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        Three millennia, seven centuries,

        and seventy-one years after the Seism.

        The Season of New Life.

        Prime Year of the Divine Lady Marnier du Shae,

        Mistress of Healing, Goddess of Purpose.

      

      

      

      Caroline stretched, ignoring the abbey's dawn bells for the first time in half a year. Although grateful to the Divine Servants for their care and discretion, she'd never had any desire to enter their ranks. Even so, her stomach knotted at the thought of returning home today. The Divine Servants were experts at healing bodies, but did not console hearts well. She needed friends for that, not religion, yet her friends could never know her shame.

      Daughter, join with me.

      Caroline stiffened and sat up, hoping she'd failed to notice someone enter her room. She gasped as warm light filled her, bringing with it a desperate need to join with divinity. She cried aloud, her fingers clutching the sheets as she broke out in a sweat. She couldn't breathe and didn't want to.

      As divine light settled into her flesh she collapsed to the bed, every muscle aching and her skin coated with perspiration.

      "My Lady, please don't ask this of me," she gasped despite wishing to feel the Goddess's light rush through her again. She lifted her bare arms. The outline of a luminous bell-shaped alimoth flower marked each wrist like an artist's sketch ready to be filled in. The flowers were the symbol of Marnier du Shae, Goddess of Healing. "I beg you," she whispered. "I didn't engineer this deception in your house. Please take your light back."

      What else could it be but a punishment for her temerity? She'd come to the abbey under the guise of piety to hide an unexpected pregnancy and childbirth, and now she'd been marked as if she had truly sought Divine Service.

      "Please," she whispered again, unable to take her eyes from the luminous markings. "Your abbey…" Was what? A convenience? She'd even lied to her best friends. If Caroline denied the Lady of Healing now she'd be denied the Higher Realm's graces her entire life. Yet if she accepted, the outlines would fill in and she'd be bound to serve the Goddess forever.

      A blessing to anyone else, she couldn't imagine a worse rebuke, not even death. The luminous outlines were a punishment almost as harsh as the loss of her child. Fortunately, the King's Guard had arrived with orders to return her to Fandelyon City. She could be mounted and out the gates before a Divine Servant noticed her markings and forced her to confront her calling.

      Her hands trembling, she threw her heavy covers aside. The cold hardwood floor felt smooth under her bare feet. She removed her yellow nightgown, pulled on her warm grey riding dress and boots and threw her royal-blue travel cloak around her shoulders.

      Her clothes were tight, but there was no time to get them altered. She'd worn only the order's pale yellow robes since last autumn and she'd grown an inch taller in that time. Wider too, thanks to her child.

      Footsteps approached along the corridor as she tied her curly red hair back. She tried to show only but the grace of a princess as the novice Bharise stopped at her open doorway, the young woman's olive skin and dark curly hair setting off her pale robes.

      Caroline caught her breath when she noticed the shimmering alimoth flowers on the insides of the young Servant's wrists, something she'd never been able to see before. A nightmare. It had to be.

      "Everything's prepared, Your Highness," Bharise said, staring up at Caroline's face as if she noticed something different.

      Caroline felt her cheeks flush. The girl knew somehow. "Thank you Bharise. I'll be down in a moment." As the acolyte's footsteps retreated, Caroline buried her face in her spare riding dress to smother her growing distress. She needed someone to talk to; the closeness of her sisters.

      "It's ironic, don't you think?"

      Caroline jumped, a loose strand of her curly red hair drooping over her face. She dropped the dress on her bed as the abbey's High Priestess entered her room in a swish of richly embroidered golden robes. Easily a foot shorter than Caroline and perhaps half her weight, Tarine's presence nevertheless intimidated despite her years. Her grey hair and carved staff of office made her even more imposing, as if she were looking for an excuse to it as a weapon on someone.

      With her mother's clan heritage Caroline had always been tall. Now she stood a head above almost everyone, even most men, yet still felt like a child as she confronted Tarine. "Ironic?" Caroline almost stammered as she stuffed the heavy dress in her travel pack, making certain her sleeves didn't slip and expose her wrists.

      "How you came here under the pretext of finding your calling?" Tarine glanced pointedly at Caroline's wrists, her expression suggesting Caroline was no more worthy of Divine Service today than she'd been half a year ago. "Did you even pray to our Goddess while you were here, guile aside?"

      Our Goddess. The words felt like a slap. "Of course. Devoutly." What woman wouldn't beg the Goddess's blessing while pregnant?

      Tarine showed her own wrists. Like Bharise, a single bell-shaped alimoth flower glowed with divine light on the insides of each.

      Caroline kept her eyes on the swarthy woman's face. Only three Servants knew why she was here, and Tarine was one. "I've imposed upon you too long, High Priestess."

      Tarine's eyes narrowed. "You're ready for your journey?" The words were cold. Precise. Angry even.

      Caroline felt her cheeks flush with shame, but was grateful the woman didn't force the issue. "Yes High Priestess. Thank you for your patience and the kindness you've shown me."

      Tarine produced a tight smile, her skin crinkling at the sides of her mouth if not her eyes. "Unlike some Gods, our Divine Lady isn't biased toward age, station or gender when offering Service, but neither does she grant her favours lightly."

      It was another opening, a chance to acknowledge her divine marks without being called out. "High Priestess, please understand that this abbey only holds bitter heartache for me." Humiliated, she revealed her luminous alimoth outlines. "I'm not prepared to accept these. They're a punishment."

      "They're never a punishment!" Tarine said with the harshness of a slap, but quickly composed herself. "I'll pray to our Divine Lady. Perhaps she'll give you the time you need to accept her offer." She sounded as if the words were forced.

      "I shall pray for the same," Caroline whispered. She'd always assumed that if she were ever called to Service it would be the Divine Lady Kindra du Erim, Protector of Warriors, or perhaps one of the Elemental Gods such as Haram du Heth, Lord of Fire. She couldn't remember a time when she hadn't loved watching fire dance in a fireplace.

      "Before you depart you should know that Lady Rhonda duPrey also discovered the healing flowers on her wrists this morning. She has accepted her calling and expects to return to begin her training this summer. Her flowers are fully formed, not outlines like yours."

      Caroline dropped her eyes. "Rhonda will make a wonderful priestess." And she would. She had a gentle nature, as did her younger sister Kirsty. She would be well suited to the Goddess of Healing.

      Tarine stared as if measuring Caroline's words, but finally seemed to accept them as intended. "Rhonda's loyalties run deep. She's only leaving because she was asked to remain with you."

      "I made no such request. Who asked?"

      "Our Goddess."

      Our. "But..."

      "The Divine Lady speaks to all of us at the moment of our choosing. You'll eventually have to make a choice; walk the Divine Lady's path or step from it forever."

