouldn't get it. Yes, she was more powerful than him, since her mother was an Immortal of Light, but her personality was still too rash and probably not suited for command.

If he thought back to the young man who had grown up among the ruined walls surrounding him right now, he had definitely changed. From that dreadful day of losses had emerged a quiet man who thought before he spoke or acted.

With years of practice, he had mastered his skills and controlled his angst, but at the same time, he wasn't ambitious. He didn't care about rank. He belonged to a team, and they were all the same to him, be they veterans like Joscelin and Symonet, or rookies like Cora and Garin. The Teeth were his family for the time being.

He'd had sex with many women, both at the temple and in the city, but hadn't fallen in love since Sybil's death. His young wife was still somewhere in his heart with their daughter, but he had moved on.

He'd had a brief relationship with Beatrisia that had included sharing their bed, but then she had left the Teeth with Mael, his best friend who was now the proud father of a little girl who reminded him of his own Eleonore, who had died too early in this very bailey.

Since Mael left the Teeth, they would have grown apart if he and Beatrisia hadn't moved in with Foulque and Ysemay. Rohan visited them mostly for the elder couple, since watching Mael and Beatrisia's growing family gave him a heartache.

In a week he'd have to decide what to do with himself. After the first ten years, one could quit at any time, but he wasn't sure he wanted to quit. He liked to help people get rid of the monsters that still roamed the land. He liked his relationship with Frugyss-rak, the silver dragon his mother bestowed on him.

Not that he'd have to give up his horn and his bond with Frugyss-rak, if he quit, but there was nowhere his scaly partner could land without scaring the locals. Nobody was around, here, but if he went to Saltmire with Margaret, he'd have to walk out of the town and find a secluded place before blowing his magic horn.

Sighing, he turned his back to the nightmarish view that Dockerly Castle had become, and headed back for the beach. Soon enough he saw a square-rigged sail approach from the north, so his sisters would be here soon.

After the ruinous shipwreck that had stranded a merchant fleet onto these shores from faraway, long-forgotten lands, the castaways had only built cogs, barges and fishing boats. They no longer wished to test the treacherous waters of the ocean, hence only vessels for river and coastal navigation were around. The only sailing ship was the cog, and barges were used mostly on rivers. Rohan had seen plenty of them at Rainbow City, but he hadn't seen a cog in ten years, since they normally stuck to the coast.

Cogs were clinker-built, generally of oak, and fitted with a single mast and a square-rigged single sail. The one fast approaching was one of the smaller ones, a passenger ship more than a cargo ship. Their flat bottoms allowed them to settle on a level in harbor, making them easier to load and unload. Their high sides made them more difficult to board without a gangway or a wharf, which may have made them safer during rough seas and tempests.

The flat bottom allowed the cog to reach the shore and stop against the beach. A couple of boats were lowered from the cog to the sea so the passengers could get to land without getting wet.

The two boats brought Margaret and Johanna with their families to the shore, along with some food for at least one meal. Rohan hugged his sisters but told them they couldn't spend the night here, unless they wanted to sleep in tents on the beach.

Margaret and Johanna were disappointed, but they agreed to have a meal on the beach, reminiscing and praying for their mother and all the people who had died in the siege, then the cog would take them back to Saltmire.

"You can all sleep in my townhouse," Margaret said, squeezing her brother. "Then tomorrow Johanna and Godebert can go back to Redford Castle."

Margaret had her mother's wavy jet-black hair and a very tall build. She was graceful and very brave. One year younger than Johanna, she'd been just married to Tancred when Uncle Thiebaud had attacked Dockerly Castle.

Tancred had freckles and a tall, squat build. He was stubborn and very tough. Together they'd had five surviving children between the ages of nine and one – Albigeon, Derien, the twins Roscille and Rivallon, and little Ermengarde – three boys and two girls.

Johanna and Godebert's surviving offspring were between thirteen and three years old – Rodald, Berthe, Gurwent, Adela and Mathilda. She had dark hazel eyes, a short, willowy build and angular features. He had a very tall, stocky build and medium-length light-brown hair.

When Rohan had visited them ten years ago to rid them of the tanglebrutes sieging Redford Castle, they only had Rodald and a toddler who hadn't survived her first winter. Rodald barely remembered him since he'd been two when he had last seen his blue-eyed uncle.

Both families sat on the beach with the food they had brought from Saltmire, while the crew of the cog waited for them. Tancred had hired them for the day, and they would take them back to town immediately, instead of spending the night away from port.

Rohan's other nephews and nieces had never seen him, and they were awed by his baby blues. He told them about the portrait of Grandmother Jasmine at the Temple of the Rainbow, but he knew it was too far for them to ever get there – unless the girls married a trader or a peddler who took them around a little.

Most of the meal was spent with everybody quizzing him about what he had seen and where, the monsters he had fought and the lives he had saved, but he noticed there was no mention of the Teeth or dragons, and either Margaret or Johanna cleared their throat and shook their heads when they felt he was heading in that direction.

He would ask them later why hide the truth from the children. After the meal they made a quick visit to the abandoned castle and said a prayer for the people buried here, then they headed back for the cog, leaving the sadness and nightmarish memories behind.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER THREE

[image: ]


Isaut reached the private part of the Temple of the Rainbow through the administration office in the base of the West tower, like she had done ten years ago. By now they waved her through and didn't stop her and ask her to fill in forms to speak with someone.

Sometimes she went through the public privies, sometimes through the temple itself, especially if no ceremonies were underway. But it was early morning and surely one of the older priests was saying the first prayers with the few pilgrims who had reached the temple compound.

She had noticed the public part of the temple was less busy lately, as if people no longer believed the Immortals could grant their wishes. The Church of Immortaland was losing worshipers, but it wasn't clear which religion was taking its place yet.

She passed the door of the long refectory, still busy despite the fact that most people had errands for the day, and went upstairs to the temple library. The upper floor had a stately corridor with wooden floors going around the inner courtyard. One side was all windows looking onto the inner courtyard, the other had doors to offices or rooms.

She entered the library that was located in the west side of the building. Tall bookshelves lined three walls and stood in rows across the chambers, all filled with books from bottom to top.

Priestess Merwian, one of the librarians, was on duty and she smiled at her. She looked very
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