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The sight of the pale yellow walls of the Monastery of the Golden Swan filled Renee with dread. The idea of being trapped inside and unable to leave once sworn made her shiver and her horse, Fleetfoot, reacted to her movement by speeding up the rocky path. She eased him with a gentle pat, her reliable warhorse, as sensitive to her moods as ever.

"What kind of woman shuts herself up in there? What is it about Elrica that inspires such devotion?"

Fleetfoot, being a horse, did not answer.

No, Renee much preferred her service to Isaura. Now there was a goddess who understood freedom. Her order of Knights roamed kingdoms, their loyalty only to the order and any service it had contracted out. Thus Renee had come here to escort some noblewoman to the capital for the great midsummer tourney. Renee's own squire and armor had been sent ahead, since she planned on making a damn good showing. She had her rankings to protect.

The path ended before a great iron gate with the swan crest of Elrica decorating the center. The metal looked startlingly new, despite its age. The monastery was one of the relics of the old days, when magic was plentiful. No gate built now would last so long without a hint of rust.

"Hello the house," she called, not seeing anyone in the gate tower attached to the curtain wall.

A face appeared in the open window, belonging to a very young nun wearing a novice's veil. "Who comes?"

"Knight Renee Wyvern in the service of Isaura in the order of the Wolf." She gave the title she'd earned, not the one she'd been born with. Though she loved her family, she was proud of her own accomplishments. "I am answering an invitation from your abbess."

She had barely finished speaking when the girl nodded. There was the sound of gears grinding, and the great iron gates parted. Renee trotted inside the courtyard, taking its measure. There was a stable to the right, and she handed off Fleetfoot to the groom who came running to meet her. Renee didn't know if she should throw the girl a coin or not. Those in the service of Elrica eschewed all forms of wealth.

The main building had a row of archways, and a young woman emerged out of the largest, crossing the courtyard. "Knight Wyvern?" Her pale cheeks appeared pink with the exertion. She had clear amber-colored eyes and full, pink lips. A white wimple and veil covered her hair, ears, and neck, leaving Renee wondering about the color of her hair.

Renee bowed, stirred by such loveliness. "At your service, my lady."

"Welcome. The abbess bids me to escort you inside. I assure you that your horse will be well taken care of. Linea loves animals."

The groom, apparently. Renee nodded. "Thank you." She might as well ask. "Should I have tipped the girl?"

The little nun―who had still not given her name―chuckled. "If you feel so moved, give a donation before the statue of Elrica."

Said statue stood in the middle of the courtyard, surrounded by a low brick wall. Earth filled the area beneath the statue's feet, and it appeared that flowers had sprung from her step. They'd chosen to depict Elrica in the flower of her youth, which surprised Renee a bit. She was used to seeing Elrica the Queen or Elrica the Mother. Not this Maiden.

Renee placed a coin in the box set up for that purpose. They must get many pilgrims here―the Monastery of the Golden Swan was well known throughout the land for their devotion. She bowed her head and murmured a prayer.

"You honor Elrica?" The nun seemed surprised that Renee knew the proper words to say.

"She might not be my goddess, lady, but I honor all of the twelve." It would be foolish not to. You never could tell when you might meet a goddess on the road. Magic might be gone, but the gods still lived.

"You're not what I pictured a Knight of the Wolf to be." 

Renee grinned. "We don't always wear plate armor. That would be terribly heavy on a long journey. It also makes it darn difficult to take a piss." She winked.

The laughter that spilled out of the nun made Renee's heart soar. Oh, so nice to hear that cheerful sound and to deal with a nun who wasn't a stick in the mud like the ones her father had hired to tutor her as a child. Renee had gotten the switch more often than not―she was never the type of girl to sit and listen to lessons, not when she could be out swinging among the tree branches with her brothers. 

"Please do not repeat that in front of the abbess." The nun covered her mouth and looked like she was putting herself back together. After a moment, she did look quite serious and the flush had disappeared from her cheeks. Renee found herself missing it. "Follow me, please."

They crossed the courtyard and entered through the same archway the nun had emerged from. "This is the public area. The chapel is to the right." The stone floor gleamed as they walked and Renee winced at her own loud footfalls. "To the left is where the Abbess greets visitors in the Chapter House." They continued in that direction, through a narrow corridor decorated with stone carvings of Elrica's miracles. It ended at a heavy wooden door, also etched with exquisite work. Renee itched to touch it, but forced her hands to her sides.

The nun rapped twice on the door and waited until a voice called "enter." She pushed it open and gestured Renee inside, following after.

Renee expected the imposing sight of the abbess, Mother Ceara, holding court behind a heavy desk, looking noble in her heavily starched veil. But she didn't expect the beauty of the room itself. Tall colored glass windows rose behind the abbess, letting in magnificent rays of light, illuminating the crisscrossed beams that formed arches above them. Truly the Chapter House had been designed to impress.

She bowed deeply before the abbess, remembering herself. Mother Ceara sat with a quill in one hand, her fingers stained with ink. Her dark brown skin stood out vividly against the white of her veil, and she had kind eyes that crinkled at the edges. No fearsome creature here, or so Renee supposed.

"Knight Renee Wyvern, at your service, Abbess."

Mother Ceara set down her quill and nodded in response. "Welcome, my dear girl. Adi, fetch a chair. It must have been a long journey."

Adi―that was the little nun's name―went to the far side of the room and dragged over one of the heavy wooden chairs, despite Renee's insistence that she could stand.

"You are a guest here." Adi reminded with an arch of one eyebrow.

She'd be a poor knight indeed to refuse such hospitality. Still, Renee sat uncomfortably on the red velvet cushions while Adi remained standing.

"Thank you for making such good time in coming. I was not certain if the Mistress of your order had received my bird in time."

"I was not far when I received the request." She'd finished up routing out several Rotten Rodents in a town a few miles from here. Her squire, Chloe, had been blooded for the first time. It had been a good experience for the girl, and Renee felt confident to send her on ahead to arrange things for the tourney. Renee could complete a simple escort mission on her own.

"Have you made the journey to Duodasham before?" Mother Ceara asked.

"Many times. I have appeared on the lists for the tourneys since I was 20 and old enough to qualify." Renee admitted that she could be a bit competitive. Nothing compared to demonstrating her abilities and defeating other knights in friendly battle―and more so when her opponents were men. They learned quickly to take the Order of the Wolf seriously. 

"What route would you take?"

Renee was used to being questioned about her abilities, but this was a new line. "Kings Road straight north, of course. It's the safest way to travel, and there are many reputable inns on the way for a person of quality."

"Normally you wouldn't stay at such an inn?" Adi asked in a soft voice.

Renee turned to meet her eyes and smiled. "Not unless the weather turned poor. I prefer sleeping beneath the stars."

That lovely color rose in her cheeks again. "Of course, your goddess is much closer to nature than our Lady."

From anyone else, those words might have been an insult, and Renee had heard it more than once. But Adi seemed just curious. "Perhaps."

"How long do you anticipate this journey to take?" Mother Ceara called her attention back to the matter at hand.

"One week, if all goes well." Renee knew that things often
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