      The choice was easy then. "High Priestess-"

      Tarine threw her staff on the bed and grasped Caroline's hands, squeezing painfully. Although there was conflict in the priestess's expression, Caroline had never seen her shirk her duties to her Goddess. "I understand your doubts, but She won't give you another chance if you deny Her."

      For a heartbeat Caroline considered refusing anyway. The woman clearly wanted Caroline to refuse Service despite the words, yet to deny the Goddess in her own temple… She couldn't do it. "As you wish, High Priestess. May peace and health always be yours." Caroline's alimoth outlines flared warmly at the ritual blessing, divine light passing through her to the High Priestess. Caroline gasped and pulled her hands free as Tarine's eyes widened. Only devoted Servants could invoke the Divine Lady's blessing.

      Taine backed a step, confusion and doubt in her expression. "I… I must pray for understanding. Perhaps you're being called to greater things than this abbey."

      With her body still flushed with divine warmth from the invocation, Caroline picked up her pack and swept out of the room, wishing she could leave her fears with Tarine's shocked stare.

      Within the hour she was a mile along the road toward Fandelyon City in the company of her friends Rhonda and Kirsty duPrey, all three escorted by the King's Guard. Behind them rode two maids, a hefty Servant devoted to Kindra du Erim, and the duPrey brothers sent to chaperone them. Overcast and gloomy for the most part, Caroline suspected it might rain despite the occasional patches of sunlight. The clouds were certainly getting heavier.

      "How are you?" asked Kirsty, the younger duPrey sister and Caroline's best friend. Although pale-skinned like most nobles, she had dark hair like a commoner, but straight. Almost blue-black. Little Raven, her siblings called her when they wanted to tease. They hadn't seen each other in months due to Caroline's illness.

      She kept her eyes forward as she didn't how to reply without revealing her heartache over giving up her child, but tried a hesitant smile. No doubt she'd have similar trouble keeping the secret from her sisters when she got home. The number of nights she'd woken up crying, a phantom baby in her arms… She took a calming breath, slowly releasing it. "I'm fine, Kirsty. Fully recovered. Truly." She'd wanted to die, at first, but only cowardly izzen chose that path. She reached out and took Kirsty's hand. "Your presence helps."

      Her baby would be long gone from these parts, a month old now. For the first couple of weeks Caroline had fantasised about seeking out the child and running away with him or her, perhaps to live among the clans. She was sure to have kin there if she could find them, but after watching Tarine swear an oath of secrecy to her Goddess, Caroline was certain the priestess would neither divulge the child's location nor Caroline's indiscretion.

      Caroline stared ahead, blinking to keep tears at bay. Best not to think about it. Obsessing would only lead to more heartache.

      "But you were sick for so long. The High Priestess said you only began to recover a few weeks ago. Are you sure you're well enough to travel?"

      Lying to her friend didn't come as easily as she wished. "High Priestess Tarine is cautious. She probably made it seem a worse illness than it actually was." She'd almost died, certainly, and for days afterward had muffled her sobs under her sheets, wishing she had. It shouldn't hurt so much to lose something she'd never held.

      Wind caught Rhonda's long honey-coloured hair, but the older girl didn't pull her hood up to protect herself. She had a distant look, as if she'd rather be somewhere else. Back at the abbey, no doubt.

      "High Priestess Tarine said you plan to return," Caroline said, hoping to change the subject. "That the Divine Lady marked you?"

      Something like fear passed across Rhonda's features, but it was gone in an instant. Rhonda held up her wrists and her sleeves fell back a little. She stared at her alimoth flowers as if she wasn't sure she'd made the right decision. The fully formed flowers were clear to Caroline, and very lifelike.

      Kirsty frowned. "I wish I'd been called," she murmured, staring at Rhonda's wrists as if wishing she could see the divine marks too.

      Despite the wistfulness, Caroline heard the hurt in Kirsty's voice. Rhonda was tall, graceful and confident, and now she'd been called into Divine Service. Kirsty, prettier except for her raven hair, was small, timid, and awkward, younger than Rhonda by more than a year.

      "You're expected to make a sacrifice when entering a Divine Lord or Lady's Service to show your dedication. What was yours?" Caroline asked.

      Rhonda paled, her posture stiffening. "Nothing I wouldn't give a thousand times over."

      Lightning flashed bright and thunder pealed across the sky like a God crying out in anguish.
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      Elias watched the valley from the edge of a cliff, turning his ears back and forth as he listened for anything out of place. The final leg of his journey had taken him into the mountainous lands between three small human kingdoms, reason enough to concern any izzat. Humans weren't the cause of his unease, however.

      Something was wrong. Something of magic.

      Storm winds swayed the tree tops like wind-swept grass as his cloak whipped about his legs and threatened to push him over the edge. He backed a step as the wingbuds on his shoulder-blades tightened in anticipation of a flight he couldn't take.

      He caught movement a mile away; a group of mounted humans travelling through the forest. About fifty in all, most wore chain shirts and carried lances. Soldiers meant nobility, possibly even royalty in these parts. The coincidence was intriguing. He cast a near-sight spell to make the air before him work like convex glass and picked out five nobles and a small entourage among the soldiers, including a rather hefty warrior-priest judging by his dark grey robes. Half the soldiers rode ahead, lances resting in stirrups. The rest followed the nobles.

      Elias's sense of foreboding grew as he watched, although nothing suggested the humans were responsible for it. He crouched and placed his longbow behind him, the wind blowing under his cloak. It left him cold, reflecting a chill in his spirit he'd been fighting since leaving his homeland.

      The very air seemed to resonate with anticipation. It was nothing obvious, nothing aggressive, but it made him restless.

      Distant thunder echoed across the valley while dark clouds on the northern ranges shed heavy rain. The humans turned north again toward the lowlands of Fandelyon, but nothing in that direction pulled at him either. He reworked the near-sight spell to gain more detail. Four of the nobles wore a standing bear embroidered in white, while one of three girls bore a crimson wyvern embroidered in golden thread.

      As he watched the wind whipped her hood back, revealing the red hair of a clanswoman, though curly like a lowland peasant. His wingbuds tightened with a chill of recognition. He would have staggered if he'd been standing. Her soul resonated in tune with his own. It was instant recognition on a near-divine level.

      "Princess Caroline," Allyn said.

      Elias almost jumped. He stood up to cover his embarrassment. He hadn't heard his teacher approach. Why did his soul recognise hers? Had they met in a previous life?

      Allyn's emerald eyes reflected his amusement at catching his student off guard, his angular face softening. Elias wasn't sure how old his teacher was, but he was rumoured to have been there when the unicorn was slain by the faspane two hundred millennia ago. Only one unicorn remained now, his people it's guardian. If it was killed magic would fade from the world.

      If Allyn really was as old as everyone said, the years should have bought wisdom, yet most of the time he acted like a curious teenager.

      "She bears a royal wyvern on her cloak," said Allyn.

      "So does every soldier and both maids. She could be a noble come to marry one of Fandelyon's princes." His wingbuds tightened as he watched her. "I recognise her soul Allyn. There's no attraction," he added a little too quickly. The girl was human, after all. "Merely recognition."

      Allyn raised an eyebrow as if he'd heard the lie. "Perhaps she was once born an izzen? If so, she's fallen a long way. Whatever relationship you had must have resolved itself in a previous lifetime if it's mere recognition you feel."

      Elias wasn't sure he wanted to voice his next concern. "Yet still, could we be… soulmates? I wouldn't know what that feels like."

      "If I were to guess, I'd say your soul is very new, so it's unlikely. Most soulmates know each other for many lifetimes before taking the eternal commitment."

      "You think my soul's new? Aren't new souls usually born among mortal creatures?"

      "Most people are born with a history. It's as if they've come to their new lives knowing they should be doing something, but clueless about what that might be. You're waiting for something, not chasing something, which suggests newness."

      "My grandparents are soulmates. Could that have something to do with it?"

      "Like?"

      "Resonance from them? I don't know. Did they tell you how they came to bind themselves to each other?"

      Allyn's narrow eyes watched the valley. "No, but their souls are old. Ancient. They were soulmates in previous lifetimes."

      "I thought they were newly bound in this lifetime?"

      "Queen Sellendria once told me she knew your grandfather was her soulmate the moment they saw each other in their youth. Their souls have history."

      That didn't help. "Despite my apparent newness, is it still possible I could have a soulmate from a previous life? I must have been born before to be izzen in this life."

      "When the Gods create a new soul, they create it from the essence of life itself, drawn from the Void. Sometimes though they create twin souls - a single soul divided into two. Perhaps you've seen your soul's twin?"

      "Twins?" Elias pushed hair back from his face. The Gods had a sense of irony if his soul's twin was human. Best to change the subject. "Perhaps the girl down there's not Princess Caroline. Maybe she's clan born and on her way to marry one of the King's sons? A treaty of some sort?"

      "Fandelyon's heirs are barely fifteen. They won't be marrying for a few years yet. That's got to be their older sister."

      "But-"

      "Most nobles this side of the Temern Straight are blonde, the descendants of the invasion thousands of years ago. The clans arrived from the same sinking continent, but they took to the mountains and stayed apart, fighting fiercely for their independence. You know the King married a woman of clannish descent. Queen Lynn. That has be their eldest daughter."

      "If our souls are twinned, the Gods have a wicked sense of humour. I can feel the connection pulling at me, even at this distance."

      "Then you should avoid her. If you bind yourselves together, you'll die when she dies."

      He'd already considered that. It scared him more than anything else ever had, even the prospect of his upcoming test. Shifting forces touched him again, teasing him toward the valley. Like earlier, it felt magical. "Something's not right."

      "Really?" Allyn asked with feigned innocence. "If you figure it out, come and tell me. I'm going to finish my meal."

      "You know? What is it?"

      The wind pushed Allyn's long pale hair back, revealing high cheekbones and a sharp jawline. He grinned, acting the teenager again. "You need the practice. Don't forget your wards."

      "Why not just tell me?"

      Allyn gave the question serious consideration before answering. "I suspect the Gods are paying close attention to events here, most likely manipulating our Realm to deliver new elements into their game. I can sense Quala Umitha stirring against the edges of our Realm as our reality bends under their influence."

      "The course of the future is being altered? Now? Could it be Noramgaell?" The thought made his heart start pounding. Fear or anticipation?

      "Perhaps. The final battle between the Gods is closing in. Only Marnier du Shae and Marak du Tren remain in the contest, though the others will be attempting to exert influence and gain concessions for their followers."

      "So it's not a coincidence that I've just found my soul's twin?"

      Allyn shrugged. "Seek your own answers. I have none."

      As Allyn left, Elias sent his magical senses questing so fast it made him giddy. He paused to re-orientate himself, before forming a magical net over the entire area and sending his Sight into it. When his vision adjusted he saw magic, life itself, illuminating the world. Wherever it pooled, magical creatures congregated like animals around a waterhole.

      Elias adjusted the net to screen out the natural magics, looking for subtler energies. Human auras glowed dully, while further back along the road heavy patches of magical energy clung to the ground like mist.

      Were the faspane up to something? He and Allyn had seen far too many signs of their mortal cousins. He searched again, but each time he came close to pinpointing the magic's source, it slipped away as if never there.

      Curious, he reworked the net to resonate against directed energy. Between one breath and the next, his net illuminated with power. He stiffened and cried out as sparks showered the air around him and his chest cramped. He fell gasping to his knees, the icy wind blowing his cloak over his head. He gulped for air and fought down the initial power flow, but another surge tore control from his grasp.

      Like mist before the wind, the barriers between this world and the Higher Realm wavered. His vision twisted in nauseating slowness as he beheld the edges of Quala Umitha, a vision of eternity only a God's mind could fully encompass and influence. To Elias, it was a revelation of infinite possibilities bound within the Fey Realm.

      Billions of probabilities hit his overextended mind, each a potential future. He tried to force the visions away, but they changed again and again until he could barely tell them apart; an unbearable wall of pain.

      A single vision cut through the others; a man standing beside a pool of rippling silver – the Silver Well containing the Power of Ages. Phoenix, Marak du Tren's Champion, held a ball of liquid power from the pool.

      This was a prophecy. If today's events failed to lay a new course Phoenix would gain dominance over the Silver Well. The prospect was even more terrifying than the faspane invading his homeland.

      Drawing on all his strength, Elias desperately constructed a ward to act as a block between his mind and Quala Umitha. Although the pain eased and his senses cleared he could feel the power mounting on the other side.

      He opened his eyes, shoulders tight with tension. He had to survive and warn Allyn. Trembling as power trickled through his ward, he yelled and slashed at the link with all his remaining power, crossing his forearms as he invoked a desperate warding.

      Lightning born of twisted magic struck and threw him hard against a tree. Energies arced about him, and then dissipated into the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Elias groaned and gingerly stretched his bruised limbs as the breeze ruffled his hair. The air stank of burned wood and lightning. It could have easily stank of his own burned flesh if he'd been less lucky. The pine where he'd been standing still smoked, its side charred. Several coin-sized patches of glazed rock provided evidence of the power he'd unwittingly unleashed.

      There was too much magical resonance to detect anything else. He couldn't even sense Quala Umitha. Hopefully it had withdrawn back into the Fey Realm where it belonged. Head pounding and his bottom lip sore from where he'd bitten it, he stood and focused his thoughts before sending another net out, this time fully warded against a backlash.

      He found the mist-like energy again, slightly stronger where the humans were, though still spread wide and difficult to centre on. He'd missed the obvious. "You idiot," he muttered to himself. He'd missed it because it was impossible, or should be.

      He finally recognised an unconscious energy dispersal, all that prevented a latent sorcerer's power from building into something dangerous.

      It didn't make sense. There was enough energy being dispersed for two or three novice izzen, and no creature had that much power, particularly not a human. They'd lost their magic when they'd lost their immortality, or so the legends went. It would take hundreds of humans, thousands perhaps, to produce that much latent magic.

      He released his net, running his fingers through his hair as the implications sank in. The significance of it so close to Noramgaell had unsettling consequences. The final battle between the Goddess of Healing, Marnier du Shae, and the Paladin of War, Marak du Tren, must be closer than Allyn thought. One of the Gods had gambled a lot on a single human by investing them with so much power.

      Still mulling the implications, he picked up his ghostwood longbow and followed Allyn's barely discernible tracks to a sheltered copse of trees, the wind there hardly strong enough to tousle his hair.

      "Setting wards against unexpected surges isn't such an issue anymore, I take it?" Allyn asked with a disarming grin. Despite the criticism, Elias saw concern and relief in the sorcerer's eyes.

      "You knew," he said. "There's a human down there with more magic than even you and I possess together."

      Allyn gave a slow nod. "As unlikely as that seems."

      "What the seers said about Noramgaell is true then? The Gods really are drawing humans into conflict." A rune-carved ghostwood staff lay on the ground beside their packs. Allyn casually picked it up as he stood, but Elias read suppressed excitement. He should have taken more notice of his teacher before.

      "With training, someone in that party could be very powerful." Childlike eagerness coloured Allyn's voice, making him seem as young as his features. "The faspane have aligned with Marak du Tren whether they know it or not. Someone down there could be the key to tipping this war toward Marnier du Shae."

      "We can't go after the human," Elias said. "The faspane are too close and their wizard will have noticed the magical resonance."

      Allyn gave Elias a hard look he hadn't seen since his early tutelage. "The decision's mine, not yours."

      "The Queen and Council gave us both a task. Investigating humans isn't it."

      Allyn's hard look melted into a grin. "I suspect the Gods are laughing at you just now, daring you to ignore their influence."

      "The faspane…"

      "Have no real chance of finding us. They'll be seeking the human too, which is as good a reason as any to interfere."

      "Interfering would be reckless." Curious, Elias walked back to the cliff, hoping to discover more. Allyn followed. The wind was picking up with the fast-approaching storm.

      "The feeling of being drawn to the valley is far stronger than your connection to your soul's twin, isn't it?" Allyn asked. "I feel it too."

      "All I'm sure is that there's war and death surrounding at least one person there, probably all of them. If we get involved it could cost us our lives." Not that Noramgaell or even his upcoming test offered better prospects.

      "Are you planning on living forever?"

      "Yes."

      Allyn grinned as if he'd just heard idiocy. "We're immortal, not eternal."

      "You're so ridiculously old you can hardly comment on such issues."

      "Yet I'm still not eternal."

      It wasn't an argument he was likely to win. "The power I felt from the latent was different compared to our own kind. Raw."

      "Someone down there has been touched by one of the Gods, and I don't mean as a Divine Servant. Marnier du Shae has upset the balance and so the other Gods are taking advantage of their freedom to act."

      "Marnier du Shae can only be responding to Marak du Tren's gift of eternal life which was given to Phoenix."

      "For which we've helped the shivras create the Sword of the Sun. No. The Gods act through us, they cannot affect anything directly. It would have taken Marnia du Shae millennia to invest that much power into a single human. She's been very subtle. Most likely, the other Gods have just found out."

      "Perhaps there's a new alliance between Gods?"

      Allyn's ears lifted as if he hadn't considered that. "You saw something within Quala Umitha, didn't you?"

      Elias nodded his head. "Phoenix at the Silver Well. He intends to master its power."

      "Then we must find the human Marnier du Shae favours before the faspane can kill him or her. They may be the key to stopping Phoenix."

      "It has to be Princess Caroline. The coincidence is too convenient otherwise."

      "I agree."

      Elias sighed. "You're going to defy Queen and Council and go after her, aren't you?"

      "Of course."

      Why did Elias always feel like the adult? "We're supposed to meet Dobbin, not investigate latent human sorcerers. And don't even consider invoking my bond to you. We have a sacred duty to Queen and Council."

      "Then I suggest you break the bond. You've been capable for years."

      "Our laws demand the bond remain so long as you're my teacher."

      "Then act like a student and respect my decision."

      "But…"

      "We'll meet Dobbin in plenty of time. This will only take an hour or two."

      Heavy grey clouds moved across the valley, mottling the forest with patches of sunlight. Something glinted within the trees north of the nobles' party. Elias cast his near-sight spell and picked out a man wearing chain mail and a plain white tabard darting through a clearing. A mile ahead of Princess Caroline's retinue there were more glints of chain mail and halberds on both sides of the road. They greatly outnumbered the forty soldiers guarding her.

      "Ambush," he murmured.

      Allyn frowned as he cast the same spell, squinting through the slight distortion. "I estimate a hundred men." He grinned and slapped Elias on the back, almost toppling him over the edge. "Let's see what's going on."

      Elias grabbed the sorcerer's cloak. "That's a battle you're about to drag us into."

      Allyn glanced at Elias's hand on his cloak as if amused. "And?"

      Elias let go and Allyn walked away. Back at the clearing Elias watched restlessly as Allyn gathered the remains of his meal into his backpack. Elias crouched before Allyn. "Don't do this. Please. It's dangerous."

      "Of course it's dangerous, but it's also exciting, isn't it? We'll get to Dobbin's cabin soon enough and we can provide plenty of distractions if the faspane show up."

      Elias could almost feel divine will pulling at him. "But…"

      "I only want to see what's going on."

      "Why do I doubt that?"

      Allyn grinned. "Because humans with great power don't exist, and that human's got far too much for any race, mortal or otherwise," he said. He stood and slung his backpack across his shoulder and picked up his staff. "Follow or not. If not, I'll see you at Dobbin's cabin."

      "One exists," Elias said under his breath. He almost felt his fate tangling with a Gods-determined misadventure. "Promise me we're not getting involved. Allyn?"
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      Caroline tried to ignore the warrior-priest Tarion Hunthres, but he had a habit of prodding the same part of her shoulder when he thought she wasn't paying attention. It felt bruised already.

      As her sleeves were a little short and she didn't want him to see her alimoth flowers, she kept having to pull the sleeves down. At any moment he might catch sight of the flowers, and then he'd never leave her alone. By the way he watched her she suspected he knew anyway.

      Thunder rolled across the sky and she welcomed it, but he continued the moment it passed. "You see, they clear the trees all the way to the bridge and half a mile on the other side to stop outlaws and clansmen from bottling caravans there. With enough warning, travellers can take a chance at running." He almost quivered with excitement for the subject.

      There wasn't nearly enough space to turn a wagon packed with goods and try running, but no one could argue with a priest. She'd discovered that over the past six months. She glanced back at Rhonda and Kirsty, but their expressions suggested they were taking delight in her predicament.

      Traitors, she mouthed at them with an overly-dramatic glare. That only set their grins wider.

      Heavy drops of rain began thumping down, driven hard by gusting winds. Caroline pulled her hood further forward and turned away from the priest, as much to stop the rain hitting her face as to avoid him.

      Tarion's voice picked up to contend with the rain. "Ahh, the damage storms can do to civilised roads," he began, but stopped as he had to shield his face with his free hand. Ahead, Captain Bastion raised his hand to signal a halt. Caroline followed his eyes and nearly cried out in surprise. Soldiers in plain white tabards and chain shirts were charging on foot from the trees.

      "What's happening?" Kirsty cried from behind, her horse skittering in reaction to her fear.

      "Ambush!" Captain Bastion yelled. "Present lances and face the enemy!"

      The soldiers lifted their lances from their stirrups as dozens of men with halberds ran across the clearing. "For glory!" one man yelled, and the others took up the cry.

      "Captain, we need to retreat!" Tarion yelled above the storm. The priest stood up in his stirrups and looked back the way they'd come. His eyes widened.

      Caroline followed his gaze. Behind them, half a dozen men in white tabards had ran from the forest to scatter caltrops, nasty four-pronged spikes with one point always facing up. The horses would be crippled if they tried to retreat.

      "We're trapped!" Caroline said, trying to hide her fear. Her words were overshadowed by a peal of thunder.

      Caroline let the reins slip a little through her fingers to gain enough slack to shield her eyes from the weather. Her free hand held her hood tight. Her heart raced with the need to flee.

      Bastion threw his cloak off broad shoulders. "Rear ranks circle forward and protect the Princess. Front ranks with me!"

      "Fandelyon!" his men cried and spurred their horses into action, forming a single line as they charged across the mud-soaked grass. Soldiers circled forward to protect Caroline.

      "Bastion must have seen the men behind us. Bloody good commander, Bastion," said Tarion. He kept a hand on the hilt of his longsword, though Caroline doubted he'd used it in years. "There'll be a trap further up the road, too."

      "Will our soldiers be overcome?" Rhonda asked.

      "Of course not, Lady duPrey."

      Caroline glanced at the priest in surprise. Tarion was clearly not above lying.

      "We should risk running!" said Jonathan, one of the duPrey twins. "Before they surround us."

      "No!" Tarion yelled, glaring the younger man down. "There's a bridge ahead. There'll be an ambush there."

      "Into the woods?" asked Jared, the other twin.

      Tarion shielded his eyes. "We may have to. Let's see if Bastion can clear the way first. The other side is too steep."

      The enemy commander shouted something. The charging men stopped and formed a ragged line across the grass. With varying levels of skill they lowered the tips of their spiked halberds and braced the butts under their feet. Charging horses churned up grass and mud as the riders lowered their lances as one. The two lines closed amid yelled battle cries.

      Caroline almost felt the collision as the steel-tipped lances punched through chain shirts. Lances shattered and men screamed in agony, some thrown back a dozen feet. Barely relieved at the small victory, she wiped rain from her eyes as two horses impaled themselves on the halberds, throwing their riders. Another riderless horse bolted for the trees.

      Her soldiers reformed their line and reared their horses before the enemy, the trained animals lashing out with hooves while their riders drew swords. Caroline held her breath as her soldiers began fighting with swords and shields, slashing at any enemy within range.

      One of her men toppled from his saddle with a cry of pain and she had to fight the urge to yell for help.

      "For Fandelyon!" Bastion yelled to rally his men, the Captain's blade slashing before his mount's hooves lashed out once again. "Forward," yelled Bastion, and they began pushing double their number toward the trees.

      "Captain Bastion, ware!" shouted Lieutenant Crace. The urgency in the yell was enough to catch Caroline's attention. He'd been left in charge of defending Caroline, and judging by his expression wished he hadn't been.

      Bastion glanced over his shoulder and cursed so loud Caroline heard him over the battlefield. "To the Princess. Enemy at the rear!" Bastion yelled.

      "Where?" cried Kirsty, looking back down the road.

      "From the woods on the other side. We're trapped." Caroline said as she followed Bastion's gaze, dismayed. Too late for Bastion and his men to get back in time, about fifty men in white tabards were running to attack the rear guard from the opposite line of trees. She turned to see Bastion deflect a swing from an axe-headed halberd with his shield and thrust back. The man stumbled backward but recovered.

      "What are you waiting for Lieutenant? Attack them!" Jared yelled.

      Crace focused on Jared, anger and determination on his face. "This is a trap, Lord Jared. There will be more soldiers lying in wait. Even running is a risk. We need to draw them out first."

      Caroline looked about. More? Their numbers were already overwhelming. "Is there anything we can do to help?" Caroline asked more for Kirsty's sake than her own, knowing the answer already. The raven-haired younger girl looked ready to panic. Caroline turned her horse back and took Kirsty's hand. "We'll be fine," she said softly, leaning close. "They want us captured, not killed."

      Tarion looked around, assessing. "If we get the chance to run, you all need to be ready to take advantage of it. Understand?"

      Lieutenant Crace pointed to three of his men. "Stay inside the circle. Protect the Princess and nobles with your lives."

      Caroline sat straighter, trying to show confidence for Kirsty's sake, even though she felt none. It was the only gift she could offer her friends. The rain pelted harder before the rising storm winds, intensifying in proportion to the fight and forcing her to wipe her face with a wet hand.

      "Lances down," the Lieutenant yelled. "Prepare to repel the enemy." Water blew from his lips.

      Caroline's soldiers shifted their lances to the on-side and lowered them against the charge, giving themselves a free hand to draw swords. The enemy slowed to smash the lance tips aside, but as soon as they passed the long weapons Caroline's soldiers dropped them.

      "Horse assault!" Lieutenant Crace yelled. The horses jumped forward and reared, hooves lashing at the enemy. Men fell with cries as swords and shields began striking and deflecting the halberd's axe-heads or counterbalancing spikes.

      On the field Bastion's battle was precariously balanced.

      Blocked by the new attack, he yelled, "We're nearly there. Form two lines. Rear line defend, front line attack and crush the enemy against our circle." Half his men turned and began pushing toward her circle again, forcing enemy soldiers to defend from both sides. Bastion's men eventually closed around a small group of eight and slaughtered them, the last slipping in the mud to die screaming under a hoof.

      The riders joined ranks and the circle quickly expanded. The united field helped Caroline's defenders hold their own even as it allowed the enemy to spread out so more could attack at once, their ranks still three deep beyond her horses.

      A blunt finger jabbed Caroline's shoulder. "Make sure you stay in the centre," Tarion said, nodding to Rhonda, Kirsty, and their twin brothers as well. "The whole lot of you."

      Where did he expect them to go?

      Kirsty and Rhonda flinched as a man broke through only to be cut down a yard away. Even the twins paled. Soldiers were missing, Lieutenant Crace included. Caroline found his body on the ground, his neck and chest bloody. She had to turn away.

      Lightning lit the storm-darkened highway and for the first time she understood how many men her soldiers faced. Too many.

      Rhonda screamed as a broken halberd spike flew past her head and dropped into the mud, startling Caroline and Kirsty's horses. Caroline had to release Kirsty's hand to grip her reins tighter, settling her horse. Lightning lit the road again and she saw fresh men in white tabards running toward the fight from the direction of the bridge. Thunder smashed across the sky and the rain fell harder, but not hard enough to keep Caroline's sinking heart afloat.

      "We're all going to die," Jonathan whispered.

      "No. Captured and held for ransom," Caroline said. She took Kirsty's hand again and squeezed. "That's the worst that will happen. Understand? We'll be locked away until our fathers raise enough coin to free us. We'll be fine. Move your horse closer to your brothers. They'll protect you and Rhonda."

      "And you," Kirsty added.

      "Of course," Caroline said with a forced smile. The brothers were merely along with Tarion to ensure their sisters and Caroline were properly chaperoned, though she was sure Bastion wanted them out of any fighting. If the fight got to them they were already lost.

      She looked around. The circle seemed smaller, more familiar faces missing; Greyloft, Anhers and Rhion among them.

      Caroline cringed as Bastion cut down a man who broke through during a coordinated charge, his halberd useless when Bastion got inside his guard. "Don't let that happen again!" Bastion yelled. He continued to ride back and forth, shouting orders emphasised with the point of his sword. "Use the horses' hooves if they get too close. You're the King's Guard, not common soldiers!"

      Bastion glanced back toward the nobles, swore and then turned away. He shielded his eyes with his hand as he scanned the battle. His expression didn't invite conversation. He bellowed three names, and the three soldiers inside the circle answered. "I have a plan."
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      Elias and Allyn slipped to the edge of the trees, hardly wet as minor wards repelled most of the rain.

      Amid battle cries and the clash of sword against halberd, the mounted soldiers held back well over double their own number. Bloody bodies sprawled across the green spring grass between the road and the trees, and just as many lay on the mud-churned road. Horses were down too, one still kicking and trying to stand. The ground appeared as red as it was muddy.

      Elias grasped Allyn's arm. "Looks like we're too late to warn them."

      Allyn shook water from his hair. "I still want to find the one with power. We might be able to help."

      Elias winced as a rider on the near side of the battle took a cleaving blow to the chest. As he fell the horse bolted, knocking several men aside and dragging its rider by the stirrup down the road, the body leaving a trail in the mud.

      The men in white tabards on the opposite side of the circle moved back to regroup and then charged in a line, the spiked tips of their halberds dangerously sharp. Two slipped and went down, but the rest met the horsemen together.

      Elias nudged Allyn as a cold feeling came over him. "Ready yet? My wards are reacting. The fight's attracted the faspane." They couldn't be any more than a couple of hundred yards away.

      Allyn shook his head.

      Elias turned his attention to the brutal fight. It could spill into the woods at any moment and he didn't want to be caught distracted. "A few minutes more, then we have to go. Even if you pinpoint them, how could we possibly help?"

      Allyn shrugged, concentration on his face. "String your bow. We might need it," he said.

      "If you get us into trouble…" he said under his breath, but removed the bow's protective sleeve. He didn't need Allyn's urging to defend himself.

      Allyn pushed a branch aside. "There's got to be a ward involved. Without getting closer there's no way I can study their auras with enough depth."

      "A hundred auras all flaring with violent emotion isn't ideal either. Focus on the princess. It's got to be her."

      "I can't get a clear view of her. We need to do something."

      Elias tried to hold back his growing tension. "It's a pitched battle. There's nothing we can do without risking our lives and our mission."

      Allyn grasped Elias's shoulder. "I know, but whoever it is could be important to us. You know that. If Marak du Tren wins Noramgaell our people will be destroyed."

      He glanced at the battle. "Without intervention from the Higher Realm Fandelyon's soldiers will all be dead and the nobles too, most likely."

      "Have you considered we may be that intervention?"

      "Yes, and it should scare you as much as it scares me."

      "Think of it as a game where they don't know we're involved. That gives us an advantage."

      Shouting increased as the north of the circle opened and three soldiers charged the attackers. Lances smashed through chain mail before the riders' swords hissed free of scabbards. A man jabbed his halberd at a charging soldier, but the rider veered and ran him down. The three slashed at their enemies until horsemen at the open ends of the circle kicked forward to surprise them.

      More halberd-wielding men circled, but another group of horsemen charged, forcing the attackers to defend. For one brief moment Elias wondered if the attackers would charge the broken circle. It was the obvious flaw in the plan. Instead, they tried to hold them back. Their plan wasn't to kill, but to subdue.

      Elias watched closely as the Captain of the Princess's guard raised his sword. "Forward!" Three more men charged, opening the way for the royal party who rode immediately after.

      "Stop them, stop them!" a man in gilded armour shouted as he ran from the tree on the opposite side of the road. Another man in a white tabard followed close behind, sword unsheathed as if expecting to fight. Several of the closer foot soldiers whirled and threw their halberds.

      "Don't harm the Princess! We need her alive!" the man in gilded armour shouted, but chaos erupted and all further commands were lost in the noise and rain.

      Lightning momentarily illuminated a field of devastation as more men swarmed forward, whirling and throwing their halberds. A soldier and several nobles fell from their saddles. Elias found himself anxious to see who was hurt as the remaining soldiers and nobles pulled up, adding to the confusion. No more halberds were thrown, but the princess and at least one other noble were down.

      The confusion aided the mounted soldiers who had remained to delay their enemies. They charged now, slashing at unarmed foot soldiers and killing a dozen in the chaos. They formed another protective circle around the nobles, but in moments were surrounded again.

      "Nice try, but too late," Elias said. "There's still too many foot soldiers. They'd need to kill another ten or fifteen to make any difference." Every instinct told him to stay. Twin-souled or otherwise, he began to understand why soulmates among his people rarely left each other's company. The fear of not being there to protect each other must be overwhelming if this is what he felt for a girl he'd never met. A human girl, at that.

      "Let's get further up," Allyn said. "They've moved too far for me to work properly." Without waiting, he hefted his ghostwood staff and ran into the trees. Elias followed, wishing he didn't feel just as keen. When they emerged near the road again it was too close.

      The white-tabarded men had regrouped in several clusters around the soldiers. On command they charged on all sides. The horsemen closed ranks to form a tighter circle and keep as many of their enemies out of the attack as possible.

      Blood stained the surcoat of one of the noble-born young men, but he remounted and sat straight without assistance. One of the maids was dead. A fallen soldier remounted, but had a cut to his forehead and looked ready to fall again. Blood marked the shoulder and face of one of the ladies who had to be helped to mount before a soldier, the man supporting her as she slumped against him. Only the red-headed princess seemed unhurt, much to Elias's unexpected relief. Her horse was dead though.

      Another soldier helped her onto a riderless horse with a shove to get her into the saddle, the strain clear on his face. She was considerably bigger than him. Her pale legs stuck out from her soaked skirts as she sat astride rather than side-saddle.

      Allyn touched Elias's arm, startling him. "You were right. It's the Princess. She used her power without knowing to protect herself. Otherwise she'd be dead from the halberd that hit her horse. If they try to get through again, assist them." Allyn indicated Elias's longbow.

      "Are you sure it's her?"

      "Not entirely, but she has a strange aura. It can't be anyone else."

      Elias focused on the girl, and for a long moment he saw nothing unusual. Abruptly her spirit flared like a sun among the stars, radiating emotion and latent power far greater than any other person on the field. Allyn must be blind. But then he looked away and she disappeared from his mind's sight. "I've never seen a ward do that before. You can penetrate it, but only if you know to look."

      "Look beneath her emotions. Everything else is masked. She couldn't have done it on her own, not untrained. There's got to be a ward hiding her from casual sight. We have to get her away."

      Elias felt caught between fear and curiosity. "If we do, it's going to cause trouble. We can't kidnap a princess and expect no repercussions. "

      "But she has power! As much as the most gifted izzen of legend. More. She's been gifted by a God."

      Elias's protective wards flared freshly and he saw movement on the opposite side of the road. It wasn't wind or rain. "The faspane are watching," he said softly, indicating the trees on the far side with his bow. "They must know we're close. No magic. I'll keep an eye on them."

      The foot soldiers regrouped and charged the riders once more, several slipping in the mud. The mounted soldiers repulsed them. Just before the next charge, Elias noticed the Princess's soldiers moving to try another break.

      Allyn said, "Ignore the faspane. When you see a weak spot in the attackers' line, hit it. Make sure the princess goes into the trees over here rather than down the road."

      Elias heard a woman scream and saw Princess Caroline clutching her shoulder, blood seeping through her fingers and mingling with the rain running down her cloak.

      Elias pulled an arrow from his quiver, suddenly sure this is what he had been called for. Born for. He knew it within the depths of his being. The Goddess of Healing was making a play at power and he was part of it.

      He nocked the arrow and drew to his cheek, the bow's magic tingling his fingertips as he counted to ten and let fly. The arrow did not arc. It flew flat with the power of a catapult. It struck a man in the back, smashed through his chain mail and slammed through the man beyond him. A third man, ready to swing at a horse, jerked and crumpled from the same arrow. A hint of green energy discharged around their wounds. Hopefully none of the nearby faspane were gifted with magical sight.

      Another man in a white tabard turned to see what had happened and a horse kicked him in the head. Elias released another arrow, the force of its strike throwing a soldier into the man before him and killing them both. He drew again, counted to four and let fly, the arrow punching through a man's neck.

      It was enough to create a small gap in the fighting. Fandelyon's Captain yelled an order and the circle opened, allowing four soldiers to charge out ahead of the royal party. More followed. Others kept enemies from chasing them.

      As the old priest went down on a thrust intended for a soldier the remaining maid fell screaming from her horse, her cries stopping as she struck the ground. The princess reigned in her mount to help the maid, but a soldier yelled and slapped her horse's rump, forcing her into the trees.

      Allyn touched Elias's shoulder. "Keep as many foot soldiers here as you can. The Princess's men can't afford this again."

      "No problem, as long as they and the faspane don't see me."

      "If they do, lead them in another direction. You'll be able to lose them in the forest. I'm going to follow the girl and try to separate her from the rest. Catch up when you can."

      "Good luck," Elias said as Allyn departed. He drew another arrow and let fly at a running man without waiting for the bow's magic to give it power. The man fell.

      He held the next arrow for a count of eight before letting it fly. It struck the enemy commander. The arrow punched through his gilded breastplate and threw him into the tree behind him, pinning him there. Elias drew another arrow to his cheek, allowing the magic to build for several seconds.

      He released, and two more men died. Unfortunately, he'd chosen front-runners and those behind took notice. A good number turned and charged at him. "And curse me for stupidity." He shouldered his bow and ran.
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      Caroline rode as hard as the trees, brush and uneven ground would let her. Her injured left shoulder and short stirrups slowed her, her back jarring with each stride. She barely kept her balance with the unsure grip of her calves. Others carried injuries, some much more serious than her own, but she could only assume Captain Bastion kept up the pace in the hope of resting some distance from the road.

      Poor Tellise. Her maid had fallen, trampled. Thank the Higher Realm Caroline wasn't bringing her baby home… She glanced at her wrists. Perhaps the Goddess of Healing really did have her best interests at heart.

      They slowed for a deadfall, changing direction a few yards beyond it as thick bushes and a nasty slope barred the way. A low branch slapped Caroline's shoulder and she cried out, struggling to hold onto the saddle with her good hand. As soon as she righted herself she kicked her horse up the slope again, grimacing at the chafing on her thighs and knees.

      "Hard eastward at the top of the slope," Captain Bastion yelled.

      Caroline cantered the last few yards up the hill before pulling up. No one turned. Instead, they went straight down the other side. She slapped the reins on her horse's neck and it jumped forward, making her grip its mane with her good hand. She held tighter as the horse slipped on mud and debris, each time barely regaining its footing.

      She sensed her horse begin to balk at a fallen tree trunk, but she forced the animal to jump over it. She fell hard against its neck when its hooves hit, the impact jarring her shoulder. She cried out and came close to toppling off, clinging desperately to the mane before righting herself. She wasn't sure if it was tears or rain on her face now.

      Everyone waited at the bottom of the slope where Caroline pulled up behind Jared and Jonathan. Jared looked pale.

      "Jared?" she asked. The twin gave her a brief nod over his shoulder.

      Feeling no better, she held her aching shoulder. The bleeding had mostly stopped. The rain hadn't, though the full brunt of the storm had passed.

      With numb fingers she managed to adjust one stirrup as Kirsty, the soldier holding Rhonda, and the rear guard caught up. Rhonda looked ready to pass out, a nasty bruise already showing on her forehead from her fall.

      "Are you okay?" Caroline asked Rhonda, wondering if she should ask a reprieve from Captain Bastion. Rhonda looked her way, but couldn't seem to focus.

      "Forward!" Captain Bastion ordered.

      "Hold tight, Rhonda. The Divine Lady of Healing is looking after you," Caroline said as she kicked her horse into a canter. They rode over the next rise, turning at the bottom. They slowed to follow a freshly flowing watercourse for a few minutes, and then moved into the trees again.

      Her shoulder ached deep inside. When Rhonda and the soldier supporting her caught up, Caroline found her friend unconscious, slumped but held upright. The guard's nickname came to her. Grimms. "Is Rhonda..." she couldn't say the last word. Alive. A sickly feeling filled her stomach, and she didn't know whether it was a reaction to the fight or Rhonda's condition.

      Kirsty appeared close to tears. "Rhonda was marked by the Divine Lady of Healing. Surely She'll protect her?"

      Grimms nodded. "She'll be fine, Lady Kirsty. She passed out, is all."

      "Attention," Bastion called. "We'll try and go more quietly from here. If anyone gets separated, head for the main pass but stay off the road for as long as you can. If you're threatened, try to get into the next valley instead. There's a clansmen's village there. We've had no trouble from the clans for several decades and they seem to be on good terms with King Phillip. They may even help if offered gold, but should at least let us pass without trouble. For now, we'll go north-east and swing north-west within the hour."

      They started out again. Caroline rode behind Jared and Jonathan, holding her horse's mane and letting it pick its own path. She listened for the men in white tabards, wishing she knew who they served, but heard only the gradually easing rain. She turned in her saddle and found Kirsty crying softly as she rode ahead of her injured sister.

      "Kirsty," she whispered."

      "I'm fine, My Lady," her friend said with a sniff before touching her nose to the back of her left arm. "Honestly."

      Rhonda remained slumped, her wet hair plastered across her face in water-dark streaks. Caroline slowed her horse and took Kirsty's hand. "I'm sure Rhonda will be fine. A night's rest and she'll be telling us we look terrible." Kirsty smiled a little, but her expression was edged with fear.

      "Time to move faster," Bastion called.

      Caroline let Kirsty's hand drop and followed Bastion's lead. They rode at a fast walk while the gloom deepened and the cold of evening began to bite. Everyone kept their hands close and their wet cloaks drawn tight.

      Stiff with tension, soaked through and shivering, Caroline listened for danger. There was an abbey devoted to the Divine Lord Toram du Grah a few miles north of where they'd been attacked, but she guessed trying to get to it would be too dangerous.

      "Hold!" called Bastion. Caroline stopped her horse and wiped her face with icy fingers. The rain had eased, but the trees continued to drip.

      Their path led onto a stone outcrop, but part of it had broken away to create a drop of fifteen feet. Water collected at the base, rippling with heavy drops from the trees. Flowering redberry bushes full of thorns overgrew the left slope, preventing them going around. They would have to cross here or double back and find another way. Bastion spoke. "We'll cross in single file. We can't afford to let those bast..." He glanced at the ladies. "Those men catch up again."

      It looked like a perfect place for an ambush. Caroline stared at the drop. "The outcrop's too narrow," she said, her voice too weak to carry to any ears besides her own. Shivering, she sneezed drips from her nose. Bastion signalled a man forward. Caroline watched anxiously as the soldier moved his horse onto the outcrop. The shod hooves rang on wet stone but the rider passed without mishap.

      As the next soldier rode across Caroline caught Rhonda's hand and gave it a slight squeeze. Rhonda opened her eyes, clearly disorientated as she looked about. Rhonda's brothers and Kirsty quickly surrounded them. "Rhonda," Caroline said, relieved her friend was awake.

      "Princess," Rhonda murmured, holding up her free hand. Her sleeve slipped back, revealing a luminous flower. She smiled and gave Caroline's hand a slight squeeze. "She promised it wouldn't hurt, and it doesn't."

      "What do you mean?" she asked as Captain Bastion ordered Jared and Jonathan to cross.

      "Promise me you'll protect her," Rhonda whispered.

      "Who?" Caroline asked.

      "Grimms, you'd better cross now with Lady Rhonda," Sergeant Graden said.

      "No," Rhonda said. "Not yet." She gripped Caroline's hand tighter.

      Grimms nodded to Caroline. "Why don't you cross, Your Highness?"

      "Protect Kirsty. Promise me you'll look after her. Always."

      "Of course," Caroline said. "I have to go now," she said as she disengaged her hand from Rhonda's.

      It was only a short walk, no more than twelve feet, but a sense of fear settled over her as she nudged her horse onto the broken outcrop. Her horse's hooves seemed to ring out on the stone louder than any previous horse, and an eternity passed before soft earth muffled the sound. She trotted her horse the last few steps, hoping no one could see her hands shaking or hear the pounding sound her pulse made in her ears. Despite the chill and wet clothes, perspiration coated her upper lip.

      "Lady Kirsty," Bastion said, indicating the younger girl should cross.

      Kirsty raised her chin, clearly frightened, but Rhonda gripped her sister's arm. "Wait. Let me go first."

      Bastion gave Grimms a nod, and the soldier kicked his horse into motion.

      "Forgive her," Rhonda said to Kirsty as they clattered onto the outcrop. "You're her strength." They'd hardly taken three steps when the horse slipped.

      Caroline's heart skipped a beat.

      "Rhonda!" Kirsty cried as the horse fell, its legs still struggling for footing.

      Grimms tried to throw himself and Rhonda clear, but as the horse went over and they fell beneath it. Rhonda never made a sound, but the soldier cried out before water engulfed him and the horse's body crushed them both.

      Water splashed nearly as high as the ledge. Caroline felt frozen in place while the pool settled. Only part of the horse's chest and the soldier's limp arm and leg remained visible.

      "Rhonda!" Kirsty screamed again.

      Two soldiers dismounted and made their way down to the pool. "Quickly!" Caroline cried. "Please!" She stared at the luminous markings on her wrists. What was the point of Rhonda entering Divine Service if a Goddess couldn't even protect her?

      She took a deep breath, preparing to speak the words revoking her calling, but hesitated. Once revoked, she'd never be able to return to the Divine Lady's graces. Not in this life, at least, and maybe not in any other. She wiped her eyes dry and buried her wrists from sight, not that anyone else here could see her markings now.

      Rhonda must have been told this would happen, and she'd accepted her fate regardless. The sickly realisation made the situation worse.

      If Caroline denied the Lady of Healing now it would be a poor way to repay Rhonda's sacrifice. The scriptures were always talking about Divine Balance and how the Gods couldn't intervene without keeping it. She wiped her eyes clear again, determined to ensure Rhonda's death meant something.

      Someone chuckled from the trees beyond the basin. Caroline looked around as an izzat stepped into sight. His long dark hair, shot through with grey, was plastered to his head and held back in a ponytail to reveal tall, pointed ears turned forward for listening. Dressed in dark brown leathers, the hilts of his sword and dagger had been bound in black cord to avoid catching light. His green eyes and high cheekbones stood out. Everything else about him blended into the gloom. He lifted a crossbow and aimed it at Kirsty. Caroline caught her breath. A slip and she'd be dead.

      "I overheard one
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